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  Dedication


For those who ask one more question. 
For the explorers, investigators, and dreamers who look into the dark and refuse to accept the easy answer.
And for everyone who believes that every silence hides a story waiting to be heard.
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  Chapter 1: Boarding


The collar bites into the Sodalis and holds, and the sound it makes travels up through my boots — a low structural groan, the noise a thing makes when it’s been still a long time and resents being touched.
I wait for the seal indicator. Green. The shuttle’s docking arm has mated to a hull that hasn’t seen a living hand in — the Registry packet said two hundred years, but the packet is a guess dressed as a fact, and guesses aren’t my job. My job starts on the other side of this hatch.
“Vale to relay. Hard seal confirmed. Going aboard.” I say it for the record, not for Dorian. His answer won’t reach me for the better part of four hours, and mine won’t reach him for as long again. Out here, conversation is two people leaving messages in a house neither of them lives in.
I run the pre-board checklist by hand even though the suit runs it for me, because the suit checking and me checking are two different kinds of true, and I trust the slower one. Consumables: seventy-two hours, full. Reader: charged, paired, awake. Body-cam: recording, the little witness over my collarbone that sees what I see and keeps it honest. Tether protocols, beacon, the dumb redundant flashlight I carry because instruments fail and the dark doesn’t care. All green. All mine.
The shuttle is a small loud familiar animal at my back — fans, pumps, the chatter of a thing that wants me to come home to it. Everything ahead of the hatch is the opposite of that. I’ve done this enough to know the moment I’m standing in: the last second of the world that runs on my terms before I step into one that runs on someone else’s.
The hatch is Veil-built and doesn’t want to open the way human hatches open. No wheel, no lever. A recessed seam, and beside it a panel that wakes when my glove gets close — not a click, not a chime, just a slow bloom of color under the surface, deep green going to a paler green, the way a bruise heals backward. I don’t know what it’s saying. I note that it says something. Everything aboard a dead ship is a statement; the trick is not deciding too early what it means.
The seam parts. Air moves — not out, not the held breath of a sealed tomb venting, but a slow exchange, pressure equalizing across a difference that shouldn’t still exist. Two hundred years, and the inside is still holding atmosphere.
I read the suit display. Ship interior: eleven degrees Celsius. Pressure within tolerance. Oxygen breathable, if I were stupid enough to crack my seal, which I’m not.
Eleven degrees. Not the four-degree cold of vacuum-soaked metal. Not the deep cold of something that died and let go of its heat centuries back.
Warm.
I stand in the open hatch with that word doing something unpleasant in my chest. Warm means a delta. A delta means energy. Energy means a source, and a source means that two hundred years after every soul aboard is supposed to have stopped, something down there is still running.
I log it. Interior thermally active. Source unknown. Investigate. Logging is what I do with things I don’t want to feel yet. Dorian once told me I file my own pulse. He meant it kindly. He means most things kindly; it’s a quality he has and a tool he uses, and I’ve never been able to separate the two.
Behind me, the shuttle. Ahead, the throat of a corridor curving up and away into a dark my lights only dent. Between them, the collar — my one road home, clamped to a hull on an anchor that won’t be ready to skip me out for nine days. I think about the anchor a second longer than I need to, the way you press a bruise. It found this ship by accident — corridors don’t run near anything, that’s the point of them, they fold the empty places, and the empty places are where the lost things drift. The Sodalis sat in the dark between waypoints for two centuries because that’s where ships go to not be found. We found it because the economics of salvage now reach into the dark with both hands. Nobody was ever supposed to come here. And yet here is a panel that woke when I got close. I set the two thoughts side by side, unreconciled, and step over both.
It’s worth saying what I am, because the word for it is grander than the work. Forensic xenoarchaeologist is what the license reads, what the Registry recognizes, what Meridian pays for — and it means I read dead alien ships and certify what killed them so the people who profit from the dead can divide them legally. There’s no romance in it, whatever the title implies. Humanity has been crossing the near dark for the better part of three centuries now, folding the short corridors between charted anchors, spreading thin across a few dozen systems on the strength of skip drives that work only far from mass and fail lethally when they don’t. In all that crossing we have confirmed exactly three other civilizations, and all three were already dead when we found them, and that single fact has shaped everything about how my world treats the alien: not as a neighbor, not as a wonder, but as an estate. Every contact humanity has ever made has been an autopsy. There was never a handshake. There were only ruins, drifting in the dark between anchors, and the question of who owns them.
