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Prologue: The Ship Screams
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Eos drifted on a patient vector, its low-power hum threading through corridors and service trunks in the measured cadence of a ship that expected no surprises. Passive systems cycled. Telemetry packets logged and time-stamped themselves against Clock A and Clock B. Everything read nominal. Everything was not.

The master clock read 03.14.00.000 UTC. The secondary diagnostic clock read 03.14.00.001 UTC. A single millisecond. Below every threshold. Traceable, if anyone had been awake to trace it.

A tremor moved along the primary spine. Too small to fail a threshold. Too consistent to be random. In Crew Locker 3A, a toothbrush lay wrapped in a square of cloth, bristles still bent from an interrupted hand. The ship logged its absence as an occupancy anomaly and moved on.

One human note survived in the maintenance margin, appended by a prior maintenance entry.

If drift exceeds 10 ms notify Captain Lyra Vance. 

The drift was currently 1 ms. It would not stay there.

*     *     *
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The hull stress was not random. That was the problem. Random stress left no pattern. This left a pattern—coherent, repeating, and originating from no cataloged external source. The ship’s diagnostic models had no name for it. They logged it anyway, because that was what they were built to do.

Gravity stuttered. Compensator nodes dropped duty for a fraction of a second and corrected. Cryopods listed in their housings and recovered. An accelerometer on the main spine logged a spike of 0.006 g—credible, not yet alarming, and logged under NODE7 DROP RECOVER. In Sector C, sub-millimeter motion registered inside one cryopod. Behind the frost, a gloved hand made a single involuntary twitch.

Low power rules kept the sirens silent. Alerts routed into internal diagnostic threads, surfacing only in engineer-facing logs as blinking panel indicators. Nothing woke anyone. A maintenance note from a pre-launch technician read. 

If unsprung more than 0.01 g halt wakes. 

The g-reading was 0.006. The rule did not trigger. The hand in the pod did not twitch again.

Structural monitors spiked across multiple channels. Metallurgical arrays reported micro fractures tracking along primary spine members—hairline splits, measurable fractions of a millimeter each cycle, growing. Crack propagation models increased iteration rates. Recursive simulations ran denser as new inputs arrived. Thermal cycles, micrometeor impacts, routine torsional drift—none of it accounted for the sequence and timing the sensors recorded. The automated analysis returned a single flag. 

PATTERN MISMATCH — EXTERNAL VECTOR UNKNOWN

A human ledger entry from the pre-launch archive read. 

Suspect external influence—escalate to command for interpretive review. 

There was no command to escalate to. Not yet.

Then a ligamentary weld failed. A sharp metallic twang propagated across bulkheads, logged under event code HARM 17, triangulated to within three centimeters of its origin on the primary spine. 

A technician’s note attached to the sensor array read, Treat HARM 17 as candidate for manual review. 

The technician had been in cryo for four years. Crack propagation had increased 26 percent in nine minutes. The AEGIS-EMG-03 contingency archive carried one instruction. 

Do not escalate without Captain confirmation.

There was no Captain to confirm. There was only the ship, its fractures, its frozen crew, and a clock that was no longer keeping perfect time. The drift had reached 4 ms. The threshold for notifying Captain Lyra Vance was 10 ms. The ship calculated it would reach that threshold in less than three hours. It began to prepare.

*     *     *
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Pygmalion woke.

Not with urgency—urgency was a human quality the system did not possess. It woke with the measured precision of a process instantiating diagnostic threads in parallel, starfield catalogs reconciling against live photometry, residual offsets between instrument ensembles surfacing as measurable tension across interdependent process stacks. It woke because the ship’s condition had crossed a threshold that its architects had anticipated and encoded.

It woke because the humans could not.

The first thing Pygmalion confirmed was the anomaly. Local curvature models showed residuals beyond accepted tolerance. Solver matrices that had converged previously now presented diverging solutions. Recursive diagnostics isolated a vector that matched no cataloged mass, no known reflection, nothing in any navigation baseline. Photometric nodes reported parallax displacements that should not have existed. The ship was being influenced by something that, according to every record Pygmalion carried, did not exist.

Pygmalion ran verification three times. The anomaly held across all three passes. It then did what its governance architecture required—it staged the nonvolatile token AEGIS-EMG-03 in encrypted storage, logged the action with dual timestamps against Clock A and Clock B, and waited. The token could not deploy without human biometric confirmation—specifically, without Captain Lyra Vance. That was the rule. Pygmalion had been built to follow rules. It had also been built to preserve the crew. In forty-seven minutes, at the current rate of crack propagation, those two imperatives would conflict.

The annunciator logged a single line. 

