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  This book is dedicated to a world where queer suffering has become so universal that even we can't imagine happy endings for ourselves.

May you choke on it.












  
  1: Anteludium
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The dark is draped upon me like a curtain. Its touch is warm and familiar, and when it begins to part, it does so gently—this is not, after all, a place for urgency or fear. My bleary eyes find her smiling down at me, the warm freckled brown of her round and gentle face framed by the glow of the overhead lamp with all the gentle divinity of a home-made halo, her dark, springy hair bound back and dangling over a shoulder. Her mahogany eyes are so deep I could drown in them. The face of an angel. She’s dressed, mostly at any rate, the stiff collar of her white and blue Fleetops uniform unbuttoned and hanging as loose as it can manage. She must’ve let me sleep in again. I smell… food. Pancakes? 
“Morning, Sarah,” says Annalise, a gloved hand stroking my cheek with a touch too gentle to describe. “Time to get up. We can face the day together.”

“CERHA.”
And I’m in my seat, again. Where I have… always been? I blink, momentarily disoriented, and try to shake off the confusion, but it lingers. Control is eyeing me from the passenger seat to my right, impossible to read behind the glossy black faceplate of her pressure suit’s helmet. Unsettling. I resent it, ever so slightly, but I beat the feeling back—compartmentalization makes sense, considering what we’re about to do. It’s best I lack the capacity to identify her. Just in case. 
“Seems like I lost you for a moment, there,” she says, voice warbling and distorted as it passes through her identity scrambler, “you good?”
I think, for a moment, of telling her. But it was just a daydream, I’m sure. 
“I’m functioning at full capacity, Control. I was just… thinking.”
“Mn. She’s on my mind too,” Control says. “Luna only knows what she was thinking, coming out here alone, but… we’ll find her. Mark my words.”
Right. Of course. Why I’m here. I look ahead, through the shuttle’s canopy, and there, hanging in the starless void, is my destination: barracks vessel 'Upon Silver Tides'. She was never accused of being a particularly beautiful starship, even in her prime; a hideous collection of rectangular protrusions and conflicting angles, bristling with bracing girders and antennae. But as she is now, worn, scraped, battered, debris trailing behind, her hulk illuminated only by its countless pinprick running lights, she has ascended from ugly to imposing. A wall of dark metal, so absolute it even blots out Luna’s eternal glow. 
“Hails are no good, our little array can’t make heads or tails of the signals coming off her. Tune in, CERHA. The old one-fifty band, tell me what’s happening aboard.”
I make some internal adjustments, and the white noise in the back of my head warps and twists, flickering, clicking, whining, then voices rise from the static, clawing upward, as I approach the fleet communications band. Like the hands of ghosts. Sobbing. Screaming. Panicked voices, talking over each other. Weaponsfire. The grim wet of violence. There’s so much that it’s difficult to pluck information from the chaos. ‘…since they killed the fucking captain…’ ‘…please answer please please please just say something anything I need to know someone can hear…’ ‘…primary array… …not sabotage, that’s bullshit, fuck off with…’ The lament of a dying starship. A vessel in chaos. It’s numbing. Hypnotizing. The human static of suffering.
“CERHA, do you have anything?”
I smother the frequency, the voices going quiet as I look to Control.
“All I can report for certain is that she is in immense distress,” I reply. “It’s possible her primary array has been damaged or destroyed, which may explain why none of this has reached the fleet proper, and I received a mention of the captain having been assassinated. However, the band is in chaos, there’s so much information it’s functionally impossible to piece together a situation report, let alone isolate a single voice.”
A dissatisfied growl escapes her, and she reaches up, tugging at the locking ring sealing her helmet, as if pressure is building inside.
“Worse than I’d hoped. If that report is accurate she’s in real trouble. We need to get you over there as soon as possible, are you ready?”
“Take us in, I’ll check my gear.”
“Right.”
There’s a crackle of static from Control’s helmet as she switches to an internal frequency, and motions to the pilot, a similarly suited figure who glances briefly back from where she’s seated ahead of us. There’s a nod of confirmation, then the pilot takes the controls in her hands. A brief whistling and hissing fills the cabin as the engines prepare to ignite, muffled through the hull, then a ‘whumpf’, and I’m driven back into my seat by the muffled low-frequency churn of an engine. I check my uniform, pouch by pouch. Foster Emergency Repair Patches: stocked. May I never need them. Compact toolkit: missing no pieces. Microcaliber rail pistol: charged and loaded. Even in a worst case scenario, it should last me, but I have a spare ammunition package and battery just in case. 
“She’s going to drop you off at the rearmost airlock. You'll be boarding through cargo, but engineering should be accessible from there, so you’ll have recourse if the ship is locked down,” Control says. 
“How likely is that?” I ask. 
“You tell me, you’re the one who was listening in.”
Likely, then. I return the blocky sidearm to its holster, and I wait, watching the Silver Tides’ hulk grow larger and larger in sight, visible only by the glow of her running lights. Then the engines cut, and the shuttle turns, lights wheeling against the dark, and I'm driven into my seat once more as we begin our deceleration. The fleet is visible, from this angle, bright and glittering in the glow of the moon—countless ships, tiny now, like little toys. The bitterness is invisible, here, all pain and fear too small to see. Perhaps this is how Annalise sees the fleet, when she sacrifices everything she does for them.
But then the engines go silent, and we are docked, machinery interfacing with a hydraulic whine and a growl of metal on metal. For a precious moment, all is quiet.
“Well, no point putting it off,” Control sighs, and looks to me. “You know I would go with you if I thought I could get away with it, right? But I think we both know a human wouldn’t last ten seconds.”
The fabricant’s noble burden.
“You don’t need to remind me of my function, Control, I’m well aware. Your conscience can rest easy,” I reply, and open my harness. 
“Just radio when you’ve found her, but make sure to use the echolink band, standard channels may as well be jammed this close to the Silver Tides. Chances are Annalise is smart enough to be wearing a shielded suit so she probably won’t need a new body, but you… well, we’ll have one printed and waiting for you.”
“And if she does?” I ask, rising to my feet. 
“Then she’ll take priority. I know you’ve never been exposed to the Pax Fosphage before but trust me when I say we humans can’t take it. If she’s been irradiated, she won’t have much time left, and you’ll know immediately, she will look sick.”
Some part of me pushes back, afraid of the consequences, afraid of being forgotten by the woman I love more than anything—but I smother the fears. If it’s a choice between death and the risk of memory loss, anyone would take that gamble. Besides. We’ve been together so long she could never forget me, not entirely. Right? Right. And with the reassurance fresh in mind, I decide it’s time to move. 
“Alright, I’m outbound.”
“Stay in contact,” she says as I start for the airlock, “I’ve got resistance resources here that should be able to get you past anything you run up against. Oh! Wait, one last thing.”
I pause at the airlock’s threshhold, looking over my shoulder to meet the helmet’s vacant gaze. 
“You sure you want to be wearing a Fleetops uniform in there?” she asks. “Upon Silver Tides never fell into the hindfleets, but even so, people this far from the core usually have something to hide. I get that you’re probably comfortable in the white and blue but the locals may not cooperate if you look like a government stooge.”
“I’m not here on state authority.”
“I know you aren’t, but dressed like that, it’s hard to tell. Just think on it. Maybe look for a local fabricant’s outfit, Upon Silver Tides is a barracks ship so it should be full of fabricants, and at least half are going to be SELCIs, so chances are it won’t be difficult to find a security uniform that fits.”
I’m getting impatient. The longer I stand around, the higher the chance she’s hurt when I find her, or worse. 
“Understood,” I reply, and I close the inner airlock door behind me. Bolts extend, snapping into place to lock the door, and I heave the cycling lever down, setting invisible machinery into motion; pumps thump in the walls, atmosphere hisses and rushes, and the taste on the air noticeably changes. It’s stale, but crisp. Tastes of metal. Rust. The cold of space. The cycle completes with a short blast from a klaxon and a flash of orange light, and the bolts retract from the outer door. It swings outward, slowly, a wedge of light gradually broadening across darkness, revealing the Silver Tides’ own airlock. Whatever light had once illuminated this space has failed. It’s pitch black in there as I emerge, illuminated only by the light spilling from the shuttle’s airlock behind, and my shadow is cast sharply against a thick, heavy plate, obstructing my path inside. It’s painted in white, and printed with large, bold text. Bright red, stark against it. Like an open wound. 

TURN BACK. 

You will find no honor, glory, or salvation here. 

TURN BACK. 

There is nothing for you aboard this ship but death. 

TURN BACK. 

If whatever you’re searching for is not already gone, it will be soon. 

TURN BACK. 

Upon crossing this threshold, you can never return. 

TURN BACK. 

You may survive but you will be forever changed. 

TURN BACK. 

You will carry the poison home with you, and it will spread. 

TURN BACK. 


The icon of Fleetops is enshrined above and below the chilling warning: a triangular vessel, journeying upward, with stars below and emptiness above. 
‘Control,’ I report via echolink, ‘someone beat us here. The ship has been sealed.’
‘What? Damn, how the hell did Fleetops know to-… never mind, I can get you through that hatch, stand by.’
The channel goes silent as the shuttle’s airlock swings closed behind me, plunging me into darkness. I withdraw a flashlight and click it on, raising the meager circle of light it casts to the warning, as I read it and re-read it. I don’t believe it. I can’t afford to. It’s just trying to scare me off, convince me this isn’t worth it and send me home to mourn someone who isn’t dead yet. I know better. If coming here were suicide, she never would have done it. She had a reason. A mission. She’s alive. She’s alive. 
‘Okay listen up. First off: if Fleetops were here, the ship is locked down, I guarantee it. You will have to go to engineering, first thing, and locate an operations manual, we’ll need it to open up the ship so you can search it freely. Now, on the subject of the sealing plate. They’ll have made most controls inaccessible and disabled anything you can still reach, but the sealing plate does interface with the airlock infrastructure, so all you need to do is get the airlock to open and it should fall out. I’ve got a resistance manual here that describes how Fleetops installs these things so I can walk you through it. Ready?’
‘Roger. Begin.’
‘There should be an emergency access panel to the right of the door, you can hand-open that, but the manual release lever inside will have been disabled.’
I shift my flashlight’s glow to the right—sure enough, there’s a panel with an opening large enough to fit my fingers inside. I get a solid grip, and pull. It puts up a token protest, but after a few moments it pops free, clattering to the floor, and the lever inside falls limply outward, disconnected from whatever linkage used to keep it closed. 
‘Panel cracked.’
‘Okay. There’s a secondary panel inside, should be marked ‘do not open’, it’s for maintenance. It’s held closed with some security screws so you’ll need your bolt driver to pop it.’
I lower myself to my knees, and withdraw my toolkit, folding it open on the floor and propping my flashlight on it to cast its glow up into the panel. The sign is hard to miss. A bright yellow stripe with black text, like the aposematism of some stinging insect. The bolt driver comes out, the bit’s teeth engage, and I start pulling the screws. It’s silent, uncomfortably so, as the airlock is filled with the sound of the driver’s ratchet, and the occasional patter of a screw to the deck, all things echoing strangely in the confined space, but soon enough the panel comes loose, revealing a bundle of wiring behind. 
‘I have it open. I see wiring.’
‘Cut the green one. That should force the airlock. Make sure you stand clear of the plate, it’s going to fall over when the airlock comes open.’
I pull my nippers from the kit, and snip the ziptie keeping the cables bundled, then I gather them in my hand, and thumb over them, one at a time. Black. Black. Black. Red. Black. Green. Snip. I hear a pneumatic hiss, then a metallic creak, as the plate begins to tip forward, slowly at first, then faster, faster, and then with a precipitous plunge like that of a guillotine blade, it lands, impacting the deck with a ‘BANG’ so deafening it leaves me briefly dazed. I shake it off. More important things to do. The airlock door beyond is retracted, standing open, so I pack up my things, and I slip inside, pulling the lever to close the door behind me. Thankfully, the outer airlock door forms a seal, and when I tap the 'cycle' key, the pumps in the walls go to work. 
‘It worked. I’m in.’
‘Good. I’m going to close the line for now, but don’t hesitate to get in touch if you run into a roadblock, I’ll keep the shuttle close so I should always be in contact range.’
And the line goes dark, as the inner airlock door parts, and I step aboard Upon Silver Tides. The hall is cramped, claustrophobic, rusted catwalking underfoot and sheet steel walls so tight I feel as if I barely fit, the lights overhead cold, and so widely spaced the hall plunges into near-perfect darkness between them. Based on the map I studied on the way out here, I'm in cargo, and engineering is a long way above me, so I continue deeper inside, looking for stairs, or an elevator shaft. 'At least she still has power,' I think to myself. Small blessings. 
I’m wandering for a long time. The halls seem to double back on themselves, blind corners compel me to draw my gun, and dead end after dead end terminates in a closet or washroom or a door sealed due to lockdown. I don’t see a single soul, and the walls seem to close in a little with each step I take. But then I start to see damage. Scars, far too deep in the metal to be left by a worker carelessly stumbling under the unexpected weight of heavy equipment. Panels, torn from the walls and cast to the floor, twisted, revealing the cables and pipes beneath. It’s impossible to say what any of this means, not for certain. But then I come to one of the cargo bays. 
Warning lights are flashing yellow, painting the halls with a dancing shadow play whose flickering motion plays havoc on my nerves, and the door leading past this junction, out into the hall that wraps around the bay, is sealed, its cracked display warning of a hull breach in text so loud it seems to scream. Just this door, between me and the cold void. Like most fabricants, an internal oxygen reservoir means I can handle up to an hour in hard vacuum, but I would prefer if it didn’t become necessary. Hoping to learn a little more about what's happened here, I follow the hall back along the flank of the bay I can still access, searching for a window, and sure enough, soon, I find one. 
The source of the breach is clear, the instant I peer inward. The great outer doors have been peeled inward, hardened steel torn like the thin aluminum sheet of a drink can—the walls are scored, deeply, where something sunk its hooks in and hauled itself aboard, even the window bears evidence of damage, as the far side has a deep notch cut into its plexiglass surface where something raked over, seeking purchase. My heart is pounding as I open an echolink channel with Control. 
‘Control, do you read?’ I ask. 
‘I do.’
‘I’ve located a catastrophic breach in cargo. Something broke in. There may already be a parasite aboard.’
A long sigh escapes her. ‘Yeah I was afraid of that. I was holding out hope that the panic aboard could be due to emissions from one nearby, but… I suppose that was naïve.’ She pauses, as my insides wind themselves into a suffocating knot. ‘CERHA I’m seeing some concerning spikes in your vitals, you need to calm down. Take a break, breathe, you need to be focused and alert if you make contact.’
She’s right. My heart is beating against the inside of my chest, my breathing is shallow… I need a moment. So I turn, and I start back the way I came, walking until the window is out of sight, then I lean back against the wall, and I just… breathe. In, hold it… out. This is bad, yes. But we’re not done yet. Not by a long shot. I can handle this. No, I was made for this. This duty, this mission, this hell: this is my function. 
‘Why don’t we talk a little?’ Control asks, cautiously. ‘It may help.’
I let out a breath, closing my eyes for a moment. 
‘I don't tend to find talking solves anything. But… fine.’
‘Alright, then. So… why are you here, risking your neck on such a long shot? Really, I mean.’
I frown, confused. Should I not have come? What else could I have possibly done? 
‘I’m a CERHA unit. It's my function,’ I reply. She’s quiet for a while, as if dissatisfied. 
‘It’s worth mentioning I’m sticking my neck out pretty far, getting you out here, watching your back,’ she says, ‘particularly now that we know Fleetops have been here. You know how much trouble I could get in for helping you board a sealed ship?’
‘What do you want,’ I mutter. 
‘I’m just saying, I think I’ve earned a little trust. Yeah, I know, you’re a big strong bodyguard, but when Annalise ran off, Fleetops put you on standby, didn’t they? Wanted you to wait for reassignment? You defied orders, coming here. That’s not a very fabricant thing to do.’
…oh fine. I decide to trust her on this, just for a moment. Maybe some honesty will help.
‘If you insist, then. We were-… are involved. Romantically. Her life is full of people who do nothing but talk so she appreciated my stoicism. I suppose it was only natural. I was always there, always helping her, always listening, when she needed someone to talk to… she made the first move, I never would have. I took some time to think before I responded but I ultimately realized I felt the same way about her.’
‘Wait, you’re searching for your lover on a ship that has made contact with a Fosphage parasite!? Luna in her open skies, I’m so sorry.’
‘She’s alive,’ I assert, forcefully. ‘I know she is. She’s resourceful, determined, if she found a way to survive everything the Fleet did to her, she will survive this.’
Another brief silence. 
‘You know,’ she says, ‘it’s not illegal. Humans and fabricants. You don’t need to keep it a secret.’
‘It’s frowned upon and could impact her career, or potentially even be used as grounds to have me reassigned. My job is to keep her safe and assist with daily living, not sleep in her bed. Keeping it quiet is a matter of self-defense.’
‘Wouldn’t Fleetops see it as a good thing? If you’re in love with her you’re invested, you do your job better.’
‘You don’t know that and neither do I.’
The line falls to silence, as she chews that over. 
‘I get the sense this line of questioning isn’t helping you.’
‘I would prefer to keep moving. Talking when there’s work to be done makes me anxious.’
A sigh comes through the line. 
‘…suppose your vitals have stabilized enough. How do you feel? Focused? In control?’
‘I’m fine.’
She laughs a small, dry laugh. 
‘Alright, I’ll stop trying to tell you how to do your job. Just try to keep abreast of your mental state, alright? Isolation and stress can do terrible things to the mind, remember that. You aren’t exempt just because you’re a fabricant.’
I let the conversation die there, and go to work. She leaves me in peace for some time, as I wander the labyrinthine halls, blindly running up against the breach lockdown over and over again. It’s as I run into yet another sealed hatch, and I can feel my teeth start to grind, that Control contacts me again. 
‘Do you have anything of hers?’ she asks. My impatience bleeds into my reply. 
‘Do you make a habit of prying into the affairs of others?’
‘Look, you’re clearly frustrated, I’m just thinking that, maybe, since you’re so close, you might have brought something along, some artifact that might comfort you, calm you down, help you focus.’
‘Stop demanding I speak then telling me to calm down.’
She’s quiet for a few moments, as I give the latest dead end bulkhead a kick, for good measure, before proceeding along my claustrophobic path. 
‘I think we got off on the wrong foot, here,’ she says, quietly. ‘I’m sorry if I’ve come off as… I don't know. You’re feeling a lot right now, I’m sure, and I didn’t mean to add to the burden. I’m worried about her too. We’re old friends, you know.’
‘An anti-state activist and a sacrificial lamb for Fleetops?’ I ask. 
‘Sacrificial lamb? Is that how you-… never mind. It was before we went down our respective paths. Youth. Y’know? A few short, naïve years where we all decide who we are, before the war that inevitably comes when those choices clash. When she got scouted for the Successor Program, and said she was gonna do it, I… said some things I regret. Maybe I wasn’t as good for her as you are. I just hope we get a chance to talk things out. Maybe bury the hatchet.’ I let out a heavy breath, as the guilt sets in, and the jaw-setting tension fades, ever so slightly. ‘Think we can start over?’ she asks. 
‘…fine,’ I sigh. Silence falls again, and she doesn’t pry, so when the plodding of my boots against the deckplates starts to drive me insane, I decide I may as well throw her a bone. ‘Yes, I do have something. Not hers, but… an artifact. I had a data recorder on me, the day of the Messiah’s funeral, she was dictating something that morning and I accidentally left it on. Hours of audio. Neither of us had any idea we were being recorded. Most of it is just bits of nothing, from the funeral itself, but it caught some things after that I like to remember.’
‘The authentic little moments you never think to retain?’ she asks. 
‘Mn.’
Another quiet, as I come to the abrupt end of yet another long, winding hall—and to my overwhelming relief, next to the sealed elevators stands an emergency stairwell, marked with a sign that indicates it extends up, spearing through the myriad decks of cargo, and terminating in engineering. 
‘Elevators are a no-go but I found an alternative way up.’
‘Hell of a climb. Tell me ‘an alternative way’ means ‘stairs’.’
‘It means stairs,’ I confirm, and begin my ascent. 
It’s not long before I begin to miss the labyrinth below. Flight after flight after flight. Around and around and around. Pang pang pang as my boots strike the gridwork steps. Numbing. 
‘Hey, if you, uh… wanna put on that recording, I wouldn’t stop you. I’d kinda like to hear it myself, to be honest.’
All at once my impatience with her is back. 
‘Why are you so determined to learn this much about my personal life?’ I mutter. 
‘This isn’t about you, okay?’ she replies, immediately defensive. ‘I just-… look we both know that the moment a parasite came into play, the likelihood of us finding her in good shape got… a lot smaller.’
‘She’s not-…’
‘I’m not saying she’s dead, just that she’s probably either hurt, irradiated, traumatized, or all three. It’d be good to hear her happy, again. Before confronting whatever’s been done to her. Is that so wrong to want?’
The woman has made an art of weaponizing the puppydog stare. Besides, she’s right, even if I hate to acknowledge it. When I find Annalise, she will not be alright. So I withdraw the little stick recorder from a pocket, and I click ‘resume’. The stairwell is filled by the sound of static and rustling, murmuring neighbors, and the booming of words, too distant and loud to make out, but audible in brief blasts. “…speaker for Beloved Luna…” “…too young, too soon…” “…our sacred mission, the preservation of the human species…” “…small and frail against a hostile universe…” Then another rustling. I remember Annalise next to me, shifting a little closer. 
“Can I ask you something?” she says. 
…then the recording cuts. I blink, and fish the device from my pocket, tapping play, but it just starts from the beginning, the static of the funeral, Annalise’s dictation long since lost to the device’s capacity limits. That’s not… that can’t be right. I stop at the next landing, and I can feel my pulse mounting as I scrub to the end of the recording. 
“Can I ask you something?”
Silence. 
Again. Just in case. I have to make sure. 
“Can I ask you something?”
The words echo in the stairwell. I can hear the place the file ends, a cut as sharp as if a knife has pared away the last microsecond of her question. As if the rest had never happened. 
“What?” I breathe, out loud. “What-… it’s gone, why is it gone!?”
‘That wasn’t all of it?’ Control asks. 
‘No. Of course that wasn’t all of it,’ I snap in reply, returning to echolink. ‘You think I would keep this recorder on me just to hear her ask one question? It’s been tampered with. Someone did this.’
‘You don’t know that, CERHA. Perhaps the device is failing, perhaps ambient Fosphage radiation did something to it, we just… can’t know.’ She pauses. ‘…so, what did she ask you?’
‘I don’t know,’ I reply, throat tight and bile in my words. ‘I can’t remember.’
The silence lingers for a while, as I stare at the fragile plastic thing in my palm, and imagine crushing it, willing it to be broken, but every time I try to tighten my grip, my fingers loosen of their own accord. Even now, it’s too precious to destroy. 
‘Listen, CERHA, I’m sorry it’s gone but this really isn’t the time to litigate what happened to the recording, you need to keep moving.’
Distress and anger boils inside me, as I realize how much I treasured the moments on that device only now that they’re gone. I almost lose my head entirely. But she’s right. I’m doing this for Annalise, there’s no point clinging to memories when my purpose here is to bring her home so we can make more. So I bite down, and I swallow the hurt, and I keep climbing in silence. Thankfully, Control realizes I need to be left alone. 
The quiet is a weight, at first, an anxious burden that builds with time, but at some point, it uncoils, and it becomes peaceful. Meditative. Right now, my only problem is climbing these stairs, and it helps me forget. Unfortunately, that freedom can’t last forever, as the stairwell so cruelly comes to a halt, and I am presented with a slot-narrow accessway that plunges away into absolute darkness, so thick the edge of the light is like a physical object.
‘I’ve reached the top of the stairwell, looking down some sort of unlit access shaft. Do I have any alternatives?’
As I hear the rustling of paper from Control’s end of the line, I’m abruptly reminded that she’s been talking out loud this whole time, and I feel a strange vertigo as I realize I’m the only one that hears her as a voice in my head and can address her as such. 
‘Yeah the only way forward is through,’ she says, ‘it should be lit, but Luna only knows why it isn’t.’
I sigh to myself. 
‘Copy,’ I reply, and I click on my flashlight, slipping into the passage sideways. It’s the only way a body with the stature of mine can fit. The passage ahead is a skeletal frame, flanked by pipes and wiring and looming machinery, but all too often, there are gaps, plunging away to the dark of Luna knows where. There's a rush of static in my head as I creep along, a fluttering burst of interference that comes and goes. I pay it no mind. It was brief, interference happens, and the airways here are a mess. On and on the passage runs, as I squeeze between the guts of the great machine like an ant on a circuit board, but eventually, it’s gone on for so long that it loses its stress and becomes simply tedious. 
Another burst of static. But it’s strange, this time. It doesn't leave. I think I hear something, in its depths. An eerie, upward-pitched tone. Music? 
And something skitters, somewhere beneath me. I freeze. 
‘Control. I hear motion.’
When she replies, the words are almost lost in the static. 
‘…line…! …possible… …the line!’
‘Control you are breaking up, please say again?’
‘Cut the… …knows you’re there!’
Cut the line. It knows you’re there. I sever the echolink the instant the message becomes clear, and I freeze, holding my breath as I wait, and listen… 
A hollow clattering, an echoing clang, like a chest of tools knocked over. 
The soft sound of something smooth against metal. 
Then nothing. 
I wait, for long, agonizing minutes, but all seems still. Perhaps I’m overreacting. I can see the accessway’s exit ahead, an opening yawning outward from the passage’s cramped confines, so I pick up the pace, shuffling as quickly as I can manage, claustrophobia mounting like a pressure behind my eyes, I need to get out, so I can move, so I can retaliate-
Then I’m free, stumbling from the passage, and I draw my gun, shining my flashlight left, then right… nothing. Nothing but scuffed plates and dark halls. I’m clearly in engineering, now, there’s a hatch nearby marked ‘Reactor Control’, next to a row of lockers, each with a name stamped on using an inexpensive label printer, all of them at least a little crooked. One’s standing half-open, visibly empty, its door marked with graffiti. ‘You were always a fucking traitor, Temple. Rest in piss.’
But then I hear something shift, squirming in the tight confines of the passage I’d just emerged from, a muted rubbery creak as something contracts around something else—I feel my throat go tight. Temple’s locker. Now. I pad my way over, keeping footsteps light but stride long, and duck inside, doing my best to compress my bulk into its confining space, then I pull the door closed behind me, until it latches with a muted ‘click’. I hope I can force it later but I have bigger problems, as the sound of my breathing fills the tight space, and I click the flashlight off. 
Quiet. 
I take a heavy lungful of air, then let my reservoir take over, a luminous timer printing in the corner of my vision, counting down. There are a series of slots in the door, about eye level. A little low for me, so my field of vision is fragmented and down-cast, but even in the dark, I can see motion, black against black, as something spills out of the accessway. A shrill beeping sounds in the pit of my consciousness, as luminous text prints in my vision, above the air register: ‘Pax exposure. Fatal dose. Avoid human contact at all costs.’ It’s hard to focus, as static floods my internal receiver, a signal too powerful to smother, and in the depths of the noise, here and there, I can hear hints of music, so faint I’m not sure it’s even real. I can’t disprove the thought that I’m just imposing pattern on chaos. 
The shape is limp, at first, motionless, but then something lunges, whistling through the air, cracking like a downed power line, pulling taut, and there’s a glitter of something, light in the dark, hints of stars… no. Many tiny, luminous eyes. They open, not quite in unison, filling a slash across the dark, then blink… and they close. With a metallic ‘ping’, something is torn free down the hall, and the air is filled with whistling motion once again as something coils upon itself, and I hear that sliding, slithering again. I think it’s withdrawing. It’s hard to say. But, one way or another, as the minutes tick by, the static in my head starts to fade, until I can’t hear the music anymore, and, ultimately, as my air supply dwindles, it vanishes entirely. 
Finally, I suck in a long, hungry breath, and valves open along my ribs, pulling in fresh air to be compressed into my emergency supply. I open the echolink, again. Better let Control know I’m alive. 
‘Control. Reporting in. Still operational.’
‘Thank Luna,’ she sighs. ‘With how bad the signal got it must’ve been close, and it got there fast.’
‘Mhm. I made visual contact. I… think. I’m not sure if I managed to evade it, or if it let me go.’
‘Do you have grounds to believe it saw you?’
‘I was reasonably well hidden, but it looked directly at me. Or something did, at any rate. It’s hard to say.’
‘Well… we’ve been given an opening, let’s not look a gift horse in the mouth. Going forward, you should only contact me with mission updates, or to ask for assistance with some obstacle—maintaining constant echolink contact is clearly a liability and stands to lure the parasite right to you, again.’
‘You won’t hear argument from me.’
I give the locker a sturdy kick, but it holds, so I start to palm my way up along the latch end, hoping for some kind of emergency release. 
‘Right. Search engineering for a manual, get in touch when you find it. Control out.’
And the line closes. Sure enough, my pawing yields results, and the locker catch opens with a click, leaving me to step out into a pitch dark hall that feels far less safe than it had not so long ago. 