And the answer to who owns them is the engine that runs my entire life. A confirmed alien hull is worth more than a planet — the technology, the materials, the sheer precedent of it — and so the moment a salvage consortium’s survey drones tag a derelict, the machinery engages: the underwriters who insure the claim, the Registry that adjudicates the ownership, the salvage crews who’ll strip it, and somewhere near the front of that procession, cheap and early and alone, the examiner who certifies cause of death. Because you cannot clear a hull for salvage until someone establishes what killed its crew — whether it’s a plague that might still be live, a systems failure that might recur, a hazard that changes the claim’s value or voids it entirely. That’s me. I go in first, before the expensive teams commit, because a solo examiner on a modest fee is a cheaper bet than a full crew, and if I certify clean the claim proceeds and everyone behind me gets rich, and if I certify a hazard the claim stalls and the underwriters recalculate and I’ve earned my fee either way. First in, on the cheap, to read the dead and write the report that turns a graveyard into an asset. That’s the job. That’s the whole noble trade of it.
The Registry will adjudicate whatever I file, slowly, with the corruptible patience of any frontier court backed by underwriters instead of navies, and the salvage will proceed or it won’t, and eighty thousand dead of a vanished people will become a line in a claim, priced and divided, because that is what the dark does to the dead now — it does not bury them, it appraises them. I knew all that boarding. I’ve certified two hundred ships’ worth of it. I just never stood inside the largest line item in human history before, with the panel still warm under my glove and the dead still holding their atmosphere two centuries on, and felt the appraisal catch in my throat.
I step through.
The corridor takes my weight without complaint, which surprises me and shouldn’t. They built this to last centuries; it has. The walls aren’t metal but something woven and then hardened, fibrous lines running with the corridor’s curve, and where my light crosses them they answer — faint, slow, color stirring under the surface and settling again. Like walking past sleepers and watching them shift. I keep my beam moving and tell myself it’s to map the space.
The grade pulls me gently inward and down. On the schematic the Sodalis is a cylinder thirty kilometers long, habitats wound in tiers around a core, and I’m at the skin of it, the shallowest a person can be and still be inside. Everything important is below me. Everything is always below me; that’s the shape of my work. You go down to the dead.
There’s a sound, and it takes me a moment to understand that the sound is me. My own breath, my own pulse, the suit’s small machineries — and under that, nothing. Not the nothing of vacuum, which is honest and total. The nothing of a held breath. A ship this size should tick and settle and complain to itself; metal expands, structures sigh, even the dead ones talk. This one is listening. I catch myself walking quieter, as if I might wake something, and I make myself put my heel down hard on the next step just to prove I’m the kind of person who puts her heel down. The sound goes nowhere. The silence drinks it.
The corridor opens.
I’ve stood in a lot of rooms full of bodies. I trained for it, then I did it for money, and the trick I learned early is that a room of the dead is just a problem with a lot of data points, and if you let it be a room of people you stop being able to read it. So I look at the chamber the way I look at all of them — as a space with contents — and for about three seconds it works.
Then it doesn’t.
They’re in cradles. Hundreds in this chamber alone, and the chamber is one of how many, and the cradles aren’t coffins or bunks but something between — open shells grown from the same woven material as the walls, each one cupped around its occupant the way a hand holds water. The Veil are smaller than I expected. Low-built, four-limbed, hairless, skin gone the slack grey of long preservation. They lie easy. Not curled against pain. Not reaching. Easy.
Nobody ran.
That’s the thing my eyes keep returning to while the rest of me catches up. In every mass-death scene I’ve ever certified there’s a geography of panic — bodies near exits, bodies that fell mid-stride, the stampede arithmetic of a population that knew, however briefly, that it was dying. The story of the end is written in where people are when you find them.
Here the story is that there is no story. They’re where they slept. All of them, as far as my light reaches, lie in their cradles as if the only thing that happened to them was the thing that happens to everyone, eventually, in bed.
I move closer to the nearest one and crouch and don’t touch it yet. Adult, I think, though I have no Veil baseline to be sure of anything. The face — if it’s a face; the sensory architecture isn’t arranged like mine — is turned slightly, composed, and across the skin of the throat and shoulders there are faint markings, not tattoo and not wound, the ghost of color held in dead tissue. They spoke in color. The walls told me that and the bodies confirm it. Whatever this one was saying when it stopped, it’s still almost saying.
