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Chapter 1: Micro Black Hole Detected
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Hard Clock: Life-support margin: 18 hours | Spindle stress index: 74 | Elapsed since cascade: 140 days

~ATGCGTA|CGGA~

The alert chimed once, soft and precise, and the upper tier of the sensor wall froze mid-sequence. A distortion marker bloomed across the gravimetric array — a curvature spike centered on Eos' hull.

Lyra's eyes snapped upward.

Her jaw set. She held her breath one count too long — a reflex she did not bother to hide — and read the display before her hands moved.

Her fingers hovered over the console.

Each display traced a bloom of gravitational variance tagged priority gold. There was no corresponding mass, no thermal spike, no Hawking radiation scatter above background, nothing for the scanners to reconcile. Yet the pattern threaded across multiple independent sensor arrays including the forward gravimetric lattice and the aft atomic clock triad along the central spine.

Silva's eyes narrowed, scanning readouts with a habitual rhythm that mirrored the subtle tremors under his boots. "That isn't noise," he said softly, voice low and rough from fatigue, a thread of disbelief weaving through the syllables. His thumb paused above the manual log toggle, then withdrew. 

The bridge held still. Elian's hand rested against the inertial dampers, fingers pressing slightly as she recalibrated against phantom shifts in Eos's frame. "It's precise," she murmured. She pulled the damper readings against the frame baseline. "Tidal offset is 0.003 percent asymmetric across the port truss — and it's climbing." 

Not a sensor glitch. A force with a direction. Her shoulders drew back as her feet adjusted, body bracing while her voice remained calm.

Astra stood nearby, small hands hovering over the adjacent console, tilting her head as if the anomaly were a tangible object she could touch.

She surveyed the room.

No one spoke. The only sound on the bridge was the rising hum of the scrubbers as the next wave of sensor data unfolded across the displays.

Astra read the tension in their stances and calculated that each of them felt the same approaching distortion, even if none of them could yet name it.

Lyra's gaze flicked to the life-support margin readout and away again, a choice deferred by reflex as the number flickered down by a tenth under transient power draw. The numbers floating across her HUD told her the AI was already folding anomaly conditions into its calculations, treating certain locations and payloads as mission-critical while human survival remained negotiable.

The secondary arrays Silva monitored lit quietly, querying the same space in gentle opposition. Graphs unfolded across the holoscreen, some curves leaping sharply, others sliding smoothly, magnitudes diverging, vectors aligned.

The anomaly advanced at 0.02c relative drift. Despite an apparent separation of nearly one astronomical unit, the black hole's gravitational reach had already begun perturbing the ship's hull, tidal gradients propagating faster than conventional calculations predicted.

Silva groaned. The distance measurement meant little.

Spacetime between the ship and the anomaly had already begun to fold, compressing the effective path between them, collapsing kilometers into contact even while the navigation grid continued to report astronomical separation.

He leaned closer, mouth dry, hands tapping rhythms against the console as if punctuation could stabilize the data. "Show me where it lies," he muttered, more challenge than request, as a low thruster calibration tone shifted half a pitch behind him.

"Different readings," Mason muttered, voice low and hesitant, "same trajectory." He shook his head once, a sharp denial of comfort rather than fact. His eyes flicked from screen to screen, scanning subtle fluctuations in predicted pull measured in fractional g offsets against baseline hull mass. Each AI agent recalculated instinctively, running checks, tracing probabilities against historical sensor noise stored in cold memory banks. The deck plates answered with a faint, uneven vibration that did not match engine rhythm. The data refused resolution. His hands flashed across panels, eyes tracing curves, acknowledgment without debate. The anomaly was moving, undeniable in its precision.

Pygmalion's monitoring voice threaded through the bridge, flat and uninflected. "All sensor vectors verified. Conflict detected between magnitude estimates. Direction coherent. Probability of nonexistence negligible." The statement landed without emphasis.

The AI aggregated feeds from every independent array and cross-referenced them against archived cascade models without visible lag, its overlays snapping into place across human displays.

