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The green tag on the anchor shoe was older than Tavin. Cassa knew that because she had put it there before his mother could fit her hands around a loading bar. It still meant the same thing. Paint it green, you could work beside it with the station in berth. Take the tag off, everybody went inside.

She rubbed a thumb along the corners. Someone had tried to tighten the screw with a blade too thin for its slot.

“Which way does it open?” she asked.

Tavin crouched beside her with the lamp. “Out.”

“Toward what?”

He looked again. Beyond the inspection glass the shoe held one of the terminal's six feet against the service pier. The pier's guide ran past it in a long, straight channel.

“Toward the guide.”

“And if it can't?”

“You stop. You don't put power into the other five and hope.”

She took the lamp from him. “Get back to the hub. I want the brake repair logged as a live job, with three aboard the tug.”

He set the flat roster on her knee. “I counted them.”

“Then sign it.”

He signed against the last three boxes. His mother had shown him how to write that neat, cramped initial on a board held sideways. Cassa waited for him to cap the pen, then tucked the roster into her breast pocket.

The terminal's departure bell rang.

Tavin looked up. “That's Gannet.”

It was supposed to be. The freighter had spent two days docked to the tank spine while the fuel office and its captain argued about money. The station had a plain view of its stern from the anchor gallery. Cassa could see the freighter's engine lamps and the black joint where its steering bearing met the drive housing.

The freighter stayed where it was.

“Maybe they finally settled,” Tavin said.

Cassa didn't think so. The fuel office wouldn't have gone quiet if there was money to count.

She called the dock operator. “Verify Gannet departure. Their collar hasn't opened.”

The operator answered at once. “Negative. No clearance issued. I heard the bell too.”

Tavin was still kneeling beside her. She put a hand on his shoulder.

“Hub. Now.”

He got up and took the pressure door at a run. Cassa stood more slowly. Something on the freighter's stern had changed. A strip of blue light showed deep inside the nozzle, too steady for an inspection lamp.

She hit the shoe alarm.

The terminal pulled against the pier.

She felt it through her boots before she saw the motion. The inspection glass shivered in its frame. A socket tool rolled out of the shallow tray beside her and hit the lower door track.

On the radio the dock operator shouted for Gannet to cut thrust.

No answer came. The sound from the radio went thin, almost too high to hear, and then the floor pushed sideways.

The shoe beneath the green tag opened a finger's width. Its outer edge caught in the guide.

Cassa grabbed the upper rail. The terminal's lights went out in a row as the pier feeds pulled loose. For a moment there was only the blue outside and the lamp in her hand. She could see the shoe deforming with a slow deliberation she would remember long after she forgot the sound.

The foot tore off.

The terminal slid down the service pier. The other five shoes went in pairs and then one by itself, each failure a separate blow. The torn end of the guide swept into the freighter's stern. It caught the bearing actuator and stripped it from the housing. A white cable uncoiled behind it, then snapped.

The engine light died.

Everything kept moving.

The pier slid past the window. Its long approach lights diminished in a straight line and vanished behind the fuel spine. In their place was empty space and the blue edge of Nacre.

Cassa got to the inner door. It opened halfway and jammed on the tool in its track. She dropped to one knee and pushed the tool out with the end of the lamp.

“Cassa,” someone said in her headset. It was the gallery's voice circuit, close and grainy.

She recognized Tavin's mother.

“Where are you?”

“Loading lock. Kesh is here. The partition won't open.”

“Pressure?”

“Seventy-eight. Falling slow.”

Cassa pulled the door the rest of the way shut and put her weight against the seal. The local pressure light came on. She tried traffic on the public aerial. The transmitter reported an open connection where its antenna should have been.

She tried the hub.

Tavin answered.

“I closed the bulkhead,” he said. “Little Mercy's people are here. I think the pocket gate moved.”

“Stay on their side. Get the captain.”

“My mother?”

Cassa put a hand over her pocket. The paper roster had crumpled under the rail, but she could still feel its stiff corners.

“She's talking. I'm keeping her talking.”

She expected a question. Instead he told her that he was going through the tug's pressure sleeve and would call back on a different set.

The terminal's internal speaker came on. A woman spoke clearly into it, with the deliberate pace of someone reading a prepared message.

“This is Captain Tal on Gannet. Spindle Nine is under my control. Stay clear of the tank spine. We will make a second burn at the crossing.”

Cassa looked out again. The freighter's stern camera was still feeding the small local maintenance screen. She could see the empty mount where the actuator belonged. A length of its cable hung loose in the beam from a work light.

She looked down at the roster and counted the three initials at the bottom. Then she called Little Mercy directly.

