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  Dedication


For the explorers. 
For the engineers, scientists, and dreamers who look into the darkness not because it is safe, but because it is there.
For those who ask difficult questions, follow inconvenient truths, and keep searching when the answers refuse to come easily.
And for everyone who has ever stood at the edge of the unknown and taken one more step forward.
This book is for you.
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  Chapter 1: The Note in the Locker


The refinery had been dead for nine years, and it still wasn't ready to give up its bones. 
Vasha Renn hung in the dark of the ore gallery with her boots clamped to a stanchion and watched Sable work a cutting torch along a seam that should have parted an hour ago. The Cormorant had logged this wreck as a four-day strip. They were on day six. Somewhere behind Vasha's sternum, where she kept the things she didn't say, a number ticked.
"It's fused," Sable said over the suit channel. Her voice came flat, the way it did when she was past irritation and into the cold part. "Whoever mothballed this thing welded the transfer collars instead of capping them. We're not cutting it. We're chiseling it."
"How long."
"Don't ask me that."
"Sable."
A pause. The torch flared and died, flared and died, throwing Sable's shadow long across the gallery wall and snatching it back. "Six hours to free the collar. Another four to walk it out to the hold without tearing the lines. Call it ten. If nothing else is welded that shouldn't be." A beat. "It will be."
Ten hours. Vasha did the arithmetic she'd been doing since they'd crossed into this system, the one that ran under everything now like a second pulse. Ten hours of consumables for four suited crew. Reaction mass for the walk-out and the burn home. The cut against what the collars and the cores would actually clear at the Halvorg yards, minus the broker's slice, minus fuel, minus the part she never said out loud, which was the part that mattered.
The part that mattered was a payment due in nineteen days to a refitting consortium that did not care whether the Cormorant's crew ate.
"Do it," she said. "I'll send Jonas out to spell you on the lines."
"Send the kid and I'll have to watch him instead of the work."
"Send the kid," Vasha said, "and he learns. That's the deal. That was always the deal."
Sable didn't answer, which was a yes. The torch flared and held.
Vasha unclamped and pushed off, down the gallery toward the boarding tube, hand over hand along a guideline that some long-bankrupt crew had strung and never come back to coil. The refinery turned slowly around her, a black cathedral of catwalks and settling tanks, every surface furred with the particular grime of a place that had been breathing recycled air for a century before it stopped breathing at all. Her helmet lamp found a hatch label in three languages, none of them current. A workplace, she thought. Not a wonder. Just a bigger, deader version of the work they did every day, and the only difference between this hulk and the Cormorant was that someone, somewhere, had still been making the Cormorant's payments.
For now.
Inside, with her helmet off and the smell of the ship around her, hot electronics, old coffee, the faint reek of the protein vats two compartments aft, Vasha let herself feel the six days in her shoulders for exactly as long as it took to cross to the command station. Then she put it away.
Do was already there, hunched at the engineering board with a stylus and a folded sheet of actual film, working a column of figures by hand. He did that. Didn't trust a screen he couldn't audit, and audited everything. The glow of the board lit the underside of his face and made him look older than the fifty-some years he carried.
"Tell me something good," she said.
"I can tell you something true." He didn't look up. "The starboard scrubber is at sixty percent and dropping a point a day. We can limp it to Halvorg. We cannot limp it past Halvorg." He set the stylus down and finally turned. "Which is academic, Vasha, unless this strip clears the note. Does it clear the note?"
She pulled the locker open.
She'd told herself she'd stopped doing this. The locker held a spare yoke coupling, a roll of sealing tape, and a single sheet of consortium letterhead she'd printed because a thing on a screen could be swiped away and a thing in your hand could not. The payment schedule. The repossession clause, which was one sentence and needed only one. She'd read it enough times that opening it now was less reading than touching a bruise to confirm it was still there.
She'd printed it on the ship's one working hardcopy unit, the day the consortium sent the schedule, and she'd hated the printing even as she did it. Hated giving the thing that much reality, a physical object she could hold, a weight in the hand. But a number on a screen was easy to stop believing in. You could close the screen and the number went away and you could pretend, for an hour, that the math was softer than it was. The paper didn't let you pretend. The paper was always exactly as bad as it was, every time she opened the locker, and that was why she kept it, and that was why she hated it, and the two reasons were the same reason.