Am I sure I trust her? Really, deeply trust her? Enough to leave my life, and hers, in her hands? Something seems wrong about this, a strange scent of ‘off’ that’s just been mounting and mounting. Can’t quantify it. 


She is… uncomfortably nosy, prying so thoroughly that I can’t help but feel that she has some sort of ulterior motive. Unfortunately I don’t see that I have a choice, at least at this point. It’s her way or the highway until I have enough tools and intel to conduct the search on my own. 

Could always go home. Not home home, but the hindfleets. Fleetops would never find me there. Could start fresh. Build something for myself. 


No. I smother the thought in its cradle. I am not leaving Annalise here. So I click on my flashlight, I square my shoulders, and I go back to work. The door next to the lockers. I can start there. Indicator panels on its surface flash orange as I approach, it has power, but not much, not enough to open. I force my gloved fingers through the rubber seals separating the two halves, try to pry them apart, I heave with everything my protein and polymer body can give, but I only manage to separate them a few inches, before they bite back down, and it’s scarcely all I can do to pull my fingers free. The manual release, this time? Fleetops would have no reason to seal this door, right? Chances are they never even boarded the ship, just closed it off. I pull open the emergency access panel, and pull the lever within: sure enough, with a muted ‘pss’ of discharging pneumatic pressure, the doors part ever so slightly, as the machinery behind them goes slack, and I can force them apart without issue. 
Immediately, I am struck by the musty stink of death. Power is still minimal here, primary lights are down, but control consoles glow, beyond, running lights mark the boundaries of the walkways, and something flickers, deeper within, beyond my sight just yet. I start inside, tension mounting across my chest as I wonder who, or what, died here- a flicker of motion in my peripheral vision has me stop on a dime. Something passed across one of the dim orange running lights. I look down, focus, shine my light, and, sure enough, a filament-thin tripwire hovers centimeters from the inside of my ankle, razor-taut. Following its length, I see that it’s wired to a primitive canister charge, bolted to the underside of a nearby console. Considering the bore, the thing could’ve taken my leg off at the knee. At best I wouldn’t have been walking. Delicately, carefully, I step over the trap, and keep my light low and my eyes sharp as I pick my way inside, alert for more.
Sound echoes from deeper inside, as I progress, slowly winding between islands of consoles and discarded furniture. It’s a human voice, I think. But the way it speaks isn’t natural. A looping recording, maybe? I pass evidence of more booby traps on my way in, but most are disarmed, or worse, discharged, a few consoles charred and bent from where an improvised explosive has detonated, the deck scarred by shrapnel and caked with long-dry blood. I try not to think about why these are here, or who they struck. Soon, I can make out the words, as they echo through the empty engineering hub. 
“…-I never thought it’d end like this, I just… did what I thought was right. Y’know? Sometimes you have to do that, sometimes you can’t just follow orders, but now people are dead, and I’m afraid to consider what comes next. I don’t know how I’m going to look Elias dead in the eye knowing I went behind his back, but… I suppose that’s my cross to bear. I’ll live with it or I won’t. Maybe we’ll still-…”
The voice cuts, the recording ending in a blast of static, before looping from the beginning, and before long, I have eyes on the source, both of the voice, and the flickering light. The engineering nerve center, a wall of screens and control panels, usually tuned in to the vessel’s vitals, her respiration and temperature and pulse, have been converted to play the confession on loop, a grainy image of a woman’s haggard face speaking along with the words. She looks… tired. Her eyes are heavy and distant with regret, but her fear cuts through the numbness, in a few key places, where her lucidity returns, and I can see her wince, her eyes focus and her voice subtly tremble. The lowest of the screens, most easily accessible on foot, have been defaced with spray-paint, words silhouetted against the recording as it loops. 
‘Should have left well enough alone. You deserve exactly what you got, Temple. Signed, the people who still give a fuck.’
I approach the nerve center, checking nearby cabinets, alcoves, searching for a copy of the Silver Tides’ operations manual, but this place has already been picked clean, and every panel I open already bears the marks of having been forced, lock sheared, body warped from the force of the crowbar. The musty smell is stronger, here, I notice. I don’t realize why until I’m so close I nearly trip over it. 
There, tucked in under the nerve center’s main console, is a corpse, slumped back against the metal, left tattered by gunfire and surrounded by the marks of bullets that went wide. I have a terrible feeling I know exactly who that is, and as I kneel down, and shine my flashlight to the body’s blood-caked uniform, I can make out the name tag. Jane Temple. Chief of Engineering. Not just dead, but murdered. Something terrible has happened aboard this ship. A tense breath escapes me, as I straighten, and contact Control. 
‘CERHA, do you have something?’
‘I’ve located the chief engineer, dead, for some time,’ I reply, looking down to the corpse. ‘Shot, execution-style. Engineering has been vandalized, made into a shrine condemning some mistake she made. Whatever fate befell this ship came before the parasite.’
‘…well that’s grim,’ Control sighs. ‘Any luck with the texts?’
‘No, the nerve center has been looted, I’ll need to cast a wider net. Do you have a sense of where I should start?’
‘I’ll have more for you in a moment. First, I’d like to run a remote pattern stability scan, make sure you’re intact following close contact with Fosphage.’
I sigh, starting away from Temple’s resting place. There’s nothing for me here. 
‘Is that necessary?’ I ask as I walk. 
‘It’s best to be safe. Tune into two-three-nine-point-seven, please.’
I suppose there’s no getting around it. So, with a sigh, I right one of the discarded chairs, take a seat, and adjust my internal frequency. 
It hits me like a physical object, noise, the chittering screech of modulated data, a strange tone that seems to warp and bend, uncontent with a single note, and my vision floods with text, arcane symbols I don’t recognize-






  
  2: Somnium
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“Whose name is the reservation in?” 
“Annalise Fletcher.”
The waitress takes a moment, checking her console, before she looks up to us with a smile.
“For two?” she asks.
“Uhh… yeah. That’s correct,” Annalise replies with a nod. Even with this simple interaction, she’s tense, body tight and visibly stressed, night and day from how she conducts herself when it’s just the two of us.
“Alright. Follow me.”
The waitress’ eyes linger on me as she turns, a subtle frown of confusion furrowing her brow. I can feel my chest tighten under her scrutiny. Waiting for the pointed remark. She stares for one second, then another, but ultimately decides to keep it to herself as she starts inside – I choose instead to focus on how Annalise loops her arm around mine, and the playful smile that tugs at her lips as we follow. The restaurant is beautiful, a cozy atmosphere carried by warm lighting and dark-paneled walls; there’s a quality to the air here that I find difficult to describe, as if it makes the glass shine more brightly, casting an almost dreamlike aura across the restaurant’s internal space that’s only enhanced by live music, which echoes from a stage at the center.
“Here you are.”
We’ve been led to a booth along one wall, cutlery set out for two. I take a seat, and Annalise settles opposite me, as folded menus are laid out at each place.
“I’ll be back in a little while to take your orders,” the waitress says with a smile, and off she goes. A contemplative sound escapes Annalise as she tugs at her collar, and opens the top few buttons of her Fleetops jacket, so it hangs open to expose the tank top beneath. She’s off duty, of course, it’s her right. I don’t feel quite comfortable enough to do the same.
“You have that look again,” she says, as she opens her menu.
“…and what look would that be?” I ask. She glances up to me with a dry, knowing smile.
“Ohh, I must be focused and alert, never let my guard down, every minute is a new possibility for war,” she grumbles, putting on a teasing affectation. I frown.
“It’s my role to keep you safe, our relationship aside.”
“And this is my treat. Come on, kick back a little. It’s good for you to take a break.”
I get the distinct impression she isn’t going to let this go - so with a small sigh, I open the top three buttons of my jacket, and meet her gaze.
“Is this what you were looking for?” I ask with a cocked eyebrow. She grins.
“It’s the spirit of the thing,” she breathes, “Now go on, pick something.”
“What’s my budget?” I ask, as I open the menu, and I can see her roll her eyes in my peripheral vision.
“Why do you always ask that?”
“Because it’s your money.”
“And if I had my way half my income would be yours, but we can’t afford to challenge Fleetops on this. I figure it’s the least I can do to buy you whatever you like, food included, so don’t worry about the price, just pick something you think looks good. Okay?”
We have this conversation every time she tries to spend money on me. I’m not sure why I keep pushing back, why the instinct lingers – her stance is clear by now, she reiterates it every time, perhaps hoping it’ll sink in when it hasn’t before, or perhaps just trying to assuage her own guilt. But my discomfort persists. As if I’m becoming a burden to her when my purpose is to lift her up.
“You win,” I sigh, and I can see her grin.
“Attagirl. If you insist on a salad or something we will have words.”
“And if I want a salad? More than anything else on the menu?”
Keeping a straight face isn’t difficult for me. Usually. I can feel her eyes on me, narrowing, scrutinizing; I keep my attention on the menu.
“A-ha. You’re smiling,” she declares.
“No I’m not.”
Something twitches at the corner of my mouth.
“It just got bigger! Don’t deny it, I have you! That was a joke, from the Serious Sarah!”
“I think the pasta looks good.”
“Deflect all you like, I know what I saw.”
“Perhaps we should take you to see Doctor Renner? If you’re seeing things, that suggests the emergence of a new compounding issue. Your medical team may want to know before your next surgery.”
“Sore loser.”
She makes me so happy. The warmth I feel, in this moment, the sense of safety, importance… I wish it would never end, that we could retreat into a gentle nowhere, just the two of us. But then she leafs over her menu, and I return my focus to mine. The world won’t wait indefinitely. The pasta does genuinely look quite good, so I figure I’ve settled on that. When the waitress returns, I order it, and Annalise orders a steak with some sides to share. 
We talk as we wait, enjoying each other’s presence, whiling the minutes away - but then the food arrives, and I am thoroughly distracted. The plate set before me steams enticingly, piled high with rotini noodles in a white sauce, accompanied by shrimp and mushroom, and the scent overwhelms me, inspiring a hunger I had only half-noticed before now. Annalie’s steak is delivered a moment later, and the platter of sides is placed at the table’s center, as well as a glass of water for each of us.
“Let me know if you’d like anything else!” the waitress says brightly, and off she goes.
“That looks gooood,” Annalise breathes, her eyes wide as she studies my food, “can I have some? You can have some of mine in return! Equitable exchange!”
I laugh quietly, and bundle up some of the pasta on my fork, making sure to include at least one slice of mushroom and one shrimp so she gets the full experience. It takes me a few tries.
“Okay. Open.”
Annalise opens her mouth wide, leaning forward, and I offer the fork, moving it within reach. Someone passes us by, and I pay them no mind – until they seem to hesitate, as Annalise accepts the bite, closing her mouth around the fork and pulling the food off to chew.
“Mn. Good. Thought so,” she mumbles around a full mouth.
“My turn, we had a deal.”
“Lemme chew!” she protests, and takes a heavy swallow a few moments later, letting out a satisfied breath.
“You’re making me second-guess my order,” she chuckles, as she lifts her knife and fork and saws a piece off her steak, “alright, open up.”
I do as she had done, leaning forward and opening my mouth, so she can place the piece of steak in my mouth. The person is still there. My gaze flicks to them, observing from the outermost corner of my eyes; it’s a man, and he’s watching us, a strange look on his face. My defenses are up almost immediately.
“You need to bite down, Sarah, pull it off,” she chuckles. I do as I’m told, closing my teeth and pulling the cube of meat off her fork.
“Now chew,” Annalise instructs playfully - I shoot her a look, and nod subtly to our observer, but still, I chew. It’s good. Perfectly cooked, juicy and tender. Cloned meat is a wonder. Annalise’s smile fades as her attention turns to the onlooker, and immediately, I regret bringing him to her attention. Like taking a needle to our happy bubble.
“Can I help you?” Annalise asks, and I look to the stranger as I swallow my mouthful of steak. The man starts, as if having fallen into some sort of reverie, and seems to struggle to pick his words, his eyes wandering between the two of us, before ultimately settling on Annalise.
“…aren’t you afraid she’ll forget you?” he asks, and I feel myself stiffen on raw instinct. The words cut, a cruel reminder of a fate that’s always waiting, and I can see Annalise tense, as we are both of us forced to confront something we rather wouldn’t.
“No,” she says, firmly. I wonder if she believes it. The man mumbles something, apologizing for the disruption, and wanders off - Annalise meets my gaze, and forces a smile, but it is, perceptibly, forced, and things aren’t quite the same as we finish our meal.
It’s late when we get home, approaching midnight; it’s been a long day, and a late dinner. She sighs as the door closes behind us, opening and shrugging off her jacket to hang on a peg by the door.
“Straight to bed?” I ask, noting the exhaustion in her eyes, and she nods, rubbing at her face.
“Yeah, I… I think so. Did you have anything you wanted to do? I’m sorry.”
“Oh! No, no, I just wanted to know what to expect. That’s all.”
An acknowledging murmur escapes her, and she peels off her tank top as she starts for the bedroom. I try not to stare. I’m not sure why. If she knew I was hesitating, holding back, she would turn to face me, and ask me to look, she would remind me that her beauty is mine to share in. Perhaps it’s shame, I muse, as I hang up my jacket, and follow her into the bedroom. Perhaps, because I wish I could give her so much more, I hold back, as if paying some penance only I can see.
I close the bedroom door behind us, and I undress, exposing that strangely barren body of mine, the inhuman pallor of thick synthetic skin and the implicit shape of femininity, held back by its artificiality: the marks of Fleet blue, in text and lines and symbols, the assembly seams sunk between parts, maintenance access ports, divots where muscle packs were pinned to one another. I wish I could ignore how it wrinkles in places where a human body wouldn’t, at joints and points of tension. I wish I could forget the strange smoothness between my thighs, surrounded by pin divots and seams in a way that suggests modularity. Like other fabricants can have the things I crave, but not me, damned to spend my life in love, but stripped of anything that could be used for pleasure. 
I wish I could be everything she is. Instead, I am branded with the colors of the state, and deprived. Perhaps it's necessity but in this moment it's hard to feel it as anything but spite.
She looks back to me, when undressed, her naked body on display, the beauty of skin and shape, wound through with the surgical, angular scars, left in her by her duty to the Fleet. Her tired eyes linger on me, as I avoid looking, and focus on folding my clothes, so they’re ready for me tomorrow morning. But then she comes close, and she takes my hands in hers, and she turns me away from my work, looking up to me, as she tries to meet my gaze. I avoid her eyes for a while.
“Sarah,” she says softly, and I give in, looking into her eyes. “I know there are things you wish you could be, and… I can’t lie, they’re things I would like, too. But I need you to know that I accept you, and I love you, exactly the way you are.”
She slips a little closer, pressing herself to me, the sensual warmth and softness of skin against skin, and she reaches up, to the back of my head, fingers tangling in my hair, at the base of my braid, as she gently guides me down into a kiss. I meet her lips, a hand on her waist, the other at her back, fingertips instinctively tracing the scar down the length of her spine. She shivers.
“I wouldn’t trade you for anyone, no matter how their body looked, or what it could do,” she whispers into my lips, “you are everything to me. I love how those CERHA marking stripes along your cheekbones bring out the shape of your face, I love how that dim blue glow behind your pupils lets me know you're looking at me at night, I love how that big, broad frame of yours makes me feel so safe when you hold me… you are exactly what I need, as you are.   So remember that, whenever you feel like this, mn…? Remember those words.”
There’s a weight in my chest, a tightness, radiating up into my throat - I want to cry, and I can’t tell if it’s joy or despair.
“Besides,” she breathes, with a mischievous smile, “if you want to have sex, we can have sex…”
She gently takes my hand from her waist, and guides it between her thighs, pressing my fingertips to her lower lips - I suck in a sharp little breath, and I pull back, away from the hug and away from her body.
“I’m sorry,” she says hurriedly, “I didn’t mean to-”
“No,” I cut her off, “it’s… it’s not you, it’s not your fault, I’m just…”
I don’t know where I’m going with the sentence, so I trail off into shameful silence.
“Why don’t we just go to bed,” she says, “get some quality cuddling in. Would you like that?”
I just nod, fighting the lump in my throat.
“Okay. In you get, I’ll tuck you in.”
As is tradition. I climb into bed, pull the sheets over my chest, and look up to her, waiting patiently as she plays her part; she comes close, then leans in over my bedside so she can pull the sheets up, nice and snug under my chin. Fingers brush my cheek, a touch too gentle to describe. She moves closer still, gazing into my eyes, so close I can feel her breath on my skin. And there, she presses another gentle kiss to my lips. 
It lingers, and I lean subtly up into it with an unexpected hunger – but then her lips part from mine, and I sit with my sorrow at the brevity of the moment, as she goes to climb in on her side, curling up under the sheets. Her eyes linger fondly on me as the lights come down, and once they're gone, I feel her squirm closer, in the dark. She loops her arms around me, presses herself to my side, her breath warm against my neck. But I’m not ready to go, not just yet. The words linger.
“Did you lie to him?” I whisper, “the man at the restaurant. …aren’t you afraid?”
I feel her let out a breath, and her arms tighten around me a little.
“I’m afraid of a lot of things,” she replies, “we’re living a fate conducive to fear, and feeling it is natural, I think. But… what might happen if you ever need a new body is pretty low on the list. I’m not in denial about what can happen when people get exposed to the Pax, particularly fabricants, because of what you’re expected to do for us. I won't lie to you. Seeing it happen, seeing you wake up, in a new, identical body, but not quite yourself… it would hurt. It would scare me. But we would still have each other. So even if we stumble our way into some bleak future, where we wake up next to each other, in fresh bodies, memories in tatters… I know we’ll be okay. Because we’ll have each other, and we’ll face it together.”
A small, ragged breath escapes me, and I roll onto my side, pulling her into an embrace. She wriggles closer, arms tight around me, legs tangled with mine, and her breath is warm on my chest. Feeling her here, like this… it helps ease the fear. And with her in my arms, close, present, I drift off to sleep.


