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Chapter One: Cold Weather

Morning arrived quietly aboard Mentusa. It usually did. The old cargo ship preferred to wake one compartment at a time, with the gentle hum of pumps and ventilation fans replacing the silence of the night watch. Somewhere deep below the decks, a compressor started with its familiar grumble before settling into a contented rhythm.

Lan was already in the galley. He regarded the saucepan on the stove with the concentration of an artist finishing a painting. Steam drifted lazily towards the extractor. The smell reached the corridor long before anyone else did. Jamieson appeared first. He stopped in the doorway.

"Oh no."

Lan didn't look up.

"Oh yes."

"Porridge."

"It is."

Jamieson sighed theatrically.

"We've got eggs."

"I know."

"We've got bacon."

"I know."

"We've definitely got sausages."

"I checked."

Jamieson folded his arms.

"So why are we eating wallpaper paste?" Lan finally turned.

"Because."

He stirred the saucepan once.

"We're going somewhere cold."

Jamieson blinked.

"You know something."

"I know breakfast."

"They're the same thing aboard this ship." Lan smiled without denying it.

Holt arrived carrying a tablet under one arm. She looked into the saucepan. "Porridge."

Lan nodded.

"Porridge."

She considered it.

"With honey?"

"Of course."

"I'll have some."

Jamieson looked betrayed.

"I thought we were united."

"We are."

She sat down.

"I'm just hungry."

McKinnon entered next. He looked from Lan......to the saucepan......to Jamieson's expression.

"Porridge?"

Lan pointed the serving spoon towards him. "Don't start."

"I wasn't going to."

McKinnon collected a bowl.

"I happen to like porridge."

Jamieson stared.

"I've worked with you for six years."

McKinnon shrugged.

"I've kept that quiet."

Thomas Arlen arrived last. He paused in the doorway, breathing deeply. "Porridge."

Lan smiled.

"I thought you'd approve."

Thomas nodded thoughtfully.

"I do."

Jamieson threw up his hands.

"Has everyone aboard this ship secretly been waiting for porridge?" Kesla entered behind Thomas.

"It would appear so."

The captain removed his jacket and took his usual seat at the head of the table. "Morning."

"Morning, Captain," came the chorus.

Lan placed a generous bowl in front of him. Kesla looked down at it.

"Porridge."

Lan folded his arms.

"I refuse to apologise."

Kesla picked up his spoon.

"I wasn't asking you to."

For a few peaceful minutes, only the sounds of breakfast filled the galley. Spoons. Coffee cups. The quiet murmur of a ship beginning another day. 

Outside the galley port, Dock Seven was already busy. Cargo lifters crawled between warehouses. Forklifts beeped impatiently. Somewhere, a crane operator was arguing cheerfully with someone on the ground. Manto had many ways of saying good morning. Most of them were loud.

The intercom chimed. Jamieson smiled. "Right on schedule."

Holt touched the communications panel. "Bridge."

Mira Ellens' familiar voice answered immediately. "Good morning, Mentusa."

Kesla smiled.

"Morning, Mira."

"I hope everyone's had breakfast."

Lan looked smug.

"We're working on it."

"I can hear that."

There was laughter in her voice.

"I've got a cargo run for you."

Kesla leaned back.

"How routine?"

"Oh, completely routine."

Nobody spoke.

Mira sighed.

"I really wish one of you would believe me one day." Jamieson looked around the table.

"Should we?"

The unanimous silence answered him.

"Very well," Mira continued. "Medical supplies. Replacement engineering equipment. Seed stock for the hydroponic gardens. Educational materials. Winter Festival parcels." Jamieson frowned.

"Festival parcels?"

"Wrapped presents," Mira said. "Families ordered them months ago." Lan looked up.

"And you're sending us?"

"You're the nearest ship with enough refrigerated cargo space for the medicines and enough spare capacity for everything else." Kesla nodded.

"Destination?"

There was the briefest pause.

"Hawking Station."

Lan and Thomas exchanged a glance.

"You've been there?" Holt asked.

Thomas nodded.

"Years ago."

"What was it like?"

He smiled faintly.

"Cold."

Jamieson pointed his spoon at him.

"That's not a description."

"It's the most important one."

Mira continued.

"They've reported intermittent communications problems. Nothing serious."

"Define 'nothing serious,'" Kesla said.

"Weather."

Jamieson looked unconvinced.

"In space?"

"No."

"The atmosphere."

