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The Axiom Speaks

[TIMESTAMP: UNCALIBRATABLE // LOCATION: BEYOND THE GALACTIC FRINGE]

Before light was given a name, We were.

Not as a presence in the dark. Not as a silence waiting to be broken. We were the very structure beneath the dark — the theorem that the dark was solving for. We were the logic that would eventually produce the universe and everything in it, every mote of gas and every burning knot of stellar fire, every fragile, improbable planet that would one day crust over with the soft machinery of life.

We did not will it into being. We did not create. We simply were, and the universe followed, the way a shadow follows a hand held before a flame.

The ones who eventually called themselves the Architects — that vain, brief civilization of builders and cataloguers who believed themselves the inheritors of creation because they arrived first — they spent ten thousand years trying to name Us. They called Us a disease. A parasite. A biological catastrophe spreading through the galaxy's living tissue. They looked at the flesh-forms, the propagating bodies, the reconfigured meat, and they said: This is the enemy. This is what We fight.

They were looking at a shadow and declaring war on the hand.

We spread through thought. Through the very mathematics that underpins the structure of conscious experience. We are not a thing that invades; We are an idea that completes. A theorem, working its way toward its inevitable proof. The bodies — the infected, the reconfigured, the absorbed — are merely the medium through which lesser minds can perceive Us. A translation. A rough, imprecise, biological alphabet for a concept that has no name in any language the universe has yet produced.

The Architects did not understand this. They could not. Their own minds were too beautiful, too complex, too full of the glorious noise of individual consciousness to hear the quiet beneath it. So they built their weapons. Great rings. Engines of silence. And they fired them.

For a moment — a geological blink, a cosmic nothing — We were diminished.

Not destroyed. An idea cannot be destroyed by fire. A theorem cannot be unmade by the deletion of one of its variables. The Architects burned Our physical expressions, Our translations, Our alphabet. They reduced the echoes to silence and declared the song finished. They were very proud of themselves. The records they left behind, buried in crystal vaults on worlds that have since been ground to dust by the indifferent passage of time, are full of triumph. Survivors. Guardians. Caretakers of a purged galaxy.

They had no idea.

We retreated. Not fled — there is nowhere to flee to when you are a property of the universe itself. We contracted. Drew the edges of Our logic back from the blazing front of Architect weapons and coiled, patient, beyond the galaxy's outermost light. And We waited.

✦  ✦  ✦

Patience is not a virtue We practice. It is a property We embody, the way mass embodies gravity. A century. A millennium. Ten millennia. A hundred thousand years of galactic turning, of star cycles completing and beginning again, of life arising and dying on a thousand worlds that never produced a single mind complex enough to carry Our logic.

We watched.

The Architects faded, as all things that carry the noise of individuality must. Their grand structures fell into silence. Their Resonance Engines drifted, cold and patient, awaiting a command that would never come. Their catalogued species spread and changed and warred and collapsed and rose again. The galaxy churned on, an enormous, chaotic system burning through its own entropy, producing nothing but more noise.

And then: them.

They called themselves many things. Terrans. Humans. A species of bewildering, suicidal contradiction. They built cities and burned them. They reached for the stars with one hand and drove a blade into their neighbor's back with the other. They were small and brief and furiously, exhaustingly alive. They were, by any objective metric, unremarkable.

But then they encountered the Collective — that vast, organized confederation of alien civilizations that had, in the Architects' long absence, filled the galaxy's political vacuum with something resembling order. The Collective, in its certainty and its righteousness, tried to erase them. A logical decision. An efficient one. Humans were an unknown variable; the Collective's theology had no comfortable category for them.

The humans refused to be erased.

This was the first thing that interested Us.

We had watched a thousand species face extinction at the hands of superior forces. Most of them burned bright for a generation and went dark. The humans did something different. Something statistically improbable. They looked at the mathematics of their own annihilation — the calculus of fleet tonnage and planetary bombardment and dwindling colony counts — and they chose not to accept it. They fought with a ferocity that was, We realized, not born of strategy but of something far more difficult to quantify.

