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To my mom and dad, who let me read whatever I wanted as long as I didn’t wake them up with nightmares. See? I told you it would pay off. Also, can you leave the bathroom light on?
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NOW

Verux Peace and Rehabilitation Tower, Earth, 2149

My head is throbbing again, a white-hot line of pain from the back of my skull down to the right side of my jaw, and a dead man is signaling me from across the common room. His hand waves frantically in a “come here” gesture, his eyes wild with panic.

Resolutely, I turn my gaze away from the hallucination and attempt to refocus my attention on the living visitors across the scarred and battered plastic table from me.

“I’m sorry, what did you say?” My tongue feels thick, unwieldy. That’s the drugs. Both too many and not enough.

“I said, you lied to us.” Reed Darrow leans forward impatiently. An older, executive-type in a black suit and a vintage watch paces just behind him, supervising our conversation, with a thoughtful—and yet still disapproving—scowl.

“About what?” I’m confused. It’s not difficult to do these days, but with Reed, a junior investigator from Verux’s QA Department, I’m almost always clear. He’s been in here every few days since the Raleigh search and rescue team dropped me off into Verux’s care three weeks ago.

Max Donovan, my other visitor, clears his throat loudly. “Verux wants to help you. But we need you to help us help you.” He nods at me in encouragement, his familiar face wreathed in wrinkles I’m not yet used to. He was just an investigator for my employer the last time I saw him, but now he is apparently the head of the whole QA Department.

“I’ve told you everything I remember.” My skull fracture is, according to the Tower doctors, healed. And during the month-long return trip to Earth, the Raleigh’s MedBay staff tested me for every virus, bacteria, and parasite under this sun. Not to mention all the “exploratory” diagnostics and procedures over the last three weeks in the Tower. The results are always the same: the visions, pain, and memory loss are likely psychological, not physical in origin.

Reed ignores me. “You know, some people think you murdered your crew for a larger share of the find before taking that escape pod.”

I stiffen, hands clenching against the urge to hit him.

“Then you hitched a ride back here with the Raleigh team, gambling that we’d buy this whole amnesia and psychotic break story and you could hide in the Tower.” He waves his hand around, as though conjuring an image from thin air.

The Verux Peace and Rehabilitation Tower is a dumping ground for all the broken and damaged. Including me. Verux has more ships, more crews working in space than any other corporation. And sometimes docking clamps don’t disengage. Sometimes people can’t handle the isolation of years in space. Sometimes a coolant leak contaminates the oxygen, killing off brain cells before it can be corrected. Shit happens. Sometimes even to you. Sometimes even if you can’t remember it.

I swallow hard against my dry-as-dust throat. “My crew … they’re dead, but I didn’t kill them.”

“You sure you want to stick with that story?” Reed asks with a terse smile. He holds up a folded piece of paper—real paper, which means it came from the highest levels of Verux. “We’ve been monitoring K147,” he says.

Just the sector name makes me flinch. I lost everything there.

“So?” I ask.

“We’ve got movement, Claire,” Max says gently.

Not possible. My lips go numb, and a loud hum starts up in my ears. “The Aurora?” I whisper.

Max nods.

“Your ghost ship is on the move, Kovalik,” Reed injects with smug satisfaction.

Max leans forward in his chair to meet my eyes. “Maybe it’s time you tell us everything again. From the beginning.”
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THEN

Sector K147, two months ago

I have a loose screw. Somewhere.

Amazing. We’ve been living on other planets and moons for a hundred years and visiting space for even longer than that, and still, a tiny piece of metal with misaligned grooves can fuck everything up.

“How’s it going out there, Kovalik?” Voller’s voice pierces the quiet of my helmet, drowning out the soft and soothing rush of oxygen. Somehow he’s louder out here than he is in person.

I ignore him.

“Kovalik,” he sings out my name. “Hellloooo?”

“It’s fine. Better if you’d shut up and let me concentrate.” I grab for the screwdriver dangling on a tool tether attached to my suit.

He sighs, the noise right on the edge of a petulant whine. “Lourdes says we’ve still got a wobble in the signal, TL. And we’re going to miss the rendezvous with the hauler if we don’t leave soon.” As if I’m unaware of those things as team lead. But then again, Voller excels at stating the obvious and being exceptionally annoying while doing so. After twenty-six months in close quarters, I’m ready to murder him for that as much as for the snoring that rumbles through the air vents into my quarters, keeping me awake. Unfortunately, he’s a good pilot.

I ignore him and focus on checking the beacon hardware, particularly where we’ve merged new with old. Software updates can be uploaded via signal from anywhere, but hardware? Hardware is hands-on. And even with years of practice and gloves designed for delicate work, it takes concentration. Snap off a piece or lose too many screws and it’s a whole operation to get replacements all the way out here at the edge of the solar system.

Not that there are any replacements, as this is the last beacon. Not just for this tour or this sector, but the last last. For us, anyway. The next time the commweb—a network of beacons throughout the solar system designed to boost ship and colony transmissions for virtually instantaneous communication—needs an upgrade, a Verux SmarTech machine will be at the controls.

The machine will probably lose fewer screws.

But no need for commweb maintenance teams means no need for commweb maintenance team leads. No need for me.

This is it. The last time I’ll be out here. Not just as TL, but forever. No more peace and quiet of the vast emptiness. No more endless field of tiny stars surrounding me. No more ship with bright lights to beckon me back from the dark.

I shove that thought down. Way down.

Maybe it’s the receiver. I slide my hand along the metal support structure, pulling myself along to the other side, trying to avoid getting tangled in the process. My tethers to the beacon and our ship, a commweb sniffer called the L1N4—LINA—keep me from floating away but they’re also a pain in the ass.

I tighten up every screw I can find, and eventually, my comm channel crackles. “You got it, TL,” Lourdes, my comms specialist, says. Her husky voice is softer in my ear. “Cycling up now. Come back in from the cold.”

The gentle tug on the red LINA tether tells me that someone is at the cable controls, ready to reel me in on my signal. Probably Kane, my mech and second-in-command. He doesn’t like other people touching the mechanics of LINA, even something as simple as a winch. Anything can break, he says. And repairs are limited out here.

Not that that matters now. I’m fairly sure LINA will be scrapped once we’re done anyway. She was already old when I inherited her with this sector assignment. Battered, scratched up, smelling of overheated metal, with shitty airlock seals that are pretty much a full-time job to keep hard-foam-repairing even with Verux swapping them out for equally shitty replacements every time we finish a job.