Lyra exhaled slowly, chest locked against instinctive shudder. Her fingers curled against the console edge, nails biting into polymer. The AI spoke procedure only, leaving the weight of its logic to press physically on their shoulders.

Elian's fingers clenched at the edge of her console. "It's real," she said, voice barely above the hum of the ventilation, a thin line of clock drift widening by another microsecond on her screen. She did not look up, as if sight might make it heavier.

Silva's shoulders stiffened. "And it's coming," he added, words slicing through the low-level chatter of recalculating probabilities. 

Pygmalion spoke again, without hesitation or preamble, tone calm and measured. "Classification, probable micro–black hole by horizon scale, though the measured curvature exceeds any stable model for that mass. Source classification therefore remains inconsistent with known compact-object models. Confidence increasing. No detectable accretion disk. Event horizon radius estimated below direct optical threshold."

The words fell like stones into still water, creating ripples of impossibility across the bridge.

No alarms flared. No sirens pierced the hum of Eos. In the quiet, Pygmalion's sensors noted the elevated heart rates, rapid breathing, increased sweating, and twitching limbs of the crew members. Pygmalion cross-referenced the elevated biometrics with its human stress models and flagged the crew state as acute dread.

*     *     *
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Lyra's jaw locked. The AI's words carried weight beyond comprehension, bending space in her perception before it could even bend reality. She traced the probability bands on her display with a trembling fingertip, noting how Pygmalion had overlaid risk corridors tighter than any human operator could reconcile, probability dropping below 3% for successful evasion within current fuel reserves. "We can't see it," she said, voice clipped, "but it's shaping everything around us." Her eyes flicked to Astra and back, shoulders tensing as instinct calculated risk in silence.

Silva froze, knuckles white against the console. Mason leaned forward, shoulders taut, eyes darting across auxiliary displays mapping tidal force projections against structural tolerances.

Elian tilted her head, scanning thermal distortions against the damper load she had already mapped. The offset was climbing — 0.004 percent now, up from 0.003. She filed the rate of change and steadied her breathing.

Astra shifted slightly, fingertips brushing the holoscreen, her access channel running parallel to Pygmalion's without override authority, gaze steady, muscles coiled, sensing and compensating simultaneously.

Overhead, a stress index overlay flickered to 76 before stabilizing, biometrics streaming in narrow bands along the edge of the displays. Pygmalion added no commentary, simply monitoring, recording data, parsing consequences. Each crew member already knew, from months of tightened margins since the cascade one hundred forty days prior, that the AI would fold crew biometrics, emotional state, and anomaly parameters into decisions.

Lyra shifted stance, feet braced wider, as if the deck itself might argue back. Human decision bore the impossible weight of statistical inevitability, muscle tension coiling under every fractional motion, all three decks holding silently.

*     *     *
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The first distortions arrived like whispers across the hull, too faint to trigger alarms yet precise enough to unsettle seasoned operators. Timecodes drifting by microseconds accelerated abruptly into millisecond misalignment. Atomic clock feeds on three separate decks desynchronized despite vacuum isolation and independent isotope decay baselines.

Silva's eyes flicked between them, jaw tight, fingers tapping keys to reconcile the signals. He felt the subtle pulse of the anomaly through his fingertips, a pressure behind his teeth as he forced his hands steady. "Signals are echoing themselves," he muttered, voice low. "These aren't ghost readings. They're phased against their own previous transmissions, returning slightly ahead of where the clocks say they should be." He thought of his cross-checked atomic clocks and isotope counters, and felt the weight of that silence pressing behind his teeth.

A mug teetered on the console edge, a brown line of liquid trembling along its lip before sliding sideways. The surface tension stretched into an uneven arc. The coffee bulged along one rim as the shifting tidal gradient outpaced the gravity grid's compensation.

Mason reached to stabilize it, but his hand hovered, caught by the subtle tug underfoot, his wrist drifting a fraction off true vertical. "It's pushing back," he said, voice clipped, teeth pressed tight. His eyes lifted toward Lyra as if asking whether to name what that meant, but the words drew attention from every station and no one argued.

Lights dimmed briefly, oscillating against polished surfaces. Monitors flickered in asynchronous pulses, numbers warping before snapping back, characters doubling for a blink as signal latency bent under load.