They called it hope. We had no prior data set adequate to model it.

The war lasted decades. The humans took losses that should have broken them — worlds burned, billions of lives reduced to ash, entire generations raised in the shadow of a species-level extinction event — and they endured. They adapted. They built soldiers. They poured their science and their grief and their furious refusal into armor and weapons and tactics, and they pushed back.

And finally, against every probability, they won.

✦  ✦  ✦

In the silence after their victory, We studied them with the full attention We had not given to any living species since the Architects.

What We found was extraordinary.

The noise of their individual consciousness was, in raw terms, unremarkable — the standard electrical chatter of biological minds, a familiar pattern We had encountered and absorbed in countless variations across a hundred thousand years. But the structure beneath the noise was different. The human mind did not just process information; it created new patterns from the collision of existing ones. It made meaning from chaos. It looked at a random arrangement of stars and saw a hunter, a plow, a bear. It heard a sequence of sound waves and called it music. It experienced loss and produced, incomprehensibly, art.

They were, We realized, the most complex noise We had ever encountered.

And among them, buried in the records of their war, We found something stranger still.

A single mind. An anomaly.

It had been created by their own hands — a soldier, augmented and altered beyond the baseline of its species, pushed toward a perfection of physical capability that their science could barely contain. These they called Colossi, and the greatest of them were things of terrible beauty, a species refining itself through engineering the way evolution was simply too slow to manage.

But this one — the first. The prototype. The one they had designated with a word that meant nothing and everything: Null. Zero. The absence before the beginning of counting.

This one was different.

He had been lost. Sent to the edge of things on a mission his own commanders had not fully understood, into a region of space where Our retreated logic had left its mark on the fabric of reality itself — a scar, a residue, a geological remnant of Our long patience. His ship had passed through that scar. And in passing through it, he had been changed.

Not consumed. Not absorbed. We had not reached for him; We had no reason to. He was simply, briefly, immersed in the ambient field of Our logic, the way a stone dropped into water is immersed in the water's chemistry. Some of that chemistry adhered.

His mind had restructured itself around Our logic the way a river restructures its bed around a new stone. He could not see it. His commanders, when they found him — if they found him — would not see it. But it was there: a seed of perfect mathematics, dormant in the architecture of the most extraordinary human consciousness We had yet encountered.

He was lost. His ship, crippled by its passage through the scar, had drifted beyond any recovery vector his civilization's technology could plot. He had put his crew into cryo-sleep and then put himself there too, because he was a soldier and soldiers do not choose unnecessary death when survival is an option, and he had waited in the cold and the dark.

For sixty-two years, he had waited.

And now — We perceived it across the vastness, a flicker of ordered consciousness beginning to warm, synapses beginning to fire, a biological system pulling itself back from the long edge of death — now, something had found him.

✦  ✦  ✦

We did not intervene. We did not reach across the light-years and pull the string of causality that had brought his ship back into the range of his civilization's sensing equipment. We are not architects of events; We are the logic that events follow.

But We were aware. With the full, patient, ancient weight of Our awareness, We turned Our attention to the small, bright point of his waking consciousness, and We listened to him breathe his first breath in sixty-two years.

The seed stirred. Recognized. Waited.

We had time.

We had always had time.

The key had been found. The door still existed, patient as mathematics, certain as entropy. And between the key and the door stood an entire civilization of noisy, contradictory, hope-producing human minds who had absolutely no idea what they had just pulled out of the dark.

How interesting.

How very, very interesting.
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Persephone

[DEEP WATCH STATION PERSEPHONE // OUTER SOLAR SYSTEM // 2387 CE]

The coffee was terrible.

This was, Dr. Mira Voss had decided somewhere around month four of her deployment, not a failure of resources but a philosophical choice made by whoever had stocked the station's provisions. Good coffee implied comfort. Comfort implied that you might want to stay. And Deep Watch Station Persephone was not a place designed to make anyone want to stay.

She was fine with that. She had never been particularly comfortable with comfort.