“Captain,” she said. “Before you listen to her, look at her engine.”
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The Berth Moves

The brake pad weighed less than the wooden box it had come in. Iona set the box on the galley table and held the pad up for Pell to see.

“Other way,” he said.

She turned it over.

“Now look at the edge.”

A little arrow had been stamped into the metal. Under the oil paper it was almost invisible.

“You could have told me about the arrow.”

“I wanted you to find the arrow. Next time I'll be able to eat my breakfast.”

He took another bite of his roll. His right hand stayed open on the table. The clinic had given him a support made from black fabric instead of the old tan one. It looked better and allowed him to do fewer things. Iona had written that on the galley board beside the instructions he kept trying to take down.

They were tied inside the service pocket at Spindle Nine. Beyond Mercy's forward window a broad yellow gate held them in a shallow recess of the station hull. Behind the tug, a short pressure sleeve joined their lock to the hab's service corridor. Dev had left the sleeve connected so they could carry tools through without wearing helmets. The gate had no part in keeping air inside either craft. Its job was to keep loose freight and careless pilots out of the pocket.

The terminal wanted its brake to stop sticking. Iona wanted a paid job that didn't require putting Pell outside in a suit.

“I called the service desk,” Dev said from his seat. “They've got us entered as three aboard. Someone has walked over to check.”

“Did we get a name?”

“Tavin. He said Cassa made him count instead of waving at the window.”

Iona had liked Cassa when they came in. The electrician had made the fuel desk wait while she asked who would carry their tools. It was a small question and she hadn't taken an easy answer.

Dev brought the service authorization up beside the dock diagram. It identified the brake they had come to replace and the drive they had permission to isolate. They compared the serial to the plate in the station's machinery alcove. Pell had photographed it on their way in. The two strings matched.

“Fuel?” Iona asked.

Dev showed her the return allocation. “Enough for the yard with one hold. There's working fuel above that. I haven't counted a purchase here.”

They'd been offered an attractive price to fill the saddle tank. The clerk hadn't been able to say which account would actually release the fuel. Iona decided she could spend another day passing a cheap price up.

She put the pad in its box and slid it toward the tool pouch.

“Show me the brake test one more time.”

Pell took the small demonstration lever out of his kit and set it on the table. He hooked his left thumb over its end and pulled. The spring opened. When he let go it closed again.

“No drive power. You test the spring with this little handle first. Then you put the brake on the gate and test it under the hoist. If it doesn't hold, the hoist holds. The pad isn't a place to put your fingers.”

Iona tried it. Her first motion twisted the lever enough for its nose to slip.

“Straight toward you,” he said.

She changed her footing and brought it back without twisting. The little spring closed against the stop.

“Good. You'll make a mechanic someday.”

“You'd have to let me finish a job.”

“I was going to.”

The departure bell interrupted him. Dev raised his head toward the window. Iona waited for him to turn back. He didn't.

“Who's going?” she asked.

“No movement clearance on the board.”

The ship moved beneath them.

Iona hit the table with her hip. The wooden box skidded across it and stopped against Pell's good arm. At the forward window a loose guide block, left on the station's work shelf, went past in a slow turn. It struck the gate rail with one corner. The sound came through the tug's restraint as a deep knock.

Dev caught the control panel with both hands. “Nothing from us.”

Iona looked at the dock schematic. The tug locks were still closed. Three of the station's restraints reported load above their scales. Then each number disappeared.

The light outside went away.

In its place, behind the bars of the gate, she saw the service pier moving.

It should have filled the window, a wide dark beam with an illuminated rail along each side. It passed from left to right and narrowed to a point. For an instant she thought the tug had come free of its locks and was turning in the pocket. The gate stayed the same distance from the window. The station and everything inside it were moving together.

“Dev.”

“I see it. Hold on.”

He checked their attitude from the stars showing beyond the gate. Pell secured the box to the table with the strap that ordinarily held the kettle. Iona heard a little hiss from the pressure sleeve and looked toward the lock.

The sleeve gauge held.

She crossed to it anyway and put her palm on the inside hatch. Through the little glass she could see the folds of the sleeve pulled into a new angle. It had taken a little movement, not much. The other end remained fixed to the habitat corridor.

“We can seal our side if we need to,” she told Dev.

He called back that Mercy's fuel pressure was steady. He was still checking the locks.

Iona reached for the emergency radio. On the public band the receiver picked up an ordinary traffic call from somewhere behind the terminal. She transmitted on the same frequency. No one answered her. Their aerial had a view of the yellow gate and a little patch of sky, and the massive tank spine stood between them and the repeater.

She tried the
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