It was still there.
"It clears the note," she said, "if the cores are clean and the collars don't crack on the walk-out and the yard pays book rate instead of laughing us off the dock." She closed the locker. "So no. It clears the note the way a coin toss clears a debt."
Do looked at her for a moment with the particular patience of a man who had spent his life being right in rooms that didn't want to hear it. "We took a thin job," he said. "We took it because it was the only job. I'm not arguing the decision. I'm telling you the scrubber doesn't care about our decisions."
"I heard you the first time."
"I know. I'm saying it twice because the second time is for after, when you're deciding the next thing, and you'll want to remember I said it."
She almost smiled. It was the closest thing to affection the two of them traded.
Nine years they'd run this ship together, the captain and the engineer, and in nine years Vasha had learned to read Do the way she read the Cormorant. By the small sounds, the changes in the hum. Do didn't say he was worried. Do said the scrubber was at sixty percent and dropping a point a day, and the worry was in the precision, in the fact that he'd done the math to the decimal when a rounder number would have served. A man who told you the exact rate of a thing's failure was a man who'd been lying awake with it. She'd learned that about him in the first year and never let on that she'd learned it, because letting on would have embarrassed them both, and the not-letting-on was its own kind of trust.
That was when the comms board chimed, not the working channel, but the long-range relay, the one that only ever carried bad news or a broker, and in Vasha's experience the distinction was academic.
Mireille Haab's face resolved on the screen in the soft, expensive light of a Halvorg Station office, and Vasha felt the old reflexive wariness, because Mireille only called when she had something, and Mireille's somethings always cost more than they first appeared.
"Vasha." Mireille smiled like they were friends, which they were, in the specific way that two people who had each made the other money were friends. "You look like a refinery."
"I'm in one. Make it worth the relay charge."
"Always business." Mireille leaned back. The lag stretched between them, a second and a half each way, long enough that the conversation had a tide to it. "I have a beacon. Recovered off a drift buoy in the Tash deep, transponder still squawking after, you'll like this, eleven years. Registered hull. Survey class."
The wariness sharpened into attention. A survey ship was instruments. A survey ship was, potentially, the difference between a coin toss and a sure thing, because survey instruments cleared book rate and then some, every time, in any yard in the Reach.
"Registered to who," Vasha said. "And if it's been squawking eleven years, why am I the first call?"
"You're not the first call. You're the first call who can reach it before the scrap consortiums file a salvage claim and tie it up for a year." Mireille's smile didn't move, but something behind it did. "Registered to the Meridian Vale. Lost with all hands, year eleven of the survey charter. Last position logged, then nothing. The buoy drifted out of the deep and into a shipping lane and a freighter pinged it last week. I bought the ping." She let that sit. "I'm offering you the claim. Standard finder's slice. You recover what's recoverable, you sell through me, and that scrubber Do's been losing sleep over becomes somebody else's problem."
Vasha did not ask how Mireille knew about the scrubber. Mireille knew about everything; it was what made her useful and what made her dangerous, and the two were the same thing.
"Lost with all hands," Vasha said. "No recovery at the time?"
"No recovery. No wreck field on record. They went quiet and stayed quiet, and the charter company wrote off the hull and the crew and moved on, the way charter companies do." A flicker, there and gone. "It's an old loss, Vasha. Whatever happened to them happened a long time ago to people nobody's looking for anymore. What's left is a hull full of instruments and the rights to strip it. I'm handing you a clean payday. Say thank you, Mireille."
The lag yawned. Somewhere behind Vasha, in the throat of the ship, Tomas had come onto the deck and gone still, listening. She could feel her brother there the way you feel weather change.
"Send me the position and the registry," Vasha said. "I'll look at the numbers."
"I'll send the position when you've claimed it. That's how the position stays yours." Mireille's smile finally reached her eyes, and that was the part that should have warned her, if Vasha had been the kind of captain who listened to the part of herself that flinched. "Claim it now and I lock out the consortiums tonight. Wait until you've run your numbers and somebody else runs theirs first. You know how this works. The position is the asset. The position has a clock on it."
Everything had a clock on it. That was the thing nobody told you about running a ship on the frayed edge of settled space, that you spent your whole life inside other people's countdowns, the note and the scrubber and the consumables and now this, a dead ship eleven years cold and a broker's deadline ticking in the gap between one breath and the next.