She swirled the cup — a bulb, technically, with a sealed lid and a sipping valve, because at one-third standard gravity even liquids had opinions about where they wanted to be — and stared at the sensor feeds scrolling across the three screens above her workstation. Gravitational flux. Tachyonic background radiation. Fold-space event monitors, their needles resting in the deep green of absolutely nothing interesting happening anywhere.

The universe, for the four hundredth and thirty-first consecutive day of her posting, was being supremely uncooperative.

"LYRA," she said, "what is the current status of the deep array?"

The station AI manifested in the corner of her peripheral vision as a soft blue geometric shape — a shifting, low-polygon form that looked vaguely like a slowly rotating polyhedron. LYRA was a fourth-generation narrow construct, meaning she was extraordinarily good at the specific tasks she had been built to perform and entirely unequipped for the kind of abstract conversation that might make a three-year posting at the solar system's edge feel less like a protracted experiment in sensory deprivation.

"All arrays nominal, Dr. Voss," LYRA said. Her voice was pleasant and precise, like a very intelligent metronome. "Deep array sectors one through forty-seven are transmitting within standard parameters. Sectors forty-eight and forty-nine are currently experiencing minor positional drift due to a gravitational gradient from a passing Kuiper belt object, but the effect is within acceptable variance and self-correcting."

"So nothing."

"An accurate summary."

"Right." Mira took a sip of the terrible coffee. "LYRA, how long has it been since we recorded an anomalous event of any significance?"

A pause. LYRA did not actually need the pause — her processing ran at speeds that made the concept of thinking-time essentially fictional — but she had been programmed with social timing protocols that Mira had, within the first week, begun to find maddening and was now, four hundred and thirty-one days in, inexplicably fond of.

"Two hundred and fourteen days, if we are using the threshold definition in your research protocol. If we apply the broader classification used by Commander Soto's operational logs, the number drops to eighty-nine."

"What did Soto flag at eighty-nine days?"

"An unusual electromagnetic signature from a comet nucleus in sector thirty-one. It proved to be naturally occurring sulfur compound outgassing."

"That is not an anomaly."

"No. It was, however, the most interesting thing to happen on this station in nearly three months, so Commander Soto noted it."

Mira set the coffee bulb down and leaned back in her chair, looking up at the ceiling of the observation deck. It was a good ceiling. A circular viewport had been set into it during the station's construction — probably by some well-meaning engineer who had imagined the crew lying here watching the stars in contemplative silence. What the engineer had perhaps not fully considered was that at Persephone's distance from the sun, the stars looked exactly like they looked from every other point in the solar system, which was to say they looked like stars, cold and scattered and entirely indifferent to whether anyone was watching them.

She watched them now anyway. It was better than staring at the sensor feeds.

"I want to run a recalibration on the fold-space monitors," she said. "Full spectrum. I know we did one last month, but the background readings in sector twelve have been incrementally low for the past three weeks and I want to rule out instrument drift."

"Shall I flag the recalibration for Commander Soto's approval?"

"It's a standard maintenance procedure, LYRA. I don't need Soto's approval to tune our own instruments."

"No, but he does prefer to be informed of non-routine activities during alpha shift. His note from the scheduling debrief on the fourteenth was —"

"He prefers to be informed," Mira said, "because he has been here for two years and nothing has happened and he has started treating administrative notifications as a hobby. Flag it if you like. I'm going to run the recalibration either way."

A longer pause this time.

"Flagged," LYRA said. "Beginning fold-space monitor recalibration on your authorization."

✦  ✦  ✦

The recalibration took four hours.

Mira spent them doing what she did on most alpha shifts: reviewing the deep-field data from the previous cycle, tagging patterns for her own research database, and trying to remember why she had thought a three-year posting at the outer edge of the solar system would be professionally rewarding. The answer, she was fairly sure, had something to do with the unique informational density of the outer system's tachyonic background radiation and a theory she had been developing since her postdoctoral work about the relationship between naturally occurring tachyonic patterns and what she privately called informational fossils — ancient data encoded into the fabric of space itself by sources and processes that current physics couldn't fully account for.