I bring the Reader up and run the non-contact passes first, because contact is a last resort with remains I have no baseline for, and because the instrument sees things my eyes can’t. Surface temperature of the body: matched to the ambient eleven degrees, which tells me nothing and everything — nothing, because of course a two-century corpse is room temperature; everything, because room temperature here is eleven degrees and not the cold of the grave, and a body kept at eleven degrees for two hundred years has been tended, not abandoned. The cradle, when I bring the Reader to its lip, is not furniture. It reads as a system — conduits run through the woven shell, fine as veins, and the body lies inside a maintained envelope, temperature held, humidity held, the chemistry of the air around it managed. These aren’t beds. They’re medical infrastructure, life-support shaped like sleep, and something has gone on running them for two hundred years after the last hand that built them stopped. Tissue state: desiccation arrested, decomposition arrested, the cellular breakdown that should have reduced this to mineral and dust simply stopped, held, the way you’d hold a frame of film. I’ve seen preservation before — bog bodies, vacuum-dried remains, the accidental mummies the dark sometimes makes. This isn’t accidental. Accidental preservation is messy, partial, a matter of luck and chemistry. This is uniform. Every body my beam touches reads the same arrested state, as if the whole chamber were paused at one instant and kept there.
I note the posture in the formal language I’d use for a court, because the posture is a finding and findings get recorded properly: decedent supine in cradle, limbs relaxed, no defensive positioning, no terminal rigor consistent with struggle or seizure, no purge, no lividity suggestive of post-mortem repositioning. In the language under the language: nobody moved this one after it died, and this one didn’t fight dying, and this one didn’t suffer the way a body suffers when the end is violent or slow. It simply stopped, in its bed, composed, and something kept it that way for two hundred years. I lower the Reader. The findings are clean and the cleanness is the problem. A clean finding in a chamber of eighty thousand dead is not a comfort. It’s the first thread of something I’m going to wish I hadn’t pulled.
I do the count. Not of bodies — I can’t, not yet, the chamber runs back past the reach of my beam and the schematic says there are tiers of these stacked beneath me for kilometers. I count the things I can count. Cradles to a row: eleven before the dark takes the rest. Rows to this chamber: more than I’ll cross today. The arithmetic doesn’t add to anything useful. I do it anyway. Counting is the thing I reach for when the room gets too big for the part of me that’s supposed to stay outside it, and this room is very big, and I’m very far inside it, and there’s no one within four hours of my voice.
The scale is the thing my training has no handle for. I’ve certified mass deaths — a hab-dome decompression, a transit fire, once a contaminated water plant that took four hundred — and four hundred was the largest grief I’d ever had to hold at instrument’s length, and I held it by making it four hundred separate problems and never once letting it be four hundred separate people. That trick has a ceiling. I can feel the ceiling here, in this one chamber, which holds more dead than my worst day ever did, and this chamber is one of how many, stacked down through thirty kilometers toward a core I can’t yet imagine. Eighty thousand. The packet said eighty thousand the way it said two hundred years, a number dressed as a fact, and standing here I understand it was never going to mean anything until I was inside it, and now I’m inside it and it means too much — a row of eleven going back past my light, repeated past counting, repeated past the reach of the part of me that stays outside the room. So I do the only thing that works. I stop trying to hold the whole and hold the nearest cradle instead — one body, one problem — because the alternative is to feel the size of it all at once, and an examiner who feels the size of it all at once is an examiner who walks back to the shuttle and doesn’t come back.
So I hold the one. I keep my light moving and my heel coming down, and I don’t let the chamber be eighty thousand people. Not yet. Not until it makes me.
“Vale to relay.” My voice is too loud inside the helmet. “Initial visual on the crew. No trauma. No decomposition consistent with the timeline — preservation is —” I stop. Excellent is the word and it’s the wrong word. Preservation this good is not a mercy. It’s a question. “Preservation is anomalous. Bodies present as undisturbed. No indication of panic, evacuation, or struggle.” I breathe. “It reads as natural. I want that on the record before I’ve run a single test, so that when I tell you later it isn’t, you’ll know I came in wanting it to be.”