You learned to live inside the clocks, was the thing. You had to, or the clocks ate you. Every salvage captain Vasha had ever known was a person who'd made some kind of private peace with being perpetually out of time, the note always due, the air always finite, the reaction mass always a number you watched the way other people watched their own pulse. The ones who couldn't make that peace didn't last; they burned out or sold out or made the one panicked decision that ended them. The ones who lasted were the ones who could hold a dozen countdowns at once and still think clearly, still make the call, still fly the careful line through all of it. Vasha had thought she was one of those. She'd built a whole identity on being one of those, the captain who kept her head while the clocks ran. She didn't yet know that the Vale was about to hand her a clock unlike any she'd held, one that didn't care how good she was at holding clocks, one that ran faster the harder you worked against it, but some animal part of her, listening to Mireille's deadline tick in the lag, felt the cold edge of it coming, and chose not to hear.
"Give me the night," Vasha said.
"I'll give you an hour."
She found Tomas at the pilot's station, pretending to run a diagnostic he'd already run twice.
"You heard."
"I heard." He didn't turn. Her brother had their mother's caution and none of the cover for it, so it always read as nerves, even when it was sense. "The Tash deep is three weeks of nobody, Vasha. No relays we can trust past the first jump-point. No picket closer than a month. If something goes sideways out there, there's no out there's no—" He stopped, made himself slow down. "We'd be alone. Properly alone. For a hull that's been dead eleven years and never threw a wreck field, which is its own kind of strange, if you think about it. Ships that die usually leave a mess. This one just stopped."
"Survey ships clear book rate."
"I know what they clear."
"They clear the note, Tomas. They clear the note and the scrubber and the next six months, and they do it in one strip instead of six." She heard her own voice and didn't like the edge in it, the way wanting a thing to be the answer could file all the caution off your reasoning until what was left just sounded like a decision. "I'm not pretending it's not far. I'm telling you what it buys."
"And I'm telling you what it costs to be that far from help." He turned then, finally, and looked at her, and for a moment he wasn't the cautious younger Renn she'd been overriding her whole life. He was just right, and he knew it, and he knew she'd do it anyway. "You already said yes," he said. "Didn't you. In your head. Before you ever called me up here."
She thought about the locker. The one sentence in it.
"Plot a course to the position Mireille sends," she said. "Conservative on the mass budget. We'll have the margins to argue about once I see them."
Something in Tomas's face closed like a hatch. He turned back to his board. "Aye, Captain," he said, and the word Captain between them, where it almost never went, was the whole argument, lost.
Vasha keyed the relay. The hour wasn't up. She didn't need the hour.
"Mireille," she said, when the broker's face swam back into the light. "We'll take the claim."
"I knew you'd—"
"Lock out the consortiums. Send the position." Vasha cut the easy smile off the screen before it could finish forming, because she'd already decided and she didn't want to watch someone be pleased about it. "And Mireille. The thing you said. About whatever happened to them happening a long time ago." She paused. "You believe that?"
The lag stretched, longer than the distance accounted for, or maybe that was Vasha's imagination, which she did not trust and rarely indulged.
"I believe it's a clean payday," Mireille said. "Goodnight, Vasha."
The screen went dark. Behind her, the Cormorant breathed its hot-electronics breath, and the scrubber ran its slow decline, and somewhere out in three weeks of nobody a dead ship sat exactly where it had stopped eleven years ago and waited for someone to come and ask it why.






  
  Chapter 2: Three Weeks From Anyone


Jonas Vary had been aboard the Cormorant for forty-one days, and he had learned the ship the way you learn a person you're afraid of disappointing.
He knew which rungs on the ladder to the lower deck were loose, and that you didn't report them, you just knew. He knew that the galley's hot tap ran rust for three seconds before it ran clear, and that Do timed his coffee to that, filling the cup on the fourth second so it never carried the rust. He knew that the protein vats smelled worst at shift-change, that Mara kept the medbay at a temperature ten degrees colder than the rest of the ship and nobody argued, and that when the captain went quiet you found something to do with your hands.
He knew the ship. He did not yet know if the ship had decided to keep him.
That was the thing nobody warned you about, signing onto a salvage crew. The work he could do, he was strong, he didn't get sick in the suit, he'd stopped freezing at the lip of an airlock around day twenty. But the crew was a sealed thing, six people who'd been six people for years, and a seventh was either absorbed or excreted, and forty-one days in, Jonas still couldn't tell which way it was going to go for him.