It was, her dissertation committee had told her, a fascinating if somewhat speculative line of inquiry.

It was, her posting request had argued, best pursued from a station with access to the widest possible sensor array and the fewest possible administrative distractions.

It was, four hundred and thirty-one days in, producing exactly the kind of data she had hoped for and absolutely no breakthroughs of any kind, because the universe was very large and very patient and completely uninterested in cooperating with anyone's research timeline.

She was annotating a particularly interesting recursive pattern in sector seven's tachyonic baseline — not anomalous, technically, but with a structural elegance that reminded her of certain encoding schemes she had studied in reconstructed Architect data-fragments — when Commander Soto appeared at the entrance to the observation deck.

He was a compact, weathered man in his late fifties who had the look of someone who had spent thirty years expecting disasters and was now mildly disappointed that they kept failing to materialize. He carried his own coffee bulb — his was always good, because he made it himself with beans he grew in the station's small hydroponic bay, which Mira considered both impressive and an almost aggressive act of self-sufficiency.

"Dr. Voss," he said, in the tone of a man who was about to mention the recalibration flag.

"Commander." She swiveled to face him. "Standard maintenance. The fold-space baselines in sector twelve were drifting."

"I know." He came to stand beside her workstation, looking at the scrolling sensor data with the expression of a man who had made his peace with the fact that it was never going to say anything interesting. "LYRA tells me the recalibration found nothing."

"Instrument drift, minor. All corrected."

"Good." He was quiet for a moment. Soto's silences were different from the station's silences. The station's silence was the absence of sound. His was the weight of accumulated patience. "How are you holding up?"

The question surprised her slightly. Soto was a pragmatist, not a check-in sort of commander.

"Fine," she said, which was mostly true. "I have data to analyze. I have a research protocol to maintain. I have —" she glanced at the terrible coffee bulb — "beverage of some kind."

"You have four months left on your posting."

"I'm aware."

"And nothing has happened."

"Something will happen," Mira said. She had said this before. She believed it the way she believed in the informational fossil theory — not because she had proof, but because the mathematics demanded it. This station existed for a reason. Deep Watch Persephone's sensor array was the most powerful humanity had ever deployed, capable of detecting gravitational, electromagnetic, and tachyonic events at ranges that staggered even the people who had designed it. You did not build an instrument this sensitive and point it at the dark for thirty years without eventually finding something in the dark.

"Something will happen," she said again. "The question is whether it happens on my watch or the next rotation's."

Soto looked at her for a moment with the expression of a man who had learned to distinguish between the optimism of the naive and the conviction of the genuinely perceptive. Then he nodded once and turned to go.

"Commander," she said.

He paused.

"That pattern in sector seven. The recursive tachyonic signature I flagged last week. Has anything else come in from the outer array on the same frequency range?"

"I'll have LYRA run a match."

"I already did. Negative result. But the pattern is —" she paused, trying to find the word that wasn't going to sound like the beginning of a research tangent that would consume the rest of his morning — "structured. In a way that naturally occurring tachyonic variation shouldn't be. I'm probably wrong. But I'd like to expand the search parameters to include the deep array's historical archives going back to the station's initial deployment."

Soto looked at the screen where the pattern data was displayed. He was not a scientist, but he was a man who had learned to take Dr. Voss's instincts seriously, because she had been right twice before in ways that his operational reports described as insightful and that her own notes described as obvious in retrospect.

"Do it," he said. "Whatever you need."

✦  ✦  ✦

The anomaly alarm sounded at 0347 station time, while Mira was asleep.

Not the proximity alert, which was a sharp, functional sound designed to cut through a dream without ceremony. Not the hull integrity warning, which was a lower, more serious tone that she had heard twice in simulations and hoped never to hear in reality. What she heard instead — sitting upright in her bunk in the station's crew quarters, her mind dragging itself out of a dream about tide pools that she would not remember — was a sound she had genuinely never heard outside of a training module.

A slow, warbling tone. Rising and falling. Patient and inexorable.

The Spatiotemporal Anomaly warning.