But LINA is home.

After unhooking the blue tether from the beacon structure, I reattach the far end to the designated loop on my suit. As I do, my gloved fingers brush over the carabiner that connects me to the red tether, to LINA and the future I no longer have.

My whole life I’ve wanted nothing more than to be out here. Away from everyone. That is the beauty of space. There’s nothing out here. Sure, stars, planets, and communication beacons, but no people.

And now … that’s all over.

For a moment, I consider it, my hand hovering over the latch. It would be so easy: flip the safety catch, unhook myself from the tether, and just … push off. Float away. Eventually, I’d have to decide between freezing to death or suffocating as my suit ran out of juice, but it would be my choice. My choice out here among the stars, the distant glimmering planets, and the absolute silence of space.

“Kovalik?” Kane asks. “Are you ready?”

No, I’m not. I’m not meant to be dirt-side. Not for long and certainly not forever. Without a ship, you’re trapped. Bad things happen when you can’t get away. Just the thought of being permanently gravity-bound and surrounded by so many people again makes my breath rush in and out faster.

Guess that means suffocation will probably end up being a problem first.

“Team Lead Kovalik, do you copy?” Kane repeats, his voice taking on urgency.

“Claire?” Lourdes breaks in.

“Come on, Kovalik.” Voller sounds irritated. “I have a redhead and a packet of Scotch waiting for me on the Ginsburg. Just because you can’t handle—”

“Shut up, Voller,” Kane says.

My fingers settle on the safety catch.

“Kovalik. Don’t move. I’m on my way,” he adds.

My vision blurs with tears, smearing the star field into a general haze. Of course Kane wouldn’t just let me go. He would make sure they retrieved me, like a rubber duck plucked out of bathwater. He’s good that way. Never mind that a duck, rubber or otherwise, has no place outside the water.

It would take him fifteen minutes to get suited up and through the airlock on a secondary tether, and in the meantime, per standard protocol, our ship’s log would be recording everything, transmitting back to Verux.

There might be one thing worse than never being up here again, and that would be being locked up in the Verux Peace and Rehabilitation Tower on Earth. In Florida. What’s left of it anyway. That’s where the company sends all their broken eggs. I’ve heard that once you’re in, you never leave, not even for a look up at the stars.

I take a deep breath and blink to clear my vision. “Negative,” I say, forcing my fingers away from my tether. “I copy. Five by five. Momentary … glitch.”

“Yeah, right,” Voller mutters.

I ignore him. “Ready when you are, Behrens.”

Kane retracts the tether, slowly pulling me to safety, even though it feels like the exact opposite.
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“What was that about?” Kane asks, as soon as I’m out of the airlock and stripping out of my enviro suit. I hang it, along with my helmet, on the peg that’s marked with my name above it on a curling piece of magnetic tape. It’s hard not to view that bit of flawed tape—and everything else on board—with an overly sentimental fondness, simply because it’s about to be gone.

I avoid Kane’s gaze as I yank my jumpsuit back on over my T-shirt and compression shorts. Blue eyes that bright are rare these days, outside of old film, and it feels like Kane’s see right through me.

“Nothing.” I run my fingers through my hair, the sweat-dampened blond strands sticking to my forehead and hanging in my eyes. Now that I’m back inside, my momentary flight of suicidal fantasy seems foolish and pathetic. I could have put my entire crew in jeopardy by forcing them to attempt a rescue. We may not always get along, but keeping them safe is my job. A job that I wanted so badly I’d been contemplating offing myself at the loss of it.

My face hot, I push past Kane and stick my head over the railing for the ramp to the lower deck.

“Nysus,” I call.

No response.

“Nysus!” I shout.

A second later, he leans out of his favorite hidey-hole, the “server maintenance bay,” which is little more than a nook with a door, near the engine room. “What?” He blinks up at me, spiky black hair rumpled from his hands, gaze dreamy and impatient, still mostly focused on whatever he was doing before I called for him. Probably something on the Forum.

“We set?” I ask.

He nods. “Bank’s open.”

Ignoring Kane still hovering nearby, I turn and head up the ramp to our primary level, then down the narrow alleyway through the small galley to the bridge. Kane follows me but more slowly because he has to bend slightly to keep from smacking his forehead on the overheads. LINA, like all sniffers, is small. We’re a short-term vessel. The haulers bring us out and bring us back, handle resupplies. So, there’s just enough room on board for five crew—pilot, comms, tech, mech, and team lead—and the equipment necessary for our work.

The bridge itself is barely bigger than those old-fashioned space capsules, the ones Verux has on display in their company museum. There’s enough room for three of us in here at a time. Four, if someone’s willing to loom in the doorway. But there are seats only for comms, pilot, and me, the team lead. I end up standing most of the time anyway.

“Status?” I ask Lourdes, who’s folded up in her chair at the communications board, one side of her headphones pressed to her ear. Her curly dark hair has grown in again where she shaved it, and she’s braided it all to one side, away from her preferred listening side.

She swivels to look at me, her expression cautious. A thin gold necklace gleams against her brown skin, the tiny matching capsule at the center containing a tightly rolled scrap of scripture. Her verse, assigned by her church. “Testing alignment and connection now. Are you sure you’re okay?”

“I’m fine,” I say, more sharply than I meant to.

Her eyebrows go up in surprise, eyes widening with hurt, and I relent.

“Just got a little … light-headed.”

Voller, sprawled out in his chair behind the controls, with his safety restraints dangling and dragging the floor, turns to make sure I see him roll his eyes.

Lourdes starts to say something, but then her gaze goes distant and she presses her hand to the headphone against her ear.

“We should talk,” Kane says to me, the second he emerges from the corridor, as if Lourdes and Voller were not present. But even if they weren’t, this is not a conversation I’m having.

I ignore him and look to Voller. “Are we good to go?”

“As soon as you give the word,” he says, cracking his knuckles. It’s his tell in poker. I don’t play with them, but I’ve watched enough to know. This is what he does when he has a decent hand. He’s impatient, eager.

Kane steps closer. “Kovalik …”

“It was nothing,” I say, and try to make it sound like the truth. “You do your precheck?”

“Hey, guys,” Lourdes says. “I think I’ve got something.”