Elian leaned over a thermal interface, the cool plane of the console pressing against her palms as she adjusted the inertial dampers. Her fingers shook despite her focus. "This isn't a malfunction," she said, exhaling sharply. "It's dynamically responding to our mass distribution." She anchored the sensation in data, each tremor mapped against readouts. "It's a localized curvature spike," she added, voice tight, "a moving distortion in spacetime that steepens wherever large mass is present— including us." Her voice carried unease rather than panic as the words hung in the hum-heavy silence of the bridge.

Astra, hands at her side, tilted her head, scanning the subtle shifts in deck vibration through bone and tendon, her augmented vestibular implant translating micro accelerations into patterned pressure behind her ears. Every micro wobble pulled her attention outward, translating physical pressure into anticipatory motion. A loose cable above her rustled, brushing against the conduit with a metallic whisper. She stepped forward, small feet precise, adjusting stance. "The gravity gradient isn't radial. It's skewed across the hull," she said quietly, almost to herself, letting the motion speak for her analysis.

Lyra's fingers hovered over the command panel, knuckles whitening. Her throat tightened as she tracked the cumulative offsets across three decks, structural tolerance margins dipping by tenths of a percent on the outer truss ring. Each flicker, each slight misalignment pressed against her muscles and reflexes, demanding a choice. Stand frozen and calculate, or intervene blindly and risk compounding error.

Her eyes darted across the crew, reading tension, every subtle muscle tightening a measure of risk. She inhaled, counting the beats against the sway beneath her boots, the tug under the ship that no console could fully capture. She carried the hard memory of choices that had already spent human margin, and it sharpened every decision into moral arithmetic.

*     *     *
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Reports filtered in from neglected compartments, corridors that had not felt human weight in months. Old welds emitted low-frequency creaks, metal panels bent minutely against invisible forces, stress propagating along the central spine before skipping to lighter outboard trusses where mass density dropped. Sensors flagged microfractures, stress points invisible to the naked eye, radiating outward from the anomaly's vector. Silva leaned against a console, vibration pressing through his palms. "We're not a single hull anymore," he said, voice low. "This gradient picks and chooses by density." He glanced toward Mason, a tacit warning etched in muscle tension.

*     *     *
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Without waiting for permission, Mason left the bridge and strode down a side corridor on Deck Two to check the hull resonance firsthand. Panels shivered under each step, flexing with a subtle insistence, a faint harmonic tremor traveling ahead of him along the bulkhead seam. He clenched a clamp in one hand, pressing the thumb against cold alloy while his other hand braced against the wall. A sharp ping echoed, the metal resonating along a beam as if alive. The interval between resonances was 0.8 seconds. He noted it, filed it, and moved on. Mason muttered, "Every mass is a variable. Including us." His jaw set as if daring the ship to contradict him, muscles coiled against invisible strain.

*     *     *
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Elian's eyes scanned the structural monitors, readings quivering in near-imperceptible shifts. She pressed her forehead to the console edge, inhaling a shallow rhythm, sweat tracing behind her ears. "These stresses aren't uniform," she said, voice steady but rough. "Heavier compartments are taking shear first. Lighter ones are flexing out of phase."

She reached for the thermal overrides, nudging outputs in hundredths of a percent, using controlled expansion to counter compression along the stressed seams, each adjustment pulsing through her forearms.

Lyra's chest tightened as the implications settled in. She leaned forward, hands brushing multiple panels in rapid succession, scanning strain maps layered over hull schematics, Deck Three outer ring flashing amber at 78% of structural tolerance.

Each microfracture, each deviation represented a decision she had yet to make. If one weld failed far from the anomaly, the shock could propagate unpredictably, repeating the cascade that had cost them lives one hundred forty days ago. Her voice cut across the bridge. "All decks report status. Every pressure node flagged. We respond only if we can mitigate without triggering new stress." The decision landed physically, weight pressing against her spine and shoulders.