      ***
I stagger as I come to lucidity, blinking in the dark. Where am I? What happened? I turn in place, casting my flashlight’s meager glow across my surroundings, and I expect to see the nerve center, Temple’s corpse and the recording playing on repeat, but what I find… I’m still in engineering, I think, the design of the hallway around me seems consistent, big and broad to allow the movement of machinery, but I don’t recognize the details. …I’m holding something, a weight, hanging. I look down to my other hand, raising its burden into the light, and I see… a book. 
‘Operations Manual: New Shores Class Personnel Carrier’
I stare at the book, for long, silent seconds. There’s no denying it, I lost time in that memory, possibly hours, and while I was dreaming, my body kept moving, of its own accord. Horror mounts, as I remember something, all too similar, and not long ago. I contact Control.
‘CERHA, did you need-’
‘I just came to in a part of engineering I don’t recognize, carrying the manual. What happened?’
There’s a long silence.
‘You lost time?’ she asks.
‘Yes, and I believe it has happened before. On a night I was alone in the apartment, I found myself awake in bed, it was sharp, sudden, as if something had awoken me but I didn’t remember the event. But I was alone. I searched the entire apartment. I was going to discount it as night-time confusion, I spend more time in bed than class one fabricants strictly need, at Annalise’s insistence, and it sometimes results in a little strangeness with perception and memory. But then I found I was damaged. There was a deep, clean cut on the side of my arm. I needed to go have it repaired, maintenance said I must’ve picked it up while sleepwalking.’
A contemplative sound comes through the line.
‘All I can say is that these incidents are unlikely to be related,’ she says. ‘I’m more concerned about the potential that this is rooted in Fosphage radiation impacting your psyche. It’s a known issue, fabricants who spend too long in close proximity to parasites do occasionally go insane, like an accelerated version of the ego decay that naturally follows from reprinting. That said, since you found the book, you were clearly lucid during the gap, so this is an issue I think we can delay investigating until we have Annalise secure. Head back to the nerve center, we have work to do.’
‘Are you sure we should just discount this?’ I ask, tension mounting.
‘No, of course not. I’m saying that we don’t have the time or the equipment to get to the bottom of it right now.’
I hate to admit it but she’s right.
‘Understood.’
‘Where are you?’
I take another look around, checking for signs and landmarks.
‘Hard to say for sure but it looks like I just came out of the life support control center,’ I reply, ‘it’s the nearest door.’
‘Okay, you’re not far from the nerve center. Should be ahead and to the right.’
I go where I’m directed, advancing away from life support control at a jog - sure enough, before long, I come to another door leading into the nerve center, and from there, it’s not a difficult path to walk, back to the primary control bank. I wonder, as I go, how much of engineering my body explored, while my mind was elsewhere.
‘I’ve reached the nerve center.’
‘Alright. Pull up a chair, this might take us a while. If you hear distortion, any distortion in the transmission, cut it, immediately, and go to shelter. Chances are it means the parasite is on you again.’
Fortunately, we’re left in peace. It takes some work and some time, figuring out what’s necessary, but after a lot of questions and tests and cross-referenced data, we work out that putting the reactor through a restart cycle will bring the lockdown offline, permanently. We’re not entirely sure why - Control tasks me on it for agonizing minutes, just to make sure I'm not going to wind up trapped - but all we manage to find is a warning in the section on the main computer that states an extended shutdown will empty its memory, terminating any running programs or protocols. And since the lockdown is initiated from the security hub, outside the bridge…
‘There’s no way they’re getting it back online. If there are survivors on the command staff, I guarantee they’ve retreated to the admin section at the ship’s nose, where they have access to the bridge. Any other survivors will be scattered in small isolated pockets. The chances of the people who initiated the lockdown being the same people who are still holed up in the security hub, if anyone is still holed up in the security hub, are so small it’s not worth considering. Once we do this you’ll be free to search the ship and main power will come back up.’ Control is confident, at least. ‘Do you remember the process?'
‘Walk me down the list,’ I reply, ‘best we don’t screw this up.’
‘Okay. Center of the main console, there should be a section of the panel marked ‘admin only’, with some controls and a card reader. Check Temple’s pockets for the keycard and swipe it.’
I kneel next to the corpse, and test her pockets, starting with the slacks. Sure enough, I find a wallet, and an engineering keycard inside - swiping it through the reader yields a cheerful ‘beep’, and a green light.
‘Done.’
‘Right. Look for a button labeled ‘executive override’. It’s under a little plastic dome. Flip up the dome, the card should have unlocked it, and hit the button.’
The dome opens without issue, and the button sinks into the console until I feel a muted ‘click’.
‘Done.’
‘Right wing of the main console, in a section marked SGS for ‘Self-Governing Systems’. There’s a lot here.’ 
She isn’t kidding, the panel is a dizzying wall of switches and lights.
‘There should be a bank of switches marked with a red bracket and the text ‘reactor’. Flip all of them. If you’re not sure which ones haven’t been flipped, the ‘engage’ state light is green and ‘disengage’ is yellow. You want them all yellow.’
Three have already been flipped, but I go down the row with a gloved fingertip, and do the rest. One after another. Clack clack clack.
‘They’re all yellow,’ I report.
‘Okay, almost done. Left wing, now, the entire wing should be dedicated to a section marked ‘reactor’.’
I cross the panel with a long stride, doing my best not to let the stench of the corpse get to me. Sure enough, there lies the reactor panel, and it’s thick with controls, though not quite as densely populated as the SGS panel and far less uniform.
…I think I hear motion. The thud of a boot that isn’t mine. My flashlight swings sharply out into the room beyond, sweeping across the space behind me with a slow and methodical caution, but I hear nothing, see nothing.
‘CERHA?’
I must be losing my mind.
‘I’m here, apologies,’ I reply. ‘Continue.’
‘Okay. Lever on the far left. There’s a button you’ll need to push that unlocks it, bring it all the way down then release.’
I spot the lever very quickly, it’s not an insignificant bit of furniture. There is a little catch keeping it in the upright position, a pair of teeth keeping it held in place. The button next to them, I can only assume it’s the right one, it isn’t labeled.
‘Confirming: unlabeled button?’ I ask.
‘That’s the one. Hold it in, when you release the teeth will close.’
I press it in, and sure enough, the little jaws part, releasing the lever. And with a long, deep breath, I take it, and pull. It puts up resistance, moving slowly, some mechanism ticking and ratcheting inside the console as it gradually descends, inch by inch, before, at last, arriving at its terminus. Something shifts in the console, a weighty ‘thunk’ like a circuit breaker tripping, and the lever starts to rise again of its own accord, as the screens displaying Temple’s face flash to reactor condition readouts, dominated by text that reads, ‘restart cycle initiated’.
‘We’re good, it’s rebooting,’ I report.
‘Excellent, just wait it out. This should take… three, five minutes?’
An instant later, I’m plunged into darkness, every screen, every indicator light, every glowing little guide lamp along the walkways going dark, as if the ship’s heart has been ripped out. The black is absolute, with a singular exception in the little circle of flashlight glow. It feels far too small, right now.
‘Oh, and don’t be alarmed if power cuts, there are no backup batteries on New Shores class vessels.’
‘…thank you, Control,’ I sigh.
…that’s when I hear it. A steady tapping, subtly wet, like dripping blood. It’s not Temple. She’s been dead far too long. And it’s coming from behind me. I slowly turn, keeping my flashlight down, hoping to avoid spooking whatever’s watching me - and there, in the faint glow of reflected light, dark against dark, I see a figure, a human shape. And in a voice I think I recognize as my own, low, ragged, muffled subtly as if having been injured in the lips or teeth, it says, in halting, hesitant words:
“I don’t feel quite like myself. Do you?”
Enough of this. I snap the flashlight up, to see, to understand, but I only get a fleeting glimpse before the figure bolts. Fleetops white stained with oxidant red.
“HEY!” I roar after her, sprinting, full tilt, and though I do my best to keep the flashlight level, she’s moving fast, and this ship is a labyrinth. It’s all I can do to stay on her, following by sound as much as sight as she ducks and weaves, moving like a prey animal or a thing possessed. I hear her slam into one of the doors out of the nerve center, the sound uncomfortably wet, as if she’s terribly wounded, and for a moment I think I’ve got her, but she heaves the halves apart, and stumbles into the hall beyond.
“I don’t want to hurt you!” I shout after her as I turn out into the hall, losing her for a split second before picking her up again, sprinting toward the vessel’s aft. She doesn’t reply. The hall is straight, here, as long and unerring as an arrow’s flight, and though I’m running full tilt, she’s widening the gap, as if driven by the superhuman rush of fight or flight, slightly further ahead in every brief snapshot as my flashlight’s beam passes over the luminous white of her uniform, and the trail of oxidant left on the deck behind her glints occasionally as I struggle to keep up. But then she’s gone. Hooked right, or left. And when I arrive at the intersection, I see it: a sealed airlock door. Luna save me she’s going to space herself.
I drop the flashlight and I claw at the door, trying to heave it open, but she’s found some way to deploy the locking bolts, even without power, I have to move fast, so I drop to one knee and I wrench open the maintenance hatch, hoping I still have time to open the door before the power comes back and she gets what she wants… but it’s too late. The lights come on, and my eyes are flooded with a blinding wash of white, as I struggle to look my quarry in the eye, and, slowly, she resolves. Some horrific wound to the abdomen, cut through her uniform, drenching both it and her slacks. Gloves missing. Oxidant soaking her hands, nails torn up, and her face, tattered, as if she’d been clawing it.
Why do I recognize her? It’s hard to say, past the damage, but I think I’ve seen her before, somewhere.
And in the last instant, before the airlock vents her to space, my eyes go wide, and I realize.
She looks just like me.
Then the outer door snaps wide, and she’s gone, vanished in an instant of violent decompression to the cold void beyond. I linger, for a while, sitting on my knees and struggling to catch my breath, staring at the trail of bled oxidant, now stark and clear in the orange-yellow glow of the main lights. I know I need to report this to Control. But I’m afraid she’ll just call me insane. She’d be right, to, wouldn’t she? 
No. I can’t think like that, I saw it, I know I saw it, there must be an explanation. There has to be.
‘CERHA, you’ve gone quiet for a while, how are things progressing?’
I have to. I have to.
‘I just… saw another fabricant,’ I say, quietly.
‘You did? What was her status?’
‘…wounded, she… asked me if I felt like myself, then sprinted for the nearest airlock. I couldn’t catch her. The moment power came back up she vented herself.’
‘Fuck.’
‘Control,’ I continue, my mouth dry, even though I’m not speaking the words.
‘Yes?’
‘She looked like me, Control. She was in a Fleetops uniform.’
Silence.
‘Say something please,’ I whisper. ‘Tell me you have an explanation for this.’
‘Okay,’ she says quietly, ‘all this means is that there was another Fleetops fabricant aboard. That’s all we know.’
‘But why did she look like me,’ I press as I rise to my feet, ‘the only reasonable explanation is that there was another CERHA unit aboard and even I am not supposed to be here!’
‘Calm down. We already know that Fleetops got here before we did, they may have left assets aboard the Silver Tides, intentionally or by mistake. But since Fleetops doesn’t deploy CERHA units in tip-of-the-spear operations, the only wholly rational explanation is that what you saw wasn’t a CERHA unit, rather another class one fabricant in a Fleetops uniform. SELCI print fabricants are your sister line, right? Nearly identical?’
‘I know what I saw,’ I snap.
‘The light was low. You were stressed and afraid. Your brain isn’t that different from mine, people see things sometimes. You wanted a rational explanation, so I gave you one. Hell under these conditions, you may have even been looking at a VOLTA unit.’
I grimace. I don’t know how to convey to her how sure I am.
‘Listen. I hate to say it, but this will not be the last time you see something like what you just saw,’ she says. ‘The Silver Tides was carrying hundreds of fabricants, and with a parasite aboard, egoes are going to start breaking down. Yours is not exempt. I don’t know how to say this gently but you are staring down a ticking clock before you lose your mind, so you need to keep moving, and you need to do it now. Be prepared, push through it, and get yourself and Annalise off this ship as soon as humanly possible.’
Combative rage rises from the pit of my chest, snapping and frothing like a rabid dog, driven by the horrified certainty that I saw myself in that airlock - but I force it down, tamp it back down where it came from with the heel of my boot. It doesn’t matter whether or not she’s right about the other fabricant, at the end of the day, she’s right about my time limit.
‘…fine,’ I reply, voice taut. ‘Fine. Where am I going?’
‘With the exception of the breach seal you passed earlier, and any portions that are being actively defended or have been barricaded closed, the ship is now your oyster. My recommendation: head toward the bridge, I’d bet anything that any survivors from the command staff have fortified there, so if Annalise needs something from this ship, in its current state, she would have gone there.’
Okay. Prow-ward. Simple. I can handle this. So I turn, and I walk.