“Yeah, Kane, it was nothing,” Voller says, mocking. “If Kovalik here wants to become a permanent resident of K-fucking-middle-of-nowhere-147, whose business is—”

I glare at him. “That is not what I was—”

“Shut up, Voller,” Kane says at the same time. “I’m the designated medical—”

“Who wants to get into her crazy pants?” Voller offers.

In shock, I go still.

“Watch your mouth,” Kane says sharply.

“Why are you always defending her?” Voller demands. “We’re not a real team. We all just got stuck with a shitty assignment for the last go.” He shoots me a disgusted look. Clearly, I am part of said shittiness. “Who the fuck requests permanent assignment out here?”

Voller is not wrong. Under normal circumstances, this is an eighteen-month gig or more, with no breaks, no close-by colonies to visit or the chance to sleep in your own bed. No one ever wants to be assigned to the most distant section of the commweb, L52 through K147.

No one, of course, except me.

I asked for this section when I made team lead eight years ago, and Verux couldn’t wait to unload it. Which I guess gained me a bit of a reputation. But there’s more freedom out here where no one is watching and usually a new team with each go-round, which I prefer. Even with the bonuses, it’s rare for people to volunteer for the L–K run.

This time, especially. Because it’s the last time, the rotation is even longer than usual. Twenty-six months and counting, as we do final checks and minute tweaks, the final human hands to touch the beacons before the machines take over.

Kane took the assignment only because he needed the extra money. Voller ended up out here by default, all the better sectors taken by pilots who don’t have a permanent smirk and possible personality disorder. Lourdes is still green, just out of training, and forced to go wherever the company sends her. And Nysus, well, Nysus is Nysus. He doesn’t care what section we’re in as long as he has access to the Forum.

“Show some respect,” Kane says, pushing past me to stand over Voller’s chair. “You’re not in charge here.”

“Maybe I should be,” Voller says defiantly, his gaze moving to me, daring me to say something.

I should interject, shut this down before it gets physical. Kane is right; I am the one in charge, theoretically. At least for a little while longer. But I can’t seem to make myself speak up. It’s as if leaving that tether in place took the last of my energy and I’ve got nothing left to give now. Besides, what’s the point?

“Hey!” Lourdes shouts, catching all of our attention. “I said, I think I’ve got something.”

After a moment, Kane steps back to stand next to me, but his cheeks are still flushed with anger. When Kane is involved, cooler heads—his—will usually prevail. Usually.

Tensions always run high at the end of a rotation in my experience, but the two of them have been at each other’s throats from almost the moment they walked on board at the start of their assignment with me. Kane might be in charge of the engine and the function of LINA, but Voller is the one who controls her. They are perpetually locked in conflict, one in charge of the body, the other in charge of the brain.

“Oh, good,” Voller says to Lourdes, smoothing a hand over his wrinkled T-shirt. Today’s shirt says FUCK ME with a smiley face sticking its tongue out. I can’t tell if it’s meant as an invitation or an expletive. Knowing Voller, probably both. “You can do your job. Can we get out of here now?”

Lourdes ignores him. “It’s an automated distress signal. I think,” she says. “One of those R-5 repeating beacons.”

My interest flickers vaguely to life, surprising me. “Out here?” I ask. There’s nothing out here. Verux’s exploratory vessels should all be well out of range, even with the upgraded network. Unless one of them came back early.

“But it’s weird. No ship name, no personalized message, no other data. Just coordinates and the preprogrammed SOS. And it’s not transmitting on the emergency channel.” Lourdes pauses. “At least not on the emergency channel we use now.” Her forehead wrinkled in thought, she swivels in her chair and picks up her tablet, fingers flying across the surface in a query.

“It’s just an echo. Old data. The new hardware probably has something to do with it,” Voller says, sounding bored.

“Nysus?” I ask the air. “Are you listening?” It only took me a couple days on this tour to realize that my brilliant but introverted tech had wired the internal comm channels on the bridge and common areas to stay open, permanently. He could always hear what was happening, even if he chose not to respond.

“It’s … possible,” Nysus says after a moment. As always, he sounds distant, distracted. Like he’s on an entirely different ship than the rest of us and we caught him at a bad time. “The upgrade allows the network to pick up weaker signals. It could be that we have an overlap, fuzz.”

“See? Told you. Ghost signal.” Voller swivels in his chair, tapping in coordinates, and the engine pulls itself from idle with a rumble that I feel through the decking. “Let’s go. Bigger and better things ahead. Even for you, Kane.”

Kane, leaning against the bulkhead, flips him the finger.

“Or it could be that we’re picking up a signal from a ship at a greater distance than expected. The new hardware is one hundred and twenty percent more efficient,” Nysus says.

Voller groans.

Unreasonable hope sparks bright desperation in me. “If it’s an emergency, we’re obligated to try and render aid,” I say, after a moment, trying to sound normal, as if this were not the stay of execution that I’d given up waiting for.

“No, no, you don’t.” Voller turns in his chair and stabs a finger in my direction. “I know what you’re thinking. If we miss the rendezvous with the Ginsburg, we’re stuck out here another month. With no extra pay. Just because you have nowhere to go, rejected for transport and stuck at a desk job for the rest of your life, some has-been wannabe captain, doesn’t mean that’s true for the rest of us.”

His words ring out shockingly loud in the small space. It’s nothing Kane, Lourdes, and Nysus don’t already know, but hearing the facts spoken aloud brings a new level of humiliation.

Shame heats my face, and I can’t meet Kane’s eyes. If he needed any more proof of what I was contemplating out there, on my last space walk …

“I say, if it’s not on the emergency channel, it’s not an emergency.” Voller raises his hand. “Who’s with me?”

“Voller,” Kane begins, shaking his head in disgust.

“Except this is not a goddamn democracy,” I say, startling myself with the fervor in my tone. I’m not one for forcing my authority down anyone’s throat. Being team lead was never my aspiration, just a side effect of my desire to stay out here as long as possible.

Kane’s head jerks up, his mouth open in surprise.

“Actually,” Lourdes speaks up, “about that. I think it is an emergency channel.”

“But you just said—” Kane begins.

“It’s just not the one we use now,” Lourdes says. “They’re on the old channel.” She holds up her tablet. “I looked it up. When Verux did the last big upgrade, after they bought out CitiFutura, they changed the emergency channel designation. Fifteen, maybe twenty years ago. Before our time.”

