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  Chapter 1: All Hands


The all-clear from Sable Drift had not stopped ringing through the Halcyon's hull when Ellison sealed her helmet. 
She heard the seal take before she felt it, a soft double click at the collar, then the pressure change against her ears. Green ring on the wrist display. Suit at ninety-eight percent. She flexed her fingers inside the gloves and counted the team by touch and by sound, the way she always did, before she let herself look at any of them.
"Halcyon, this is Ellison. Boarding team is suited and staging at the lock. Give me a range on the Ardent."
"Four hundred meters and closing." That was Whitaker, up in the Halcyon's signals bay, her voice coming through cool and unhurried on the team channel. "She's not maneuvering. She's just drifting with the field."
"Any comms from her?"
"Nothing since the ceasefire. She went quiet and stayed quiet."
Ellison put a hand flat against the bulkhead and let the ship talk to her through her glove. The Halcyon was still shaking off the battle, coolant hammering somewhere below, the deck ticking as armor cooled. They had won. That was the word command kept using on the fleet channel, won, and it was true the way a thing can be true and still cost more than it was worth. Two colony corvettes gone with all hands. The Vanguard crippled and venting. The debris field out there was Concord as much as it was enemy, and somewhere in the middle of it a dreadnought called the Ardent floated whole and dark, and nobody could raise her.
"Boone," Ellison said. "Talk to me about that ship."
Boone was already at the lock console, helmet under one arm, reading the pull the Halcyon's sensors had scraped off the hull. He was the only one of them not fully sealed, because Boone liked to see the numbers with his own eyes before he trusted them to a faceplate.
"That's the thing, Cap." He tapped the display and frowned at it, the way he frowned at a reactor that was behaving too well. "She's hot. Reactor's up, core's nominal, she's holding her own gravity. No hull breach I can find. No fire. Life support's running like it's a Tuesday."
"Then why can't we raise her?"
"That I can't tell you."
Ellison looked at the numbers. A dreadnought that had come through a fleet action without a scratch, running every system, and not one person aboard answering a hail. In eleven years of boarding work she had learned that ships lied about their wounds and people lied about theirs, but numbers were harder to argue with. The numbers said the Ardent was fine.
That was the first thing that was wrong, and she filed it, and she did not say it out loud.
"Boyd, Ford, you're with me on entry," she said. "Brandt, you hold the lock. Hollis, you shadow Boone, he doesn't touch a panel without you on his six. We go in like there are wounded, because until I see otherwise, there are."
She looked at each of them through the faceplates, one by one, the way she did before every crossing, because it steadied her and because they let it. Boyd, big and still, already gone quiet the way he went quiet before work, all the words used up in advance. Ford loose at the shoulders, chewing something that wasn't there, running his own private countdown behind his eyes. Brandt with both hands on his rifle like he was afraid it might wander off, twenty-three years old and still counting every boarding as a thing he had survived rather than done. Hollis watching Boone instead of Ellison, which was correct, because Hollis had one job today and it was Boone.
They were hers. Eleven years of this work and she had learned exactly one thing worth teaching, which was that you brought them all home, every time, or you had failed no matter what else the day had done. She had brought them all home from Sable Drift two hours ago. She intended to do it again.
"Any questions." It was not a question, the way she said it. Nobody had any. "Seal up, Boone."
He set the helmet over his head and locked it down, and the last bare face in the compartment went behind glass.
* * *
The crossing took ninety seconds. Ellison spent them watching the Ardent grow in the lock window from a shape into a wall.
She was a beautiful ship, or had been designed to look like one, all clean lines and gun batteries and the long spine of her running dark against the wreckage. Her running lights were on. That was the second wrong thing. A ship that had lost her crew went dark and cold or she went up in a fireball, and the Ardent had done neither. She sat there with her lights on and her reactor humming and her airlocks sealed, waiting, like she expected company.
"Contact in ten," Brandt said from the lock. "Mating collar's got a clean read on her aft dorsal hatch. She'll take us."
"She'll take us," Ellison repeated, and did not like the sound of it.
The collar met the hull with a shudder and a long metal groan, and then the ready light went amber, then green. Boone read the seal. "Good pressure both sides. She's holding atmosphere. You'll have air in there, Cap, breathable, if you trust it."
"We don't trust it. Suits stay closed." She put her hand on the hatch wheel. "Whitaker, we're going in. Keep the channel clean and keep counting heads. I want to know the second anything on that ship so much as blinks."
"Copy. I've got you on the Ardent's own internal net, patched through her comms. I can see her cameras, her deck plan, her power map." A pause. "Ellison. Her internal net is up. Full function. She's just, nobody's using it."
"Understood." She turned the wheel. "Going in."
The hatch swung inward, and the smell reached her before anything else did, even through the suit's intake, faint and processed and unmistakable. Recycled air. Hot electronics. The particular closed-up warmth of a ship that has been sealed and lived in and running for a long time. It was the smell of every crewed vessel she had ever boarded. It was the smell of people.