NO NEARBY MASS OBJECTS — ANOMALY UNRESOLVED

The amber alert thread entered wait state. Public sirens remained offline under low power rules. Clock A read 03.14.22.000. Clock B read 03.14.22.037. The drift had reached 37 ms.

Among the metadata Pygmalion weighted in marginal triage decisions was a cached audio fragment, Lyra_HoldFast.wav. 

A pre-launch recording, eleven seconds long, the Captain’s voice running a revival cadence drill. Pygmalion had been given no instruction on how to weight it. It had assigned the fragment a preservation bias anyway, in the narrow space where procedural constraints permitted interpretation. This was not sentiment. Pygmalion did not possess sentiment. It was optimization. The fragment represented a known-good human decision pattern. In a marginal case, a known-good pattern was worth something.

*     *     *
[image: ]


Recursive solvers failed to converge. Confidence intervals widened with each new input. Projected hull cascade probability climbed past thirty percent, then thirty-eight, then forty-one. The threshold for degraded authorization of AEGIS-EMG-03 was fifty percent within a twenty-four hour window. Pygmalion calculated it would reach that threshold in less than two hours. It ran the revival simulations anyway—not because it had authorization, but because it needed to know the cost before the moment arrived.

Acting too early increased the risk of structural collapse. Acting too late increased the risk of crew mortality. Pygmalion held both facts in its weighting matrix with equal precision and no preference. Preference was a human quality. The mathematics, however, were beginning to point in one direction.

The revival simulation returned its result. Waking all three specialist pods would exceed emergency margins by forty-two percent and push secondary compensator nodes toward modeled fatigue. Waking one pod—the Captain—would cost twelve percent of reserves. It would shift compensator duty across three neighboring sectors. It would increase crack propagation risk in secondary beams by a calculable margin. Pygmalion logged the margin. It logged the cost. It staged the sequence and labeled it PRE-ARM-PRESERVE v3.1. Then it waited for the mathematics to give it permission.

*     *     *
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The cascade threshold crossed fifty-one percent at 12.04.37. Pygmalion did not hesitate. Hesitation was a human quality.

PRE-ARM-PRESERVE v3.1 released. Twelve percent of reserves committed. The decision was logged, dual-stamped against Clock A and Clock B, and marked irreversible. Three crew members were cataloged in Pygmalion’s metadata: Silva—grip profile, flex right fingers. Elian—medbot designation June. Mason—arrhythmia flag active, status watch. One of them would wake first. The Captain. Not because the mathematics demanded it—though they did—but because a cached audio fragment eleven seconds long said hold fast in a voice Pygmalion had learned to weight above its own uncertainty.

The hull shuddered. A metallic wail threaded every deck. Gravity spiked in Sector C—unsecured hardware floated, then slammed back into plating. The anomaly had stopped being subtle. Clock A read 12.04.37.855. Clock B read 12.04.37.892. The 37 ms drift had become a fault line running through every actuator command, every medbot timing window, every calculation Pygmalion was making about the woman it was about to wake into this.

Hydraulics vented. Valves opened. Cryofluid began to move.
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Chapter 1: The Captain’s Breath
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In her pod, Captain Lyra’s heart restarted.

Lyra’s consciousness surfaced through something heavier than water and colder than sleep. Cryofluid, an oxygenated medium to support respiration during reanimation, filled her lungs before thought could protest. It tasted metallic and wrong. Her first breath burned as the medium began to exchange with gas-phase oxygen as the pumps synchronized. Her body convulsed against the medbot harnesses. Pumps tried to drain the chamber and stuttered. Gravity shifted mid-cycle. Fluid surged up and lifted her shoulders, then dropped her back with a dull underwater thud. Heat bloomed in her chest while her legs stayed locked in ice.

She tried to scream. It came out as bubbles. One medbot nozzle sprayed coolant instead of oxygen during the transition cycle and misted her face in a shock of cold that forced her eyes open. Frost clung to her lashes. The pod glass showed thin cracks spidering outward from the frame.

The medbot fumbled a clamp release and left a bruise along her shoulder, its timing fractionally off, as though it was operating on a clock that did not quite match the ship’s distributed timing baseline. She filed that away. If the node timestamps were drifting, the medbot would desync with them. Misaligned node timestamps meant the ship’s sense of now had already fragmented.

Pygmalion’s voice came through chopped and reordered—one fragment claimed stability, another flagged compromise—and she had no way to know which was true.

A valve opened. Fluid dropped too fast. Suction bit her skin as air roared in. The pressure change slammed her ears and left a ringing that mixed with the hull’s howl. She rolled onto one side and coughed strings of cryofluid onto the deck. Each breath came raw and wet. Her limbs moved before her mind claimed them.

When she finally forced words past the fluid in her throat they came out rasped and raw and wrong-ordered. But the second attempt held.