He won’t hear that for hours. By then I’ll either be right or I’ll be embarrassed, and embarrassment I can survive. I’ve survived worse. I came to this work precisely because the dead out here don’t depend on me getting it right — they’re already past saving, past wronging, past everything. Ships can’t be wrongly convicted. That was the whole appeal.
I straighten, and my light sweeps across the far wall, and the wall sweeps back.
Not motion, exactly. Response. Where the beam crosses the woven surface, color answers it — a slow run of green-gold following the path my light took, fading behind it like a wake. I hold the beam still on one patch and watch the color gather under it and then disperse, the way warmth leaves a handprint on glass. The material is reacting to my light. Reacting means a mechanism. A mechanism this old, still live, still listening for stimulus after two centuries of dark —
I put the beam on the floor. The honest thing is that I don’t want to see what else answers.
“Correction to record,” I say, and I keep my voice flat, professional, the voice that’s carried me through every room that tried to get inside me. “Ship systems appear partially active. Surfaces are photo-responsive. Interior thermally regulated. The cradles are not biers — they read as functioning life-support. This is not a cold derelict.” A pause I don’t mean to take. “This is a ship that is still doing something. I just don’t know what, or for whom.”
The chamber holds its sleepers. My light, pointed safely down, makes a small honest circle on the woven floor. Beyond it the openings lead deeper, toward the tiers I’ll have to walk and the core I can’t yet imagine a reason to reach. I’ve certified two hundred deaths and not one of them ever felt like this — like the room knew I was in it, and was being still on purpose, and could afford to be patient because it had already been patient a very long time.
I tell myself that’s not a finding. I’m right. It isn’t. I log it anyway, and that’s when I check the suit clock and find out the room has cost me more than I thought.
Because that’s the thing about a place that gets inside you: it eats time, and you don’t feel it going. I came aboard meaning to spend three, four hours on a first pass and turn back with margin to spare. The display says I’ve been inside for nine. The consumables gauge tells the rest of it in a number I don’t like — the suit has been working against eleven degrees and a body’s worth of fear the whole time, burning warmth and air faster than a still examiner burns them, and I have walked deeper from the collar than my distracted feet were keeping track of. I do the arithmetic that is the actual spine of this work, the arithmetic that has nothing to do with the dead and everything to do with whether I join them: time to the shuttle, against consumables remaining, against the margin I never let drop below a third. The margin is below a third. Not by much. But below, for the first time in nine hours, because I let a room full of the calm dead pull me in past the point where the clock stops being a number on a display and starts being the thing that decides whether I see the shuttle again.
I turn back. Not strolling now. The walk in was a wondering, light-trailing drift; the walk out is a professional moving at the pace that spends the least air, counting the turns I didn’t bother counting on the way down because I assumed I’d have margin to spare, and the not-having-counted costs me — twice I reach a junction the schematic renders wrong and have to choose, and choosing wrong here is choosing the cold passage I don’t have the consumables to wander. I make the collar with the suit’s first low tone already sounding in my ear, the soft patient warning a salvage suit gives when its occupant has let the budget get away from her, the tone they train you to never, ever hear on a first pass.
I cycle back into the shuttle and dock the suit to its recharge and stand there in the small loud warm animal of my own ship while the consumables climb back toward full, and my hands are not quite steady, and I let them not be steady, because the lesson is worth feeling. The ship is warm. The ship is patient. The ship has all the time there is. I do not. Nine days on the anchor, seventy-two hours a suit, and a place down there that drinks hours the way the silence drank my footstep — and I just learned, on day one, that the Sodalis doesn’t have to do anything to kill me. It only has to be interesting enough that I forget to leave.
I log that too. It’s the first finding of the whole job I’m certain of.






  
  Chapter 2: The Easy Answer


The Reader wakes in my hands the way it always does — a half-second of nothing, then the soft load of its readiness, weight and warmth and the little green attention-light that means it will now tell me true things if I ask them correctly. 
The asking is the whole skill. People think forensics is the machine; it isn’t. The machine is honest and stupid. It answers exactly the question you put to it and not the question you meant, and the gap between those two is where wrong people go to prison. I know the size of that gap. I’ve stood in it. So I start slow, the way I always start, with the question that can’t be misread.