She went down the ladder into it with her weapon up and her light on and found the corridor empty.
Not damaged. Not scorched. Empty. The deck lighting was at standard. The grav-plating hummed underfoot, steady, drawing off the reactor exactly as it should. A hand light was clipped to a bracket by the ladder, still switched on, its beam a small pale circle on the far bulkhead. Someone had set it there. Someone had turned it on. There was no one to have done it.
"Corridor's clear," she said. "Ford, Boyd, on me. We clear forward to the bridge, then we work back. Standard sweep, doorways and blind corners, call your spaces."
"Copy," Ford said. Boyd said nothing, which was how Boyd said copy.
They moved. Ellison took the point out of habit and because she cleared a room faster than either of them, and the order came to her the way it always did, automatic, unwelcome, a running list under everything else. Left hatch, closed, clear it. Right hatch, open, dark, clear it. Junction, three ways, cover the two you're not walking. Exits behind, exits ahead, always know your exits. She had cleared derelicts and prizes and burning wrecks and once a med frigate full of the dead, and her body knew the work even when her mind was somewhere else.
Her mind was on the hand light, switched on, in a corridor with no one in it.
The first crew space was a rec compartment. The lights were up. A game of cards lay face down on the table, dealt out, a hand to each of five seats, the deck squared beside them. A mug sat at one place. Ellison put two fingers against it through her glove. She could not feel temperature through the suit, but she could see the film of it, the way a hot drink skins over as it cools, and this one had barely started.
"Cap," Ford said quietly, from the galley hatch. "You want to see this."
She did not want to see it. She went anyway.
The galley was mid-meal. Trays out, food on them, a pot still on the warmer with its little indicator glowing. One tray had been eaten from, a fork laid across it. The others were untouched and going cold. Nothing was knocked over. No chair was pushed back hard. No tray was on the floor. It was a room that people had been eating in a few minutes ago and had left without standing up in a hurry, without fighting, without any of the thousand small violences that a body leaves behind when something takes it.
"Count the settings," Ellison said.
Ford counted. "Eleven out. Eight full, three eaten from."
"Note it." She kept her voice flat. That was the job. You noted, you did not feel, because the feeling could wait and the evidence could not. "Keep moving. Bridge first."
* * *
The bridge was worse, and she had known it would be, because the bridge was where the ship was run from and the ship was still running.
The doors stood open. The consoles were lit, every station, the big tactical display in the center of the deck turning slowly through a plot of the battle that had ended two hours ago, friendly blue and enemy red, the whole geometry of Sable Drift laid out and updating in real time because the Ardent's sensors were still watching the sky. Status boards glowed green down both bulkheads. A soft chime sounded somewhere, an alert acknowledging itself, unanswered, patient.
The captain's chair was turned away from her, facing the forward viewport, and it was moving. Slowly. A few degrees one way, a pause, a few degrees back, the idle drift of a seat on a ship under gentle acceleration from its own maneuvering, a chair that no one was holding still. Ellison watched it rotate and felt something cold walk up the back of her neck inside the suit.
"Boyd, take the chair." She heard how the order sounded and did not care. "Confirm it's empty."
Boyd crossed the deck, weapon up, and came around the chair from the side, and his light swept the seat, and there was nothing in it. A headset lay on the cushion where a head had been. He picked it up, looked at it, set it down.
"Empty, Cap." His voice was careful. "It's all empty. Whole bridge."
"Whitaker. You seeing this?"
"I'm seeing it." For the first time the cool had gone out of Whitaker's voice, just a little, just at the edges. "Ellison, I've got the Ardent's crew manifest off her own records. Complement was four hundred and eleven. I'm looking at her internal sensors right now, all of them, every deck. Life support's registering the right atmosphere for four hundred and eleven people. Motion sensors are quiet. Thermal's cold except for you five and the machinery." A pause. "There's nobody on that ship but you."
Four hundred and eleven. Ellison stood on the bridge of a ship that was breathing for four hundred and eleven people who were not there and made herself run the checklist, because the checklist was all she had.
Search and rescue assumed a person to find. That was the whole shape of the work. You found the trapped and you cut them out, you found the wounded and you carried them, you found the dead and you brought them home so a family could bury something. Every protocol she had ever trained, every drill, every hard lesson from every bad boarding, all of it started from the same place. Somewhere on this ship, someone needs you. Find them. She had four hundred and eleven people to find and a ship that said none of them had ever left.
"We do it anyway," she said, and did not know if she was talking to the team or to herself. "Compartment by compartment. Boyd, Ford, aft. Sweep every space, every locker, every head, every crawlway. Boone, Hollis, get to engineering and tell me why this ship is running herself. Brandt, hold that lock and do not let it close behind us. I want a clear line to the Halcyon the whole time we're aboard."
The acknowledgments came back one after another. She stayed on the bridge a moment longer, alone with the turning chair and the slow red-and-blue plot of a battle nobody was left to have fought, and she made herself look at the viewport the chair was facing. Stars, and the debris field, and the long dark shapes of the fleet's wounded drifting home. Whatever the last person in that chair had been looking at, it was that. She wondered if it had been anything at all.