Before their time, but not mine. Possibly not Kane’s, either. He’s only a few years younger than I am, I think, and fifteen years ago, I was eighteen, walking out of a Verux-sponsored group home and on board my first Verux sniffer for a training assignment.

“I remember that,” I say. “The merger.” That was big news even in the home.

Nysus speaks up. “She’s right.”

“Why would anyone use an old channel?” Kane asks.

“I’m not sure it’s a deliberate decision. I mean, we learned about it in class. Automated distress beacons are … automated. They get triggered, they go off as programmed. Old channel, new channel.” Lourdes lifts her shoulder in a shrug. “Just means someone’s out there pretty far with some seriously old hardware.”

That rules out a Verux exploratory vessel. They were all top of the line when they left a few years ago.

“How far?” I ask.

“According to these coordinates? Into the Kuiper Belt, for sure,” Lourdes says. “Ninety-some hours from our current location.”

“No,” Voller says, shaking his head. “No way. That’s the opposite direction we need to go to meet the Ginsburg, and way the hell outside our assignment.”

“That’s no one’s assignment,” I remind him. The last of the commweb beacons stop well before the asteroid belt. It’s the end of the road, so to speak. Just a bunch of rocks, ice, and dwarf planets too small to be of interest. Billions of kilometers away from everything else. Which doesn’t sound so bad at the moment.

“Exactly,” Voller snaps. “It’s in the middle of fucking nowhere, and it’s dangerous. We’d be off charted and tagged space, and there’s all kinds of random shit floating around out there. The company doesn’t want a commweb maintenance team messing around with that. If you’re so worried about the signal, contact Dispatch and tell them to send somebody else.”

“It’ll be months before they can get another ship out here, though,” Lourdes points out. “If they have to launch a—”

“They’re not going to launch anything,” Voller says. “I’m telling you, it’s a ghost signal.”

The sound of them arguing makes the steady ringing in my left ear worse. I have limited hearing on that side. Childhood illness. The only sounds that come through loud and clear are the perpetual buzz and crackle of tinnitus. Verux doctors tried to correct it when I was a kid, but all they succeeded in doing was making the tinnitus louder and clearer. They wanted to try again, but I was done.

Lourdes straightens in her chair, flicking the braided ends of her hair over her shoulder. “So you’re the communications expert now, Voller? Is that it?”

“Oh, come on, you’re basically a goddamn trainee and—”

“Enough,” I say sharply.

The three of them look to me, and I sense the expectant silence on the open channel from Nysus.

“Someone is in trouble. We’re obligated to try and render aid. Chapter five, regulation thirty-three.” Of course, those same regs also suggest contacting Verux Dispatch first, if at all possible. But that wouldn’t be the first regulation that we ignored out here, away from the corporate types who made the rules without ever leaving Earth gravity. We’re also supposed to be in Verux uniform and strapped in at all times. As if there’s anyone else out here to see us. As if there’s anything we might run into. And if our micrograv generator fails, we’ll be in more trouble than safety restraints could help.

Besides, if we contact Dispatch, they’ll just hold us up to get permission from succeeding layers of management, each passing the buck until they reached someone actually willing to make a decision. If someone’s really in trouble, every minute counts.

“Voller, set a course to the coordinates Lourdes gives you,” I say.

Voller opens his mouth to protest, and next to me, Kane tenses. But I’ve got this.

“I might be a has-been, wannabe captain,” I say. “But if you want that shiny new job of yours to stay yours, you’re going to do what I say until we’re back on the Ginsburg. You might not care what I think, but I bet your new captain, a real captain”—I can pretend that designation doesn’t hurt, sure—“will have a different opinion.”

With a sullen look, Voller closes his mouth with an audible click, and then swivels in his chair to face forward.

Lourdes shoots me a grin. She’s a good kid. With a better future than all of us. And I’m glad to have been part of that on my last rotation, if nothing else.

“Okay, let me know when you’re ready,” she says to Voller, with exaggerated patience.

I wait for his response, just in case he tries to push her. “Kid, I was born ready,” he says, sounding sulky. But his hands fly across the boards without hesitation.

Lourdes rolls her eyes but recites the coordinates.

Turning away, I head for my quarters. It already feels too … close in here. Too many people, too many emotions. Not to mention the sensation of having just escaped the guillotine with a close haircut.

Voller was right; I might have just earned myself another month out here. But at the end of that month, there will be no continuance, no mysterious signal to chase.

I’m done. After this, no more ship, no crisp pinpoints of stars on an eternal black background, no more control.

And people everywhere.

The thought sends panic scrabbling at my ribs like claws again.

I’ll have to find a place to live. Some tiny closet-sized cubicle to call home, where I’ll be able to hear my neighbor coughing for the next thirty years as I shuttle back and forth on sweaty, overcrowded pub tran between “home” and my desk with thousands of mind-numbing pages of training manuals to review and revise based on my “years of valuable experience.” I’m only thirty-three, almost thirty-four, and it feels like my life is over.

Kane follows me. I sense him behind me, the question before he speaks it. I pause at the threshold of the tiny galley. I can still smell the orange-y scent of Lourdes’s tea in the air.

“I said I’m fine,” I say. If I turn around now, Kane will be a few paces back, arms folded over his chest, forehead furrowed in concern. In fifteen years, I’ve worked with eight different crews, thirty-six different team members. Some more skilled than others. Some … more challenging. Leave it to the last team, my last rotation, to contain the one person I’ve encountered with a better bullshit detector than mine and the moral compunction to use it.

“I don’t believe you,” Kane says quietly. “Talk to me.”

Because of his extra training as our medic, Kane knows more about me than anyone else on board. That should make interacting with him so much worse. People who’ve heard my story usually can’t help themselves, staring at me with disgust or a mix of pity and prurient curiosity that feels like a violation. But Kane is different.

I’m caught between the impulse to get angry, to push back and reinforce my long-guarded boundaries, and the desire to face him, to open my mouth and let the words come spilling out. The latter feels like a physical force pushing against my insides. He would listen, I know, his gaze carefully fixed on me.

Just the idea of that makes my chest tight and warm with emotion.

And that cannot happen.

I could blame it on the length of this last assignment or the shitty vulnerability that comes from being booted out of the only job you’ve ever loved. Maybe I would feel this connection with anyone with a kind face and a sympathetic ear who happened to be nearby at the impending worst moment of my life.