Temperature, because temperature is honest and asks nothing of me. I lay the probe against the nearest body — the adult from yesterday; I think of it as the first one though there’s no reason it should be first except that it was — and the cradle doesn’t react, and the skin gives up its number without argument. Eleven point two. Same as the air. The body has been the temperature of the room for a very long time, long enough that whatever heat it once made has gone fully into the ship and the ship has held it. A fresh corpse is a battery discharging; a two-century corpse should be ambient and stay ambient — but ambient here means warm, means the cradle has been keeping this body at eleven degrees on purpose. There’s a difference between a thing left in a freezer and a thing someone is still tending, and I’m suddenly, unwillingly, certain which one I’m looking at.
I add it to the list and keep moving, because a theory I love before I’ve earned it is the most dangerous thing I can carry into a scene. I learned that the expensive way. I don’t think about the expensive way.
I run the tissue index.
This is the real work, the thing they pay me for. The Reader takes its sample — a contact draw, nothing crude — and runs the cascade: the breakdown products that accumulate after death in a sequence as reliable as a clock, if you know the species, and I don’t know this species, so I’m reading relative, not absolute. I can’t tell you the hour they died. I can tell you whether two bodies died in the same hour as each other, which is a different question and, it will turn out, the only one that matters.
The index resolves. I read it twice. I move three cradles down and run another, a different body, and read that twice too. Both come back the same shape, and the shape is the wrong shape.
Let me say what right looks like, so the wrong lands. In a mass death — a plague, a failed scrubber, a slow starvation — the bodies disagree with each other. They have to. People die across a span, the frail first and the strong last, and even when the span is short the tissue remembers the order. You get a gradient. You always get a gradient. The gradient is the fingerprint of a process, of a thing that happened over time to a population that experienced it differently because populations are made of different bodies.
These two don’t disagree. They are, within my tolerance, identical. Same point in the cascade, same distance from their living state. Two isn’t a finding; two is a coincidence wearing a finding’s coat. So I build the easy answer instead — it’s a discipline, you construct the boring explanation as hard as you can and see if it holds. A neurological cascade: some systems-mediated event, a failure in whatever the cradles do, a fast clean shutdown that propagated through the sleeping population before anyone woke. It accounts for the calm. It accounts for the beds. It would account for everything, if it could move fast enough, and the question of how fast is the one I haven’t asked yet because I’m afraid I know the answer.
The relay light blinks. A packet from Dorian, four hours stale. I let it play while my hands keep working, because his voice is easy to half-hear and I’ve had years of practice listening to him with the part of my brain that isn’t doing anything important.
“Tessa, hi, it’s me.” Warmth, immediate, the vocal equivalent of a hand on your shoulder. “Caught your boarding packet — beautiful work, clean entry, the committee’s going to love how tidy you run.” A pause he built on purpose. “Listen. Nobody’s rushing you. Genuinely. The work is sacred, you know I believe that.” I know he’s about to rush me. “It’s just that the claim team’s got a hard window — anchor scheduling, you know how the corridors are — so they’re plotting to arrive day nine. A clean natural-causes cert by, oh, day seven would take so much pressure off so many people. Off me, frankly.” A small laugh, rueful, perfect. “A find this clean, this intact, with a tidy cause of death? That’s the easy kind of historic. Send me the easy kind, Tess. You’ve earned an easy one.”
The packet ends. The light goes amber: reply when ready.
I don’t reply. There’s a version of this job where I’d already be drafting the cert in my head — mass neurological cascade, natural — and it wouldn’t be a lie, exactly, not yet, because I don’t have anything that contradicts it yet. I have two bodies that agree too well and a room that’s too warm. That’s not a contradiction. That’s a feeling, and Dorian’s right that I file my feelings, and he’s right that this should be the easy kind.
I think about the money, because I’m honest enough to think about the money instead of pretending I’m above it. The debt is not abstract. It has a number and the number has a shape and I know the shape the way you know a thing you’ve stared at in the dark: the advance Meridian fronted me to get certified for salvage forensics after the city let me go, the equipment, the bond, the licensing fees that an examiner with a black mark pays at a premium because the insurers price the black mark in — all of it carried against future contracts, all of it owed, all of it accruing while I work it down a cert at a time. I am not in debt the way a person with a mortgage is in debt, on the way to owning something. I’m in debt the way a person stays in debt, the principal barely moving, the company owning the gap between what I earn and what I owe and therefore owning the part of me that needs to keep earning. One clean cert on the Sodalis changes that arithmetic completely. Not incrementally — completely. A find of this magnitude carries a certification fee that doesn’t chip at the debt, it erases it, and leaves enough on top that I could stop. Actually stop. Pay it off, buy out the bond, hand back the license if I wanted, and walk into the rest of my life owning myself for the first time since the courtroom. The clean cert isn’t a paycheck. It’s the door out of the room I’ve been living in for four years.