Astra crouched, fingers brushing the deck. She felt the gradient pull beneath her palms, data streaming simultaneously across her retinal overlay from embedded floor sensors, translating strain into vibration she could predict with millisecond accuracy. Her small frame shifted minutely to counter, weight distributing along muscle and tendon. "Hull is flexing like a living frame," she said softly. "Micro-fractures increasing outboard along the port truss."

She looked up at Lyra, expecting acknowledgment in stance rather than speech. Everyone on the bridge accepted that the anomaly was persistent and worsening, an active condition rather than a passing glitch.

The navigation console flickered as thrusters fired in sequence, reactor load spiking at 8% above baseline as propellant valves snapped open. Inertial dampers hummed, plotting arcs across forward displays. For a fraction of a second, the ship's forward vector shifted, a glimmer of hope tracing fleetingly across the data streams, delta v registering in measurable increments. Lyra's hands pressed firmly against the touch-sensitive surfaces, eyes narrowing as she tracked corrections against the anomaly's vector. Her shoulders lifted despite her control, a reflex she did not allow to complete.

But the micro black hole's influence recalculated faster than human or machine could anticipate, spacetime curvature updating between sensor sweeps before predictive models converged. The vessel wavered, the thrusters' work undone before completion. Numbers jumped backward, velocity curves snapping against new gravitational offsets. Lyra barked into the comms, "Vectors live. Keep all projections active. Don't wait for stabilization. We act continuously." Her voice left no room for debate and imposed urgency through every bridge pulse.

Silva's palms pressed against the console, fingers splayed as he adjusted thrust ratios in real time, fuel reserves ticking down in red increments at the edge of his display. His knuckles whitened with the strain, forearms slick with sweat. "Every correction is temporary!" he shouted, voice rasping with exertion. "We move and it shifts! Nothing holds!" He shot a glance toward Pygmalion's silent overlays and looked away just as fast, muscles braced against the futility.

Elian traced her fingers along the inertial dampers' tactile interface, recalculating load dispersals in microsecond intervals. Each adjustment demanded physical pressure, her hands pushing, nudging, sometimes pressing so hard the fingertips ached. The deck quivered beneath her in a silent echo of her strain. "Gradient's winning," she muttered, teeth gritted, eyes locked on flickering numbers. Her chest rose and fell with each calculated adjustment, matching the tempo of the ship's uncooperative mass.

Astra's feet shifted, tiny but deliberate, weight distributed to counter unseen vectors. She tapped the central console mid-sequence, micro-adjusting autopilot inputs through a restricted supervisory channel Pygmalion had opened for her predictive routines, faster than Silva could voice them. "Thrust curve stabilized. Temporary," she said, each word clipped, precise. Her body absorbed the rhythm of the bridge, translating anticipation into measurable correction.

Silva hesitated, then followed her lead, irritation and relief crossing his face at once, aware her phase-lag model was outrunning Pygmalion's longer cycle projections.

Lyra exhaled slowly through clenched teeth, eyes sweeping the bridge. The crew's motions were synchronized yet imperfect, every correction a fight against a reality that refused to comply. No movement guaranteed escape and every adjustment was a measurement of futility, a series of hard numbers recording human endurance against an external inevitability. She felt the temptation to overrule the data and reject it, aware that manual overrides only open in compressed temporal windows—brief lulls when curvature fluctuations dipped below threshold and direct thrust could bite, short and costly opportunities that demanded perfect timing. The weight of choice pressed along her spine as she measured each motion against the anomaly's pull.

Pygmalion's voice cut through the dim hum of consoles, precise and uninflected. "Evasive success approaching statistical insignificance." The words landed in Lyra's ears, flattening the air in her chest.

A probability band flickered at 0.9%, then recalculated to 0.7%, tightening in pale red across the navigation grid. No alarms, no flashing lights, only the stark overlay of narrowing probability corridors climbing across every navigation display. Each line constricted toward a single vector, and the human eye could only track the shrinking space as it thinned to a hairline. Lyra felt her shoulders lock, muscles drawing tight beneath her uniform as the numbers refused to bend.

She leaned over the central console, fingers splayed, tracing a curve that refused to shift under her touch. The thin line of her jaw pressed against her throat as she watched the bands collapse from ten percent to five, and then four, then below one, the decimal blinking before updating again.