He was thinking about that, wiping down the lower-deck lockers because it was a thing to do with his hands, when the burn warning sounded and the ship began to move.
He found the crew already gathered when he came up the loose-runged ladder, which meant the decision had happened somewhere he hadn't been, the way decisions did.
The command deck of the Cormorant wasn't built for six. It was built for three and tolerated five, and with everyone aboard at once it became an exercise in who stood where. Vasha had the command station. Tomas had the pilot's chair and the particular stillness of a man flying a course he'd argued against. Do stood at engineering with his sheet of film. Mara had folded herself into the corner by the medbay hatch, present and apart, the way she always was. And Sable,
Sable was still in the lower half of her EVA suit, the top peeled to her waist and tied off by the arms, sweat-dark and just back from ten hours of chiseling a refinery's bones loose, and she was looking at the captain with an expression Jonas had learned to read as the prelude to Sable saying the thing nobody else would.
"Run it by me again," Sable said. "Slowly. Because I came in off the lines to hear we're not selling the collars I just bled for. We're parking them and going deeper."
"The collars sell at Halvorg same as ever," Vasha said. "We're not abandoning the strip. We're adding to it."
"Adding three weeks of nobody to it."
"Adding a survey hull to it." Vasha's voice stayed level, and Jonas noticed, he was learning to notice, that level was how she got when she'd already decided and was managing the room, not the question. "The Meridian Vale. Instruments, intact registry, Mireille's locked us the claim. It clears the note in one strip. The collars are gravy."
Jonas didn't know what the note said, exactly. He knew it the way he knew the loose rungs. By the way people moved around it. He knew that when the captain said the note, Do stopped writing, and Tomas's shoulders climbed, and even Sable's anger changed register, dropped half a tone into something more careful.
"How far," Mara said. First thing she'd said. Her voice came quiet from the corner and the room turned toward it.
"Three weeks to the position," Tomas answered, before Vasha could shape it. "Each way. Into the Tash deep, past the Korbin relay, which is the last relay I'd trust, and even that one I wouldn't bet the ship on." He didn't turn from his board. "After Korbin we're dark. A message to the nearest picket goes out and we don't hear back for, what did I make it, Do?"
"Eleven days," Do said. "If the relay chain holds, which it won't, so longer. Call it two weeks for a round trip on a distress call. Assuming anyone's listening at the other end, which, this far out—" He spread his hands. The gesture said the rest.
"Two weeks," Sable repeated. She looked around the deck, at all of them, and Jonas felt the look pass over him without stopping, the way it did. He wasn't part of the calculus yet. He was furniture that could lift things. "So if anything, anything, goes wrong out there, we are two weeks from the first word of help, and a month from help that has a face. We'd be fixing it ourselves or not at all."
"We fix everything ourselves or not at all," Vasha said. "That's the job. That's every job."
"Not three weeks from a relay, it isn't."
"Sable." The captain didn't raise her voice. She never raised her voice; Jonas had noticed that too. She lowered it, and the lowering was worse. "I've run the margins. Tomas is running them again right now, conservative, and if they don't close, we don't go. But if they close, we go, because the alternative is we sell these collars, we make this month's note, and we are exactly here again in thirty days with a worse scrubber and no survey hull to claim because somebody else will have claimed it. This is the job that gets us off the coin toss. I'm not going to pretend the distance isn't real. I'm telling you what it buys."
It was almost word for word, Jonas would realize later, what she must have said to Tomas the night before. The captain had a way of saying a thing once to each person like it was the first time, so that the whole crew got argued into the same place one at a time and never together, where they might have added their doubts up into something larger than any one of them could carry alone.
"And the part where they died," Sable said.
The deck went a different kind of quiet.
"Eleven years ago," Vasha said.
"With all hands. No wreck field. You said it yourself, Mireille said it, they went quiet and stayed quiet. Ships don't do that, Vasha. Ships that die make a mess. They blow a reactor or they crack a hull or they tumble, and they leave debris and bodies and a story you can read off the wreckage." Sable pulled the tied-off suit arms tighter at her waist, a restless motion, the only sign that the ten hours were in her too. "A survey ship that just... stops. Intact. And sits there eleven years not even drifting enough to make the buoy log a wreck field. That's not a death I know how to read. And I don't love claiming a thing I can't read."