She brought up a chart on the galley display. A blue-white world slowly rotated before them. Its oceans were locked beneath ice. Clouds spiralled across the northern hemisphere like brushstrokes of pale silver. "Ice crystals in the upper atmosphere are scattering radio signals. Larger ships are finding approach difficult."

Kesla studied the image.

"And us?"

"You're smaller."

Jamieson grinned.

"So we're harder to miss."

"I was going to say more manoeuvrable."

"I like my version better."

The cargo manifest scrolled onto the display. Lan read it carefully. His eyes paused halfway down the list.

"Children's books?"

Mira nodded. "The school librarian insisted." Jamieson looked puzzled. "Surely medicine comes first."

"It does.” She smiled.

"But people need more than medicine." Nobody spoke for a moment. Lan quietly nodded to himself. "She's right."

Kesla folded the manifest and slipped it into his pocket. "When do we sail?"

"As soon as you've finished breakfast." Lan looked around the table.

"You heard the dispatcher."

He reached for the coffee pot.

"Eat while it's hot."

Outside, Dock Seven carried on with its ordinary business. Somewhere beyond the bustling port… Beyond Manto… Beyond the well-travelled shipping lanes...

Snow was falling on a world where nearly five hundred people were waiting for spring. None of them yet knew that an ageing merchant ship called Mentusa had just accepted their cargo.

And aboard Mentusa, nobody yet knew that this would become another voyage remembered not for the distance travelled.....but for the warmth carried within her holds.




Chapter Two: Hawking

By mid-morning, Mentusa had slipped free of Dock Seven. The docking clamps released with a familiar metallic thud, and the old merchant ship drifted gently away from Manto Orbital. Behind her, the station shrank against the curve of the planet until it became another bright point among many. Ahead lay five days of ordinary cargo hauling. Or so everyone hoped.

Jamieson stood on the engineering balcony overlooking the main drive room. The engines had settled into their comfortable cruising note, a deep vibration that could be felt through the deck rather than heard.

He rested a hand against one of the coolant pipes. ”Happy." Thomas looked up from an inspection panel. "The engines?" Jamieson nodded. "You can tell."

"I've never doubted you could."

"They're enjoying themselves."

Thomas smiled. "I've never doubted that either."

The old engineer closed the inspection hatch and brushed imaginary dust from his hands. "How long since you last visited Hawking?" Jamieson asked.

Thomas thought for a moment. "Twenty-six years."

"And?"

"I remember snow."

Jamieson laughed.

"Again, that's not much of a description." Thomas shrugged.

"When you've seen enough cold places..."

"...they tend to remember themselves."

On the bridge, Holt watched the long-range weather reports arriving from the colony. The atmospheric models looked untidy. Not dangerous. Just... complicated. She enlarged one image. The entire northern continent was hidden beneath a broad spiral of cloud. High above it, sunlight caught suspended ice crystals, turning them into a shimmering veil. Beautiful. And surprisingly opaque to radio signals.

Kesla appeared beside her. "Problem?" “No." She tilted the display.

"I've just never seen weather interfere with communications quite like this." Kesla studied the image."It almost looks deliberate." Holt smiled. "The universe rarely is."

The intercom chimed. "Bridge."

Lan's voice answered. "I've made soup." Kesla blinked. "It's eleven o'clock."

"I know."

There was a pause.

"It's very good soup."

Kesla looked at Holt.

"I suppose we'd better investigate."

The galley smelled wonderfully of fresh bread. Lan was slicing thick pieces from a still warm loaf while a large pot simmered quietly on the stove. Jamieson arrived moments later.

He stopped.

"Soup?"

Lan nodded.

"Soup."

"It's still morning."

"I know."

Jamieson looked suspicious.

"You're planning something."

"I am."

"What?"

"Lunch."

Thomas accepted a bowl gratefully. He inhaled the aroma before tasting it. "Barley."

"And vegetables."

Lan looked pleased.

"You noticed."

"I usually do."

Kesla sat down with his bowl.

"I've noticed a pattern."

Jamieson grinned.

"Here we go."

"Whenever we're travelling somewhere uncomfortable..." He looked at Lan.

"...the food becomes steadily more comforting." Lan buttered another slice of bread.

"I fail to see the problem."

"There isn't one."

McKinnon tore off a piece of bread.

"I've served on ships where the cook ignored the destination." Jamieson nodded solemnly.

"So have I."

"What happened?"

"We reached an ice moon."

Lan waited.

"They served iced pudding."

There was complete silence.

Finally Lan said,

"That's unacceptable."