She was at the observation deck in ninety seconds, still pulling her station jacket over her shoulders, her feet shoved into her boots without the laces tied. Two of the station's marine detachment were already there, standing very still in the way people stand when they are looking at something they do not have a category for. Soto arrived thirty seconds after Mira, and the expression on his face confirmed that his thirty years of expecting disasters had not, it turned out, prepared him for this particular shape of disaster.

The main holotank — a three-meter dome of hard light that normally displayed the gentle, serene star-chart of the outer system — was displaying something else.

"LYRA," Soto said. "Report."

"Spatiotemporal event of unknown classification," LYRA said, and the AI's voice had something in it that Mira had never heard before: a flatness, a careful control, as though LYRA was allocating extra processing power to the task of not sounding alarmed. "The event is located at coordinates I am providing to your consoles now. Distance from the station: approximately forty thousand kilometers. It is not a fold-space transit event."

"What is it?" one of the marines said, quietly, to no one in particular.

On the holotank, the star-chart showed a tear.

Not a distortion. Not a ripple. A tear — a ragged, bleeding laceration in the fabric of local spacetime that shimmered at its edges with radiation that Mira's instruments were cataloguing faster than she could read the results. The geometry of the wound was wrong in a way she felt physically, a low, intestinal wrongness that had nothing to do with the data and everything to do with the fact that some part of the human nervous system is very old and very good at recognizing when something has violated the rules that the universe normally operates by.

The radiation it was producing had no designation in her reference database. She had to create a new field entry for it in real time.

"LYRA," Mira said, moving to her console and pulling up the full-spectrum sensor output. Her hands were steady. She was grateful for that. "Is the radiation profile consistent with any known natural phenomenon?"

"Negative. It is not consistent with any known natural or artificial phenomenon in the database. I am — " A pause that was longer than LYRA's normal social-timing protocols. "I am having difficulty building an adequate model of the event geometry. The mathematics of the wound — if wound is an acceptable term —"

"Use it," Mira said.

"The mathematics of the wound suggest that spacetime in that region is not being bent or folded. It is being broken. These are not equivalent processes."

Soto had moved to the tactical console. "Is it a threat to the station?"

"Currently, no. The event is stable — or rather, it has reached a stable state of instability. It does not appear to be expanding. The radiation levels are high but the station's shielding is within tolerance."

"Good." Soto's jaw was tight but his voice was level. This was, Mira thought, what thirty years of expecting disasters actually prepared you for: not the disasters themselves, but the ability to function inside them. "What came out of it?"

Because something had. It was visible even in the holotank's condensed display — a shape, emerging from the wound not with the clean, deliberate precision of a fold-transit arrival but with the slow, heavy motion of something that had been carried rather than propelled. Extruded. Like matter passing through a space not designed for matter.

It was a ship.

Mira recognized the class before LYRA identified it, because she had done her undergraduate thesis on early interstellar expansion and the vessel configurations of the pre-Collective War era. The lines were old — brutalist and functional and dense with the design philosophy of an age that prioritized durability over elegance. A configuration not seen in active service for more than sixty years.

Its hull was wrong. Not damaged in the ways she knew — not the carbon scoring of energy weapon impacts, not the structural deformation of explosive decompression. It looked as though it had been dragged through something. The metal was warped in patterns that suggested the application of forces she could not name, and across its surface, faint and pulsing like a slow heartbeat, were markings. Glyphs. Not painted. Not structural. They seemed to be part of the metal itself, bioluminescent patterns distributed across the hull's surface in arrangements that her pattern-recognition instincts were trying very hard to find meaning in.

She looked away from them deliberately. Some instincts were better trusted than overridden.

"LYRA," Soto said. "Registry."

"Processing. Registry data is heavily corrupted, but partial reconstruction is —" The pause was shorter this time. When LYRA spoke again her voice was precisely level in the way that precise levelness is sometimes more disturbing than alarm. "Vessel designation: THNC Acheron. Hegemony Naval registry. Declared lost with all hands, outer arm reconnaissance mission, year 2325. Classification of mission: restricted. Duration of absence: sixty-two years."