"Then we'll read it when we get there," Vasha said. "That's what we do. We go look at the thing nobody else has gone to look at, and we figure out what happened, and then we strip it. That's salvage. The not-knowing is the whole business."
Jonas watched Sable not have an answer to that. Not because there wasn't one, he could see her hunting for it, but because it was true in a way that closed the argument off. The not-knowing was the business. They made their money walking into ships that had stopped, and finding out why, and the only difference here was the size of the why and the distance to anyone who could help if the why turned out to still be hungry.
"Tomas," Vasha said. "Margins."
The margins closed. Barely.
Jonas didn't follow all of it, the reaction-mass math was past him, the way a lot of the ship was still past him, but he followed the shape of it, which was Tomas reading out numbers in a flat voice and Do checking each one against his sheet of film, and the two of them arriving, reluctantly, at the same place: it worked. With nothing to spare and the scrubber a constant subtraction, with consumables that assumed they didn't linger at the wreck longer than the strip required, with a fuel reserve for the burn home that Tomas described as thin enough to read through, it worked.
"Say it plain," Vasha told them. "Does it close or doesn't it."
"It closes," Do said. "It closes the way a door closes when the frame's warped. It shuts. I wouldn't lean on it."
"Tomas."
A long moment. Jonas watched the back of the pilot's neck and understood, dimly, that he was watching a man being asked to sign his name to a thing he'd argued against, in front of the crew, by his own sister.
"It closes," Tomas said. "Conservative profile. We don't get to be stupid out there. No long detours, no extra burns, no staying a day longer than the strip takes. If we hold the profile, we make it there and back with the margins Do said." He finally turned, and he looked at Vasha, and Jonas saw something pass between the Renns that had a whole history under it he'd never have access to. "If we don't hold the profile, we don't make it back. There's no third outcome. I want that on the record before I plot it."
"It's on the record," Vasha said. "Plot it."
And that was the decision, Jonas understood. Not the captain's claim the night before, that had been the want. This was the decision: the moment the pilot turned back to his board and laid in a course three weeks into the dark, and the want became a heading, and the Cormorant swung its nose toward a dead ship and began, with its sixty-percent scrubber and its warped-frame margins, to fall in that direction.
The gathering broke up the way they did, by erosion rather than dismissal. Do went aft to nurse the scrubber. Mara unfolded from her corner and disappeared into the cold of the medbay. Tomas stayed at his board, because the course needed flying and because, Jonas suspected, he didn't much want to talk to his sister.
Sable caught Jonas at the head of the ladder.
"You." She'd gotten the rest of the suit off somewhere, was down to the thermal layer, and up close the ten hours showed in her face, in a fine tremor in her hands she stilled by crossing her arms. "Captain wants you trained. So. Three weeks of nobody is three weeks I can drill you without a wreck to babysit you on. You're going to learn the lines, the suit checks, the recovery protocols, all of it, until you're not a thing I have to watch." She said it hard, but there was something under it, and Jonas was learning to hear the unders. "Because out where we're going, the kid who freezes is the kid who gets somebody killed. And I didn't bleed on those collars to lose anybody on a survey hull. Understood?"
"Understood," Jonas said.
"Bled," Sable said, and almost smiled, catching her own slip from his face. "Don't write down 'bleed.' Forty-one days and you still write everything down."
"It's how I learn the ship."
She looked at him a moment, something flickering behind the tiredness that might have been the start of deciding he was crew. Might have been. He couldn't read it yet.
"There's worse ways," she said, and went below to sleep off the ten hours.
Jonas stood at the head of the ladder a moment longer. Through the deck plates the burn came up into him, the long steady push of a ship committing itself to a distance, and he thought about three weeks of nobody, and a hull that had stopped without leaving a mess, and the way nobody on the crew had been able to tell him, because nobody knew, what they were actually flying toward.
He found a rag and went back to wiping down the lockers. It was a thing to do with his hands.
The Korbin relay pinged them on the second day, a thin automated handshake, the last clear voice of the settled Reach reaching out to confirm they were where they were and then letting them go.
Tomas logged it without comment. Jonas happened to be on the deck, running suit-check protocols off a slate while Sable watched, and he saw the pilot's hand pause over the board after the handshake cleared.