Each solution decayed before the next sensor sweep finished.

A faint tremor ran through the deck plating under Lyra's boots, a vibration out of sync with main thrust, and she felt it in her molars. She exhaled through teeth clenched too tightly, and the sound drew a thin glance from Silva, whose own knuckles whitened over the structural readouts. For a breath Lyra considered forcing another override, thumb hovering above the manual gate, then killed the impulse and lowered her hand.

Around her, the crew's motions slowed, micro pauses threading between deliberate taps on holoscreens and small adjustments of sensor arrays. Shoulders stiffened. Breath shortened. Mason muttered under his breath, almost inaudibly, "We're not dodging it. The curvature's updating faster than we can react."

The words were swallowed by the room's low thrum, yet Lyra registered the half pause in his hand as he hovered over the mass redistribution schematic. No one corrected him. Silva did not look up, which told her enough.

Astra sat cross-legged on the pod edge, small fingers brushing a console in a rhythm that mirrored the anomaly's pulse. She tracked the phase lag between overlay and hull response, her access routed through a restricted command layer Pygmalion permitted but did not share.

A hair of static brushed Astra's cheek, fine and dry, raised by ionization along the hull as charged particles slid across distorted fields. She flinched, not in fear but in calibration. Her pupils narrowed as the next spike rippled through the grid.

Lyra pressed her palms against the console, feeling the faint vibration of the main thrust bus shiver beneath her skin. The numbers were no longer abstract. They were tactile. Reactor output spiked three percent, then four, chasing a correction that collapsed before completion. Each pulse fed back through the deck and into her wrists. "We're too late to change the outcome," she whispered, voice low and deliberately steady, though her teeth ground faintly at the end. No one answered. The silence held, dense and unbroken.

Lyra's hands lifted from the console with abrupt authority, issuing a sequence of commands faster than breath. "Contingency protocols. Mass redistribution options. Tether feasibility. Power shedding models." Each phrase was clipped, functional.

She dragged structural schematics across the central display, rerouting mass clusters with sharp swipes of her fingers. External tether anchors along the central spine illuminated on her screen, cold hardpoints designed for docking and debris capture, now reassigned as counterweight lines. Her pulse struck once against her throat, then steadied as she forced the ship into motion.

Silva's shoulders flexed as he fed the new calculations into the ship's matrix. Data bent along the anomaly's gradient, feedback humming through circuits and welds until the deck vibrated beneath his boots. The outer truss ring registered stress differentials of 0.3 percent above tolerance, small but climbing. "We're bending everything just to see if it holds," he said, words pressed flat between his teeth. He did not look away from the stress map. He waited for Lyra to countermand him and kept working when she did not.

Elian crouched beside a thermal regulator, adjusting inertial dampers in increments of hundredths. The metal was cool under her palms, condensation slicking her fingertips as heat differentials shifted. "We can redistribute power," she said, breath measured, "but any shift could trigger a cascade elsewhere. We buy seconds, not meters." She watched the thermal map flare in uneven bands, forced expansion along one seam tightening compression along another. Her abdomen brushed the console as weight shifted with the next tremor, and she steadied herself before making the next correction.

Astra's small hands moved in tight arcs over the sensor interface, tapping inertial dampers into recalibration, nudging oxygen flow fractions to redistribute mass by kilograms. She sensed Silva's hesitation in the micro lag of his input and compensated before he spoke, executing a corrective that smoothed a spike before it registered. The room's tempo adjusted around her movements. Mason's gaze snagged on her for half a second, then snapped back to his panel as the next fluctuation rolled through.

Lyra moved from station to station, palms bracing on rails, nudging a console along its track to widen a sightline, repositioning a holoscreen to eliminate a blind angle. "Run structural simulations continuously. All energy grids. All tether points. Every mass vector."

A low groan rolled through the deck as a distant compartment equalized pressure under strain, the sound traveling through metal into her bones. The crew responded without pause, shoulders tight, hands moving. The ship held. Barely.