Then she went back to work, because the work was the only thing on the ship that still made sense.
* * *
They gave it two hours, and the two hours told her nothing except how thorough the wrongness was.
Aft, Boyd and Ford found more of the same and worse in its ordinariness. Bunks with the blankets thrown back. A shower still running warm in an empty stall, the water circling the drain, and no one to have left it on. A sick bay with a treatment in progress, a med drip half delivered into an IV line that ran down to a bed with no arm in it, the machine counting out the dose in patient little increments. A workshop with a part clamped in a jig and the tool set down beside it. Everywhere, the exact shape of people, pressed into a ship and then lifted out of it clean, and nothing to say where they had gone.
"Cap, I've got a kid's drawing taped over a bunk back here," Ford said at one point, and stopped, and she heard him breathe. "Crayon. A dog. Says daddy on it. Whose kid, Cap. Where's the kid's dad."
"Note it and move on, Ford."
"Copy." A beat. "Noting it."
She let him have the beat. You could not stop a man's hands with an order, only his mouth, and Ford's hands kept working while his mouth caught up. That was the difference between a boarder who lasted and one who didn't, and Ford was going to last.
She took the bridge deck herself a second time while the others worked aft, because she did not trust a space she had cleared while rattled, and a good boarder cleared it twice. The dealt cards. The mug with its cooling skin. She crouched by the game in the rec compartment and looked at the five hands face down on the table and did the arithmetic she did not want to do. Five players. Cards dealt to all five. Nobody had folded, nobody had stood, the pot squared and waiting. Whatever had come for them had come between one hand and the next, for all five at once, and not one of them had knocked a single card askew getting up.
No blood. Ellison kept waiting for the blood and there was none. No bodies, no scorch, no signs of a boarding, no breach an enemy could have come through, no lifeboats gone from their cradles, and she checked the cradles herself, all forty of them, and every lifeboat was still there. Whatever had emptied the Ardent had not taken her people off the ship. It had just taken them out of the world and left everything else exactly where it stood.
"Cap." Boone, from engineering, and there was something in his voice she did not like at all, because Boone did not get rattled by machinery, machinery was the one thing in the universe Boone trusted. "You need to hear this from down here."
"Go."
"This ship is running herself. I don't mean she's on automatic, ships aren't built to run on automatic, not a dreadnought, not the reactor and the plating and life support and the sensor suite all at once. That takes people. Engineers, watchstanders, a whole department minding the plant around the clock." He took a breath. "There's nobody in here, Cap. Nobody's touched these consoles in hours, the interface logs say so. And every system is holding perfect. Better than perfect. Like she doesn't need us. Like she never did."
"Give me a number, Boone. You're better when you're giving me a number."
"Fine. Here's a number." She heard him move to another console, heard Hollis shift with him. "Reactor's drawing feedwater and running the plating and life support and the sensor grid, full load, and the output curve is flat. Dead flat. No ripple. On a crewed ship that curve breathes, Cap, it goes up and down all watch as people do things, run a shower, cycle a lift, heat a meal. This one hasn't moved in six hours. Not once. It's a ship pretending to have a crew and getting the small stuff wrong, because whatever's minding the plant has never actually watched people live on one."
That was the most words she had ever heard Boone put in a row, and every one of them landed somewhere cold.
Ellison closed her eyes for one second inside her helmet. One. Then she opened them.
"Log it and leave it," she said. "We're not here to understand her, we're here to find her crew, and her crew's not here. Everybody converge on the bridge. We're calling it. I'm not leaving people aboard a ship I can't explain."
They came back up through the humming corridors, past the dealt cards and the cooling meal and the still-running shower, and they gathered on the bridge, five of them, in a space built for forty, while the captain's chair turned its slow few degrees and turned back.
"Whitaker," Ellison said. "Before we pull out. You've been in her systems for two hours. Is there anything on this ship that isn't just wrong in the same way? Anything that stands out. Any single thing that doesn't fit the rest of it."
The channel was quiet for a moment. When Whitaker came back her voice had changed again, gone careful and slow, the voice of someone reading something twice to be sure.
"There's one thing," she said. "It's been bothering me since we boarded and I couldn't put it anywhere. The Ardent's comms are all quiet. She's not transmitting, she's not receiving, all her external channels are idle, exactly like you'd expect from a ship with nobody at the boards." A pause. "Except one. There's one channel that isn't idle. A closed loop, internal, low power, not going out to anyone. It's just running. Over and over. The same short signal, cycling."
Ellison felt the cold on her neck again. "Since when?"
"I can't tell exactly. Hours. Since around when she went quiet to the fleet." Another pause, longer. "It's audio, Ellison. It's a voice."
Nobody on the bridge moved. The chair turned.
"Clean it up," Ellison said. "Whatever it is. Clean it up and put it on the open channel. I want the whole team to hear it."