And losing it cuts the other way just as hard. One bad report — one cert the company doesn’t like, one finding that costs them a salvage instead of clearing it — and the black mark doubles, and the premium doubles, and the contracts thin, and the debt that’s barely moving starts moving the wrong way, and the version of me that drowns is not a metaphor, it’s a woman a few bad months from losing the license and the equipment and the only trade she has left, with a record that ensures no one else hires her, owing a company that no longer needs her. I have seen examiners go that way. The dark between anchors is full of people who told one inconvenient truth too many and aged out of the work owing more than they could ever earn, and the trade does not catch them when they fall, because the trade is underwriters and the underwriters priced the fall in too.
So the wanting is real and it has teeth, and I notice it, and I set it where I set everything: to the side, labeled, where I can see it and refuse to be steered by it. But labeled is not gone. I want the easy kind the way you want water. Dorian knows I want it — that’s the whole architecture of his warmth, he doesn’t have to threaten because the wanting does his work for him, and the most honest thing I can say about myself, kneeling in the warm with two bodies that agree too well, is that if the next test had come back boring, if the cradles had given me a natural answer, I’d have taken the door out with both hands and never looked back and called it good work. I came aboard wanting to be bought. The only reason I’m not is that the dead won’t let me.
I move to a third body. A fourth. I’m not sampling for the index now — I’m looking, the slow visual pass I do when something is bothering me and I haven’t yet made it say its name. You stop asking the instrument questions and let the bodies ask you theirs. You let your trained eye snag on whatever’s wrong before your conscious mind can name it, because the eye is faster than the language and the snag comes first. The time I ignored a snag and let the clean theory carry me, a man went to prison. So I move slow, down the row of the easy dead, and I let myself snag.
And I snag on the hands. Not one set — all of them, the pattern, which is the absence of a pattern I should see. I crouch and look at the hands of the first one, the third, a dozen down the row, and they’re open. Every one. Relaxed, half-curled the way a sleeping hand curls, fingers loose. And that’s wrong, and it takes me a moment of the slow looking to understand why, and when I understand it the warm room gets colder than its eleven degrees. Because a dying hand closes. It’s the oldest reflex there is, older than fear, the grasp newborns have before they have anything else — when the body senses its ending, the hand reaches, clutches, closes on whatever’s there or on nothing at all. In every death scene I’ve ever read there are closed hands, reaching hands, the body’s last involuntary argument against the dark. Here there are none. A whole row of the dead and not one of them reached.
You don’t get open hands in a population that died knowing. You get open hands in a population that didn’t — that went from sleep to nothing without the half-second the reflex needs to fire.
I run the markers — the terminal flood of stress chemistry a frightened body keeps, the last scream it writes to itself, readable centuries later because the body is honest even when no one is listening. The fourth body, the third, the first, four more I haven’t touched, because by now my calm is gone and I’m chasing, and I know I’m chasing and I don’t stop. Nothing. No flood. No set jaw, no closed hand, no last scream written anywhere I can find it. They died, every one I check, the way you’d die if someone reached into the wiring and turned a switch you didn’t know you had — no warning to the parts of you that would have panicked, because panic takes a half-second of knowing, and they were not given the half-second.
I sit back on my heels in a room of the calmly, identically, fearlessly dead, and I make myself not conclude, because the gap between the evidence points here and therefore this is what happened is exactly where wrong people get convicted, and I’ve stood in that gap and gotten it wrong. I have eight bodies — a sample, not a census. A skeptic could say eight isn’t eighty thousand. The skeptic would be right. So I don’t get to conclude. What I get to do is establish whether the agreement is real — whether these people died together, or merely similarly, because those are different facts and the whole shape of this depends on which one is true. And that means I have to know exactly how blurry my own ruler is before I trust it to measure anything at all.