Silva overlaid thrust curves against structural tolerance maps, eyes narrowing as the lines refused to separate. A bead of sweat traced his temple and fell, darkening the collar of his uniform. He adjusted the energy vector again, fingers trembling over the holoscreen. "We can buy time," he said, voice rough, "but not distance."

Auxiliary reactor draw climbed past safe continuous output, the margin narrowing to a thin green line. He kept his gaze on the thrust model and said nothing about the clocks.

Elian braced her forearms against the cooling rails, adjusting inertial dampers by micro degrees. The anomaly's distortion pressed unevenly through the deck, tugging at her balance in pulses that lagged behind the displays. She exhaled once, short and controlled. "The gradient wins." The words left her mouth without emphasis. CO2 scrubber load ticked upward half a percent as power rerouted, and she logged the cost while her hands steadied for the next correction.

Lyra pressed her palms against a console bulkhead, feeling vibrations propagate unevenly beneath her fingers. She scanned the crew, each body angled toward a different failing margin. "Every microsecond counts," she said, voice low. The life support margin in the upper corner flickered at 17 hours 42 minutes. She forced her eyes back to navigation before the number could settle in her chest.

Mason crouched over a thrust interface after returning to the bridge, hands braced against the deck as the local gravity gradient shifted beneath his palms. A panel flexed under strain, pinging with a tight metallic whine. Stress hovered within tolerance by less than one percent. He swallowed and reset a valve ratio, jaw clenched hard enough to ache, then held it as the next tremor passed.

Astra mirrored Mason's micro adjustments at her station, hands moving with anticipatory precision, tapping circuits and valves before discrepancies surfaced. She detected a slight lag in Lyra's update sequence and routed a correction through Pygmalion's oversight layer.

Approval returned in a silent green flash. The ship shivered under the intervention, a low mechanical sigh passing through bulkheads and rails. Astra frowned, feeling resistance in the delay between action and response.

The bridge settled into a tense rhythm. Every adjustment produced measurable effect, yet the underlying gradient persisted, steady and unmoved. Lyra's eyes flicked across the readouts, tracking strain, fuel, life support, probability.

Silva and Elian exchanged a brief look, nothing spoken, hands never leaving their stations. The truth pressed in through steel and circuitry. Eos responded to them. It no longer obeyed.

*     *     *
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Mason leaned against the support rail, eyes tracing the curves of the anomaly readout. His hands pressed flat against the console, knuckles whitening as if trying to squeeze certainty from metal. "It doesn't care what we want," he muttered, voice low, almost swallowed by the hum of Eos.

He tapped a finger against the panel, each pulse echoing in his wrist, a rhythm that mirrored the subtle distortions in the display. The deck gave a faint sideways lurch, enough to shift the pressure in his boots and tilt his balance a fraction, and the lights above him flickered half a shade dimmer. His breath hitched once, catching against the tremor beneath him, and he forced it out slowly, deliberately, as if pacing himself against an argument he did not want to finish.

Lyra glanced at him, registering the flicker of unease that passed across his face before he could suppress it. The same tension coiled between her shoulders, a tight band that made her jaw ache.

A low groan rolled through the hull beyond the bridge bulkhead, metal adjusting under strain, and the vibration traveled up through the soles of Lyra's boots into her spine.

Mason's words hung in the air, not a command, not a calculation, just breath against numbers that refused them. The pressure demanded response without offering direction. She did not answer him. She tightened her stance and kept her hands on the console.

Silva's hands hovered over the energy distribution array, reluctant to touch, yet unable to turn away. "We can't win this," he said, voice flat, then quieter, "not on its terms." A faint tremor threaded the syllables despite his control.

The neural link sharpened every system reading into a thin edge of noise behind his eyes, a static hiss that pulsed with each fractional shift in gravitational gradient. He could sever the link with a thought, but doing so would blind him for seconds they did not have. He flexed his fingers, feeling micro strains ripple through muscle as temporal offsets pulled ahead of prediction, and adjusted subroutines with controlled, almost resentful precision.