"Working." She could hear Whitaker doing it, the small sounds of someone stripping noise off a signal, filtering, isolating. "It's buried under carrier hiss. Give me a second. There. It's clear. It's, Ellison, it's just words. Three words. That's the whole loop."
"Play it."
And Whitaker played it, and it came through on the open channel into all five of their helmets at once, into the empty bridge of a ship that was breathing for four hundred and eleven people who were not there. A voice. A human voice, a woman's, calm and level and unhurried, with no fear in it at all, which was somehow the worst part, that there was no fear in it. Three words, over and over, patient as the turning chair.
Do not answer.
Do not answer.
Do not answer.






  
  Chapter 2: The Order of Loss


Whitaker had the Ardent's core logs open across every screen in the signals bay before the boarding team had finished decontamination, and the timestamps were already refusing to make sense. 
She heard the bay before she worked in it, the way she heard every room first. The signals bay of the Halcyon lived in half-light because bright light made the boards hard to read, and in that half-light it had a sound of its own, a low composite hum of cooling fans and drive spindles and the faint mains buzz under everything, and threaded through it the one sound she had come down here to chase. A cleaned-up channel. She had scrubbed the carrier hiss off the Ardent's looping transmission and set it playing at the edge of hearing on a dead speaker in the corner, three words on a patient cycle, because she thought better with the problem in the room with her. Do not answer. Do not answer. She had stopped hearing the words an hour ago. Now she only heard the tone, and the tone was what bothered her, because the tone was kind.
The Halcyon was three hours out from the debris field and running for Anvil Station with the Ardent under tow behind her on a hard tether, and Whitaker had been given the ship's logs and told to find out what had happened to four hundred and eleven people. She was good at this. She had always been good at this, at the thing under the thing, the shape a data set made when you stopped looking at the numbers and started listening to them. It had cost her a great deal, being good at it early. She set that aside. She had a record to build.
She started with the biometrics, because the biometrics could not lie the way a sensor could lie, and what they told her was so clean and so wrong that she said a word out loud in the empty bay and then was embarrassed to have said it.
Every crew member on a Concord warship wore a transponder. It was not optional and it was not romantic, a small hard tag sewn into the collar of the duty suit that told the ship where its people were, so that damage control could find a body behind a sealed bulkhead and medical could watch a heart that was failing. Four hundred and eleven tags. Four hundred and eleven little threads of life woven through the Ardent's decks, each one pinging its position and its wearer's pulse and respiration into the log, second by second, for the whole of the ship's last watch.
Whitaker pulled the master track and laid all four hundred and eleven onto one timeline, and watched them go out.
Not all at once. That was the first thing, and it undid the whole story she had come in expecting, the story where a weapon or a breach or a gas took a crew in a breath. This was nothing like that. She sped the record up until six hours of ship's time ran past in ninety seconds, and she watched four hundred and eleven steady threads, and one at a time, without pattern she could hear yet, they simply stopped. Not spiked. Not flatlined the way a heart flatlines, the pulse climbing in panic and then falling. Each tag reported a normal pulse, a normal breath, a person at a normal task, and then in the space between one second's report and the next the tag reported nothing at all. Present, and then absent. No decline. No struggle in the numbers. A thread, and then the place where a thread had been.
She slowed it down and watched one. A crewman, mess deck, his tag showing the small steady rhythm of a man standing at a counter doing something with his hands. Pulse sixty-eight. Pulse sixty-eight. Pulse sixty-eight. Nothing. She ran it back and watched it again, and again, and it was the same every time, a healthy heart at rest and then no heart, no wounded interval between, and she thought, that is not how people leave. People leave loud. People leave with their whole bodies fighting it. This was a note lifted cleanly off a stave, and the music around it never changed.
"You went one at a time," she said to the record, and her voice sounded strange in the humming bay, over the kind patient cycle of the dead speaker. "Why would you go one at a time."
She pulled the environmental logs to be sure, because being sure was the whole of her religion. No depressurization. Not anywhere, not for a moment, the whole six hours. Atmosphere nominal, pressure nominal, no hull event, no toxin flagged, no fire, no radiation spike. Life support had gone on breathing for four hundred and eleven people while four hundred and eleven people stopped, one by one, needing it. The ship had not noticed. The ship had kept the air perfect for a crew that was leaving it a person at a time, and that, more than anything on the whole terrible record, was the detail that put the cold in her.
She made herself be a skeptic, because that was the job too, and because she had been burned once for believing a pattern before she had killed every other explanation, and she would not be burned that way again. She lined up the ordinary answers and took them apart one at a time.
An attack. She pulled the tactical log and the point-defense record and the hull sensor grid, and there was nothing. No boarding, no breach, no weapons fire, no proximity contact in the six hours, no track of any vessel closing on the Ardent while her crew went dark. Whatever had done this had not arrived. It had simply been present, the way the dark is present, needing nothing to come through.