"That's it," Tomas said. Not to anyone. "That's the last one I trust."
Nobody answered him. The relay's signal thinned and stretched and finally frayed out into the background hiss of a lot of empty space, and the Cormorant slid past the edge of the map Jonas knew into the part that was just a heading and a held breath, and behind them the last relay in the Reach went quiet, the way the Meridian Vale had gone quiet, eleven years ago, and never spoken again.






  
  Chapter 3: The Long Dark


The first week out, the Cormorant learned to be a different ship, and Jonas learned to read her.
A ship on a long burn wasn't the ship she was in port or on a strip. The work that filled a salvage day, the suiting up, the cutting, the hauling, the constant small emergencies of stripping a dead hull, all of it went quiet on a burn, and what was left was the ship herself, breathing, and six people learning how to be six people for three weeks in a hull built for three. Jonas had thought the dead refinery was the hard part. The dead refinery had been easy. You knew what to do with your hands in a dead refinery. On the burn there was nothing to do with your hands but the maintenance rotations and the drills, and the rest of the time was just the ship and the dark and the slow grind of getting on each other's nerves.
He got the maintenance rotations because he was new and they were the worst jobs, and he did them without complaint because complaining was how a new crewman stayed new. He cleaned the scrubber pre-filters, which was filthy work that left him smelling of the protein vats for a shift after. He ran the water reclamation checks, logging numbers off gauges in compartments nobody else wanted to crawl into. He wiped down surfaces that didn't need wiping because Vasha believed a clean ship was a ship whose crew hadn't given up, and on a long burn the giving-up was the thing a captain watched for hardest.
"You're doing the filters wrong," Do told him, on the third day, finding him elbow-deep in the scrubber housing. Not unkindly. Do said most things the way he worked his figures, precise and without heat. "Not wrong. Slow. You're cleaning each element like it's the only one. There are forty. Do them in a rhythm or you'll be in there till your shift ends." He crouched, took an element, showed him, a flick of the wrist that knocked the worst of the buildup loose before the detail cleaning, halving the time. "Nine years I've been in that housing. There's a way to do everything on this ship that's faster than the obvious way, and the obvious way is what they teach you and the fast way is what keeps you sane on a burn. You'll learn them. Or you won't, and you'll be tired all the time, and tired is how people get hurt." He stood, knees cracking. "Watch how Sable does the lines. Watch how Tomas trims a course. Everybody good on this ship is good because they found the fast way. The fast way's the whole job, out here. The slow way's just for people passing through."
It was, Jonas understood, the longest thing Do had said to him in forty-three days, and it was instruction, which on this ship was a kind of acceptance, and he held onto it.
The names settled in around him that week, the crew becoming people instead of roles. Tomas, who flew the conservative profile his sister had argued him into and held it with a discipline that read, to Jonas, as a man making a point he'd never say out loud. Mara, who kept the medbay ten degrees colder than the rest of the ship and ran a daily health check on all of them that was so brief and so exact you almost didn't notice she'd taken your pulse and read your eyes and filed you away. Do and his sheets of film and his fast ways. Vasha, who Jonas understood least, because Vasha was the one who carried the thing the others moved around, the note, the money, the reason they were three weeks into the dark for a dead ship instead of selling collars at Halvorg like sensible people.
And Sable, who drilled him.
"Again," Sable said. "From the top. Pre-breath, seal check, comms check, then the line. You skipped the seal check."
"I did the seal check."
"You did a seal check. You didn't do the seal check. You ran your eyes over the indicator and saw green and moved on. The indicator lies. Indicators lie all the time, that's why you've got a backup, which is your own ears." She tapped the side of his helmet, which he wasn't wearing, the two of them in the suit locker with the suits laid out for the hundredth drill. "You seal up, you hold your breath, and you listen. A bad seal whistles. Not loud. You have to know the quiet of a good seal to hear the whistle of a bad one. So you learn the quiet first. That's why we drill it dry, over and over, till the quiet's in your bones, so that the day you're in a real suit in real vacuum and something's wrong, your body knows before the indicator does." She crossed her arms. "Indicator says green and your ears say whistle, you trust your ears. Every time. The number of people who died trusting a green indicator would fill this ship."