But it’s more than that. I’ve heard Kane and his daughter talking on video chat a few times over the past couple of years. The warmth and affection in his voice set off this powerful and dangerous ache in me.

Kane makes me feel like somebody. He makes me feel.

Jesus. Is there anything more powerful, more dangerous than that?

I close my trembling hands into fists, trying to ignore the damp sweat on my palms. “I don’t have anything to say, and we’ve got work to do.” Never mind that this is part of Kane’s job, checking up on us. Particularly when one of us seems inclined to push off into the nothingness.

Kane sighs. “Claire. You scare the hell out of me sometimes, you know that?”

Startled, I turn to look at him. “Why?”

He eyes me carefully, and I force myself to remain still beneath that gaze. “It’s normal to be upset that things are changing, to worry about what the future holds. But you?” He shakes his head. “I’ve never met anyone so determined to prove that they don’t care. It’s terrifying.”

Kane’s words strike a soft spot at my core with swift and painful accuracy, like a driving punch, and I recoil, my teeth landing on the edge of my tongue and sparking surprised tears.

But I straighten my shoulders and lift my chin to face him head- on. “Then I guess it’s a good thing you won’t have to put up with it for much longer.”

“Claire …” he begins. “That’s not what I meant—”

“And I don’t care what you meant,” I say. “See? You were right.”

His jaw snaps shut, and a dark ruddy color floods his cheeks.

“Check with Nysus, make sure he’s working with Lourdes to track the signal.” A bullshit assignment because rabid dogs and the reincarnation of his personal hero, Berkeley Blue, couldn’t keep Nysus away from a mystery signal, but an assignment nonetheless.

I turn away from Kane and quicken my pace, trying to ignore him and the odd mix of pride and hurt welling up inside me. Pride that I’ve managed to at least partially fool him; hurt because I still somehow expected him to see through the act.
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“We’re here,” Voller says over the intercom in my quarters ninety-four hours later. “Coming up on a whole lot of empty space, TL.” His announcement holds more than a tinge of glee.

The stab of disappointment in my gut is quick but not unexpected. We’ll clear the signal source, tag it as a ghost, and head to our rendezvous point with the Ginsburg. We might even yet make it back to catch our ride with them, if they wait for us.

Back to nothing.

The open storage crate at the foot of my bed takes up all the floor space. I climb over the bed to reach the intercom switch on the wall and flick the channel open to respond. “Yeah. On my way.”

I’m nearly all packed. No sense waiting until we reach the Ginsburg and then having to rush. I finish folding the scrap of blanket—its edges are filthy with red-stained dirt, no matter how many washings, and tattered beyond repair—and tuck it carefully into the open crate. The piece is, admittedly, a little disgusting in its age and condition. But it’s one of the few things I still have that’s mine, actually mine, given to me by someone who knew and loved me rather than a stranger with good intentions. My name and hab number are stitched in one corner in two perfectly even lines. My mother was a Verux-sponsored doctor—one of the only doctors at Ferris Outpost—and her stitching skills got a lot of practice.

The outpost, not even a fully-fledged colony yet, was a rough place, nothing more than a series of interconnected Verux hab modules and desperate people trying to make a go of it, with little or no help from their corporate sponsor. But if Ferris had survived past the ten-year mark, establishing their residency on Mars and sustainability of their efforts, then Verux would have swooped in and claimed another colony.

“You’ll have to be responsible for your own things,” she said to me, when we first moved to Ferris. I was five, and my father had died the year before. She’d taken the post—dangerous but highly paid—out of desperation. I didn’t handle my father’s death well, apparently. Plus, MedBots were already at that point cheaper and considered more reliable than the general practitioners they were replacing on Earth. They made fewer mistakes, according to some vaguely sourced statistics. (Although when they missed, they whiffed it completely, the robotic equivalent of a batter swinging at a ball so hard he spun in a circle when the bat failed to connect. They lacked the imaginative thinking and creative problem-solving skills of those same replaced humans.) “There’s not enough space in the hab for everyone to leave their possessions lying around. They have rules here.”

She’d tried to warn me, but I was not yet a colony kid, still a spoiled Earther, used to the luxury of breathable air everywhere and having someplace else to go, even if it was just to the crowded sidewalk outside.

My mother saved me, devoted her last living moments to my care. And she tried to save everyone else. Probably would have, if she’d had more time—Verux ended up developing a powerful (and pricey) new antiviral from her recovered research.

But I’d screwed that up for her.

Padding down the corridor barefoot, the grit of soil from the greenhouse still beneath my toes and between my fingers, I pause at the sight of the shiny blue-and-white caution tape across the airlock to the neighboring module flapping gently in the breeze from the air recycler. The word QUARANTINE ripples like it’s alive.

I shake my head, stuffing that memory down, way down, along with the lid on the storage crate holding the blanket. When search and rescue found me, they scooped me up where I was and took me away—no packing, no suitcases. I was holding on to that blanket, even though, at eleven, I was too old for the comfort it provided. So I hold on to it still. I’m not sure why when it more often reminds me of my mistakes than my mother.

Before I head to the bridge, I glance back at my quarters. The walls are barren, empty, echoing metal. My bunk holds only a pillow and bedding and enough official Verux jumpsuits to carry me over until we reach the Ginsburg. It looks nothing like the home it has been. But it’s better to keep harsh reality right in front of me. It felt like a trick to keep pretending that this wasn’t going to happen sooner rather than later, that my home was not going away. At least this way—no matter how many days I have left here—I’m choosing to face it rather than clinging to a desperate illusion.

That’s how I see it anyway. Others may have a different view.

On my way out the door, I bump into Kane—my shoulder into his chest—as he steps out of his quarters, no doubt summoned by a triumphant Voller or by the feel of the ship slowing as it reached its coordinates.

“After you.” Kane steps back, gesturing for me to go ahead, while avoiding meeting my eyes. His curly hair is rumpled, and a fingerprint of grease decorates his left temple. His worn jumpsuit is open to the waist, the sleeves tied around his middle, revealing the cotton T-shirt beneath. It looks worn and soft to the touch, and the imagined sensation of my cheek pressed against his chest, against that fabric, stalls me out for a moment.

But only for a moment.

I move past him without a word. My shoulder, though, still feels warm and electric from the unanticipated contact.

Cut it out, Claire. Don’t do this.