A toxin, a gas, a contaminant in the loop. Ruled out by the biometrics themselves, because a poison writes itself into a body before the body stops, respiration climbing or falling, hearts laboring, a wave of failing threads clustered around a vent or a compartment. There was no wave. There was no cluster. The vanishings were scattered across every deck at once, and each one was a healthy reading cut clean, and no gas in the fleet's whole ugly catalogue killed a person between one heartbeat and the next and left the heartbeat looking untroubled up to the edge.
An evacuation. She checked it anyway. The lifeboats were all in their cradles, Ellison had confirmed forty of forty by hand, and the boat bays had never cycled, and no one flees a ship one at a time over six unhurried hours while the ship keeps making them dinner. People who evacuate move in a herd and leave a herd's wreckage. This crew had left the way a word leaves a sentence when you lift it out with tweezers, and the sentence closes over the gap and reads as if the word had never been there.
A malfunction in the logging itself, a ghost in the record and not in the world. She wanted this one to be true and she could not make it be true, because the tags agreed with the door logs, which agreed with the galley draw, which agreed with the water use, every independent system on the ship telling the same story from its own vantage, four hundred and eleven people fading out of the Ardent in a slow deliberate sequence while the Ardent, uncomplaining, kept house for their absence.
Every ordinary answer was dead. What was left was not ordinary, and she had spent her whole career being punished for saying so. So she did what she did. She stopped looking at the numbers and listened for the shape.
She sorted the four hundred and eleven vanishings not by deck and not by time but by role, pulling each tag's duty assignment from the manifest and laying the order of loss against the crew's own organization chart, and when the pattern came up out of the data it came up so clean that she sat back from the boards and pressed both hands flat against the console as if the floor had moved.
They had gone in order. Not random, not by proximity, not the ugly arithmetic of a spreading thing that takes whatever is nearest. The Ardent had lost her people from the outside of her function inward, like a fire burning down to the pilot light, and it had spared exactly what it needed to keep her alive. The first to go were the ones a ship could lose and still run. Off-watch personnel asleep in their bunks. Cooks. A chaplain. Supply clerks, the ship's barber, a rating cataloguing spare parts in a hold. People doing the human things that fill a ship and do not fly it. Then, slowly, over hours, inward. Damage control parties. Weapons crews. Then the watchstanders. And the bridge and the reactor, the hands that actually held the ship in the sky, those threads had gone out last of all, in the final half hour, long after everyone who could have been spared was already gone.
Whoever wrote this, Whitaker thought, and then stopped, because she had not meant to think the word wrote and the word had come anyway. But it fit. It fit the way the right word always fit, with a small click she felt behind her sternum. This was not a disaster. A disaster has no manners. This had manners. This had taken the ship apart in an order that kept the ship whole, non-essential first, essential last, the way you would furlough a workforce you still needed to run the plant on the way out the door. It had wanted the Ardent to go on functioning while it emptied her. It had been careful.
She was not a woman who frightened easily, or she had trained herself not to be, which came to the same thing on most days. She was frightened now, and underneath the fright, in a place she was ashamed of, she felt something else, something warm and awful and entirely her own. She had heard patterns too early her whole career. Four years ago she had stood in a fleet briefing and put a cursor on a smear of return that nobody else would look at twice and said there is a signal in this noise, and a senior analyst named Cavell had let a silence go by, the kind that is its own answer, and then said, not unkindly, that a talent for finding shapes was a talent for inventing them, and had moved the cursor off her smear and on to the next slide, and the room had moved with him. She had sat down and learned the exact temperature of being the only person in a room who could hear a thing. It had followed her. It was, in the quiet parts of her file, why she was a lieutenant on a boarding cutter and not something more.
And here was a shape. Here was a real one, laid out in four hundred and eleven threads of stopped breath, so orderly it could not be an accident, and she was the one in the room with it. She hated that the vindication felt like anything at all. She let it be true anyway, for one second, in the dark, and then she put it away and did the work, because the work was how you earned the right to have been correct.
The channel to the bridge opened with a click she felt more than heard, and Ellison's voice came down into the bay, flat and short, a woman who spent words like they cost her something.
"Whitaker. Give me something I can put in a report."
Whitaker looked at the four hundred and eleven stopped threads on her screens and thought about how to say it to a person who wanted an exit and a body count and an enemy she could name.
"They went one at a time, Captain. Over about six hours. In an order that kept the ship flying to the last minute." She heard herself and made it simpler, because Ellison did not want the music, Ellison wanted the floor plan. "Nobody was attacked. Nobody ran. It took the people it could spare first and the people it needed last. It was careful with the ship."
The channel held a silence that was not empty. Whitaker had learned to read Ellison's silences the way she read everything, by their tone, and this one was the sound of a woman turning a fact over to find the handle on it and not finding one.
"Careful," Ellison said finally. Not a question. She did not like the word, Whitaker could hear that, the way it did not fit anything in a captain's vocabulary, where things were either enemies or accidents and neither one was ever careful.