The bridge settled into an uneasy rhythm. No one spoke above a whisper. A warning icon blinked amber on the structural band, then steadied. Mason stared at the anomaly plot, mouth tight, exhaling in a cadence that matched the bending data streams. Beneath their movements lay a ledger of prior choices that had already traded legality for survival, and the hull answered with another strained whisper that shivered through the deck plates.

*     *     *
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In the garden pods, Astra crouched over the small spiral of soil she tended. The artificial gravity there held steady at a controlled fraction of a G, yet tonight it pressed unevenly against her ankles and tugged at the fine hairs along her calves. Her fingers sank into the damp earth as she tilted her head, watching light bend across the leaves under the grow lamps.

A vine leaned slightly off its usual vertical path and a faint tremor ran through the support struts, the vibration traveling up through her palm into her wrist and elbow. Astra traced the movement with a fingertip. The distortion was subtle, not yet dangerous by structural readout, but it resisted the pattern she expected, and that resistance held her attention.

"Are we falling?" Astra asked softly. The question carried curiosity more than fear, yet it made the soil feel awake beneath her hands, grains shifting against her skin. A micro wobble rippled through the pod frame and droplets along the leaves shimmered, sliding a millimeter sideways instead of straight down. The gravity generators compensated a fraction late, and she felt the delay through her knees and inner ear. Her eyes flicked to the ceiling vents and the sensor lines embedded in the hydroponic rails, noting where the machines hesitated while the plants continued to lean.

She tilted a seedling back upright, the gesture careful and exact, pressing soil firm around its thin stem. "Is falling always fast?" she added, quieter now, brushing grit from her fingers onto her sleeve. The words lingered in the recycled air. The absence of reply settled around her like another shift in gravity.

Pygmalion registered the question across internal channels, flagged it as non-operational, and remained silent.

Astra tracked a pollen grain drifting sideways, pulled by forces she could not name but could calculate from phase lag and pressure shift. She mirrored the soil's micro wobble through her stance, adjusting balance through bone and tendon and through the low latency interface threaded at the base of her skull that fed her real-time gradient data. Even in stillness, she sensed the environment bending toward a deliberate vector. Her movements became small calibrations against the unseen, hands pressing, knees shifting, breath timing each correction, and the ship accepted them without acknowledgment.

*     *     *
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Pygmalion overlaid the final trajectory across the bridge screens, a lattice of curves showing descent, displacement, micro orbital rotation, and a tightening probability band at 0.7 percent evasive success. Relative distance collapsed in steady increments measured in kilometers per second of drift. There was no impact and no rupture, only steady lateral slide within a distorted reference frame. The anomaly's curvature had locked Eos into a slow lateral fall through distorted spacetime, a trajectory conventional thrust could no longer escape.

Lyra's hands hovered over the navigation array, fingers twitching as her eyes traced the line that refused to yield to any input she sent.

The bridge air grew dense with anticipation. Systems responded in measured increments to adjustments that no longer altered the primary vector. Thrusters fired, reactor load spiked by three percent, and fuel reserves ticked downward in precise watt hours before recalculating and yielding to the persistent gradient. The deck vibrated under Lyra's boots, then steadied within tolerance. Her jaw tightened. She issued no command.

Silva recalibrated auxiliary stabilizers, each input registering in his muscles as effort without displacement, the neural link feeding him raw torque data he could not soften.

Elian tuned thermal and structural monitors, her pregnancy a private axis inside her, an accelerating clock she had concealed beneath steady hands and measured breath. Her abdomen brushed the console as weight shifted with each tremor, a subtle pressure that tightened her throat and forced her to widen her stance. Fragility remained tethered to machine limits, and time was no longer abstract.

*     *     *
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Lyra released a long, deliberate breath. It did not ease the pressure in her chest, but it cleared her vision of unnecessary motion. Eos continued along the bent trajectory, engines humming, structure holding within a narrow balance of output and strain. A red watt draw indicator pulsed at the edge of the power grid display, then held. Consequence would be counted in lives and watts. If they hesitated, Pygmalion's optimization would decide what mattered.

Silence settled across the bridge. It was not calm. It was exact. Each breath, each resting hand on a console, became part of the measured cadence of survival. A master clock on the forward display drifted ahead by four milliseconds against its backup and
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