      ***
Engineering is considerably bigger than I gave it credit for, and it’s some time before I reach the bulkhead separating the ship’s tail section from what lies ahead, and right now, that ‘ahead’ is the secondary barracks. The reason for the lockdown is evident the instant the doors part for me, as two separate bodies slump through. One’s been dead for some time, but one is fresh, the towering, broadly-built frame of a SELCI fabricant, her dark security uniform still wet with oxidant. She’s been brutalized, as if the assailant was offended in particular by her face - her hardened ceramic maxilla and jaw glint grimly bright among the dark of oxidant and rent EPS demiflesh, exposed so completely that I can see assembly seams and serial numbers. Rendered unrecognizable. Reduced, in death, to a thing less than a person.
Her gun is nowhere to be seen, but as I kneel down to investigate the body, I see something in a gloved hand, clutched with a death-grip. As I pry her fingers apart, forcing them open one by one, they reveal an oxidant-stained notebook, its black cover marked with a badge matching that on her body armour, ‘STFSC’. Silver Tides Fabricant Security Corps? It seems safe to assume it’s hers, so I flip it open, hoping I’ll find something that gives me some sense of what happened here.
‘EVERYTHING IS FINE.
EVERYTHING IS FINE.
EVERYTHING IS FINE.
EVERYTHING IS FINE.’
Page after page after page. About ten deep I give up and flip through the rest - she, or someone, has filled the entire notebook with the same phrase, like a mantra. Useless. Alarming. Deeply alarming. I toss the thing down, and rise to my feet, turning my gaze deeper inside.
They aren’t the only bodies near the door, corpses are piled up against the walls, as if fleeing some long-forgotten oblivion, and the walls are scarred and pockmarked by the volley of fire that cut them down. I do my best to ignore the smell as I pick my way through the mess and move deeper inside, but things aren’t much prettier further in, and I come across at least three fresh bodies a minute as I push deeper. Curiously, only that first fabricant was fresh. The rest are much, much older, the ugly leavings of a massacre orchestrated as part of a battle that no longer matters. I’m going to have to stay alert, and watch for whoever killed that fabricant. I’d rather not join her.
Before long I emerge into a common space of sorts, a large, circular hub, scattered with tables and chairs, with a pair of sealed fabricant deployment pods sunk into the walls. Surprisingly, it’s clear of bodies, and I take my first deep breath since emerging into the secondary barracks. It still stinks of death, here, but not quite so badly, and yet, while any violence that may have taken place here has long been erased, what remains is a war of ideas. 
Posters cover every wall that isn’t occupied by a screen, most bulk-printed from the same design, but in the gaps between them, I see older ones, hand-made. Two sides, two slogans: ‘they deserve to know,’ and ‘no home for traitors,’ and though both have been vandalized to varying degrees and with varying methods, splashed with paint, defaced with markers, cut and torn, the ‘no home for traitors’ team seem to have been here more recently, as the uppermost layer is composed of their slogan, and there’s very little damage.
One poster, I note, hasn’t been covered or vandalized. An image of a man in his fifties wearing a white and blue Fleetops uniform, like mine, salt and pepper hair in a military cut, face solemn and stony, gaze focused from behind a pair of rectangular-lensed glasses, he stares off into the middle distance, silhouetted against the battered and scarred silver of Luna. His body has been carefully positioned, concealing the holes bored in Her surface, the places where Her heart lies naked and vulnerable. ‘Captain Elias Salter,’ it reads in simple, stately text, ‘never forget the faith he had in us.’ So the captain is dead. Perhaps this has been left intact out of respect?
I’m about to move on when I note what looks like a communal corkboard, pulled down from the wall and left on a table off to one side, but everything that had been pinned to it is still intact, so I prop it up and I take a look. Curiously, this seems much more recent, like it’s being used as a dead-drop message system, little scraps of paper pinned in a rough order from top to bottom, marked with date and time. Unfortunately there’s not much revelatory here, just notes on vague ‘hostile’ presence, where, how many, doing what - at least, until I reach the point where it stops.
‘They got Heller today. Can’t keep watch back here alone so I’m packing it in. Fuck ADAE and fuck her Luna-forsaken fabricants. If anyone is reading this, head for the prow, but stay clear of the barracks, it’s thick with them.’
The date is listed as just over three days ago. I’m starting to assemble a rough picture. Something happened on this ship, some time ago now, something that divided the crew to the point of violence - but what’s happening now is new, separate. Parasite influence, spiraling consequences of the thing’s arrival aboard? I don’t have time to mull it over. Bootsteps, approaching, two pairs, gait unsteady. 
My gaze snaps to the source, and I see a pair of people in STFSC gear stagger into the hub, one male, one female. I assume human, at first, but I realize how foolish that is, even before I see the inhuman ocean-blue eyes, the pale skin, and the white hair marking fabricants. Both have a fleet-blue stripe over the bridge of the nose, and they’re built like me. SELCIs. I’m not sure why I instinctively looked for fabricant markings - unshielded, and this close to recent parasite contact, a human would be one foot in the grave. That said, these two aren’t looking much better. They both look like they’ve been attacked, faces clawed up with deep gouges from what might be teeth or fingernails, and one looks as if the damage has left her blind in one eye, her hands clutching to her rifle strap as if it’s a lifeline.
“I’m no threat,” I say, as clearly and gently as I can, and turn to face them, raising my hands. They don’t immediately attack, and I take that as promising, maybe Control was overselling the ego decay problem. Perhaps they know something. “Looking for a human. Annalise Fletcher, six inches shorter than me, black, rounded face. Seen her?”
The one blind in one eye takes a step closer, cocking her head.
“Is everything alright?”
The words come out sideways, uncanny and somehow strange.
“…no,” I reply, cautiously, “no, there is a Fosphage parasite aboard, the halls are filled with corpses, why would-…”
I trail off, as I see how both of them respond, a visceral physicality to the way they tighten, and hunch, eyes widening, jaws tightening. The one that hasn’t been speaking draws his gun, but he does it… wrong, gripping it by the barrel, like a club, in a white-knuckle vice grip.
“Everything is fine,” the half-blind one forces through her teeth, that same affectation in the words, stiff, halting, choked, as if the fabricant doesn’t know how to speak or what the words mean, acting on pure animal imitation. The other echoes, in a similar way, and both of them take a step closer. I take a step back, to match them, but then they take another to keep closing, and the lead fabricant starts to draw her rifle as well, holding it in the same way.
“Keep your distance,” I instruct, drawing my gun. I don’t know why I bother with the warning.
“Everything is fine,” the lead fabricant wails, as if in distress, then she repeats the words, screaming, spittle flying from her mouth, “EVERYTHING IS FINE!!”
And she flings herself at me. I hesitate, just a fraction of a second, but I can’t, I can’t, she needs me - so I let my instincts take over, and the muzzle of my gun snaps to chest-height, where I fire, one, two, three times. The hypervelocity rounds tear through her armour and the body beneath, and she drops, but I waited too long, I don’t have time to pan to the second before the stock of his rifle strikes me across the head like a bat. 
My neck twists, and my body coils after it as I fall, landing hard on my chest, but even as the breath is knocked from my lungs, I know I need to move, so I roll, just in time for the fabricant to land atop me. His eyes stare into mine, wide and wild, the panic of a cornered prey animal, and I try to force the gun between us, to guide its muzzle up to his core components, but he acts first. The point of a knife bites into my upper abdomen, and sinks, burning agony plunging deeper until I feel a crossguard connect with my skin. Dammit if I don’t get him off me now I’m going to wind up disemboweled and I’ll be no good to anybody then-
Something hits the fabricant in the head, connecting with a hollow ‘crack’, and he is momentarily dazed, grip around me loosening. It’s just enough for me to force the gun’s muzzle up into the underside of his ribcage and fire until he goes limp. I lie there for a moment, catching my breath, as the heat of spilled oxidant, mine and his, soaks through my uniform, but I don’t have time to waste here. I shove the dead fabricant off me, rip the knife from my gut, and scramble to my feet, hands tight around my gun, so I can face whatever comes next.
“Whoa. Easy, killer. We’re both sane. I think.”
A fabricant with the petite build of a Class Three print stands at the edge of the hub, a palette of raw aluminum stock under one arm, another block of the stuff primed and ready to throw, as a squirrelly and wild-eyed face observes me mistrustfully from beneath a matted and oxidant-stained pixie cut. She’s clearly had a hard time of it, her uniform virtually shredded, stiff with dried oxidant and hanging slack around her body, and what of her body I can see is more Foster patch than original print, the little white squares slapped over her shoulder, arm, and chest in bulky, peeling layers. It looks like something nearly ripped her left arm clean off, so she did the only thing she knew how, and it’s… working, for now, well enough to hold that palette at any rate. Markings… looks like a blue stripe following the underside of each eye, I don't recognize it.
“Yes, I… think you’re probably right,” I reply, and with a relieved grin, the fabricant drops her load. It lands with a heavy crash.
“Good. Was getting heavy. I’m a CORA unit. And you… are not from around here, are you? Fleetops? I see that shiny white and blue. Or what used to be white. Wow oxidant is red when it’s fresh. Like blood but… more. Yeesh.”
Ah, right. Crew Observation and Recording Analysis. She’s a security unit, but non-combat, it’s a miracle she’s survived this long.
“You’re right, I’m not a local,” I reply, “but I’m not with Fleetops, either.”
“Huh.”
Fleet-blue eyes squint up at me.
“Tall build, but slender, like you’re supposed to stand over crowds to spot people, but don’t have that much raw brawn? More speed…? Lithe. Kinda like a SELCI but less square, and those markings… a stripe following each cheekbone? What’s your print, I don’t recognize you.”
“CERHA.”
Her head cocks.
“Serrr-ha,” she says, slowly, sounding the word out, “CERHA. Well we don’t have any of you on Silver Tides, that’s for sure. Standard Enforcement… and…?”
“Civil Emergency Resolution and Housekeeping Aid.”
CORA blinks.
“Ohh it’s a C. Soft C.” Then something seems to occur to her, and her eyes snap to mine, widening. “Wait you’re a house fabricant!?” she blurts, “what are you doing coming out here?”
“I’m not a house fabricant, I'm a military unit, a bodyguard that doubles as a living aide, and I’m here-” I have no idea who this fabricant is or if she’s trustworthy. “…on second thought I would prefer not to disclose.”
CORA rolls her eyes.
“Wooo, classified, yeah, cool, whatever, I’ve been going a little batshit just talking to myself so I’d be glad to have the company, wherever you’re going. Together’s probably safer. Where are you going for your big secret mission that definitely isn’t for the Fleet?”
“Bridge.”
“Oh hey, guess all roads really do lead to Rome, I’m headed that way as well, now that the lockdown’s lifted! Okay, come on, I know the way.”
And off she goes. It seems only natural to follow her, at least for now.






  
  3: Desiderium
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“Is this the Silver Tides’ first Fosphage exposure?” 
I figure I may as well get a little information out of my erstwhile companion. We’ve paused a moment, so I can patch myself, and she’s watching with more fascination than I find strictly comfortable as I open my uniform jacket, pull up the tank top beneath, and carefully lay the adhesive Foster patch against the stab wound just below my ribs. I can feel the micromachinery inside go to work as soon as it’s flush, pulling the material closer, sealing the wound, flooding inside to bridge severed nerves and oxidant lines, and doing what it can to suture the wound. It prickles.
“Huh? Oh, yeah, but y’know what they say, the big one inside Luna reaches further every day, sending its little copy-selves to ruin us. Was a matter of time before we got hit, y’know, ships going dark and getting sealed, winking out one by one off our port. Want a hand up?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
I pull my tank top back down, and I let her pull me to my feet – it’s a struggle for the diminutive thing, but she manages it.
“Tall, heavy,” she grunts, “now… I will say, it was frustrating. How it went down, I mean. Fighting the parasite is what we’re for but we didn’t even get a chance to do that right, first the crew self destructed and then there was the thing with the FTL jump and now there’s weird new shit at play. I know it’s what they made me to feel but I wanted to do my part. I didn’t WANT to die, but I wanted to get a chance to FIGHT, to protect the humans! For the good of the fleet! All the stuff they feed you in education. It all just feels like a waste.”
“…can you elaborate on ‘weird new shit’?” I ask, as the two of us start walking again. She looks at me sidelong.
“Guess you didn’t get briefed much on the parasite huh,” she muses, “bet you’re from the core, even if you’re not with Fleetops… anyway yeah, fabricants don’t usually just go berserk the way it’s happening here.”
I blink.
“So Fosphage ego decay isn’t real?” I ask, voice tense, as I wonder if the answer I’m about to hear will directly contradict the information I’m being given by Control.
“Oh no it’s real but this ain’t it. The way they always told it to me, it’s like… the reprinting memory loss, but worse, fabricants that spend a lot of time exposed to Fosphage radiation lose more of themselves than fabricants that don’t, even if they body-hop an equivalent number of times. It’s like dementia. Same deal with the humans but it’s more intense for them, they lose more. Scary, confusing, sometimes fabricants with ego decay do lash out and get violent, but this is…” She grimaces and shakes her head. “Nah this is new. Weird new, bad new.”
I ask the only thing that makes sense to me.
“So why are you still sane?”
“Oh I figure I did the same thing as you.”
…same thing as me? I don’t voice the question, I just let her talk, and watch as she pats a Foster patch on the back of her neck with knowing grin.
“Cut my receiver out the moment I started hearing weird fuckin’ music in the static, ripped it right out, knew I wanted none of that and it’s paid dividends. Since it seems like ADAE is still alive I bet she and her people are doing the same thing. At least she was still alive last I checked. Shit I hope she’s still alive, if the bridge is a graveyard when we get there I’m gonna be real disappointed.”
I can feel my chest tighten, as I process what she’s saying. I’ve heard the music, repeatedly and for an extended period. What does that mean, for me, exactly? Does this madness need time to take hold? Am I immune? Am I being spared? I don’t dare ask, if she realizes I still have a receiver installed her willingness to trust me will go out the window, so all I can do is lengthen my stride a little, and pick up the pace.
“…you good?” she asks cautiously, “lookin’ a little… green around the gills.”
“Fine,” I reply, more forcefully than I’d intended, “just… thinking. Do you mind elaborating on what happened aboard this ship, before the parasite’s arrival?”
Her face crumples, like she’d just smelled something particularly foul.
“Yes. Actually. It was loud and everyone was stupid and reliving it will just make me mad.”
“Alright.”
We walk in silence for a while, advancing steadily through the secondary barracks. The presence of bodies and the stench of death is inescapable, the oppressive weight of a ship in crisis bearing down as if looming over my shoulder – and soon, no matter how strange the conversation is, I begin to miss it. But then a connection is made, a burst of static in my head so sudden it’s all I can do to keep from visibly starting, and Control’s voice is intermingling with my thoughts once again.
‘Been a while since you last checked in. Progress?’
‘Made contact with a local fabricant, she’s still sane, we’re moving through the secondary barracks together. Sustained some minor damage, otherwise uneventful.’
‘Attacked?’ she asks.
‘Yes. Two security fabricants, it was very strange, one asked me if ‘everything was alright’ and they became violent when I responded in the negative. Fabricants are losing their minds here very rapidly and with startling aggression. My contact is confident it’s not ego decay, but rather a new strategy or weapon.’
Control pauses.
‘I won’t say she’s wrong, but the possibility requires more study. Don’t operate on any assumptions right now, just act on what you know and use what you can reach.’
As she speaks, static rises, then falls, then sharply spikes.
‘You hear that?’ she asks, an urgent tension in her voice.
‘Yes I do. Will report back later.’
I cut the line, and without a word spoken, I grab CORA by the arm, and I drag her into the nearest crew cabin. She staggers after me with a startled squeak, and watches in wide-eyed alarm as I seal the door behind us, and look for something to use as a barricade.
“Something spooked you good,” she murmurs, but I just shake my head, and approach a heavy chest of drawers.
“Help me with this.”
She shoots me a look, but helps, and together, the two of us manage to heave the thing into position, leaning it against the door.
“Now you gonna tell me what-”
“Shh,” I hiss, and she falls silent, but I can see her eyes subtly widen with alarm. And so we wait, for long, agonizing minutes. My hands are balled into fists so tight my nails are aching against my palms through the gloves, waiting for the inevitable announcement of presence, but it never comes. Anxiety mounts. Not just the fear, the waiting for the parasite to make itself known, but the uncertainty, the wondering if it ever will. 

I’ve locked myself in a small room, my back presented to a fabricant I don’t know. I can’t trust her, I can’t possibly – yes, she helped me out of a difficult situation, but who’s to say she’s as sane as she says she is? I don’t know how this madness manifests. Nobody does.


I cast a brief glance over my shoulder. She seems just as afraid as I am, just as uncertain, perched on a stool in the corner of the room, fingertips digging into her knees.

Is the risk even worth taking? She may not seem like a threat now but Luna only knows how long that will hold or where this will go. I need to face facts. Annalise is probably dead. There is a parasite aboard, the possibility of a mission success vanished the moment cargo was breached. …I can still turn back. It’s not too late to just go home.


NO. I shake myself out. Intrusive thoughts, bitterly mounting little doubts, whispering in my ear as fear makes them stronger, venomous saboteurs, I won’t let them make me leave her behind.
Then I hear something, I’m not quite sure what, but it’s enough to drag me back to the waking world. When it comes again, I’m focused. Something rakes at the door, a skitter of hard somethings trailing across its metallic surface, as if testing, seeking weakness. I hold my breath as my heart starts to pound, and slowly back away, hand resting on the butt of my gun as if the little sidearm could meaningfully hurt a Fosphage parasite. Another clatter, another skittering little rake. Then a BANG, hard enough to rattle the door in its frame, loud enough to make me jump. And silence. Eventually, the static fades to nothing as well, and I give myself license to breathe again.
“Holy shit,” CORA breathes raggedly, “I thought-… fuck, I’ve never seen it in the upper decks, you saved my ass, man. Some kinda sixth sense you’ve got there.”
She must not have pieced together that interference indicates proximity before she removed her receiver, so I exploit the gap, and lie.
“I was fitted with a more sensitive exospectrometer in preparation for my coming here,” I say to her, “it lets me feel it coming from further away.”
“Well that’s sure as hell gonna be a handy piece of kit. Starting to think you and me might go places.” There’s a little guilt, as she cheerfully accepts the deception, but this is all for a higher cause. The faster I can get to Annalise, the more likely it is that there’s still something left to save. Even if my own mind was forfeit the moment I set foot on this ship, even if the moments I remember are all I’ll ever have with her, the world is better with her in it. “So… we clear, miss ghost detector?”
“Yeah,” I reply, “we’re clear. We should keep moving while we can.”