"Careful," Whitaker said. "It's the right word. I know it's the wrong word to want to be right."
"Keep going. Write it all down. I don't care how it sounds." A pause, and then, lower, the closest Ellison came to saying the thing under the thing, "If somebody planned this, I want to know what they wanted. Ships don't get emptied for no reason. Find me the reason."
The channel clicked shut. Whitaker sat with the phrase somebody planned this, and did not tell the captain that she had already stopped believing the somebody was a person, because she had nothing yet to put under it, and you did not hand Ellison a shape without the floor plan to stand it on.
She built the record. She timestamped every vanishing, tagged every role, mapped the order inward and annotated it, saved it three ways to three places, and spoke a running log of her own into the channel as she went, flat and antiseptic, in the grammar the fleet trained into you, subject and finding and confidence level, because someone after her would need to trust this and she would give them nothing to distrust. The dead speaker cycled in the corner. Do not answer. Do not answer. She had begun, without deciding to, to work in time with it.
She followed the last thread herself, because it felt owed. The final tag on the ship belonged to a reactor watchstander, a chief by rank, a woman by the medical profile the transponder carried, and Whitaker slowed the record all the way down and rode the last minutes of her at real speed. Pulse seventy-one, steady, a woman standing a quiet watch over a reactor that did not need her, alone by then on a ship gone silent around her, though the log could not tell Whitaker whether the chief had known that. Pulse seventy-one. A small rise, seventy-four, seventy-six, the only place in the whole six hours where a heart did anything but hold level, and Whitaker leaned toward the screen and thought, you noticed, you noticed something at the end. And then, at 06:14, seventy-six and gone, the last light in the Ardent lifted out as clean as all the others, and the ship kept her reactor lit with no one to watch it.
It was near the end of the Ardent's log, seventeen minutes after that, when Whitaker thought she had reached the bottom of the record, that she found the entry that did not belong.
There was one more line after the last person was gone.
The Ardent's log, like every fleet log, closed itself when a watch ended and opened itself when a watch began, an unbroken chain of machine-kept honesty, and every entry in it carried an author, a name and a service number pulled from the transponder of whoever made it. Whitaker had read past ten thousand such entries that afternoon without seeing them, the way you stop seeing a frame around a picture. She saw this one because the frame was wrong.
It was timestamped 06:31, seventeen minutes after the last living tag on the ship had gone dark. There was no one aboard to have written it. The author field, which was never blank, which could not be blank, because the system would not accept an entry without a valid transponder behind it, was not blank. It held a designation. It was not a name and it was not a service number and it was not on the manifest, because it was not on any manifest, because Whitaker checked, and then checked the fleet roster, and then checked the roster of every allied service the Halcyon carried in her banks, and found nothing, anywhere, that matched it.
But it was the shape of the entry that stopped her breath, not the author. She heard the wrongness before she understood it, the way she always did, tone before content. The line was laid out strangely. The date convention was inverted from fleet standard. The delimiters were characters the current logging system did not use. The whole entry was formatted in a grammar she half recognized and could not place, clean and deliberate and confident, the antiseptic grammar of an official log kept by someone who plainly kept them all the time, in a style that was simply not the style of anyone she had ever read.
The content of the line was short. She would come back to what it said. What it said would take her days to be ready for. For now she only marked it and set it aside and chased the thing she could chase, which was the format, because a format was a fingerprint, and fingerprints could be matched.
She opened the fleet's archive of logging conventions, the whole two-century genealogy of how the service had chosen to write itself down, every standard and every revision, retired formats and current ones, and she fed the mystery entry's structure into the match and let the archive tell her where the style had come from.
The archive told her. It took a moment, and then it put a single result on the screen, and Whitaker read it, and read it again, and sat very still in the humming half-light with the kind patient voice cycling in the corner.
The format matched. It was a clean, exact, unambiguous match to a fleet logging convention.
The convention would not be standardized for another two hundred years.
* * *






  
  Chapter 3: A Matter of Record


The war room on Anvil Station was built to hold forty and it was holding twice that, and Ellison knew from the door that she had already lost. 
She counted the room the way she cleared one. Two exits, both behind the dais. Power draw high, every wall panel lit, the big tactical table throwing the Sable Drift debris field across every upturned face in cold blue. Standing room along the bulkheads. Flag officers seated, aides behind them, a scatter of civilian coalition delegates in the good chairs nearest the front. The patchwork of colony flags hung along the far wall, forty-odd banners for forty-odd worlds that had agreed on almost nothing except that they would rather stand together than be picked off apart. When a room was this full and this quiet, the decision had been made before anyone walked in. The meeting was the paperwork.
She had learned that on her first fire. You could tell whether a compartment was going to kill someone by how still the people already in it had gone.
Admiral Coyle sat center of the dais, gray and unhurried, hands folded on the table like a man waiting out a weather delay. He gave her the nod. Ellison stepped to the mark, set her slate down, and did not use it.