Voller barely waits until I clear the threshold of the bridge. “See, I told you.” He throws his arm out toward the viewport at the front of the bridge that shows an empty expanse of space. “Nothing.”

“Distress signal?” I ask Lourdes.

She spins in her chair toward me. “It’s weaker out here. But the coordinates are right.” She frowns, her smooth forehead creasing. “I just don’t understand—”

“Because the commweb boosted the distress signal,” Nysus breaks in on the intercom. “We’re closer to the source now, but that means we’re picking up the signal from the beacon directly. We’re outside the commweb now, too, so the signal doesn’t have the same juice.”

Outside the commweb. I’ve never been this far out. None of us have. Our job is literally the commweb. We live and work on it, like a spider spinning and respinning silk lines, checking and rechecking connection points.

It’s hard not to feel a little dizzy when staring out the viewport, like looking down toward the ground from an extreme height. Or into an endless black sea that will simply swallow us whole without remorse or leaving behind any sign of us.

“How’s our charge?” I ask Voller. If we get into trouble out this far, the only vessel in range and capable of picking up a distress call would, ironically enough, be us. If we were where we were supposed to be. Which we’re not.

“Yeah, yeah, we’re fine on that,” Voller says, waving a hand to dismiss my concern. “But can we get the hell out of here now?” He leans forward to peer upward through the viewport. “We are way outside of known territory and I would prefer not to get smacked by some piece of shit asteroid or whatever.”

Voller actually sounds a little uneasy for the first time since I’ve known him.

“Understood,” I say. “As soon as we clear the signal.”

He groans.

“So, Nysus, you’re saying that whatever we’re getting is from the ship itself,” I say.

“You got it,” Nysus says.

Voller scrubs his hands over his face. “There is no ship!”

Lourdes glares at him. “There’s something. It doesn’t have the echo a ghost signal would. And it should be right here. But I’m not getting any collision alerts. I can’t see anything through viewports or on the cameras.” Lourdes waves a hand toward the six monitors lined up on the sides of the small panes of thick glass at the front of the bridge.

She sounds frustrated. And understandably so. We have cameras outside to cover almost every conceivable angle of our ship and the surrounding area. But we don’t have scanners like the larger transport, military, and exploratory vessels. Short-range sniffers moving from one beacon to another just don’t need them. We make short hops in known space, between points that have been mapped, tracked, and visited for years, well outside the traffic lanes used by the big boys, so there’s little danger of running into something.

But out here? Everything is a little less certain, a little less defined. More like finding your way through the forest instead of following the well-paved, mag-lev highway.

So … now what?

“Turn on the stern-side working lights,” Kane says from behind me.

I glance back to find him leaning against the bulkhead, arms folded over his chest.

Voller gives him a scornful look. “Pretty sure I would’ve noticed if we flew past it, chief.”

Kane ignores him and steps up even with me. The open space in the center of the bridge is tight with the two of us. His arm brushes against mine. “And angle our current position to negative twenty-five percent.”

Suddenly I see where Kane is going with this. “Do it,” I say to Voller. We all have our blind spots. As born-and-raised planet-dwellers, we have one in particular.

Voller shakes his head but does as I ask, muttering under his breath the whole time.

“Put the rear-camera feeds up on all the screens, Lourdes,” I say.

The brilliant beams of light that we use to illuminate the beacons so we can work—tightening or replacing all those tiny screws—snap on. The monitors flash the sudden burst of brightness, blotting out the images on-screen in a wash of white until the camera adjusts and then …

“Holy shit,” Voller breathes.

On the monitor, a ship floats on the perpendicular to us, like a shiny metallic wedge of lemon in the dark tea of space.

“I don’t … how did you …” Lourdes gapes at the images. Admittedly, it does feel more like a magic trick. Look over there, and ta-da!

Kane grins at me. “There is no ‘down’ in space.” It’s a phrase that’s repeated, over and over again, in Verux commweb team training, to the point where it’s become a joke among the commweb teams. On a previous tour, one of my team members, Gerta, posted a sign in the head over the toilet—“There may be no ‘down’ in space, but there sure as hell is one in here. Aim, please.”

But the idea that something is just as likely below you as it is above is a hard concept to wrap your brain around for those of us who grew up with dirt beneath our feet and the sky overhead.

The urge to smile back at Kane is too strong to resist, and I give in. Just for a moment.

He holds my gaze for a second too long, and a feeling of connection zips through me, like a pleasant shock of electricity.

“Wait, wait,” Lourdes says, drawing our attention back to her. She squints at the monitors and then gets up to look over Voller’s shoulder, until he waves her away like a buzzy mosquito. “We’re still at least twenty kilometers away. That means …”

“It’s fucking huge,” Voller says flatly, not happy at being proven wrong on such a large scale, no doubt. “What do you expect us to do with this, TL? No way we can transport passengers from a ship that—”

“Why does it look … weird?” Lourdes traces the outline of the ship on the screen, the rounded bottom, the pointed ends, the tiny dark buttons of portholes along the one visible side.

Recognition clangs a sudden and discordant note inside me. No. It can’t be.

“I’ve never seen a passenger vessel like this,” Lourdes says. “Are those smokestacks on top? For what? And the decks are open at either end. That can’t be right. That would mean huge glass enclosures. No one does that. It would be too risky.”

Chills race along my skin, and my left ear is once more buzzing and crackling. Lourdes is right. No one does that … anymore. To be fair, as far as I know, they only did it once.

Next to me, Kane goes still. “Does that look to you like—”

“Yeah,” I say, but it comes out too close to an awed whisper. I try again. “Yes, it does.”

Voller lifts himself partially out of his chair for a closer look. “No. No way.” He glances back at us in disbelief.

“What?” Lourdes asks.

Kane clears his throat, but the words come out sounding rough anyway. “They wanted it to evoke nostalgia. To make people feel more comfortable by reminding passengers of something familiar. The design was intended to mimic a leisure vessel, a cruise ship for the ocean on Earth. Back when you could do that.” He pauses. “My dad and my uncle … they worked for CitiFutura back then, before Verux acquired the company. They did some of the plumbing on this ship. And the other one, the sister vessel, I can’t remember what it was called.”

“The Cassiopeia,” I say softly.

Kane nods. “That’s it. They decommissioned it … after.”

“But what—” Lourdes begins.