She drilled him every day, sometimes twice, and Jonas came to understand it wasn't really about the suit checks, or not only. Sable was filling the burn with something. She drilled him the way Vasha had him wipe down clean surfaces, to have a thing to do with the hours, to keep the giving-up at bay, to not sit alone with whatever she sat alone with. He'd seen the packet on her bunk, half-finished, the one nobody mentioned. He didn't mention it. But he understood, dimly, that a person who was leaving might drill the new kid harder, not softer. Might pour what she knew into him precisely because she was going, so that some part of her competence stayed on the ship after she didn't.
"Why's it called the Reach?" he asked her once, mid-drill, because she'd told him questions during drills were fine as long as his hands kept working. "The Tash Reach. Reach for what?"
"Nothing. Everything." She watched his hands run the seal sequence. "It's an old mining word. A reach is how far a claim extends from its anchor point. You anchor a beacon, your reach is everything you can work from it. The whole region got called the Tash Reach back when it was all claims, all anchors and reaches, companies carving the deep into pieces they could work." Her voice went flat in the way that, Jonas was learning, meant she was telling the true unhappy version. "Then the ore ran thin and the companies left and the claims went dead and the anchors went quiet, and now it's just us. Salvage crews working the reach of dead claims nobody's coming back for. Reaching into other people's abandoned reaches and pulling out what's left." She nodded at his hands. "Good. That was the quiet. You hear it? That's a good seal. Remember that quiet. Now do it again."
The relay fell behind them on the second day, the way it had, the last clear voice of the Reach, and after that the dark got quieter in a way that even Jonas, new as he was, could feel.
There was a thing that happened to a ship past the last relay. Vasha had warned him about it, in her oblique way, when she'd assigned him the rotations: the second week is the hard one. First week you're still leaving. Third week you're arriving. Second week you're just out, and out is where people start hearing things. He hadn't understood it until he was in it. The second week, the Cormorant was a small warm box of light and air in a volume of nothing so large the mind couldn't hold it, three weeks from the nearest other human in any direction, and the sheer fact of that pressed in at the edges of every quiet moment. The ship made noises. The ship had always made noises, but in the second week you heard them, the tick of cooling metal, the sigh of the scrubbers, the deep almost-subsonic hum of the reactor that you felt more than heard, the thousand small voices of a machine keeping six people alive in a place that wanted them dead. You heard them and you understood, in a way you couldn't in port, that every one of those noises was the ship holding the dark off you, and that if any of them stopped, the dark came in.
"You're hearing the ship," Mara said. She'd found him in the galley in the small hours of a sleep shift, sitting with a cold coffee he hadn't drunk, listening. She didn't ask why he was up. She just sat, in the cold she carried with her, and named the thing. "Everyone does, the first long burn. You stop being able to not hear it. It passes. Or it doesn't, and you don't do long burns, and that's a thing some people learn about themselves out here and it's no shame to learn it." She studied him with the brief exact attention she gave everything. "It's not the dark that gets people. It's the listening. You start listening for the noise that stops. You can't help it. The trick isn't to stop listening. You can't. The trick is to let the noises be the ship taking care of you instead of the ship about to fail. Same sounds. Different story. You pick which story." She stood, the health check done without either of them quite acknowledging it had happened. "Drink the coffee or don't, but go back to your bunk. Lying down not sleeping is better than sitting up not sleeping. Your body still rests. That's a real thing, not a comfort. Go lie down."
He went and lay down, and listened to the ship hum its way through the dark, and tried to let it be the story where the noises were the ship taking care of him, and somewhere in the trying he slept.
By the third week they were arriving, and the arriving changed the ship again.
The drills got sharper because they were about to matter. Sable stopped filling time and started preparing, running Jonas through the recovery protocols, the boarding sequences, the specific work of stripping a survey hull. Do disappeared further into his figures, plotting the approach, the matching of velocities, the careful arithmetic of bringing the Cormorant alongside a dead ship without spending mass they didn't have. Tomas flew the deceleration profile he'd been building the whole way, the long careful shedding of the speed they'd spent three weeks accumulating. The ship leaned toward its destination the way a crew leaned toward the end of a long job, and the second-week listening faded under the third-week work, and Jonas was grateful for it, because work was easier than listening.
On the last night before they raised the Vale on the scan, Jonas ended up on the command deck with Vasha, the two of them alone on a sleep shift, the captain looking at the dark ahead the way Tomas looked at the dark behind.