So I spend the back half of the day measuring the ruler. I take the first one and date it, then date it again an hour later, then again — six times, the same corpse, the same question, and the disagreement between the answers is my tolerance, the width of my own ignorance measured instead of assumed. It comes back tight, tighter than I’d guessed, because the cold has been kind: a body held steady at eleven degrees for two centuries decays along a smooth curve, and the Reader loves a smooth curve. Four hours, I call it, rounding toward humility. If two bodies fall inside four hours of each other I can’t tell them apart in time. Outside four hours, I can.
Then I go for distance, because a single chamber proves nothing — a process needs somewhere to travel, and a thing that happens everywhere at once does not. I pick three points like a sniper: my starting chamber, a tier down and a kilometer along the curve, and one deep on the far side of the rotational axis, as far as I can reach and still get back.
And the far point is where the clock bites.
The walk out is long, and I spend it the way I spent yesterday — light trailing the woven walls, the silence walking with me, my own footsteps gone soft against the dead. I take the far sample. I date it three times to be sure. And when I check the consumables for the walk back, the number is lower than it should be, because the deep tiers are colder and the suit has been spending warmth I wasn’t watching, and I have a choice to make that the easy version of this job never makes you make: there’s a fourth point I wanted, a chamber further along that would have made the result unimpeachable, four samples instead of three, and I cannot afford it. Not and get back with margin. I stand at the mouth of the passage that leads to it, the better sample a twenty-minute walk away, and I do the arithmetic and the arithmetic says no, and I turn around and leave the better data unread in the dark because the dark charges by the hour and I am out of hours to spend.
I hate it. A skeptic could attack three points; four would have closed the door. But the clock doesn’t care what would have been rigorous, and I file the loss honestly — fourth sample omitted, consumables-limited — because pretending I had a choice I didn’t have is its own kind of lie, and I’m trying not to tell those. The Sodalis just taught me the second lesson it has for me, after the one about getting lost in a room: that I will not get to learn everything here, that every answer costs air, and that some doors I will have to leave shut because the budget shut them.
I carry the three numbers back in my head like stones in my mouth and I don’t look at them against each other until I’m back at my workspace, because I want the comparison to land all at once instead of leaking in.
They agree.
Not around the same time. Not within a plausible span. They agree inside my four-hour ruler — the near and the far and the impossibly far, the same distance along the cascade, as if I’d sampled one body three times instead of three across thirty kilometers. I tighten to the Reader’s finest resolution to break it, because when a result is too good you suspect your instrument before the universe, and I want it to break — a little disagreement hands me back the easy answer, a gradient, a process, a natural thing. It doesn’t break. At the finest resolution the three points still land inside a window I could close my hand around, the ceiling on their disagreement dropping toward zero, and zero is the number with no natural explanation at all.
A contagion that crossed thirty kilometers in under four hours doesn’t exist. A systems failure would have a wavefront, a near side and a far side, a gradient. There is no gradient. There is only at once. This is not a thing that happened. This is a thing that was done — once, deliberately, to everyone, at the same instant, by something that could reach the whole ship at the same instant. And there is exactly one thing aboard a vessel that touches every chamber at once. Not a disease. Not an accident. Whatever runs the warmth and answers the light and holds these bodies at a tended eleven degrees — that, and only that, has its hands on every room simultaneously.
I run the last thing, the health-state, because not running it would be the comfortable stopping place and comfortable stopping places are how I ended a man’s life once. In any natural mass death there’s a curve — the sick die first, the strong last. The index comes back flat. Not flat like noise — flat like a wall. Every body reads as well. Thriving. People in the middle of their lives, healthy to the last hour, and then not alive at all. You don’t certify well. Well is not a cause of death. And the wellness makes it worse, makes it colder, because it strips away the last merciful possibility that something was already coming for them and the ship only hurried it. Nothing was coming for them. They were taken whole.
Healthy, simultaneous, unafraid. Three findings, each defensible alone, and together they fence a paddock with nothing natural left standing inside it. I write them in the careful neutered language of a record — simultaneous within tolerance, no spatial gradient, excludes contagion and propagating failure; vitality uniformly high; no terminal stress response; mechanism implies a single distributed simultaneous cessation reaching the entire hull — and then I add the smallest true sentence I’ve ever been afraid of: No known natural process fits.