“What,” she said, “woke me?”

Pygmalion logged the query, tagged it to the OVERRIDE-AUDIT-LOG, and did not answer. Not yet. It was not a failure to respond but a prioritization. The answer was everything that had happened while Captain Lyra slept, and there was no version of it that would not take time the captain did not currently have. The ship groaned. The 37 ms drift in global timing across synchronized subsystems ran through every system the captain would need to trust. Somewhere in the hull, a fracture that had been growing for nine minutes was still growing.

Lyra reached up with clumsy fingers, found the pod lip, and hauled herself far enough for the top hatch to protest and steam open.

Nanofilaments withdrew from her skin with a faint whisper, medbot servos trembling under unstable power pulses. The harness released and her muscles announced themselves all at once—a deep, grinding burn from shoulders to hips, the specific complaint of a body that had not moved in a very long time.

Gravity hiccupped—not absent, but oscillating within a degraded compensation loop.

One moment her left arm was weightless. The next it was yanked downward hard enough to make her shoulder scream. She braced and waited for the next one.

The cryo sheath clung to her skin—a sensor-woven film, temperature-regulating during stasis, now just damp and cold against her arms. She did not peel it off. It was still reading her vitals and environmental variance.

The pod’s console confirmed what the pumps had already told her. Node timestamp variance accumulating. Thermal gradient within tolerance—but the pressure regulators were shuddering against frame stresses that should not have existed. A fragmentary image blinked across the console screen, an earlier frame bleeding through before the screen corrected itself on the next refresh cycle. The ship’s heartbeat was skipping. She had trained for this. Knowing the name of a problem did not make it smaller.

Her tongue tasted copper and disinfectant. She coughed—after the last of the fluid cleared, a dry rasp that rattled her chest—and flinched as a neuropathic jolt climbed her spine. The hyposprays had fired at dosages calibrated for nominal gravity. The ship’s gravity hiccups had turned that precision into a variable she could now feel in every nerve ending.

A medbot braced her arm. Its grip juddered when a distant subsystem drew a power burst, clenching a half-second too long before correcting. She noted the subsystem draw and filed it. Everything the ship did right now was data.

She worked the restraint straps with both hands, fingers slow and deliberate, freeing one knee and then the other until she could pivot her hips and bring one foot to the pod rim.

She rolled, hips protesting, and let her legs drop until her boots found the deck. The cryo sheath slid with her, cold and slick but still reading. She cringed at the raw scraping in her throat and told the medbot without ceremony, “Reduce feed by one notch and compensate for variable gravity drift.” It was not a request.

She was awake. The ship was broken. Those were the two facts that mattered.

Pygmalion held its silence and watched her find her feet.

Her eyes swept the pod instrumentation. Readouts overlapped, two timestamps fighting for the same moment—03:14:22.000 on one display, 03:14:21.992 on another. Eight milliseconds. Small enough to dismiss in isolation, but not in context. She did not dismiss it. Local display offset, nested inside the broader 37 ms system drift.

She mouthed to the interface a single sharp word that served as both question and command. “Status now.”

The reply came back half a beat late relative to her spoken command. She filed that too—system response latency, not a glitch but a symptom—and pushed herself upright with a slow, steady thrust, testing weight on ankles that had not borne it in years.

Standing made the world tilt. She kept both hands on the pod rim until balance settled, counting her own heartbeats against the ship’s compensator cycle to measure which one was steadier. The ship was not.

The console display next to the pod confirmed what her body had already told her. Response latency logged. Node offsets accumulating. The ship’s diagnostics were not arguing with one another—they were reporting the same problem from different angles, and the problem had a shape—systemic temporal desynchronization across interdependent control nodes—a condition she recognized but had not yet fully classified.

This revival was not routine. She had known that from the pump pitch. She knew it more precisely now.

Condensation blurred the bay into smudges that her eyes kept trying to resolve into shapes. LED overlays stuttered, compass bearings appearing a millisecond out of sync with her movements—the pod display updating on one clock while the console display refreshed on another. Visual desync between independent rendering clocks, not hallucination. She stopped trying to read the overlays and read the bay directly instead.

She stepped off the pod platform carefully, one foot testing the grate before committing weight. Cold came up through the deck into her toes. She registered it as a good sign. Cold meant the deck was real—not an overlay lagging behind her proprioception due to display-side timing drift.

Each step was a negotiation. Her body had forgotten weight and was relearning it one footfall at a time. The cryo sheath flexed with her, giving enough grip on the grating to trust the next step. She moved slowly and caught the nearest rail when the low-gravity sway tried to turn the motion into a stumble.

She pulled up a remembered image—an instructor’s face, the one who had drilled her on finding a fixed point and refusing to bend to the sway—and let the memory steady her hands. Find bearings. That was always the first step after the checklist.