"Can I ask you something," Jonas said. "And you can tell me it's not my business."
"You can ask. I'll decide if it's your business after."
"The note. The money. Everybody moves around it like it's. I don't know what it is. Just that it's bad and we don't say it." He kept his eyes on the dark, which made it easier. "I signed onto a salvage tug because I needed work and didn't ask a lot of questions. But I've been on this ship six weeks and I still don't understand why we're three weeks into nowhere for a dead ship when everybody from Sable to Tomas thought it was a bad idea. I'd just. I'd like to understand the thing everyone's afraid of. So I know what I'm afraid of too."
Vasha was quiet long enough that he thought she'd decided it wasn't his business.
"The consortium that holds the paper on this ship," she said finally, "doesn't care about salvage, or the Reach, or whether the work's good. They care about a number, due on a date. Miss the number, they take the ship. That's the whole of it. There's no appeal, no bad season they forgive, no understanding. A number, a date, and a clause one sentence long that says the ship is theirs the day we're late." She didn't look at him. "We've been one bad strip from that clause for two years. The refinery was supposed to be the strip that bought us breathing room. It came up short. So when Mireille flagged a survey hull we could claim before anyone else, instruments, book rate, the kind of payday that clears the number and then some, I took it, over Tomas, over Sable, over my own sense that a ship that dies that quietly is a ship with a reason. I took it because the alternative was losing her." Now she looked at him, and Jonas saw, for the first time, the weight she carried that the others only moved around. "That's what you're afraid of, Jonas. Same as the rest of us. Not the dark. The number. The dark's just where we came to get away from it, and it followed us out here anyway, because it always does. Go get some sleep. Tomorrow we find out what kind of dead this ship is, and I'd rather you found out rested."
He went to sleep. And in the morning, the Meridian Vale resolved on the long-range scan, intact and dark and holding its station, and the whole crew came up onto the command deck to look at the thing they'd crossed three weeks of nobody to reach.






  
  Chapter 4: All Hands, No Bodies


The whole ship came up onto the command deck to look at it, and Vasha understood that Sable had been right about one thing at least. 
It wasn't a wreck.
Three weeks of burn had stripped the crew down to its grain, the jokes gone first, then the small courtesies, then the pretense that six people in a hull built for three weren't sick of the sight of each other, and what was left by the time the Meridian Vale resolved on the scan was the work and the watching, the particular silence of a crew conserving itself for whatever was at the far end of the heading. They'd held the profile the whole way. Do had nursed the scrubber from sixty percent to fifty-one, a slow bleed he tracked on his film like a man counting his own pulse. Tomas had flown it so exactly that the course itself said, every day, I am doing this correctly because I think it is wrong. And now the thing they'd crossed three weeks of nobody to reach hung on the display, holding its station like a ship with a crew, and that was the first wrong note in a song that would turn out to be nothing but wrong notes.
"Run it again," Vasha said.
"I've run it three times." Tomas's voice was careful. "It's not a debris field. It's a hull. Intact. Powered down, no thermal signature past the background, no rotation, no drift to speak of. It's just... sitting there. Holding attitude like it parked itself."
On the screen the Vale was still mostly a smudge, a darker dark against the dark, catching what little light there was this far out along one curved flank. But the shape was wrong for a kill. Vasha had stripped a lot of dead ships, and dead ships had a posture, they tumbled, or they sagged around the wound that killed them, or they listed where the spin had gone out of them unevenly. The Vale held itself square. It had the posture of a ship with a crew, except for the part where every reading said there was no one home and hadn't been for eleven years.
"Reactor?" she asked Do.
"Cold." He was leaning over the scan return, ink-stained finger tracing the spectral lines. "Not breached. Not scrammed in a hurry, either, or we'd see the signature of a hard shutdown, the isotopes that throws. This is..." He paused, and Vasha watched him hunt for the word, and not like it. "This is a reactor that was walked down. Step by step. The way you'd do it in dock, with a checklist, if you had all the time in the world and wanted to do it gently." He straightened. "Somebody shut that ship off, Vasha. Carefully. From the inside. And then the somebody isn't there anymore."
Vasha knew what a hard shutdown looked like, the way every salvage captain knew. A ship in trouble scrammed its reactor. Slammed it down fast