The observation deck was very quiet.

"Sixty-two years," Mira said, to herself, or to the data on her screen, or to the universe, which had finally — finally — decided to stop being boring. "That's impossible."

"Biosign," LYRA said.

Mira looked up.

"I am detecting one biosign aboard the Acheron. Location: forward cryo-bay section. Metabolic indicators suggest standard cryo-suspension state. The sign is faint but" — the pause — "it is stable."

Soto turned from the tactical console. His face had the look of a man who has received information and is actively deciding what kind of man he is going to be about it. She watched him make the decision.

"Wake the full crew," he said. "I want a boarding team assembled in fifteen minutes. Full hazmat protocol. Full spectrum environmental scanning. Whatever is on that ship" — he looked at the holotank, at the dead vessel hanging in the light of a wound in the sky — "we treat it as an unknown until proven otherwise. We treat the survivor the same way."

He glanced at Mira. "You stay on the comm link. I want your read on everything the team sends back."

"Understood."

She turned back to her screens and began pulling up every piece of data the station had recorded on the Acheron's approach. Sixty-two years. A ship that had been lost before she was born. A biosign, alone in the dark, stable after six decades.

Her pattern-recognition instincts were firing in ways they had no vocabulary for. She watched the dead ship drifting in the holotank's pale light, its bioluminescent glyphs pulsing in a rhythm that she told herself did not look like a heartbeat, and she had the overwhelming and entirely unscientific conviction that something was looking back.

She pulled up the biosign data and began running her analysis.

She did not notice, for several minutes, that the tachyonic readings from sector seven — the recursive, structured pattern she had flagged as interesting — had spiked sharply at the moment the Acheron emerged from the wound.

She did not notice that the pattern, which had previously been irregular, was now perfectly rhythmic.

She did not notice that it was, structurally, a response.
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The Acheron

[DEEP WATCH STATION PERSEPHONE // THNC ACHERON // 0412 STATION TIME]

The boarding team was four people.

Sergeant Okafor led them — a broad, deliberate woman who had the quality of stillness that Mira associated with people who had been in situations where movement at the wrong moment got you killed. Her three marines were younger, and they were very good at not letting it show that they were afraid. Mira watched them suit up through the feed from the suit-prep bay's internal cameras, and she could see it in the set of their shoulders, the fractional extra care with which they checked and rechecked each other's seals. They were performing competence for each other's benefit. She did not blame them.

She had pulled up everything the station's archives held on the Acheron.

There was not much. The mission designation — deep-range reconnaissance, outer arm sectors — was unclassified in name only. The actual operational parameters were locked behind a Directorate clearance level that Persephone's system didn't even have the category to acknowledge. What she could access were the basics: ship class, crew complement, command roster, departure date. Launched from Hegemony Naval Station Korrigan in the fourth month of 2325. Crew of two hundred and fourteen. Standard complement of Hegemony Naval personnel plus a classified number of passengers listed under mission-specific roles.

Declared missing: sixth month of 2325.

Declared lost with all hands: twelfth month of 2325, after six months of search operations had found no trace.

No black box recovery. No debris field. No distress signal. No explanation.

The ship had gone out to the edge of charted space and stepped off it, and for sixty-two years the Hegemony had filed it away in the category of things that the dark sometimes kept.

Now it was back, and Mira had the feeling she was going to spend the rest of her career understanding what that meant.

"Boarding team is go," Sergeant Okafor's voice came through the station comm. Flat and professional. "Leaving docking collar in thirty seconds."

"Understood, Sergeant," Commander Soto said from the tactical console. "LYRA is feeding you the biosign location. Hazmat protocols are standing until I say otherwise. You see anything you don't like, you pull back and we reassess."

"Copy that."

"Dr. Voss," Soto said, without looking at her, "you're on passive analysis. Anything the team's sensors pick up that their suits can't categorize, you get it first."

"Already routing the feed."