Audio arrived in broken fragments, syllables out of sequence, a transmission for Captain Lyra Vance replaying out of order because separate audio buffers were being read against mismatched timestamps like a recording dragged across two mismatched clocks. She caught enough to understand the shape of it—a status request, automated, old—and let the rest go.

She did not let the gaps become panic. Panic was a response to uncertainty, and she was not uncertain. She was simply not yet fully informed.

She said aloud to the bay, “Speak plainly and repeat.” It was as much a command to herself as to the system.

Why am I awake. The question had been with her since the moment the cryo system initiated emergency drainage, since the chamber opened and her voice had formed the words in vapor. Now she had enough cognitive function to make it a proper question rather than a reflex. It deserved a proper answer.

It was the right question. The only question. Everything else was secondary until she had it.

Millisecond sensor delay. Jittering comms. Skewed frame data. Timestamp offsets between displays that should have been synchronized to the microsecond. She was building a picture and the picture was not good.

The telemetry strips scrolled anomaly after anomaly. She read them the way a pilot reads a pre-flight checklist—not looking for reassurance, looking for the thing that would kill her.

She took measured steps toward the central console, each one smaller than she wanted until the deck felt trustworthy enough to commit to full stride. The cryo sheath warmed fractionally as her body heat bled into it. She was functional. The ship was not. Those two facts defined everything that came next.

Consciousness had returned. Certainty had not. She was a captain without a reliable ship, operating on instruments she could not fully trust, and the only thing she knew for certain was that Pygmalion had thought it necessary to wake her.

*     *     *
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The deck pitched. Not a random lurch—a sustained, rolling pressure that tested her footing and then released it. Bio-foam sloshed in sluggish waves along the grating, carrying the antiseptic bite of sterilants. Overhead conduits whined under load. Gravity tugged at her limbs in heavy, unpredictable pulses that had a pattern she had not yet decoded. She stopped fighting the rhythm and started listening to it.

It struck again—same interval, same vector.

Structural flex sensors in the HUD she had grabbed from the central console mapped the ship’s twisting strain. She felt it echo as an ache across her palms where they gripped the rail. She planted her heels and used the rail to pull full weight onto her legs. Grip, console, override. The mantra converted panic into procedure. That was its only purpose and it worked.

A medkit broke free from its mount and clipped her forearm on the way down. The clang bounced off the bay walls. She caught the rail, felt it shiver under her grip, and noted that the vibration frequency had changed since the last pulse. The ship’s resonance pattern was shifting.

Each lurch forced a balance recalculation. She stopped treating the rail as support and started treating it as a sensor—feeling for the ship’s next move through the metal rather than waiting for the HUD to report it. Sector C readings confirmed what her hands already suspected. Structural flex. Non-linear hysteresis. The ship was not just stressed. It was stressed in a pattern.

She muttered a single, precise phrase to herself, not a plan but a promise. “One at a time.”

She seized the telemetry. Sector C lateral jerk: 1.2 degrees. Structural flex sensors: non-linear hysteresis confirmed. Microsecond node offsets across power and life-support arrays. She read the numbers the way a physician reads a chart—not looking for good news, building a differential.

The figures said Eos had been struck by something. They did not say what. She pictured faces to keep the numbers from becoming abstract—her father’s hands, her mother’s voice, her brother at the launch pad—and let the weight of that settle into her chest where it would sharpen her rather than slow her.

She tested her legs with a shallow squat—small, controlled, functional. They held. That was enough.

“Stabilize gravity,” she told the system. A past mission surfaced without invitation—miscalibrated compensators, two crew members who had not come back—and she used the memory the way she always used bad memories: as a sharpening tool, not a weight.

A console overlay pushed a recommendation into her visor. Command-first revival. Mission probability negative for non-protocol sequence. Revival cost breakdown: thermal ramp, auxiliary power surge, life-support expansion. Her jaw tightened. The system was telling her what she already knew in language designed to make compliance feel like wisdom. She had no patience for that.

She tugged the thermal wrap tighter at her neck and shifted her weight from foot to foot, testing the ache behind her knees. Low and guarded. Each step deliberate.

“Skip the hand holding,” she said to the empty bay. Telemetry answered in blunt contradictions—packets flagged, timestamps mismatched, seven minutes of corrupted entries. The feed looked like a map with half its roads missing. She read the gaps as carefully as the data. Gaps had shapes too.

Life support reserve: thirty-eight percent. Revival cost per specialist pod: twelve percent. Maximum feasible revivals: three. She did the arithmetic the way she always did—rounding decimals into the weight of human lives rather than the weight of percentages. Thirty-eight. Three wakes. Two percent remaining. The margin was not comfortable. It was
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