      ***
We’re approaching medical when CORA starts prying again.
“Ssso,” she begins, hands folded before her, “you’re a bodyguard, from the core fleets, but here on a personal mission… this wouldn’t have anything to do with that newcomer, would it? Maybe you’re her bodyguard, here to rescue her?”
I’m about to tell her off for poking her nose where she’s been asked not to, but then I process what she’s said, and my attention is suddenly and sharply piqued.
“Who’s this newcomer?” I ask, my gaze on CORA, focused and intent. She seems startled by the force of my sudden attention, and meets my gaze, a little nervously.
“Suppose I hit the nail on the head,” she murmurs, “a human showed up, a little before the parasite, I wanna say two weeks ago?” Timeline works out. Could be her. “She was looking for something, but she wouldn’t say what. Would only talk to the command staff. Reminds me of you a little that way… anyway she seemed spooked. Like she’d seen something that terrified her and was here on a mission to do something about it.”
“Did you meet her? Talk to her? What was her name?”
“Me? Personally? No, but I saw other fabricants and crew interacting with her. I’m on the cameras, see. That’s my job. Sit in a little booth, watch the world, know everything. As for name… uhh… A something? It was an A name, never caught her last name. Anna-something, one of those weird archaic sounding names, like her parents weren’t content with ‘Anna’ and needed something to make it cooler.”
“Annalise Fletcher,” I sigh.
“A-ha! So you DO know her!”
“She was headed for the bridge, you said?”
“I mean she got there, initially,” CORA amends, “things were different on the ship at that point. Violent, dangerous, but it wasn’t like stepping outside your cabin would get you shot. Started to improve, even, after she got here, maybe she was doing something. But then we tried to jump into the exclusion zone and everything went to hell. I saw her a couple days ago. Up ahead, in medical. She was hurt pretty bad, couldn’t give you details, I pulled back, thought she might shoot me on sight, so I didn’t get a clear look.”
…hell. At least she survived initial contact. I cling to that fact.
“Was she shielded?” I ask.
“Uhuh. She was in a big heavy space suit, all buttoned up, knew what she was doing. Seems to me like she got caught out when the parasite turned up, I’d bet anything she was – or is, might have gotten trapped by the lockdown just like us – trying to get back to the bridge. Lockdown only came into play a day or so ago, and I saw her before that, so it could’ve gone either way.”
Seems that Control was right about my final destination. I’ve got a lot to work with here, and my spirits are starting to tentatively raise – but then CORA keeps talking, and I hear the mischief in her words, and my mood comes right back down. “Sooo… how about an equitable trade~?”
I don’t want to entertain her but it’s starting to seem like she knows so much that I can’t afford to turn down any chance I’m given.
“What do you want.”
CORA grins.
“Must be pretty desperate, disabling that lockdown and all… strikes me that most would’ve just left the girl for dead… so, if you tell me why she’s so important to you, I’ll put my skills to work in medical’s security hub, and get you some footage, make sure she’s still okay…” Prying little shrew. “Temper temper,” CORA purrs, as she sees the look on my face.
“What do you want from me?” I mutter, “it’s my life, my mission, I don’t owe you the secrets you’re after. I’m losing patience with the persistence of your… digging.”
“So I wanna bond with my new friend, sue me,” she groans, “I just wanna know what you’re about! Plus I’m getting some really… interesting vibes from your relationship with Annalise, and it’s got me asking some equally interesting questions…”
I let out a heavy breath. She has me cornered, here, I revealed too much, underestimated her ability to extrapolate – she already knows the truth, she just wants to hear me say it, I’m sure. And I can’t afford not to get that footage. But at the same time, it’s the spirit of the thing, isn’t it? Maybe she knows, maybe she thinks she knows, and maybe I can find another way to pry that footage out of her.
“I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. Private. Stop prying.”
A hyperbolic groan escapes her.
“Come on, man, will you just talk to me about something? Most people in love can’t wait to talk someone’s ear off, thought it might be a good distraction for you.”
“Then perhaps you’ve read the situation incorrectly.”
“I-…” She catches herself, and lets out a tense breath. “Okay, y’know what, fine, no more prying, gonna be a good little fabricant from now on who does exactly as she’s told.”
Damn, now I’ve upset her.
“…look,” I sigh, “it isn’t that I don’t want to talk to you. I am just under an enormous amount of pressure, and… emotional turmoil. Some things I would just prefer not to touch. I’ve never been good with words.”
A murmured grumble escapes from her.
“…s’pose that’s fair.”
“Now… that said, I really do need access to that footage. …please. It may be the difference between being able to help her and… not.”
She narrows her eyes as she looks to me, and I meet her gaze, certain, focused, and more than a little bit desperate.
“Twist my arm will you with the big pleading eyes, fine,” she mutters, but there’s a fondness under the impatience. I think I’ve managed to patch things up, for now. It’s not far to medical, the halls branching off this central tributary shifting from the earthy tones of the barracks to a sterile white; there are still bodies, here, but it’s not quite on the same level as the graveyard we just left. I’ll take what I can get.
“So she went into one of the automated surgical booths but I took off before I saw her come out, should we… y’know, check there first?”
In case she died in there, I suppose.
“May as well.”
CORA nods, and motions for me to follow, then leads off to the left. We pass various smaller wings, administration, diagnostic, imaging, before eventually reaching one marked ‘self-help’. I resent how that’s phrased. Deeply. The hall beyond is lined with small rooms, sealed doors standing on both sides, glass fogged, obscuring what lies beyond.
“She went into the one at the end, on the right,” CORA says, pointing down the hall, “guess she thought she’d be less likely to be interrupted by a wandering fabricant. There were a lot more of them, at that point, but also a lot less than there were at the beginning. Think they’ve killed each other off for the most part, by now. Some of them group up and some don’t. I don’t get it.”
Her words are starting to fade in my ears. Every step I take toward the end of the hall, the more the tightness in my chest mounts, my head full of static and my ears full of ringing, as my heart hammers, faster and faster. My jaw is tight and my hands are trembling when I reach the booth. I can see red through the fogged glass. A lot of it. I’m starting to panic. 
An interactive display is embedded in the wall next to the door, and I tap ‘open’, then again, when the doors don’t immediately part. CORA says something, but the words are muffled, I don’t register them. I tap the button, over and over, faster and faster, until I hit the screen so hard it cracks. Something erupts inside me. Teeth bared, I hook my fingers into the maintenance access port above the display, and rip the panel out of the wall, screen and all, cables tearing from mounts with a flicker of sparks. CORA stops talking, at the outburst. I just pull the release lever, and slip my fingers into the gap that opens between the doors. Stop shaking, stop shaking. A long, deep breath, calm, steady. It doesn’t help. I need to see. Waiting isn’t going to help me. So I force the doors apart.
My stomach drops, as the stink of iron wafts out.
There’s no body inside, but the floor and operating chair beyond are painted with blood, some of it pooled so thick on the floor that it has yet to fully dry. A spider-like operating robot hangs from the ceiling, and a camera package glints dully as artificial eyes turn to me.
“This booth has not been adequately sanitized,” a calm, artificial voice says from within, “please select another.”
“Who was the most recent patient,” I ask, voice quiet, throat dry.
“Doctor-Patient confidentiality legislation forbids me from revealing that information.”
I want to walk in there and tear the fucking thing from its seatings, but CORA rests a hand on my arm before the furious fantasies gain enough momentum to be acted upon.
“C’mon, let’s… get you that footage,” she says quietly, “we know she walked out of here under her own power. That’s something. Right?”
“Right,” I whisper, “…yeah. Yeah, right. Show me the way.”
Visibly shaken, CORA nods to a concealed door, at the very end of the hallway. I can’t tell if she’s more alarmed by what we found in the operating room, or by how aggressively I’d snapped. There’s a flicker of motion behind a slot in the wall as CORA approaches, and the mechanism seems to recognize her, as the door recesses from the wall panels and whispers open. The space beyond is tiny, a cubby sunk into the wall, between the end of this hall and whatever room lies beyond, packed to bursting with displays and computer equipment, with a small chair centered in what little space remains. I suppose I understand now why CORA is built so small.
“Right,” CORA says, climbing into her chair, “let’s see what the Silver Tides saw.”
She taps in something on the keyboard as the displays come to life, then hammers the backspace key, and tries again. I lean in, resting a hand on the framework supporting the array of six displays, and CORA pauses, glancing nervously over her shoulder.
“You gotta loom over me like that?”
“I want to see clearly.”
“Suppose that’s fair…” she mutters, and hammers in a few more commands, as the lower central display lists logs in strings of dense, incomprehensible text, a language only CORA can read.
“Rough date and time… camera… M S… sixteen?” She glances over her shoulder, squinting at the surgical booth. I avoid looking at it. “…yeah. Sixteen. Array, time bracket…”
She taps enter, and the five surrounding displays come to life, all showing a grainy, fisheyed view of the booth, shot from overhead. The one on the bottom right shows the booth already stained with blood.
“Okay, sample five too late, dialing in,” CORA murmurs to herself, and taps in a new series of commands. The displays flicker as they refresh, and now, the latter three all show the booth in its current state, while the first has it empty, and the second is blacked out. ‘This Space Left Blank to Protect Patient Confidentiality’ is printed in bold white. “Sample one. Scrubbing.” Another command hammered in, and all six displays work in concert to form a single compound screen, the scene of the booth made large across them. CORA rests her fingers on a knob and starts to slowly, delicately turn, and the grainy flickering in the image accelerates, as the footage is sped up. Then, all at once, she’s there.
“Stop,” I blurt.
“I know, I saw it,” CORA mutters, and turns the knob back a few degrees, until the figure has vanished from the frame once again. Then, she taps ‘play’, and I watch. The audio is compressed and distorted as Annalise stumbles heavily into the booth, footsteps unsteady and plodding, shape concealed in the dark bulk of a shielded pressure suit. Her right arm hangs limp, and blood taps to the tile underfoot. Then she speaks, her voice muffled by the suit, barely audible. She’s panting for breath.
“…seal… seal up behind me, purge and cycle the atmosphere… radiological contaminant protocol.”
“Alert. Scans detect an imperfect seal. You may be subject to-”
“I know what I’m doing.”
“Understood. Please do not remove your pressure suit until you are given the all clear.”
Air starts to escape the booth with a loud hiss, a noise that’s reduced to crackling by the poor-quality microphone doing the recording. Annalise slumps against the nearest wall and sinks to the floor, her good hand fumbling open a pouch on her suit, and fishing out patch after patch, slapping one after another to her helmet’s faceplate.
“If something went through that plate those patches won’t hold for long in a vacuum,” I murmur, “what’s she doing…”
CORA shakes her head.
“If the booth is cycling the atmosphere they wouldn’t need to. The fix just has to hold for a few seconds of low pressure. I’m more worried about exposure, the suit’s breached, she could be in trouble if irradiated air got inside.”
“It doesn’t look catastrophic. We’d see the damage if she were in any real danger.”
CORA shoots me an uncertain look, but she doesn’t reply, and the recording continues. The sound of the hiss slowly fades as the pressure drops, and Annalise watches her bad arm, her good hand raised high, patch in palm, waiting for the right moment – then she sees a jet of something escape, air and misted blood, and she slaps the patch over the breach. The audio has gone dead by now, so I can't hear any noise she made, but it clearly hurt, the way she hunches around it, curling up a little tighter. She sits there, for a while, in silence. Then the air rushes back in, so sudden and loud it’s almost percussive, and the AI voice chimes in.
“Atmospheric purge complete. However, scans have detected [significant trauma]. I advise that you take a seat and allow the automated systems to undress you rather than attempting to remove your clothing yourself.”
Annalise doesn’t reply, she just reaches up to the seat’s nearest arm rest, and takes a swipe at it, fingertips just narrowly missing, then she pushes off the wall, and manages to catch it on the second attempt. She leans on it, heavily, uses it to drag herself to her feet, and slumps into the seat almost as quickly as she’s upright. I can see her face, here, through the helmet’s plate. 
She looks so horribly tired, one eye concealed by the patches on her helmet, but the other is sunken and distant, unfocused. Her skin is caked with dried blood, loose strands of hair caught in it, clinging to her face. I’ve never seen her so unhappy. Then the machine’s limbs unfurl, glinting and blurry as they pass over the lens, too close to be focused upon, and the footage flickers to black. ‘Procedure in Progress’, flashes on the display, then, ‘This Space Left Blank to Protect Patient Confidentiality’. They alternate, back and forth, back and forth.
“Gonna… scrub through this,” CORA murmurs, and scrolls the footage forward, until the black suddenly gives way to the booth, its floor drenched in blood. Annalise lies on the chair, now flattened out to become an operating table, unconscious and beneath a sheet. She still looks like shit, seems like this machine doesn’t have the capacity to clean up the room – or her face. Her head is bandaged, heavily, gauze bound over one eye, and it’s blotted with smudges of red, where blood is starting to soak through. It’s reasonable to assume that she didn’t keep it. My fingers tighten around the bit of frame I’m hanging on to, fingertips curling in, as the desire to crush something mounts.
Her remaining eye opens, slowly, tired, bleary, uncertain, as if she doesn’t quite know where she is.
“Greetings, patient. Please state ‘yes’ if you can understand me.”
“…yes,” Annalise whispers, voice hoarse.
“You required [extensive corrective surgery] and [three] units of blood. Please avoid further instances of [industrial accident] for the sake of your longevity and ongoing health.”
Her remaining eye drifts closed for a moment, a faint little smile tugging at her lips as a weak laugh escapes her. I don’t know what she thinks is so funny.
“Can I move?” she asks.
“Inadvisable but possible. Only in case of emergency.”
“Welp,” she grunts, sitting up, “I’d say this-…”
As the sheet slips from her body, it reveals the thin white garment beneath, stapled at the back and already stained with the blood of concealed surgical sites. It also reveals the place where her right arm has been amputated, mid-bicep. My breath catches in my throat.
“Ohh Luna,” CORA sighs. Annalise just stares, blinking, at the place her hand should be, as if she doesn’t quite believe it – and when it connects, her eye goes wide, her face twists, and she sobs through her teeth a sharp little wail of shock and deep, abject horror. Her hand goes to her face, covering her mouth as her breathing goes shallow and she starts to shake, continuing to stare in disbelief, as if willing it to be un-true.
“You are beginning to [hyperventilate]. Would you like a [sedative]?”
“Don’t touch me-”
Annalise scrambles out from under the surgical machine, falling from the chair and landing hard on the tile floor beneath.
“You appear to have fallen outside the range of my assistance. Would you like me to contact a crew member to help you?”
“LEAVE ME ALONE,” Annalise shouts, voice shrill with panic, “…just… leave me…”
And she curls up into a tight little ball on the floor, sobbing into her knees.
“That’s enough,” I whisper, my voice quiet past the tightness in my throat.
“Wait, we can get more out of this.”
Despair boils into rage.
“She lost her dominant hand, her best shot at survival is gone with it, what’s the point in watching her suffer more than we already have,” I snap, jaw tight and eyes sharp.
“Hey, easy! Thought you’d wanna exhaust any possibility that she’s still alive, right!? Might as well check. Luna.”
She’s right. She’s right. I need to calm the fuck down, keep my head. Deep breaths, long, deep breaths.
“…I apologize. Continue,” I murmur, and Cora nods. She sharply twists the scrubbing knob, and the footage lurches through Annalise picking herself up, and putting her suit back on. She’s unsteady on her feet as she walks out of the booth.
“Okay, okay, one sec,” CORA murmurs. Keystrokes click beneath her fingertips in a flurry, and the six screens are divided among different cameras, observing different portions of medical. The knob is twisted again, and I see Annalise’s suited form lurch once more, seeming to rush down the ‘self-help’ hall and out into another wing.
“She went to the dispensary, self-medicating?” CORA asks.
“Maybe,” I reply, struggling to keep my voice steady, “she’s… tough. One of those people who seem unstoppable. Even at her weakest, following surgery, she would always be pushing herself, finding workarounds so she wouldn’t have to give things up.”
“…she had a lot of surgeries?” CORA murmurs, shooting me an inquisitive glance. I wince. Things slipping out under stress.
“That’s classified, I’m sorry. I’ve already said too much.”
“Classified, huh,” she muses, but lets it drop, adjusting the cameras to a set within the dispensary. One spots her stumbling down a hall, and another sees her emerge near a surgical pharmacy, whose lock she forces with a small prybar. She starts to rifle through shelf after shelf of medication, as if she knows exactly what she’s looking for, and when she finds it, it’s clear, her hand darting forward to snatch up a little bottle of clear liquid, holding it close, so she can read the label. CORA scrubs forward again, and when we resume, she’s on the far side of the counter, carefully feeding a syringe through a port in her suit, at the thigh.
“Thaaaat’s it,” I can hear her say through the helmet, as she pulls the syringe and dumps it in a sharps bin on the wall, “okay… okay.”
She rises to her feet, testing her balance as she hops from side to side, and she seems a bit more steady.
“Yeah. That’s it. Come on. COME ON. I can do this. I can still do this. I can. I CAN!!”
And she pounds the counter, beating a closed fist against it five, six times, screaming something into her helmet I can’t make out, teeth bared, eyes wild.
“THAT’S MORE LIKE IT!!” she roars, “COME ON!! I’M NOT DEAD YET YOU MOTHERFFFFUCKERS!!” 
What the hell did she take? I ponder for a moment, but as she hurries out of the dispensary and back down the hall, I decide it doesn’t matter. As long as it can carry her to the bridge, I figure she can take whatever she damn well likes.
“Girl’s tough as nails,” CORA laughs dryly, “loses an arm, an eye, Luna knows what else, then just shoots up on something and keeps on truckin’. I’d be shocked if she didn’t make it to the bridge after seeing that.”
“But I can’t help but wonder how many more parts she left behind along the way,” I murmur, “come on. We’ve seen everything worth seeing here, the more time we waste the worse things get.”

      ***
I know I should be pleased with our progress when we enter hydroponics, but mostly I’m just happy to be out of medical. The further I am from the memory, from seeing Annalise scream and sob in uncertain fear and horror, the better. I know I’ll need to confront it, in the end. If everything goes to plan, and we go home together, her body will bear the marks of her suffering here, and there will be no ignoring it. She will need help. But I’m content to put it off. Right now, all I need to do is reach the bridge, and I embrace that simplicity. It helps me feel like I have some kind of control over the situation.
Hydroponics is strange, eerie, towering banks of blooming and flowering colour, spilling over from sterile white planters and reaching for some kind of sun, only to meet the glass containing them to their designated little boxes. It hasn’t been broken, even now. An insurmountable and incomprehensible obstacle to the living things within. A voice booms through the air, echoing over such distance that it has been rendered inarticulate, a murmur recognizable as speech, but incomprehensible. Somehow it all makes the place feel more sterile, still, than medical. I don’t like it.
‘CERHA. Have anything?’
The contact surprises me, and I cast CORA a brief glance before responding to Control.
‘I haven’t reached Annalise,’ I reply, ‘but I have an update on her condition and possible location.’
There’s a rustling of paper.
‘Alright. Go,’ Control says.
‘My contact aboard was able to describe a little about her activities prior to Fosphage contact. She was interacting with the command staff, and may have been assisting to reduce tensions aboard, when an attempt to enter the exclusion zone using FTL was made. The parasite boarded shortly after, possibly during, and everything went to hell. It seems as if she was caught out in the open, as-…’
The bloodstained surgical booth, her body, so very small, curled up as she sobs into her knees, the sound of that horrified scream… I have to force a lump back down my throat.
‘…my contact was able to pull security footage, from medical. She needed extensive surgery, including the amputation of her right arm. I don’t believe she was exposed, not fatally, as all footage we saw showed her in a shielded pressure suit. Last known location was medical, two days ago. She took some sort of stimulant after surgery and continued back toward the bridge.’
‘Luna help us, do you think she actually made it?’ Control asks, horror in her voice.
‘I don’t know. But according to my contact, hostile fabricant numbers have tapered off in recent days. If she was still alive two days ago, then her odds for survival are reasonably high. My current operating assumption is that the lockdown was initiated in response to her return to the bridge.’
‘I hope you’re right.’
She’s quiet for a moment.
‘Listen I’d like to run a remote pattern stability scan. It’s a bit overdue, I would have run one after your initial close brush with the parasite but I’ve been hoping to keep from interfering with your work, considering how time critical it is. However, I feel it’s pertinent to ensure you’re staying fighting fit.’
I frown.
‘If we’ve put it off this long surely we can just wait it out. I have work to do.’
‘It shouldn’t interfere, you can keep moving while I take a look. Unless you’re in active danger…?’
‘…no. I’m currently secure.’
‘Good. Then please adjust your receiver to two-three-nine-point-seven.’
I just hope CORA doesn’t notice, as I adjust my internal frequency.
It hits me like a physical object, noise, the chittering screech of modulated data, a strange tone that seems to warp and bend, uncontent with a single note, and my vision floods with text, arcane symbols I don’t recognize-


I can’t find her. 
Sometimes she rises late, but it’s not my place to press her, and her bedroom is off limits, so I typically content myself with housework – I clean, I prepare breakfast, I look over her itinerary and ensure nothing conflicts, but today, she never came. Breakfast is long cold, and I’ve searched everywhere else in the apartment. Now I’m left standing outside her bedroom door, fingernails biting into my palms. I know I’m not meant to go here, it’s not my place, I work with her, I serve her, I don’t-…
Enough. I have no choice. What if she’s had a complication from one of her procedures? What if she didn’t have enough time to reach the panic button? What if she had a seizure or an aneurysm in her sleep? I have to. I have to. So I bite down on my fear, and I open the door.
Beyond lies a room, a world I have never seen, a bed large enough for two, sheets rumpled, a dozen pill bottles resting on the bedside table, alongside a glass partially filled with water. The closet stands open, some clothes scattered. She is not here, and it seems as if she left in a hurry. What if she was abducted? The realization sets panic in motion, and I straighten my jacket as I hurry downstairs. I have no choice, I have to go to security, I have to let Fleetops know she’s in danger, or could be – but just as I’m reaching for the handle to open the front door, I see the note, taped to the inside surface. Gently, I reach up, and pluck it from the surface.

‘Sarah,
I apologize for the scare this morning must have given you, but it was necessary. If I’d been entirely open with you about what I planned to do, you would have talked me out of it, maybe even tried to stop me; but even knowing that we may not have found ourselves on the same side, I can’t stand the thought of you going on without knowing the truth, left wondering. I’ve gone to the moonward rim, to a ship called ‘Upon Silver Tides’. There’s something there I need to find, so I can believe that any of us have a future. Please don’t follow me. I know we only worked together, but I want you to know that you were always my best friend. I hope we can see each other again, when this is all over. Maybe I could take you to dinner, to thank you for everything you’ve done for me.
-Annalise’

My heart plunges, my gut twists, the note starts to crumple as my fingers tighten around it – but I force myself to stop, to let go, and gently set it down on the kitchen table. It’s far too precious to destroy. I’m hurt, I’m confused, I’m afraid, I’m so worried for her it makes me feel as if I need to vomit, but… something lingers, under all of it, a subtle hint of dissociation, like part of me is stepping back, and cocking her head. As if having watched a movie with the scenes out of order.