“It was destroyed. Blown up!” Voller says, arguing with everyone and no one and just the fact of the ship’s existence. He jabs a finger toward the screen. “Catastrophic engine failure. CitiFutura was rushing to hit the launch date, and someone fucked up. CF went down for that mistake.”

“Chat room rumors, unfounded speculation,” Nysus says over the intercom, with the preoccupied air that said he was digging in his downloaded Forum threads for more information. “In the aftermath of the disappearance, search and rescue ships found metal fragments on their projected course that might have been part of the hull. Or not. CitiFutura filed for a total loss, but there was no proof. Everyone had theories back then, and then the lawsuits started.”

“What lawsuits?” Lourdes almost shouts. “What are you guys talking about?”

I tear my gaze away from the mystery made reality currently floating on the monitors in front of me and look to Lourdes.

She lifts her hands in exasperation, a mute demand for explanation. It seems impossible that she wouldn’t know, but then I realize she was probably a toddler when all of this was going on.

“That”—I point to the screen—“is the Aurora. The first—and only—luxury space cruiser. Every possible amenity you can imagine. Gold faucets.” That’s always the detail that sticks in my head.

“Real wood floors, coffee from actual beans, meat that was once alive,” Voller adds, sounding both awed and bitter.

“Twenty years ago, five hundred passengers and a hundred and fifty crew left on a maiden voyage for a tour of the solar system,” I say. “It was supposed to take a year. But the Aurora disappeared six months in. All souls presumed lost.”

“One of the biggest space disasters in human history and high on the list of unsolvable mysteries,” Nysus adds, sounding a little too excited. Every nerd has his day.

Lourdes’s gaze flicks back and forth between the image of the Aurora on the monitor and me. “Until now,” she murmurs.

“Yeah. Until now,” I say.

“Holy shit,” she whispers, consciously or unconsciously echoing Voller. “Where’s it been this whole time?” she asks in a more normal voice.

“No idea,” I say, folding my arms across my chest as if that would help slow my galloping heart. The Aurora. Here. “This is hell and gone from where they last checked in. I don’t think they were even supposed to be out this far.”

“Because no one is,” Voller mutters, but not quite as sullenly as before.

Lourdes’s fingers fly over her control panels and the images on the monitors shimmer, blurring out of focus for a moment before they return, slightly larger than before.

“Sorry, cameras weren’t meant to zoom that far. This is the best I can do,” Lourdes says. “But look, definitely no signs of an explosion. At least not from this view.”

She’s right. The starboard side of the ship appears as shiny and pristine as it did in the departure videos that the news outlets showed over and over again after the departure—and then again after the disappearance.

I watched those videos in the group home, riveted and already plotting my way into those stars. If I’d been a few years older, I would have begged, borrowed, and blackmailed my way onto that ship’s crew. For weeks after the departure, I’d dreamed of future cruises, future chances.

“The ship is drifting,” Voller says. “No propulsion.”

“No comm chatter, either,” Lourdes adds reluctantly. “I’ve been sending a response to their distress call since we first picked it up, but … nothing.” She hesitates. “Do you think there’s anyone still alive or …?”

Six hundred and fifty lives. Six hundred and fifty bodies.

The bridge falls silent. The ship appears cold and still, frost glittering in a light sheen across her hull. Not even a flicker of light from one of the tiny portholes to indicate life.

“Records indicate that the Aurora had a water generation system. State of the art at the time,” Nysus says over the intercom finally. “But they only had eighteen months of food. I guess they figured that would be enough for someone to reach them if they ran into trouble.”

Except, for whatever reason, that was not what had happened.

“Oh my God,” Lourdes murmurs, tugging at the scroll capsule on the chain around her neck. “Those poor people. Starving to death out here, all alone and—”

“We don’t know that,” Kane interjects soothingly. “It’s possible they used the escape pods. We can’t tell from here.” He gives me a sharp look, but I see no point in lying to Lourdes.

Is it possible? Sure. But if so, those escape pods were also never found. And if the passengers ejected out here? They’d have run out of air long before anyone arrived to save them. A different, equally horrible death.

But I keep my mouth shut on that. I’ve been told I have a “cavalier attitude toward mortality.” The psychologist Verux brought in to evaluate me after Ferris Outpost is the one who first tagged me with that gem, and it’s followed me ever since. That evaluation—from when I was a kid—kept me off the Verux exploratory missions and I suspect played a role in my being turned down for transport captain. Apparently being “cavalier” is also interpreted as “reckless.”

Which is not true. I’m not reckless with anyone but myself and I’ve never lost anyone on my team. But I will say this: once you’ve been in a position to watch everyone you’ve ever known die, the light go slowly out of their eyes, transforming them from this magic assemblage of quirks, habits, preferences, and dreams to an inert pile of spent flesh and bone, you realize not only that life is precious but also that death is absolutely inevitable. No matter what you do. The people you love will die one day, and sometimes it happens sooner and faster and more horribly than you could imagine. Sometimes it’s even your fault.

I prefer facing that particular unavoidable reality rather than pretending it doesn’t exist. The same way I’d rather limit my attachments. To anyone. Why set myself up for that pain? But apparently that kind of thinking makes me “detached,” “cold,” and, as I once overheard, “sort of creepy.”

“We need to get back,” Kane says. “Make contact with Dispatch. They’ll send someone. Search and rescue.”

I appreciate Kane’s optimism, the hope that it springs from. It’s a part that I’m missing.

But there’s nothing to rescue. This is just recovery, plain and simple. And if that’s the case …

I study the Aurora, the dark windows, the cold engines, the likely luxury—and horror—inside. The construction costs alone had to have been billions. And that was twenty years ago.

An ugly flicker of an idea passes through my mind. Our regs are based on the old maritime laws. Even for the relatively obscure stuff that doesn’t happen out here as often as it would have in the days of Spanish galleons and navigating by starlight.

But an unclaimed wreck is an unclaimed wreck.

“What are you waiting for?” Lourdes asks Voller, his hands unmoving on the boards. “Let’s get out of here and report it.” She shudders. “It’s like staring at a mass grave.”

She’s not wrong. And yet … a dozen of those rumored gold faucets—branded with the name Aurora—would be more than enough to start my own transport company. If not in genuine market value, the oddity/souvenir black market would certainly do it. You don’t have to be “hireable” or a “people person” if you’re the boss.