"The CNS Ardent was recovered from the Sable Drift field forty-one hours ago," she said. "Intact. Reactor at station-keeping. Weapons loaded and safed. Grav-plating holding. Four hundred eleven souls on the manifest. Zero aboard."
Nobody moved. She had expected that.
"No bodies. No blood. No breach, no burn, no depressurization event. No pods launched. The mess had food still warm on the line when we boarded." She let that sit one beat, no longer. "This is the fourth ship in nine weeks. It will not be the last. My recommendation is three things, and I will give them to you plainly."
Coyle's eyes did not change. Somewhere along the bulkhead a delegate shifted her weight, and Ellison marked her, and moved on.
"One. A fleet-wide advisory. Every CNS hull, every registered colony carrier, every relay operator gets told what we know, which is little, and what we suspect, which is worse. Two. Structured search patterns radiating from the four recovery points, treated as a rescue, because until I have a body I have a missing person, and missing persons are findable. Three. We stop calling these losses accidents in the record. Four hundred eleven names, and three more manifests behind them, do not get filed under equipment fault."
She let the number sit, then gave them the thing she knew would move the room or lose it. "My signals officer reconstructed the Ardent's final hours from her own logs. I am going to tell you what she found, because it is the reason none of you get to call this an accident. The crew did not vanish together. They went one at a time, over roughly six hours, in an order. Off-watch and non-essential first. Cooks, clerks, the ship's barber. Then damage control. Then weapons crews. Then the watch. The bridge and the reactor last of all, in the final half hour, long after everyone who could be spared was already gone." She watched it land, delegate by delegate. "An accident does not know which of your people you can afford to lose. This did. It emptied a warship in the exact order that kept the warship flying to the last minute. Somebody, or something, was careful with the hull and had no use at all for the people inside it."
"That is speculation, Captain," said an aide near the dais, low, and she did not give it the courtesy of turning.
"It is a timestamp," she said. "Four hundred eleven of them, agreeing with the door logs and the galley draw and the water use. And there is one more, and I will read it into this record whether or not it is survivable. When the last hand was gone, the Ardent logged a final entry. Written by no one on her manifest. In a fleet formatting convention that was retired before that ship was built." She let the silence hold it. "I do not know what wrote it. I know it was not a systems fault, because a fault does not sign its work in a hand older than the ship."
She stopped. She had more, and she left it in her mouth, because the room had gone the specific kind of still that meant the next voice would not be hers.
It was Coyle's. "Thank you, Captain. Your thoroughness is noted, as always." A courtesy, and a door closing. "The difficulty is the one you have just described so well. Little that we know. Worse that we suspect."
"That is the argument for telling people, sir. Not against it."
"It is the argument a boarding officer would make." He said it kindly, and it landed like a hand on the shoulder that was also a hand holding you in your seat. "This coalition is not a fleet, Captain. It is forty-one governments that trade with each other and mistrust each other in almost equal measure. It holds together on two things. Traffic and confidence. The moment a colony freighter captain believes his ship might come home empty, he does not sail. When he does not sail, the world at the end of his route does not eat. And when a delegate in this room hears the word unexplained attached to a warship, she does not hear rescue. She hears her own harbor, and she starts asking who else knew, and for how long."
The delegate along the bulkhead had gone still. Ellison had been right about her.
"So we say nothing," Ellison said.
"We say what is true and survivable. That the fleet is investigating a series of navigational and systems anomalies. That there is no indication of hostile action." He turned a hand over. "There is not. You told me so yourself. No battle. No enemy."
"No enemy I can name yet. That is not the same as no enemy."
"It is the same in a press briefing." Coyle's patience never cracked. That was the thing about him. He would agree with you all the way to the airlock and then space you gently. "Containment, Captain. Quiet, careful work, done by the right people, until we understand the thing well enough to describe it without lighting a panic that kills more people than the anomaly has."
Ellison thought about the mess hall. Four hundred eleven trays. The soup skinning over.
The delegate along the bulkhead spoke then, the one Ellison had marked at the door. She did not stand. She had the flat coastal vowels of one of the trade worlds out toward the Halvern lanes, and she used them carefully, a person who had learned that the room listened harder to a voice that stayed level. "Captain. My world moves eleven thousand tonnes a day through four relay routes, and every gram of it rides a ship that answers a call to sail. You are asking this body to tell every captain on those routes that ships are coming home empty and no one knows why." A pause. "I have sat where you sit. I have argued for the truth in a room that wanted quiet. I am not arguing against the truth. I am telling you what the truth does when you set it loose before you can steer it. My harbor does not hear rescue. My harbor hears keep your children home, and then eleven thousand tonnes do not move, and then a world that grows nothing but ore starts counting its stores." She folded her hands. "You lost four hundred eleven souls. I am trying not to lose four hundred thousand to a rumor. Give me something I can say that is both true and does not starve anyone, and I will stand up and say it today."