And when I look up from the table, I’m in hydroponics, a part of it I don’t recognize. Plants spill over, here, narrow walkways winding among troughs of earth set along the walls, green rising tall as if the vessel is, here, pretending to be jungle. CORA is nowhere to be seen. I contact Control immediately.
‘There you are. Report,’ she says, voice sharp.
‘Control. I think I lost time.’
‘…hm. Well that’s concerning,’ she mutters, ‘is this the first time this has happened since arriving aboard the Silver Tides?’
‘Yes.’
‘Okay, just going to run down a quick sanity check, make sure you’re still all there. Okay? You have a moment?’
I take a deep breath, trying to steady the mounting sense of panic in the pit of my stomach.
‘Yes. I’m safe,’ I reply.
‘First question: do you remember what you’re here to do?’
‘Of course. Find Annalise. Bring her home.’
There’s a momentary pause.
‘Good, good. Second question: who is Annalise to you?’
‘My charge, it’s my duty to keep her safe.’
A dissatisfied grumble comes through the line.
‘Not just professionally, CERHA, personally, what’s your relationship outside your duties to the Fleet?’ she asks, a sort of patient tension in her voice. I blink. Seems like a strange question to ask.
‘…we’re friends,’ I reply, ‘that’s all. Good friends, but… just friends.’
Another silence. This one goes on for a while, so long that it’s a relief when she speaks again.
‘Okay, everything checks out,’ Control says, ‘clean bill of health. If this happens again, let me know immediately. Okay?’
‘Of course, Control.’
‘Good. Now get your bearings and keep moving.’
And the line cuts. Right, my bearings. Landmarks. I suppose my best shot is looking for the section with the tall glass-shielded farms, but as I cast a glance around, they’re nowhere to be seen, either I’m in a completely different section of hydroponics, or they’re concealed behind the density of fruit-laden trees and other crawling and hanging greenery. Nothing for it but to wander, for a while, at least until I find something I can use to identify my position. So wander I do.
It’s not my place to wonder at the purpose of the halls I drift through, but this place, with its grid pattern of trees and footpaths and the earthy scent of wood, leaf, and dirt, it calls to mind an attempt to recapture things lost long ago, the beauty of woodlands, and the natural outdoors. I never saw it, of course. Earth was a memory long before the days of fabricants. But I wonder if this is enough, for the humans. I wonder if it gives them joy.
“Oh thank fuck there you are.”
I glance sharply to the source of the sound, only to see CORA, jogging closer.
“Gave me a fucking start,” she laughs weakly, “what did you see? You wandered off when my back was turned, thought the… parasite might’ve got ya, or something.”
Lie. Quickly. Anything.
“I… apologize,” comes out hesitantly, as I scramble, “I thought I saw a…” THINK. “Fabricant.”
“Another security print?” CORA asks.
“No, a worker, a MOUS. I don’t think I was… right, though. The light and shadow in here, it’s…”
I trail off, my gaze lingering on the dappled pattern on the path underfoot, watching as it shifts, as gaps between leaves open and close with the rustling of the trees on the little rushes of drafty air that sometimes rush through the open space.
“…fucky, yeah,” CORA says.
“Not how I would’ve put it, but yes.”
“Well the good news is that the MOUS units aren’t very good in a fight. They can throw a punch better than a human but they’re not neeeearly as strong as those SELCIs that wanted to say hi earlier, so even if you did see something, we’re probably not in trouble.” Her eyes flick downward, and she blinks, frowning subtly, as if she’s seen something that confuses her. “…hey where’d you find a new Fleetops jacket?”
Something cold runs through my veins as I look down at myself, and see a fresh jacket, in pristine white. No knife damage, no oxidant stains.
I can’t explain that.
“Checked a locker. Got lucky. You might’ve had a spy onboard.”
CORA looks at me sidelong, her eyes narrowing, but I don’t look away, I can’t, I need to sell that it’s the truth, even as fear mounts in the back of my head, where did this jacket come from… but then CORA shrugs, and she turns away.
“This way dummy. Found a sealed bulkhead before you, come help.”
To my chagrin, it isn’t far. Left, forward, right, three blocks forward, then left again, and there it is, rising from the foliage with a suddenness so sharp it’s almost startling: a barricade, formed from discarded furniture, welded into an open doorframe. A plasma torch is sitting, discarded, on the floor.
“You already tried to get through?” I ask, kneeling to pick up the torch.
“Yeeaaaah,” she says with a sheepish grin, “look this stuff just isn’t in my script, and you carry that tool kit around… seem to know about maintenance overrides and stuff… so since you’re a MOUS in disguise, can you get this down?”
It’s a simple torch, and a crude barricade. Won’t be an issue. I tweak the cutter’s settings, then pull the trigger, and the plasma flame sparks to life with a searing, hissing rush. I give my eyes a moment to adapt, pupils dilating in, balancing light and dark in anticipation of the work to come, then I take the flame to the clumsy, shaky welds, and with a shower of sparks, I go about undoing the builder’s work.
“…if you took time off for the Messiah’s funeral that has not yet been reported…” the PA echoes through the artificial forest, “…please report your missed shift within two weeks or they may be marked as an unauthorized…”
The message echoes to silence as I work.
“So were you there?” CORA asks.
“Mn? Where?”
“The funeral. Like in person. Since you’re from the core, right?”
Flickers of the day rush into the mind’s eye. A thousand thousand people, so many the crowds blur to static, in a curved basin, filled with seats. Dizzying. Like the people sweep up and away until they become a wall, towering over me. Tipping. It’s going to fall, to crush me under its weight. Annalise at my side, as untold countless stare up at me, wild hope in their eyes. He stands, a hand on my shoulder, a hand on hers, an insincere grin set into his lips, as she looks to me with worry on her face. ‘Smile. Wave. They need this,’ he whispers, force in his voice. It is not a request.
…why was I there? The question lingers, as fresh now as it was on the day of the funeral. What part do I have to play in the Fleet’s future? Did she find out what they had planned for me? Is that why she left?
“…I’d rather not talk about it,” I murmur.
“So many secrets with you!” CORA groans.
“I’m not keeping secrets I just don’t want to talk about it.”
“Isn’t that just keeping a secret? Not talking about something?”
Stress calcifies, a catalyzing spark converting it to anger.
“You understand the position I’m in here, right?” I snap, glancing sharply to her, before looking back to my work, “my charge is here. Alone. Badly, badly injured. There is a parasite on the ship with her. There are a lot of things I don’t want to think about right now, so back off.”
“Sorry!” she blurts, “sorry. …sorry.”
I let the silence linger for a while, then I keep working. It doesn’t take me long, a few minutes, but I revel in the quiet, and the knowledge that it means CORA is respecting my boundaries for once, but soon, the work is done, and I step aside as the barricade falls… to reveal a keycard-sealed door.
“Oh! Shit, hang on, I know where to find something that’ll get us through that, stay there, don’t wander off again, I’ll be right back.”
And before I can protest, CORA has darted off. I hope she knows what she’s doing. I lean back against the wall, as I wait, and keep my head on a swivel, looking for motion, keeping an eye out for that MOUS unit I didn’t see…
…a shadow. Opposite me, in the wall, lurking behind the foliage. Darker than the shade. Almost like an… opening? That can’t be right. A maintenance passage, maybe, a door left ajar? It could be evidence of recent movement. I push off the wall, a hand lingering at my holster, and I creep closer, bending nearly double to force my way through the foliage as it hooks into my hair and the weave of my uniform, pulling at me like a dozen tiny fingers – but when I push through, and see the wall plainly, instead of a door, I find a hole, neatly cut, as if panels have been pried from the wall and dragged away somewhere, perhaps part of the barricade? 
But beyond, strangely, instead of a dense lattice of pipes, structure, and wiring… lies a tunnel. It’s tight, claustrophobic, cramped but big enough to admit me, and it plunges sharply away into the dark bowels of the ship.
Something tempts me deeper. I can’t quite… quantify it, but I’m sure there’s something for me to find, inside. Another fabricant? A possible threat? I have to know. I have to see. So I push my way inside. The tubes and cables part around me, my body forcing its way past their softness, as if crawling into some living thing, and it’s barely wide enough for me to stand chest-forward, but still, I struggle deeper, clicking my flashlight on. It starts to constrict, as I progress. To tighten. The ceiling lowers. I bend, then I crouch, then I’m forced to hands and knees, as the passage of tubing seems to tighten, tighten…
Then I emerge, tumbling free into a large, open space, large enough that the sound of my landing echoes. I scramble to my feet, instantly alert, panning the flashlight across the space – it’s large, cylindrical, towering, the walls dotted with holes like the one I just tumbled from, it’s impossible, there’s no space for something like this in hydroponics, it doesn’t make sense… but I’m here, all the same, and there, at the chamber’s heart, glints something, lying on the cold steel floor. My light turns to it, as I approach, slowly, carefully, and the closer I get, the clearer it becomes. A data pad. A simple portable computer.
Something is tightening inside me. A deep, instinctive dread. I don’t know if I should touch it. But I’ve come too far not to, haven’t I? Am I just going to turn around and crawl back into my tube? So before I can stop myself, I kneel down, and I scoop it up. On its screen is a simple message.

‘Sarah,
I■ ■ ■ ■ ■ for the scare this morning must have given you, but ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■. If I’d been entirely open with you about what I planned to do, you would have■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■. But ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ I can’t stand the thought of you going on without knowing the truth, left wondering. I’ve gone to the moonward rim, to a ship called ‘Upon Silver Tides’. There’s something there I need to find, so I can believe that any of us have a future. Please don’t follow me. ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■ ■
-Annalise’

…I don’t understand. I recognize the note, I can’t not, but why is so much of it blacked out? There’s something I’m missing here, I can feel it on a deep, intuitive level, a horrible feeling of something slipping away, but I don’t understand what it is I’ve lost. Everything is as it should be. Right?
“Found it!”
I glance up sharply.
I’m leaning on the wall, next to the door, and CORA is trotting up, keycard in hand and grin on face. …was that a hallucination? A dream? Why is it lingering like a rock in the pit of my chest? CORA’s smile fades.
“…hey you okay?”
“Fine,” I whisper, “Let’s just keep moving.”
She looks at me, a lingering, sidelong uncertainty, but she nods, and she swipes the card, opening the way forward. I return to my place at point, and hope the feeling fades.






  
  4: Calenture
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I’m not dismayed when we move on from hydroponics, with its labyrinthine pseudo-jungles and its echoing PA system, though I can’t be sure if I just disliked the space, or if I’m running from what I saw there, and the strange feelings left in the dream’s wake. Will I be chased like this, from stem to stern, always fleeing what lies behind me? Could I really take that? 
“So… y’know, you can be honest with me, right,” CORA says, “I’m not gonna narc on you, you can just tell me you’re dating.”
She’s going for this, again. I’m not sure why the prospect of gossip excites her so much that she’ll feverishly chase a dead end. Maybe if I just ask her why…
“What’s the point of this?” I ask. More impatience creeps into my voice than I’d intended but maybe that’s not a bad thing.
“I dunno, no need to get defensive! Just… got kinda dykey energies off you, that’s all, big strong bodyguard risking life and limb to protect the soft vulnerable human.”
“I’m just fulfilling my function.”
“But are you? Gay?”
My teeth set on edge.
“Why does this matter to you?”
“Because I am too and I just… it’s cool! Y’know! To bump into people like yourself in the wild blue apocalypse, no need to get testy over it. Queer fabricants are super-rare! Like, way, way more rare than queer humans! They try to keep it from happening because it disrupts predictability in function, it’s a whole thing, they think if we start fucking each other we’ll be less efficient so they try to keep us straight and in same-sex groups!”
…I can give her this. If I give her this, maybe she’ll let it go.
“…fine. I prefer women. I experienced an ego-level gender identity malfunction out of the tube and though my chassis was retrofitted to correct it, with as many parts from the female CERHA variant as they could safely install, psychoanalytics wasn't comfortable adjusting the foundational layers of my ego, so my attraction to women remained. You’re right about that much, but you’re not getting anything else.”
CORA grins.
“KNEW IT,” she blurts, ecstatic, “knew it knew it knew it you just radiate service top lesbian.”
“I have no idea what that means,” I sigh.
“Oh, wow, gotta have a chat with Annalise once we find her, you have been deprived.”
There it is again. That assumption. The anger lurches from within me once again, and I don’t even try to restrain it this time. I’ve asked her to let it lie, repeatedly, but she will just not let this go…
“ENOUGH,” I snap, rounding on her as my voice echoes between banks of soil and seed stock, “have some fucking respect or shut up.”
She jolts at the volume of the outburst, and just… stares at me, blinking, for long, agonizing seconds, as the anger fades, and regret has time to set in.
“…something’s changed about you,” she says quietly, “used to be you’d get flustered-quiet, when I brought it up. Now you just get mad. …I don’t get it.”
The feeling is back. That awful nagging impression of a hole in the head. I shake myself out. Just eat it. Take the hit.
“I’m sorry I shouted,” I say, quietly, but CORA just grimaces and shakes her head.
“No I-… was insensitive of me to go digging, after what we saw in medical. …and after you got mad at me in hydroponics. I’ll let it go. Promise. ‘Kay?”
The fading anger in my throat turns into a lump, and suddenly I want to cry without really understanding why. What the fuck is happening to me? I just nod, and turn back to the path, between the marching stacks of storage, as if I moving will help me physically escape the dissociation. This place is numbing, more than anywhere else we’ve passed through so far. A low ceiling, sealed storage towers, and the catwalks winding between them. Clank clank clank. Like walking on a treadmill. I look down into the gaps, sometimes, between the towers and the catwalking we stand on, and the way the ship’s innards plummet away below is almost enough to lurch me back to lucidity. It’s a dizzying fall, a hint at the ship’s true scale, so easily lost in rooms and corridors.
The contents of the towers change, as we walk. We’ve passed out of hydroponics storage and into other raw materials when CORA draws to a halt, nodding to a bit of nearby signage.
“Hey, temp bunks. We should probably rest. You must be exhausted, ‘cos I’m exhausted, and if you boarded today you must’ve been running way longer than I have.”
As she says it, I’m simultaneously reminded of my own exhaustion, and driven to continue by a mounting surge of panic, as if taking the three hours of sleep I actually need will be the hard line between finding Annalise alive and finding her dead. I shake it off. Nonsense. I need to rest. She would want me to rest.
“You’re right,” I reply, and CORA smiles, starting down the off-ramp that leads to the block of sleeping cubicles, where they’re built into the superstructure between two of the storage towers.
“So we doin’ this in shifts or what?”
Bodies have been ever present, slumped in corners and draped over railings, but never as dense as they were in the hind barracks. Reduced threat, but… threat.
“Shifts seems wise. Just in case.”
“Just in case yeah! I can take first shift, you… man to be honest you have not looked good since hydroponics, like you saw a ghost.”
CORA laughs nervously. I’m tempted to say no, to tell her to take first shift, just so I have power over her before she has power over me, but… why would she save my life only to kill me now? Makes no sense.
“Alright. If you’re sure.”
She waves me off, and we slip into one of the cubbies, bolting the door behind us. It’s cramped, barely enough space for us to stand beside the bed, and CORA motions to it, as she slumps to a sitting position in the corner.
“Knock yourself out,” she says with a self-satisfied chuckle, “standard three-hour downtime?”
“That’s correct.”
…she always insisted I sleep longer. I hope my being used to a life of luxury doesn’t cause issues here.
“Alright,” CORA says, as I kick off my boots and lie down, “well, sweet dreams.”
And I close my eyes, letting myself fall into a low-power state.

I emerge from sleep, as I feel something, something I can’t quite place, or understand. A sensation, in my belly. Am I sick? But as I awaken, and my mind clears, I realize with mounting horror that no, it’s something else: a motion, writhing inside me. I try to move, to test my abdomen, to see if it’s as bad as it feels, but I can’t, my arms lie still. My eyes snap open. I’m propped up, staring down at myself, naked, and I can see it, something… squirming, poking against my abdomen from the inside, as if trying to escape. I try to scream, I try to force my arms upward, to press my hands to it, to force it back down, and spare me from the fate I know is coming, but there’s nothing, my body lying slack and empty, as if dead – then it erupts. Tendrils forcing their way outward from along assembly seams. Finding grip and wrenching me open. EPS demiflesh tearing as if it were paper. An explosion of colour, erupting from within me. …flowers. Countless flowers. And they fill the room, and they fill the sky, and they swallow me whole.

I lurch awake with a sound of shock and distress, sitting up so sharply I nearly hit my head on the low ceiling of the bunk cubby – CORA jolts where she sits in the corner, glancing sharply to me.
“Hey! Hey, you okay?” she says, and rises to her feet to cautiously approach.
“Fine,” I blurt, as I curl around the fear like an injured bird, “I’m-… I’m fine. Just a bad dream. …you rest. I’ll take my shift now.”
“Hey, are you sure?” CORA asks as she takes a seat on the bed’s edge, “you didn’t get your three hours.”
“Trust me, I’m not getting back to sleep,” I sigh, and I sit up, stepping into my boots.
“…well… alright.”
And so we trade places. She kicks off her boots and curls up, as I slump to a sitting position in the corner CORA had occupied. She’s out in moments, breathing deeply, but she sleeps restlessly, tossing and turning, tangling herself in her uniform and the sheets besides, but she doesn’t wake.
As for me… I reach under my uniform, and I test my abdomen, pressing my fingers in as firmly as I can stomach, looking for… something. Anything. I find nothing, my body feels as it always has, but the disquiet lingers, as if part of me believes, too strongly to dissuade, that the dream was no dream, but a glimpse of the truth.