Voller’s leg jounces in a nervous rhythm, but his hands remain still.

Is it possible that, for once, Voller and I are on the same page?

Lourdes glances back at me in uncertainty. “TL?”

“Claire,” Kane says, and his voice holds a warning.

At my silence, Voller swivels his chair toward me, head tilted in consideration. Whatever he sees in my expression must confirm what he’s thinking because a slow smile spreads across his narrow face.

“Oh, yeah,” he says, pointing at me. “Exactly. Now that’s the kind of crazy I’m talking about. Fuck the Ginsburg. We’re going to be rich!”

Voller spins around and taps in coordinates, and LINA accelerates, sending us toward the Aurora rather than away. Our bodies sway slightly with the abrupt change in direction as the micrograv generator catches up, recalculating “down” for us. Nausea swirls in me momentarily, but I’m not sure if it’s the sudden motion or the decision I just made.

“We have no idea what happened,” Kane says to me, edging away slightly so he has the space to turn and face me. “We don’t even know if it’s safe to—”

“It doesn’t hurt to check it out,” I say, folding my arms across my chest.

“It doesn’t hurt?” Kane repeats in disbelief. “Are you kidding?”

“What is happening? What are you doing?” Lourdes asks Voller, the anxious pitch in her voice increasing.

“The Law of Finding, baby,” Voller crows.

I grimace. He’s correct, but that doesn’t mean he needs to be quite so ghoulish about it.

“What does that mean?” Lourdes looks to me and Kane.

But Kane steps back, raising his hands in surrender or frustration, before stalking off the bridge.

“It means we found the Aurora, and it’s abandoned,” I say. Or, at least unoccupied by anyone still breathing and therefore able to claim it. “Which means—”

Voller cuts in. “It’s ours.”
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The Aurora is discomfortingly large, once we’re right up on it. In the LINA, it feels like we’re a tick crawling on a sleek silver beast that hasn’t yet noticed our presence or been annoyed enough by it to shake us loose.

Our working lights skate over the smooth surface as we fly over. Occasionally they catch the glass behind one of the portholes just right, sending a flash back toward the cameras and making my heart jump.

But no one is signaling us from inside. There have been no signs of life whatsoever. And a few signs of something far worse.

At the stern, a dozen escape pods are gone, their external docks empty and dark like rotten fruit in a cluster of healthy, shiny berries still clinging to the stem.

A few others look like failed launches. They dangle, slightly crooked but still attached, their sides blackened. It looks as though someone started to evacuate and then simply didn’t release the pod once they were inside. The engines, designed to be automatic, flared but couldn’t pull away without the clamps released.

Panic, maybe. And inexperience. That tells me it was probably passengers trying to get away without a crew member to guide them.

Above the escape pods at the stern, in one of the two large glass enclosures, a swathe of shocking green greets us.

My breath catches. Grass? If they managed to grow grass, then they’re probably growing food, too, and …

But almost as soon as the thought occurs, other details register and reality checks in hard.

The grass is too green. And a cheerful red flag still stands at the opposite end, stuck in the simulated ground. Café tables and chairs bolted down around the perimeter give it a country club look.

“A putting green,” Nysus says over the intercom. “For golf. Specs say the enclosure on the other side is a pool.”

As we move around the outer edge of the glass enclosure, I catch glints of light reflecting back at us. Tiny, twisted golf clubs sail lazily through the space, bumping into each other and the walls. An emergency fire extinguisher, the bottom deformed and bashed in, spins in an endless arc.

“Grav generator is off,” I say.

The green itself is shredded and furrowed near the entrance to the interior corridor, as though something has been dragged away. Or someone. And the metal door to the corridor is dented and bowed out, torn partially from its hinges. What happened here?

Lourdes, standing next to me and watching the monitors, edges closer. Her cold fingers find mine and squeeze tight.

I allow it for a moment, before that familiar too close, too much! panic starts to rise, and I yank away.

She gives me a wounded look that I have to pretend I don’t see.

I don’t want to hurt her feelings. Being a team lead is, at times, a combination of parent, camp counselor, and stern but well-meaning principal. But with some things, I just … can’t. People can only need me so much before that button inside me is pushed and I have to walk away. And I’m not allowed to need anyone at all. Except in the strictest sense—I cannot physically run LINA by myself. I would, if I could.

“I’m not seeing any damage here either,” Voller says, as we come around the stern to the port side. “Definitely nothing that looks like an explosion. Or catastrophic engine failure.” He tosses that out, though that’s not really his area of expertise. Just Voller being a provocative asshole again.

Silence holds for a long moment. Then the intercom clicks. “Engine failure doesn’t always result in explosion,” Kane says with obvious reluctance. And yet, he’s clearly watching from another monitor, probably in his quarters. So he’s angry with me, but not that angry. “It might not even be visible from the outside.”

“Right, right.” Voller makes a jerking-off motion without looking up from the screens.

The port side is as smooth and undamaged as the starboard. No curling flaps of metal hull that would indicate a forcible depressurization, no hole blasted through from an unexpected collision with a meteoroid. Micrometeoroids are still a possibility, I guess, but the hull shielding should have protected the ship from everything but a mass storm of them, and we’d see signs of that.

But mainly, it looks like a perfectly whole … abandoned ship.

“Fuck,” Voller says. “Look at that.”

As we come up on the bow, the glass enclosure at the front of the ship glows brighter beneath our lights, the normally clear surface frosted white.

Voller angles us closer to the top of the enclosure, where we can see down and inside.

The large rectangular-shaped pool has an infinity edge, likely to create the impression that passengers were swimming in the stars. But the water has floated out and away from the pool, probably when the gravity generator went down, and then it froze in the air and against the glass. Wooden deck chairs, which were apparently not bolted down, stick out of the ice at odd angles like toothpicks.

So environmentals are down, too. No heat, no air, no life support.

“If something went wrong with the environmental systems, then maybe that’s the first domino,” I say, trying to play the scenario through in my mind. It’s never just one factor, one element in play. There are too many fail-safes and planned redundancies. For this many people to be at risk, for a system this complex to falter, it has to be a combination of unexpected events.

Like, a previously unknown virus lying dormant in a soil sample until it’s revived by exposure to oxygen, thanks to rushed decontamination procedures. And then that virus spreads, in part, due to a delayed upgrade in the air filtration system—budget cuts. Add to that a lonely eleven-year-old
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