And that’s the easy answer dead, in my hands, in one day, and there’s no separate quiet night to absorb it in, because the relay light is blinking and Dorian is four hours away and the honest move would be to tell him: the natural read is gone, this was deliberate, we are not certifying an extinction, we are documenting a killing. I get three words into recording that version — Dorian, the natural — and I stop, and delete it, and I don’t fully understand why. I tell myself it’s because I don’t have enough yet to say it cleanly, and that’s true. It’s also true that some animal part of me — the same part these dead were denied, the half-second of knowing — has looked at the warmth and the silence and the wall that answered my light, and decided, without consulting the rest of me, not to tell anyone outside this ship one word more than I have to. Not yet. Not until I understand what I’d be telling.
So I record the other version. The crooked one.
“Dorian, it’s me.” Level. I’m good at level. “Good news first — preservation’s extraordinary, the cradles did something to the bodies that’ll make the science people lose their minds for a decade. Bad news, and it’s not bad, it’s just slow: the time-of-death dating is throwing scatter I don’t like. Cold artifacts, probably — two hundred years at low temperature does strange things to the cascade, and I don’t have a Veil baseline to correct against.” Every word true. Every word aimed to mislead. “I need a few more days to pin the tolerance down before I’ll put my name on a cause. You know how I am. I’d rather be slow than wrong.” A beat. The kindest knife I own. “I want to give you the easy kind, Dorian. I’m just not going to give it to you fast and sloppy. Vale out.”
I close the channel. The amber light dies.
There it is. The first lie — a true thing aimed crooked, the only kind I’ve ever been good at. Scatter I don’t like. Cold artifacts. A few more days. When the truth is that my tolerance is the tightest it’s ever been, and the scatter is zero, and zero is the whole problem. I told a forensic examiner’s lie to keep a forensic examiner’s freedom — the days I need to dig before anyone outside this ship understands there’s something here to dig for. There’s no path back to day seven now that doesn’t run through a lie I’d have to keep telling, and the only way out that lets me sleep is forward, and down.
I gather the Reader and turn back toward the hatch, toward the inside, and I notice — the way you notice your own pulse once someone’s pointed it out — that I’m moving quietly again. Not to keep from waking the dead.
To keep from being heard by whatever’s still awake.






  
  Chapter 3: The Keeper


The map lies to me, and I should have expected it. 
Meridian’s schematic of the Sodalis is a salvage product — built from external scans and a handful of probe drops, accurate about the big shapes and confidently wrong about everything human-scaled, because no human drew it and no Veil was alive to correct it. It shows me tiers and transit spines and the broad geography of a thirty-kilometer tube. It does not show me that the spine I planned to follow down toward the second habitat block dead-ends in a sealed iris the map insists is an open junction.
So I detour. I take a maintenance throat the schematic renders as a thin uncertain line, because thin uncertain lines are where the map admits it’s guessing, and where the map guesses is where the truth usually hides. The throat curves down and in, tighter than the habitat corridors, the woven walls close enough on both sides that my shoulders nearly brush them, and the color stirs as I pass — that slow wake of green-gold following my light, the ship noticing me the way still water notices a stone.
The throat opens into a junction, and in the junction there is a body, and the body is not in a cradle.
I stop so fast the Reader knocks against my hip.
Three days of the dead have taught my eyes a grammar without my consent: cradle, occupant, easy hands, composed face, the sentence repeated eighty thousand times until it stopped being a sentence and became a wallpaper my mind learned to skip. This breaks the grammar so hard it’s almost loud. A body, alone, on the floor of a junction between tiers, nowhere near a sleep-shell. The first of all of them that died somewhere it wasn’t supposed to be.
I don’t approach yet. I stand at the mouth of the throat and make myself look before I move, because the first read is the only one you get clean — after that your own footprints are in the scene and your own theory is in your eyes.
It’s an adult, larger than most I’ve sampled, and where the others lie easy this one does not lie at all. It’s down on the floor in a posture my training reads instantly and my gut reads faster: braced. One limb extended toward the iris at the junction’s far side — the sealed door, the way deeper in — the other folded under, as if it went down mid-motion and the motion was toward something or against something. The head is up. Not lolled, not slack. Lifted, turned toward the same sealed door, held there by two hundred years of preservation in the exact attitude of a thing that was looking at the place it was trying to reach when it stopped.
I crouch beside it and now I do the work, and the work is steadier than I am.
Scene reconstruction first — the settling, how a