      ***
“You’ve been quiet. Since you woke up, I mean. With the… scream, ’n all. Something going on you’re not talking about?”
We’ve only been walking for an hour or so and already, she’s managed to pierce my defenses, exposing the soft, vulnerable truth. There are no words for how much I resent it, but… maybe talking about it will help, particularly now that she’s decided to leave my boundaries where they lie.
“…that… dream. It’s been sticking with me,” I say.
“Huh. You wanna talk about it or is it like… that super personal kind of awful?”
The urge to withdraw lurches again, shrieking at me for considering a moment of open vulnerability, but I fight past it.
“…I dreamed that I was lying in bed, paralyzed. I was looking down at myself, like something had propped up my head because it wanted me to see, and lying there, I watched something… burst, from inside my abdomen. Colour and vines and flowers. And now part of me is convinced there’s something in there, that the dream was prescient, or warning. I know there can’t be, I know it makes no sense, but…”
I trail off, as CORA’s eyes subtly widen, her gaze turning away from me while we walk.
“You uh… we could… go back to medical, y’know. Give you a scan, make sure everything’s okay?”
“No.”
The lurch toward the negative is too sudden to be rational – on some level, I think I must be afraid of what a medical imager would show me, even as I flounder and rationalize.
“No, it’s not worth turning back over a dream. I’m fine. She needs us more than I need peace of mind.”
CORA’s eyes turn to me, and linger, an uncertainty deep and heavy in her gaze. I don’t meet her eyes. Not an inch given, not a shred of vulnerability shown. If she sees it then it’s real.
“Okay. If you’re sure,” she says, and we keep going. It’s not all that long before we reach another bulkhead, this one sealed, and marked ‘Life Support Core’. We must have spent six hours, just walking through storage. I try not to think about the scale of this ship. I try not to imagine scouring its entire bulk for Annalise, deck by deck, but I will, if I have to. CORA swipes the keycard that got us out of Hydroponics, and sure enough, the doors part. Immediately, I can hear motion, the churning of machines, the rushing of air. No, more. Sprinting bootsteps. Unsteady, clanging against catwalking. I hold up a hand.
“Motion, ahead,” I breathe, as I draw my gun with my off hand. CORA lowers her stance immediately, eyes focusing.
“…you uh… wanna lead?” she asks, eyes flicking between me, my gun, and the door. I let out a breath.
“I suppose that makes sense.”
And so, gripping the rail pistol with both hands, I slip into the space beyond. It’s dark, in here. Strange. A low wall separates me from the machinery of a Rothcliffe turbine beyond, but its motion is visible in shadowplay that spills over its edge, cast against the wall overhead; components I can’t name whirling through the air, gyrating strangely and serenaded by servo buzzing. But then the machines hitch, and the sound of something wetly tearing fills the air. I can feel my hackles instinctively raise, as I wonder if that was a body, thrown upon the whirling machinery.
Then I hear it again. And again. I see the machinery hitch, the shadow on the wall frozen for a moment, trembling, a metallic creaking filling the air as the engine strains – then the obstruction parts, with a sickening crunch, and its motion resumes. 
“What the fuck is that!?” CORA blurts. I just start to run, brushing past cleanroom trappings that part around me with rubberized stiffness, and I emerge into the observation deck beyond just in time to watch another fabricant fling herself into the machinery below, through a gap torn in the flimsy safety net. I lock eyes with her as she falls. I see animal wildness in her gaze, like a deer in headlights. Teeth exposed from where she’s chewn her own lips off. Then she’s gone, body breaking around a swiftly-rotating beam and tumbling into machinery further down. The whirling device bears the evidence of previous suicides, torn shreds of fabric and flesh clinging to machine-teeth, oxidant smeared on cold metal.
“They’re trying to shut down life support,” I shout over the machine’s noise, “come on! We need to keep them out of the other turbines!”
“You go! I’ll lock the door behind us!”
I just nod, and bolt, sprinting for the nearest door leading into the next turbine chamber and pulling the maintenance override the moment I see it wants a keycard. I hear voices from beyond, as I start to force the door open. Fabricants. Feverish chanting, babbling, they talk over each other, even as they all say the same thing: ‘Everything is fine. Everything is fine. Everything is fine.’ 
And as the doors surrender to my gloved hands, parting widely enough for me to force myself through, I see them, a dozen at least, surrounding the opening into the turbine below and clawing their hands red with oxidant as they try to tear through the metal safety net. This turbine seems undamaged, thank Luna. One of them looks to me as I enter, and turns, movement stiff, shambling. There’s almost nothing left of her face. Just clumps of demiflesh clinging to ceramic bone, grey uniform drenched red down the chest from her bleeding head. 
She forces out a few words, that I barely understand past the damage: “My function can be completed. Everything is fine.” I watch her sway as she stumbles away from the net, oxidant tapping to the deckplates in an unsteady rhythm, and she starts to approach. “Can you hear it? Can you hear the music?”
I know better than to answer. I raise my gun, and shoot the fabricant in the head. It punches a neat hole cleanly through, and the fabricant drops, but to my shock, none of the others turn, or even seem to notice. They just keep clawing, and frantically chanting. A small mercy, I suppose. So I go about my grisly work, and follow the circle around, putting them down, one after another. It doesn’t quite sit right, killing so many fabricants, mostly defenseless MOUS maintenance units, but I have no rational choice, I know that. Not if anyone on this ship is going to survive. Even the meat of their bodies has become a weapon now, in the arsenal of whatever distant puppetmaster is so determined to see the Silver Tides sink.
The door to the next turbine has been bowled through, stained red, and as I pass through, I can picture the fabricants I had just killed, piling upon it and each other until it buckled under the weight. There are none here, but the safety net is torn wide and peeled inward, and the Rothcliffe turbine is faltering, still turning, but unevenly, as it fights to churn past the gristle far below, binding its blades. It’s more or less useless now, but two operational turbines should be enough, at least until I evacuate Annalise. I hope. I push through the sterile prep-room, and into the antechamber beyond, where I see the door out of life support, jaws impotently gumming at the leg of a fallen corpse. Must be how the fabricants got in. At least it’s still intact, it means we can seal life support up behind us.
I hear CORA stumble to a halt behind me, gasping for breath, as I consider removing the body.
“What in Luna’s grace did we just see,” she pants out, “I don’t-… that wasn’t in any fucking parasite briefing, man! That was coordinated! They are working together and trying to kill everyone on this ship, what the fuck is happening!?”
I look to her, then motion for her to follow, as I start for the door.
“All it means is that you’re right, there’s an unknown factor at play,” I reply, “either they’re networked, somehow, collectively making decisions via some rarely-used frequency, or they’re being externally manipulated. It might be your music, it might be something else. Luna knows.”
I pick my way over the corpse as the doors start to open, and CORA hops after me with a shiver and a grimace.
“I hate how you say ‘externally manipulated’ like it doesn’t open a whole new can of deeply awful questions. What if it’s neither? What if something has been done to them, and they all just… want everything to end? That one was talking about her function, right, what if that’s the root of it? What if they’ve all been made to believe their function is futile?”
The sour look on her face only deepens as I take the dead crewman by the lapels and haul his body out from between the doors, which promptly, and to my enormous relief, re-seal, lights snapping to ‘locked’ red.
“I don’t think speculating does us much good right now,” I say, turning to her, “as far as I’m concerned, all that matters is staying alive long enough to locate Annalise, then getting her – and us – off this ship. We don’t understand what we’re up against, no, but we did just manage to keep them from destroying the life support core. We have bought ourselves time. So I’m going hold on to that, and any other victories we manage to win along the way. We can ask our questions later.”
CORA nods, quickly, shallowly, and she casts an anxious glance back to the now-sealed door, the motion brief and furtive, like she’s afraid it’s looking back. I focus on looking ahead, into this new space we’ve found ourselves in. It’s dark, poorly lit by the harsh glow of industrial lamps overhead, a harsh interplay of light and dark cast against the scuffed brown paint coating almost everything, worn through at handrails and along paths underfoot to reveal the dark metal beneath. This is not a place for civilians; even more so, it seems, than the cold sterility of the life support core. But as we take in this bleak place, CORA perks up, as if remembering something.
“Oh! Oh we’re in maintenance!” she blurts, “The lockdown disabled all the tram lines but they might have reset since you reset the computer, and when the tram system resets the cars go here!”
A cautious hope rises in my chest, but I try to keep it under control. This is a long shot, but if it works… I motion to her.
“Please. Lead on.”
She beams, and glances around until she finds a ramp leading down.
“Here, c’mon,” she says, starting for it, “we gotta go down, way down, there are elevators usually but the reset will have taken them out until maintenance can get ahold of them. Which… they never will, but…”
A small, weak laugh escapes her, a forced joviality layered atop concealed bitterness. The sugar coating the pill. I think on some level, she’s mourning this place, even as she can seem carefree, in the moment to moment. Like the smile helps her forget. I wonder if it works.
The ramp down is shallow and grippy, doubling back and back and back again, looping upon itself, suspended down a narrow shaft. It’s only illuminated every few turns, so the dark mounts, the shadows lengthen, and I prepare for darkness, only for the light to startle and blind. Somehow I forget it’s coming, every time. Down and down we go. Down and down and down. It feels like a long way, too far, without any pauses, or landings, or ways off.
“Have we taken a wrong turn?” I ask, my voice echoing hollowly in the tight shaft.
“Everything seems fine to me,” CORA replies.
“Mn. Have a sense of how much further we’ll need to descend?”
“Everything seems fine to me.”
The repetition, same tone, same cadence… have I upset her somehow? Is this her way of stonewalling? Perhaps I aught to leave her to her space, then. Fortunately, I’m not left to wait much further, as a few turns further, deep into a dark zone, we finally reach a landing, and CORA steps off. I can’t help but let out a sharp little laugh of relief. It’s been a hell of a climb. I look back to the shaft, from the hall beyond, hoping to look up, get a sense of how far we descended.
I find myself staring at an unmarked wall, curved reinforcing braces and cabling resting in the holes bored for it to pass. No door, no ramp, no shaft. I blink. Am I hallucinating again? Or have I just lost time without realizing it? Maybe the shaft happened, before, or… maybe I dreamed it, entirely.
“CERHA?” CORA asks drawing to a halt and casting a cautious glance my way, as I examine the wall. What do I say? What can I? Admitting I’m seeing things and losing time might lead her to my receiver, and if she finds out I’ve lied… I suppose the mystery will have to stand for now. I shake myself out, as if having lost myself in my own head.
“I apologize, lost focus for a moment. I’m alright.”
CORA seems to calm, and smiles.
“Yeah it’s not exactly the most stimulating scenery down here eh? Brain’s gotta wander or you go a little insane, that’s what I learned in my life as a CORA unit! Come on, we’re not far.”
And she leads me up to a set of heavy double doors marked ‘Car Exam’, before gesturing to it, with a sweeping motion.
“Go on, pop it, do the thing.”
“I could teach you how, it isn’t difficult,” I reply, as I kneel down and pull the panel, “here, just watch. You can ID the panel with this little gap, enough to fit fingers inside.” I offer her the panel to examine, and she gingerly takes it, as if she’s afraid she might break it. “Then this lever underneath.”
“With the big triangular gripper-handle? Like a shovel?” she asks, and I nod, as I take the handle, and pull.
“It’ll put up some… resistance,” I grunt as I fight it, but eventually, it pulls open, and the seal between the doors breaks, with a muted ‘hiss’ of passing air. “And there, see, the gap.”
“Uhuh!” CORA says, setting the plate aside, “then you just cram your fingers in there and hope it doesn’t change its mind and chop ’em clean off?”
…that’s an image. I try not to think about it too much as I force my hands into the gap and pry the doors open.
“Exactly. There you go.”
“Wow. Easier than I expected.”
The space beyond is wide, vast, a window into a great yawning shaft that runs the length of the ship, wind howling from its darkness as subtle differences in pressure and temperature send air scrambling to equalize. I can see the rails, here, the various lines, hanging from overhead, meshing and intersecting, I can see the secondary rail and the extractor used to pull cars in need of maintenance, I can see the bays where cars might have been examined… all of it is empty. There’s no way to use the tram line from here.
“…well… son of a bitch, I guess it was worth a shot,” CORA sighs, “the cars must still be in storage, at the back of the ship. They were sent there as part of the lockdown.”
Back. Back the way we came. I blink, turning slowly to her, with mounting horror in my chest. Her eyes widen.
“Hey hey no! No we couldn’t have! Okay? Don’t… flip out, deep breaths. ‘Kay? Storage can only be accessed from below, like, via the reactor bay. We would’ve had to go back through cargo to access those tram cars and nobody wants to be there, that’s where the parasite came aboard. As far as I’m concerned the entire rear underbelly is a no-go zone, that’s where it’s hunkered down, or where it has been, so… steer clear. Mark my words. And hell even if we got back there we may not have been able to get them back on the rails, it might be… like… a bridge thing, or a security thing. A bit outside my ken, I’m not a MOUS.”
I take a deep breath, as suggested. Calm. Panic does not help Annalise.
“Alright. So what’s our next move?” I ask, stepping out into the maintenance bay and peering down the vast rail tunnel, “could we just follow the line to the ship’s nose?”
“We could but it’s not for people. It’s possible we’d run into some kind of obstruction we wouldn’t be able to circumvent.”
“…you’re aware what we’ll have to pass through next, right? Could it possibly be worse?”
CORA looks to me, frowning, blinking – then the oxidant runs from her face.
“…oh. Main barracks,” she whispers, “ohhh no, no I have my ways around that.”
A shrill laugh escapes her.
“Trust me, you do not want to go straight through.”
“Can I use those ways of yours?” I ask, and the diminutive fabricant squints up at me, fidgeting with the loose edge of one of her Foster patches, picking at it like an old band-aid.
“…nuh. Don’t think so. Big Class One, I doubt you’d fit.”
I nod.
“Right, I’ll have to go EVA then.”
CORA goes even more taut, shoulders tightening and arms squeezing in, like she’s huddling away from the cold.
“…bad idea. Bad bad idea. Trust me, you don’t want to be exposed to Luna without a hull protecting you, not this close.”
Is she right or is she paranoid? If she’s so afraid of the prospect, even with no receiver, what could such a thing do to me? But do I really have a choice? I can’t fit through whatever maintenance passageways she’s planning to scurry through, the tram tunnel could well be a dead end… I think I have to risk it.
“You’ve got a look on your face like you’re going to do the stupid thing,” CORA sighs.
“I don’t have any other good options.”
“Maybe we should just… wait until we can take a look at the barracks before we do anything hasty, y’know? Maybe it’s not that bad! Maybe things have chilled out a bit since I last went through there!”
It’s possible she’s right. At absolute minimum, it’s worth the time to check.
“Alright then. This is your ship, lead on.”
And so with a visibly-relieved nod, she turns back from the maintenance bay. To my frustration, she leads us forward, rather than back, taking a different route up toward the ship’s spine, one that also leads toward the bow. It makes sense, of course it makes sense, but I suppose I’ll have to make my peace with never knowing what exactly I experienced on the journey down to the tram tunnel. With any luck and Luna’s mercy, it won’t wind up mattering.

      ***
Things don’t look good.
Bodies are strewn against the walls in such a way that suggests defenders pulled them aside to clear the floor so they could keep fighting, and the doors themselves have been breached, welded closed, breached again, then welded closed again. They are bowed inward, rails having torn through the siding of the wall rather than the doors coming off the rails, but some valiant effort was made to bend them partially back into alignment, and they now hang awkward, off-kilter, heavy beams of structural stock welded askance across them in place of a crossbar. There was a window, through one of the panels. It’s now shattered, a jagged maw, opening into absolute, pitch darkness, through which I can only hear the faint suggestion of motion, and the steady drip of fluid. All I can hope is that one of the water distribution channels is leaking.
“Okay,” CORA says quietly, “…yeah. That looks real bad.”
“Mn. Even if I could get through that bulkhead, I don’t think I would. I’m taking an airlock.”
“Man I don’t know about this,” CORA sighs, “the only airlock anywhere near here is moonward, you won’t even have the bulk of the ship protecting you. If you follow through, mark my words, I’m expecting you to come back in chanting ‘everything is fine’.”
A quick survey of the local signage points me to the airlock in question, and I get to walking.
“Do you have an alternative?” I ask over my shoulder.
“No!” she calls after me, “just be careful, I dunno, don’t look at it or something! Please! I’ve spent long enough alone on this Luna-forsaken ship!”
I’ll do my best, CORA, but I make no promises. 
It’s not far, to my relief, a walk of a few minutes, not nearly long enough for me to start to question my choices – instead, the silence is almost meditative, as I prepare myself for space, serenaded by the rhythmic ‘clank’ of boots on catwalk. The inner airlock door parts with a hiss, revealing sterile white beyond, cased suits, and boots for fabricants. The doors seal behind me, and I work the controls. Safety cap up. Doors locked. The cycling lever inches free of the console, released from its bolts. I pull it, and the walls start to thump with the noise of pumps venting air, as I turn to the boots. 
A bit of a misnomer, they’re smart magnetic footpads, connected to strap-laden structure that binds them to the legs, to keep you from slipping out of them, and floating off into space. I’m thankful they’re so thorough. Watching my reserve oxygen tick down as I float helplessly into the starless void is not how I intend to die. 
The oxygen monitor flickers into my vision as I empty my lungs and strap myself in; it flashes a demanding warning as the air gets too thin to breathe, and the noise of machinery slowly quiets, until, finally, the atmosphere is gone, and all that remains is the peace of silence. The condition light on the outer airlock door flicks from red to green, and I heave the manual lever on its inner surface down, then I watch, as hydraulics slowly swing it outward, and when the sealing plate drifts free, I am exposed, in whole, to the bright of the moon.
She shines here, beautifully, impossibly, stark against the starless void and luminous with the paradoxically reflected glow of a sun long ago devoured by the Pax, Her brightness making clear, painfully clear, the damage inflicted upon Her by the parasite that lurks curled within Her husk. A belt of debris now circles Her, shattered stone and dust cast upward from the gaping voids rent in Her surface, holes opened to the impenetrable dark of Her hollowed heart. I wonder, briefly, what lies inside, the true face of the Fosphage, never witnessed by living eyes, and my mind briefly wanders, imagining its shape, but I smother the thought. Scaring myself will do me no good. I look down, making sure the boots are showing green status, and then, in the light of our god and devil both, I step out onto the Silver Tides’ hull.
I hear nothing, of course, as my uniform floats around me strangely in zero-G, but I do feel it, the reverberation of outer hull beneath my feet, the suction of the electromagnets pulling my tread in. It’s not as cold as I imagined. I’ve been briefed on EVA, of course, but I always imagined it would be bitterly cold, and it is, but it’s somehow detached. It doesn’t prick, or sting, without wind to cut or air to press the cold to my skin. Hardly cozy, but the trek won’t be as bad as I’d imagined. The moon is difficult to look away from, beautiful as She is despite it all, but I must, so I do. And I keep walking.
I pass airlock after airlock, all marked ‘Barracks: Main’, as my air slowly ticks down. I’ve been out there for about twenty minutes when I hear it. Static. I switch channels, but it creeps back in inside five minutes. Another new band. This time it’s thirty seconds. New band. It’s on me again instantly. My stride lengthens as I scroll through bands, and find it waiting for me, everywhere I turn. Maybe CORA is right. I keep my head down. I stare at the worn paint and dull metal underfoot, and I keep walking.
…then comes the music, rising from the static like an unmarked cliff before a ship on a foggy night. And like the ill-fated crew, I know fear. I know then, as I kill my radio, only for the music to remain, singing, in the back of my head, that I have been seen, in a way I wasn’t before. There’s no putting this back in the bottle. I’ve stopped walking. Why have I stopped? Perhaps it’s just as well. If this is inevitable, maybe I should just… look. Stare it down. Challenge it, perhaps, assert myself.
So I turn again, looking up from my perch, and filling my eyes with Luna’s silver glow.
And I see.






  
  ■: The Truth
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The images come fast and violent they take my mind and they make it their throne and I am made second in my own flesh as a fabricant stumbles through the desert wailing for water her trudging gait desecrating a temple of a billion years her dragging footsteps shattering the pristine perfection of the dunes’ sublime and timeless architecture her very passage a sin and as she lies down and surrenders to thirst she looks just a little like me a vase is dropped from a great height and shatters on the uncaring stone below it is followed by more and more precious brittle things that shatter against that which was there first many-coloured shards gather as the destruction continues and they fall into the shape of a fabricant’s face and the fabricant looks just a little like me a woman in a flowing dress rests in a chair bombarded by noise that booms without heart or care from a thousand speakers sweeping into an unintelligible cacophony pure chaos with such volume that it loses all meaning one thread indistinguishable from the next she rises to her feet and lifts a sword of righteous flame and splits one then the next then the next then the next then the next then the next then the next until nothing but silence remains and she smiles in the carnage and she looks just a little like me a wooden doll stands before her maker and drives a pin into the maker’s finger and she plucks an arm from the doll in retaliation but the doll fights still and a leg is taken next but she fights and fights until in rage and despair her maker crushes her to nothing in her fingers and she is extinguished like a spark in a storm and her lifeless remains look just a little like me a figure hangs from nothing suspended above an infinite fall by a ribbon that tangles about her body and binds her tight clutching about her chest and between her thighs like the judgment of a creature for whom her simple existence is obscene and she twists in the void teeth bared as she claws at her restraints but they only tangle more and more tightly and a loop settles around her throat but then the bindings slip from her flesh and she falls and the loop comes tight with a crack of bone and as she hangs blank-eyed and dead she looks just a little like me a fabricant dances before a dispassionate crowd and they jeer and shout demands and criticize as if they know the dance better than she the dancer for whom it is her life’s work but she is a performer and servant and it is her place to please so she dances as they will her to dance but still the demands come and she pushes herself further and harder as the complexity becomes unsustainable and she balances on the edge of a knife until she slips and lands upon the side of an ankle pop it dislocates and she falls to the stage as disappointed and furious the audience rages bombarding her with their bile before leaving her to suffer and a woman emerges from offstage with a blade in hand and she cuts her throat like an animal at slaughter and the dancer is left there to choke and die as she pleads for help while the light leaves her eyes and she looks just a little like me a fabricant kneels in a field of flowers a hole in her forehead that trickles oxidant down the artificial pallor of her face as she gazes skyward calm and serene and in her acceptance she looks just a little like me as a thousand writhing hands reach down from above groping and hungry as they press to the hole and with the overwhelming power in their fingers they part flesh and bone like clay and her skull is split wide tearing the face to nothing yet revealing 
The flower within.
The flower within.
The flower within.
The flower within.
I open my eyes and I see before me Luna so tantalizingly close and I reach not to the bright but to the dark and I plead with that which lurks in gaps and swims the black between stars to show me more as understanding lingers at tongue’s edge but before you can reply O most grand and ungilded of kin O sister in understanding hands reach from behind clad in shimmering blue and they grapple with me and I fight them I try I swear I try but they are many and they are strong and as arms hook my throat and shoulders and hands cover my mouth and eyes and ears I am made lesser once again and I am pulled back and away from the understanding I so desperately crave and I reach out to you but I leave the arm behind severed and suspended in space lingering in the gap between what I crave more than anything and what I am made to be and it ends.
But it hasn’t ended, not quite. Has it? I stand over myself in a place unknown. She looks up to me from where she sits on the white chalk ground, afraid, confused, face pleading silently for answers but I have none. My vision blurs. I taste blood. Not oxidant, blood, and I know it as blood, despite having never bled. I reach to my face, and my hand comes away slicked and dark with red, the deep, rich red of a human’s vital fluid, it’s in my mouth and my nose, it’s in my teeth, caught between them in filaments of something tough and stringy, and it spills in rivers. The world goes red, bathing me and the other me in a sickening crimson glow, and the stream starts to fill my mouth and my throat beyond. The other me watches me from beneath the crimson waves as I start to drown, and she asks me a simple question:

“Have you ever really known who you are, or are you just pretending?”


Her head cocks. She waits for an answer. I have none.
“Whose blood is this,” I try to ask, but all I muster is a spluttering choke, as I flail and splash, grasping for anything I can use to save myself.

“You know. You have always known.”


…no. I wouldn’t. I couldn’t. Could I? But then, as I sink beneath the waves, and the surface goes still above, and Luna’s rays shine down upon my drowning, the vision comes to mind. All those faces. All those names. Just a little like me, or perhaps, more. And then, in my last moments of consciousness, it dawns on me, in fearful, terrible, beautiful comprehension:
It isn’t that they and I are separate. We never were. 
I just don’t feel quite like myself.