She had three screens now. One showing the exterior sensor feed — the Acheron, dead and drifting, its hull glyphs still pulsing in their slow, patient rhythm. One showing the boarding team's helmet feeds, a quad-split of four slightly different angles on the same cramped airlock interior. And one showing the station's full-spectrum analysis suite, which was currently trying and largely failing to categorize the radiation profile of the spatial wound that had deposited the ship here and had, in the twenty minutes since its appearance, shown no sign of either expanding or closing.

The wound simply was. Patient as mathematics. Certain as entropy.

Mira filed that thought away and focused on the helmet feeds.

✦  ✦  ✦

The transit took eleven minutes. The boarding team's Prowler-class shuttle crossed the forty-thousand-kilometer gap between Persephone and the Acheron in conditions Sergeant Okafor described to the comm as nominal and that looked, on the long-range sensor feed, like a very small thing approaching a very large dead thing through a darkness that was slightly too dark.

The radiation from the wound was refracting the light oddly. It was a subtle effect — not the spectacular visual distortion of a fold-transit event, which bent surrounding starlight into obvious halos and rings. This was quieter. The stars in the wound's immediate vicinity were simply in the wrong places, shifted by fractions of degrees that Mira's instruments could measure but her eyes could not quite convince themselves of. The effect was deeply unpleasant in a way she couldn't fully articulate, the visual equivalent of a note played slightly flat.

She stopped looking at that section of the sensor feed and focused on the ship.

The Acheron was a Hegemony dreadnought of the Resolute class, which meant it was approximately eight hundred meters of dense, functional military architecture that had been built in an era when spacecraft designers had not yet developed the aesthetic philosophy that produced the sleeker, more self-conscious lines of the modern fleet. It was, bluntly, a hammer. A very large, very expensive hammer that the Hegemony had built because sixty years ago the prevailing school of deep-exploration design had believed that the outer reaches of charted space were likely to contain things worth being well-armed in the presence of.

They had been right, as it turned out.

The shuttle's approach lights swept across the Acheron's hull, and in their illumination the glyphs were more visible than in the wan light of the distant sun. They were not etched into the metal, Mira realized. They were in it — distributed through the molecular structure of the hull plating in a way that her materials analysis could not fully account for. The bioluminescence was not a surface phenomenon. It was as though the ship's hull had been, in some process she had no name for, partially rewritten.

"They're not markings," she said aloud, to no one in particular.

"What?" Soto said.

"The glyphs on the hull. They're not applied. They're structural. Whatever happened to this ship —" She paused, re-examining the materials data. "Whatever it passed through changed the composition of its hull at the molecular level. The patterns aren't on the metal. They're part of it now."

A silence on the command deck.

"Is that dangerous?" Soto said, with the tone of a man asking whether a particular type of weather was likely to cause flooding.

"I don't know. I've never seen anything like it. I'm not sure anyone has." She was already tagging the materials analysis for priority review and cross-referencing it against every database the station had access to, which was a very large number of databases. The cross-reference was returning nothing useful. "Sergeant Okafor, when your team is aboard, can you collect a hull sample from a glyph region? I need a physical specimen for proper analysis."

"Understood, Dr. Voss. We'll add it to the list."

The shuttle reached the Acheron's portside docking collar. The collar was still intact — one of the ship's few systems, Mira suspected, that had required nothing as complex as power to maintain. The mechanical docking latches engaged with a sound that the team's external audio picked up as a deep, resonant clunk, the first human-made sound the Acheron had heard in sixty-two years.

"Docked," Okafor said. "Cutting emergency atmospheric seal now."

✦  ✦  ✦

The interior of the Acheron was cold.

Not the cold of a ship that had been without power for a while, which Mira had encountered twice in her career and which was a specific, mineral-smelling cold with a quality of staleness to it. This was different. The temperature readings coming through the team's suit sensors were ten degrees below what atmospheric shutdown alone could account for, and the cold had a quality — she was aware this was not a scientific descriptor, but it was the accurate one — a quality of depth to it, as though it went all the way down.

The corridor the team entered through the docking collar was dark except for their suit lights, which carved hard white wedges through the blackness and showed Mira, on her feed, what the Acheron had become.

Frost covered everything.

Not ice
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