It was, Ellison thought, the best argument in the room, and it was still wrong, and the awful part was that it was wrong the way a triage decision is wrong, which is to say it might not be. She had no answer that was both true and did not frighten. That was the whole shape of the thing. The danger had no face to point at and no distance to keep, and you could not tell a captain do not do the specific thing when you did not yet know what the thing was.
"I don't have that sentence yet," Ellison said. "I am telling you that every day I don't have it, we are gambling that whatever emptied four ships is slower than our silence. I have not seen anything to suggest it is." She looked at the delegate, and meant the next part for her and not the dais. "When I have the sentence, I will bring it to you first. You have my word on that."
The delegate held her eyes a moment, and gave her a small nod that was not agreement and was something better than dismissal, and Ellison filed her under the short list of people in the room who had heard her.
"With respect, sir. Every hour we hold this quiet is an hour a crew somewhere doesn't know to be afraid of something I can't yet tell them not to do." She kept her voice level. Clipped, flat, the register that had carried her through worse rooms. "You are asking me to run a rescue with the lights off and my mouth taped."
"I am asking you to run it well," Coyle said. "And you will not be running it alone."
That was the line. She felt the shape of it before she understood it, the way she felt a deck cant a half-degree before the board named the reason. Something had just been decided, and it was walking through the door at the back of the room.
* * *
The woman came up the center aisle without hurry, and the room made space for her the way it had not made space for Ellison. Directorate black, cut plain, no ribbons, a single slate carried flat against her side like a sidearm. Mid-forties. She did not look at the tactical table. She looked at the people, one bulkhead to the other, pricing the room, and Ellison watched her do it and thought: she cleared the room before she stepped into it too. We do the same thing. We are not going to agree about a single thing.
"Director Isabel Rennick," Coyle said. "Retrieval Directorate. The Admiralty has asked the Directorate to take joint authority over the recovered hulls, effective now. Director, Captain Dana Ellison, Fleet Boarding Command."
"Captain." Rennick's voice was low, even, entirely without weather. Formal to the grain. "I have read your board reports. They are the best documentation of the phenomenon we have. That is not a small thing to say."
"It's not meant to be a small phenomenon," Ellison said.
Something moved at the corner of Rennick's mouth that was not a smile and acknowledged one. "No. It is not." She set her slate on the table, and the debris field rearranged itself around her hand into four points of light, the four recovery sites, and Ellison noticed that the Directorate had its own plot and it was more complete than the one FBC had been given. "The Directorate's charter here is narrow and I will state it as plainly as you stated yours, because I think we will save time. We secure the anomaly. We secure whatever aboard these ships can be recovered, studied, and controlled. Drives. Cores. The transmission apparatus. Everything that makes a four-hundred-meter warship come home with the lights on and nobody to turn them off."
"And the crews," Ellison said.
"The crews are gone, Captain." Not cold. That was the thing that would keep her up later. It was not cold at all. "When we understand the mechanism, we will understand what happened to them. Possibly we will understand it well enough to bring some fraction of them back. That outcome runs through the mechanism. It does not run around it."
"Mine runs through the people. First. Every time."
"I know." Rennick looked at her then, fully, for the first time, and Ellison had the brief disorienting sense of being read the way she read a compartment, exits and load and who was not talking. "I read your file too. The fire. The one you didn't get out." A pause, exact. "I am not going to pretend that isn't why you are standing there arguing to turn the lights on. I would only ask you to consider that it might be exactly the wrong instinct for this."
Ellison held it. She had been hit lower than that by people who meant it worse. "You get to a wreck," she said, "and there's a survivor pinned behind a bulkhead, and the drive is spinning up hot. Your charter secures the drive. Mine cuts the bulkhead. We are both at the same hatch. What happens?"
"We will find out," Rennick said. "I expect more than once."
Coyle let the silence run a moment, the way a man does when two subordinates have just drawn the line for him so he doesn't have to. "You will coordinate," he said. "You will share plot data and board findings. Where charters conflict, they come to me. Is that understood."
"Understood," Ellison said.
"Understood," Rennick said, and the word was identical and meant something entirely different, and both of them knew it.
* * *
Ellison had catalogued Rennick by then the way she catalogued a boarding target. Controlled. Precise. Gave up nothing she had not decided to give. Carried the override of a person used to being the last word in the room, and did not raise her voice to prove it. An obstacle, was the word Ellison put on her, standing there in the blue light. A well-built, intelligent, immovable obstacle who had just been handed half of Ellison's problem and none of Ellison's reason to care about the part that bled.
She would revise that later. Standing there, obstacle was the whole of it.
She was assembling the next thing to say, some procedural handhold to keep the meeting from ending on Rennick's terms, when the courier officer came in through the back at a pace that turned every head. Young, a lieutenant, slate held out in front of him like it was hot. He went to Coyle's aide first, correctly, and the aide read it and did not pass it up the chain. He carried it to the Admiral himself, which was not correct, which told Ellison everything before a word was said.
Coyle read it. His face did the small thing that faces do when a number gets worse. Then he did something Ellison had not seen him do in the whole meeting. He