Laughter spread around the table.

After lunch, Holt returned to the bridge. Another transmission had arrived from Hawking Station. This one was incomplete. The opening identification codes were clear. The middle dissolved into static.The final few seconds returned unexpectedly. "...looking forward... supplies... everyone well…" Then silence. Holt replayed it. Three times. Always the same.

Kesla listened beside her.

"What do you make of it?"

She frowned. "It isn't equipment failure."

"No?"

"The distortion is changing every few seconds." She enlarged the signal analysis. 

"It looks as though something is bending the radio waves."

Thomas appeared in the doorway.

"I've seen something similar."

Holt turned.

"Where?"

"Polar research stations."

He looked thoughtfully at the display.

"Certain kinds of ice crystals."

"They don't block the signal."

"They scatter it."

Jamieson arrived carrying a mug of coffee. "I heard someone mention ice."

Thomas nodded.

"The atmosphere over Hawking can become... inventive."

"In what way?"

"It reminds you that nature has had much longer to practise engineering than we have."

Towards evening, the first images of Hawking's sun appeared on the forward display. It was smaller than Manto’s. Paler, too. Its light carried little warmth. Just enough to turn the distant planet into a blue-white marble wrapped in silver cloud.

Holt adjusted the magnification.

"There."

At first nobody saw it.

Then...

A tiny point of reflected light.

An orbital station.

"Hawking Orbital Relay," Thomas said quietly. "I'd forgotten about that."

Kesla looked at him.

"Used to work?"

"No."

Thomas smiled.

"I once delivered replacement bearings." Jamieson laughed.

"You remember bearings..."

"...but not the station."

"I remember they were good bearings."

As the ship drew nearer, more details emerged. The relay station rotated slowly above the frozen world. Its solar arrays gleamed in the weak sunlight. Everything appeared perfectly normal. Almost.

Holt narrowed her eyes.

"There should be more traffic."

Kesla looked at the display. The orbital anchorage was almost empty. Just two small utility craft and a weather satellite circled the planet. No freighters. No passenger shuttles. No mining transports.

"Quiet," McKinnon observed.

Thomas nodded. "Too quiet."

The communications speaker crackled. For a moment it was only static. Then a voice emerged. Broken. Fading in and out.

"...Hawking Orbital..."

"...reading you..."

"...please stand..."

"...by..."

The signal dissolved into rushing noise.

Nobody spoke. The message hadn't sounded distressed. If anything...It had sounded patient. As though the operator had become accustomed to conversations arriving one sentence at a time. Kesla folded his arms.

"They're managing."

Thomas nodded.

"Yes."

He looked at the frozen world turning slowly beneath them. "The question is..."

"...how?"

Outside the bridge windows, sunlight glittered across continents of ice that had endured for thousands of winters. Somewhere beneath those frozen clouds… Nearly five hundred people were waiting. Not for rescue. Simply… For the next ship to arrive.




Chapter Three: The Warm Station

Hawking Orbital Relay was older than it first appeared. As Mentusa drew closer, the signs became obvious. Paint faded by decades of hard radiation. Micrometeorite scars around the docking collar. Solar panels that had been repaired often enough to develop a patchwork appearance. Nothing neglected. Simply well used.

"They look after their equipment," Jamieson observed. Thomas nodded.

"They have to."

The docking lights blinked patiently.

Green.

Green.

Green.

Exactly as they should.

The docking manoeuvre took less than ten minutes. Mentusa settled gently against the relay station. The clamps engaged with a reassuring thump. For a few seconds the two old machines seemed to sigh together.

Lan looked up from securing the galley. "That's a good sound."

Jamieson smiled.

"What?"

"Docking clamps."

"I thought you liked engine noises best."

"I do."

Lan shrugged.

"But docking means people."

The inner airlock cycled open. Waiting on the other side stood a single woman in a thick blue station jacket. Her hair was almost completely white, though her face suggested she was considerably younger than it first appeared. Cold climates had a habit of ageing people and preserving them at the same time. She smiled warmly. "Captain Kesla?"

Kesla stepped forward.

"I am."

She held out her hand.

"Rachel Sørensen."

"Orbital Operations."

"Welcome to Hawking."

Her handshake was firm. Not hurried. Not formal. Simply welcoming.

"I apologise for the communications."

She glanced towards the overhead antenna array. "The weather enjoys embarrassing us." Holt smiled.

"It seems to be succeeding."

"Oh, regularly."

Jamieson
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