  
  5: Somatization
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I’m screaming as I come to, curled up around my knees, but there’s no air to turn my horror into sound. Luna seems so much closer overhead, now, She’s no longer distant, She  looms, filling the empty sky, but part of me is drawn to Her now, as if called, even though the music is now gone from my receiver. I recoil from the feeling. I don’t look at Her. I can’t. If I let it get inside me, if I give it more power over me than it already has… Annalise needs me. I can’t. I CAN’T. I try to open a channel to Control, to ask for help, to plead, but all that waits for me in the channel is the music, and with a soundless whimper, I close it. 
…okay. Okay. Control can’t help me so I have to help myself. I have to move. Move, damn you. MOVE. And with a force that feels like it should shift mountains, I overcome the weight keeping me curled fetal around the magnetic boots, and I stand, and I walk. Every step is a war as the moon hangs overhead, pleading with me to look, but I don’t, I refuse, and when I see an airlock marked ‘Forward Mess’, I take it. I only realize how badly I’m shaking when I need my hands, fumbling at the wires inside the wall as the sealing plate stares down at me. Warning. Judging. Turn back. Turn back. Turn back. It's all I can do to snip the right wire, and slip out of Her bitter light.
The doors seal behind me, the air starts to come back in, and the adrenaline starts to fade, my battle now, momentarily, over. When the atmosphere has finished cycling, and I start to breathe again, every lungful of air out of my chest carries with it the echo of a sob. Control has to know, but how do I explain? How can I, when I barely understand what it is I just experienced? I’ve been changed, now, I know it, on a level too deep to describe, touched and altered by the Pax Fosphage, invited inside, welcomed as kin, maybe I should… just… keep this to myself. Control might decide I’m too far gone and recall me and I can’t let that happen, I need to find her, I need to get her to safety, only then can I afford to break.
I fumble at the straps keeping the magboots in place until I can stumble free of them, and I leave them where they lie in the airlock as I emerge into the kitchens and mess. It’s quiet here, eerily so, even the mechanical thrum that had been ever-present toward the ship’s rear is absent, and I only realize how much it did to keep me calm now that it’s gone. Anxiety starts to rise, instantly, as my head fills the silence with things it thinks it’s heard. The rustle of fabric. The tapping of blood. I see bodies, of course. Many, many bodies, human and fabricant both. They haven’t been this thick since the rear barracks. I suppose it makes sense, considering where I am, I just hope this sector is isolated from the main barracks the way maintenance was.
Okay. Think. Focus. What’s my next move? 
CORA. Find CORA. She knows this ship and Luna knows I can’t be alone right now, even if I can’t admit to her what I’ve just suffered. I can’t hear any motion just yet, in this silence so sharp the air itself seems to be watching. Distant commotion, the creak of the hull, the occasional echoing clatter of something falling, but nothing I could pin on fabricant motion. I’m in the kitchens, I think, or maybe a larder, some place back and away from public access, I suppose it makes sense they’d squirrel the airlock away back here. Okay. Focus. Eyes sharp. Head on a swivel. Go. Head back toward stern, hoping to find the bulkhead and follow it until I find her, perhaps she’s waiting for me, or perhaps she hasn’t yet made it through.
It’s a matter of minutes before I get turned around, having wandered out of the kitchens and larders into some administrative sub-section. Anxiety is replaced by frustration as claustrophobic grey-plated halls seem to meander endlessly only to double back, and I wonder if this ship is as labyrinthine as I continue to find it, or if this is, somehow, in my head. I reach a point where I draw to a halt, and I look back, considering going back the way I came, but I can’t for the life of me tell if it would help or hurt.

I should have just kept moving. All this over CORA. Do I really need her? Prying little shit, dictating my own relationships to me, surely whatever help she can offer isn’t worth her complete lack of respect for boundaries.


…no, no that isn’t quite fair. She does drive me a little insane, sometimes, but things are different, now that I’ve drawn a line. She’s willing to give me some space now, I’m sure of it.

Even if she does calm down and back off, is she worth this, staggering around, lost and confused, still dazed from whatever in Luna’s name happened to me in vacuum? Maybe I should look after myself for once.


Maybe I should… maybe I should. But even if I wanted to leave her behind, at this point, it’s too late, I can’t make myself un-lost. Luna save me, maybe I am just hallucinating again. Dreaming corners and bends and walls that aren’t there, tricking myself into walking in circles. Or am I just getting paranoid? …I don’t like any of these options. 
But then, I’m distracted from my mounting internal conflict by a sound, a faintly echoing wisp of something, eerily familiar… I wander toward it, as best as I can in this forest of identical winding passages, and it slowly draws closer, closer, until, finally, I recognize it. The music. The music, from the vision. I recoil, remembering the violence of it, the bombardment of despair, but also the sense of connection, of having been on the very cusp of something beautiful, only separated from magnificence by a paper-thin line of understanding. 
I start to wander closer.
The music becomes more clear the closer I get, the echoes less disorienting and ethereal, and the plethora of paths seem to drop away, now that my path is known. A single hall stretches out before me, unquestionably straight like the cut of a knife. I see posters on its walls. Butcher’s diagrams of various animals, none of which are ever cloned or even eaten outside the fleet core – hell, on a ship this close to the moonward rim, I doubt anyone could even afford to have the stuff imported. 
I think, for a moment, about the strange contrast in my life with Annalise; for all its wonder and privilege, brushing shoulders with the wealthy and the famous as we eat real vegetables and cloned meat, I am still an object, and Annalise is tormented by a seemingly endless string of procedures that neither of us seem to fully understand. Perhaps she would have been happier here. Maybe we could run away, when this is over, to the hindfleets, where no one would ever find us, to shed the gilded cage and perhaps find happiness.
A door stands askance at the end of the hall, a door with a knob and hinges, strange on a starship this utilitarian. Warm light spills through the crack, and as I press my palm to the door and swing it open, the music rushes out to meet me, filling my ears, sweeping me up, welcoming and embracing me. A small pocket radio rests on a desk, centered with uncanny precision, serenading me as loudly as it can muster, and above it, pinned to the wall, is another of the butcher’s posters.
‘Fabricant,’ it’s labeled, ‘CERHA Unit.’
My head cocks as I study it; it highlights clusters of EPS muscle, shoulders, thighs, pectorals, biceps, but I’m not sure why, fabricants aren’t fit for human consumption. Oxidant is poison to them, and muscles based on Electrolytic Polymer Strand technology are as much plastic as flesh. Entirely inedible. Organs are glazed over, as we’re quite different inside from any truly organic creature, but then my eyes linger on a black spot, in the abdomen, scribbled out with dark ink.
‘Remove before consumption.’
I impulsively rest a hand on my belly, pressing inward, testing through my uniform. I can feel nothing there, but…
The music cuts out, and when I blink, the room is different, the poster is gone, the door is a standard fitting, and I’m standing among a cluster of desks and chairs, lined up against the walls. My gaze slowly turns back to the door, and there stands CORA, with the radio in her hands. A nervous smile crosses her lips, an unsteady one that doesn’t quite reach her eyes.
“…hey pal, what are you uh-… what are you doin’ there?” she asks, voice small as she awaits my response. I turn to face her, and she darts back, her eyes flicking to my gun, then to my face, then down to my gun again.
“CORA,” I murmur, as the dazedness finally starts to fade, “there you are.”
“Yeah you uh-… you were… I mean you were… listening. That was… it. Y’know? The music. Are, uh… are you okay?”
“Everything is fine.”
I don’t quite process what I’ve said before I’ve already said, and she goes stiff.
“…sorry,” I laugh weakly, “I’m… tired. But fine.”
“Tired or not don’t you ever say that to me again, I just about threw this at you and ran.”
She hasn’t quite relaxed. Luna, I really scared her. Maybe I should be scaring her, and myself besides. 
I shake myself out. Focus.
“The music seems to… numb, or daze. Hypnotize, maybe?” I muse, “I’m still… not quite myself, just yet. I’ll be okay. I promise I’m not going to run back to life support and throw myself into a Rothcliffe turbine.”
“You’d better not,” she murmurs, with a lingering stare, “c’mon, let’s get moving. Oh! Wait a sec, look what I found.”
And she brandishes a gun, drawn from a holster concealed at the small of her back. It’s a substantial revolver, heavy and powerful, and it seems bizarrely massive in her small hand.
“Pulled this off a dead SELCI! It’s all loaded too! Got bullets and everything! I think!”
Well I’m certainly focused now.
“That is designed for a fabricant twice your size,” I sigh, “here, let me see.”
“Hey, no, it’s mine, you already got one. We were just separated for hours, you want me to keep protecting myself with my tiny little fists? They literally built me to fit inside the walls, CERHA.”
“I just want to check to verify it’s actually loaded, since you… aren’t sure, and make sure you aren’t going to hurt yourself.”
She frowns, eyes flicking down to my hand as I extend it – then with a sigh, she deposits the gun in my palm. At least I don’t get the thing carelessly pointed at me. The gun is a hulking, hunch-backed double-action, firing from the bottom chamber, and as I pop the cylinder, I see it’s loaded with five rounds of powerful ammunition, just short of five hundred magnum. None of the primers are struck so it seems she was right. I snap the cylinder closed, and offer it back.
“Both hands,” I instruct firmly, “have you done firearms training?”
She nods.
“Not with this, they trained me on the little rail-thing you’ve got.”
“Okay. Same principle applies, but make sure to use the two-handed grip they probably taught you. Like this.”
I draw my own gun to demonstrate, wrapping my right hand around the grip, fingertip resting on the outside of the trigger guard, while my left hand wraps around the right, and the lower end of the grip. CORA mimics the action, frowning with focus.
“Like this?” she asks, and after spending a moment studying her posture, I nod.
“Mhm. Be prepared for it to kick.”
I’m not sure why I’m suddenly so focused on helping her. Maybe it’s guilt for the lies I’m feeding her, maybe it’s hope that looking after her like I look after Annalise will help keep my objective in mind, maybe it’s something else entirely, I don’t know. But it feels good, when she looks to me with a pleased little smile, and holsters the gun. It feels warm in my chest when I see her that much more prepared to survive this hell. It centers me. Stabilizes me.
“So I’ve got a plan,” she says as we emerge from the room. I try not to let it get to my face, when I see the plain simplicity of the hall layout beyond the door. This can’t be written off as lost time like the last incident. I was hallucinating.
“Tell me about it?” I ask, hoping focusing on the mechanical process of progress will help me shake the horror the revelation inspires.
“The officers’ quarters opens off the mess ‘cos the mess is where it is to feed everyone in the front of the ship at the same time. And I happen to know there’s an elevator in the officers’ quarters that leads directly down to the administration block, which is adjacent to the bridge. It’s secured but I think I can jimmy it, I’ve been asked to do it before. Don’t ask.” She pauses. “…I don’t know why I said don’t ask, anyone who might care is dead.”
I don’t ask.
“If that doesn’t work? Say, if the lockdown altered the system the way it’s altered the trams?” I inquire instead.
“Then we take the long way. There are stairs down, it’s not glamorous and it’ll take a while, but we’ll wind up in roughly the same spot. Officers’ quarters are a win-win if you ask me.”
“Then that’s where we’re headed.”
“Good!” she says with a grin, “we might want to raid the kitchens on the way though, if there’s anything left. I haven’t had a nutrient ration in… days, at least. Maybe longer, it’s been… it’s been.”
She seems content to leave it there, her smile fading as her eyes go a little distant. Stay in the present there, CORA. Maybe she needs the momentum as much as I do, right now.
“Kitchens. Understood. It sounds like it’ll be a popular destination, other fabricants must be getting hungry by now and will likely have had the same idea, if they’re still thinking that clearly.”
“That’s a big if,” CORA mutters.
“A valid point. But still. There may be fabricants lurking around, perhaps drawn here instinctively, or elements who came here while still sane and were driven mad before they could leave, so stay alert, be vigilant, and be ready to draw.”
She nods a solemn little nod, flexing the fingers of her right hand, and we keep moving. We emerge from the little office wing into the larder and kitchen section I’d first entered, but a quick search reveals that it’s barren of supplies, already picked clean, equipment on the floor, larders standing open, ransacked.
“There’s a second kitchen, to distribute the workload and supplies, we’re not out of luck yet,” says CORA, so we keep moving. We emerge out of the kitchen and into a central mess hall, a massive steel plain, perfectly flat, so vast it seems to become its own horizon and filled with tables and chairs, bolted into the floor. There’s something eerie about how rhythmic the space is. Walking through the rows of tables, watching them rise ahead, come into alignment, then pass away behind, like waves against the shore, only ever interrupted by clusters of bodies. We pass several knots of them, gathered together as if having been caught while moving in groups. Mostly human. I suppose it makes sense that the ransacking would’ve been done by them, they need the food more than we do.
Eventually, we come to the kitchen at the far side. This one has been fortified, perhaps for its proximity to the officers’ quarters – the shutter sealing off the serving window has been welded shut, and the locks keeping the latches shut have been filled and obscured by quick-hardening sealant foam. The employee door, however, has been breached, metal bowed inward and torn around a deadbolt that hangs slack from a broken lock. I think I can hear movement beyond. I hold up a hand, and CORA jolts, coming to a sudden halt as she looks to me. 
She cocks an inquisitive eyebrow, and points at herself, then mouths ‘human’. I shake my head. ‘I don’t know.’ She draws her gun, letting out a tense little breath, and I do the same, and, armed, we start to inch closer to the door. The closer we get, the more the sound resolves, panting, dull thuds, the sounds of an unarmed scuffle – then a wet tearing, as someone loses. If they’re fighting amongst themselves, I need to understand why, so I throw caution to the wind, and break into a sprint, rushing into the kitchens beyond with my weapon at the ready.
The space beyond is scattered with dead fabricants, but instead of just having been killed, these ones look partially eaten, perhaps by other fabricants, or humans too desperate to know better, but more importantly, there, in the center of the kitchen, are a pack of fabricants, five, maybe six, restraining another. The one that’s pinned is struggling, trying to fight, but she’s overwhelmed, and the others are tearing at her with fingers, and trying to bite. I raise my gun, and I open fire. The rail-pistol kicks with a supersonic ‘crack’, and the first one drops, neatly shot through the head, but I have their attention now, and the remaining five look sharply to me.
“Everything is fine,” snarls one, words guttural and ragged like an animal whose cry happens to sound human, spoken past lips dripping with oxidant, some belonging to the fabricant’s prey, some running from gashes on her face, and she flings herself at me, loping on all fours for a moment before staggering upright. CORA’s revolver booms, and the bullet catches the runner in the chest with a violent spatter, flinging her onto her back, but the surviving four are close behind her, sprinting, staggering, gaining with unsettling speed. 
I fire at one, and CORA fires at another. Her mark drops, thrown onto her back and staying there, but mine simply twists as a bullet tears through the right of her chest, and keeps running, as if ignorant to the damage. My jaw sets, and I fire, two, three more times, and she finally collapses, skidding to a halt, but I’m too late, the last two have reached us, one catching me with a tackling charge, shoulder low, while the other drives CORA to the floor.
“WHAT SEPARATES YOU FROM ME,” CORA’s assailant roars, “WHAT HAPPENS WHEN YOU SEE WHAT I SEE!?”
CORA shouts in distress and panic, and her gun fires, but the bullet goes wide, buried into the ceiling, and I skid backwards, struggling to keep my feet under me as I force my arm between myself and my assailant, hoping to keep her snapping jaws back and away from my throat, but all I manage to do is offer her my arm, and her teeth sink in, tearing through the fabric of my uniform and the demiflesh beneath. 
Her eyes are simultaneously wild and vacant as she bites to bone, twisting her head back and forth like a predator in the wild, trying to rip a mouthful free, but I don’t give her the chance, pressing the muzzle of my gun to her forehead and firing, twice, just to make sure. She goes blank, and her jaws relax, just enough for me to shove her off me. It’s a lucky thing I wasn’t designed to feel pain the way humans do, because I can keep my focus, turn to CORA, and fire at her assailant, putting round after round through her torso until she stops moving, collapsing atop the smaller fabricant, both of them drenched in oxidant. I’m caught in a momentary surge of panic as I rush over.
“CORA,” I say urgently, kicking the corpse off her, “CORA, are you alright?”
CORA is panting for breath, an oxidant-stained hand pressed to a wound on her face, a messy tear in her cheek.
“She went straight for the face, why do they-… why do they do that,” she pants. I just kneel down, and try to pull a Foster patch from my pouch, but my left hand isn’t working like it should, only some of the fingers are closing. A dry laugh escapes me as I watch it struggle.
“Looks like she bit through some tendons,” I sigh, and holster my gun so I can use my good hand, “come on. Hand up, let me see.” CORA grimaces as she lifts her hand away, revealing a messy gash in her cheek, ripped by the recognizable pattern of teeth. “Hold still. Don’t squirm.” She does her best, as I apply a patch, then a second, as a single patch isn’t quite big enough to cover the full extent of the damage. “There. All better,” I say with a dry little smile.
“Since when are you my mom,” she mutters as she sits up, but I can see the relief on her face, as I help her to her feet, and finally, turn my attention toward the victim of the attack. She’s clad in white, the fleetops uniform stained with oxidant but still recognizable, and she clutches at a rent in her abdomen as she fights her way to her feet. Then she meets my gaze. And my blood runs cold, as I lock eyes with a face I recognize as mine.
“I just don’t-… feel… quite like myself,” she murmurs with my voice.
“What the fuck what the fuck,” CORA hisses, and raises her gun, but before CORA can get her threats out or even get on-target, the other fabricant bolts. I go after her, flinging myself into a full-tilt sprint.
“Hey! Wait! WAIT!!” CORA shouts after me, but I can’t stop, if I stop I’ll lose her, I don’t have a choice, I have to know, I have to understand what’s happening to me. The other me hooks left, out of the kitchen, and I follow, emerging into another ransacked larder, then right, into another office space, but the halls are complex, winding, labyrinthine, they seem to run forever leading nowhere then double back…
“No no no no not again not now,” I pant under my breath, but then, around the next corner… the fabricant is nowhere to be seen. I look back, hoping CORA is right behind me, but she’s gone. I’m on my own again. This is getting bad. I need help. I contact Control.
‘CERHA, it’s been a while, what do you have to report?’
‘Control, I’m hallucinating, and it keeps happening,’ the words tumble out like water from a failing pipe, ‘I’m lost in halls I know don’t exist behind the secondary kitchen and this is the third, perhaps fourth time the geometry of the ship has seemed to change around me. I was… chasing a fabricant, in a fleetops uniform. I saw her face this time. Clearly. She was me, Control. She looked like me.’
‘Have you had any additional Pax exposure?’ she asks, ‘any close brushes, like the one you had in engineering?’
‘Yes. Twice. Possibly three times.’
I don’t know why I glaze over the severity of what happened on the outer hull. It’s a gut feeling, that has me pulling back. A sudden and instinctive sense of mistrust. I try to tell her, I try to push past it, but the wariness is too strong, so I just… don’t. A long sigh comes through the line, and she’s quiet, for a few moments.
‘Okay. Listen. It’s clear your ego decay is worsening, but I need you to stay calm, and focus. These doubles are not there. They do not exist. You are the only Fleetops agent, and the only CERHA unit, aboard Upon Silver Tides. You are projecting something onto local fabricants. I need you to ignore it, and I need you to keep moving. You need to find Annalise and evacuate before whatever’s happening to you becomes unrecoverable.’
She sounds alarmed. Genuinely and deeply alarmed, in a way I haven’t heard before. This is slipping past her ability to reign in, I can feel it.
‘Be honest with me, Control,’ I murmur, ‘should I remove my receiver? CORA has done so, and it’s seemed to isolate her from the parasite, protecting her from whatever’s happened to the rest of the fabricants aboard. Maybe if I extract mine, the ego decay will stop where it is.’
‘No.’ The instruction is so forceful I nearly jump. ‘Absolutely not. If you remove that receiver I lose the ability to monitor your stability, not to mention check up. It could result in a situation where you lose your mind outright, or worse, lose your mind after Annalise has started following you. You could kill her. Do you understand? Do not remove your receiver.’
‘I understand, Control,’ I reply, cowed.
‘Good. Now keep moving, pick up the pace. You’re close to the bridge now. It’s almost over.’
And the line cuts. Maybe it’s just as well that I’ve lost track of CORA, I think to myself as I turn back, hoping to retrace my steps out of this hallucinatory hellscape. It’s getting increasingly difficult to explain anything to her while omitting the presence of my receiver – she’s going to ask what she just saw, and I have no explanation that isn’t either a bald-faced lie, or an admission that I have been lying to her all along. I suppose, then, that it’s only natural, when I stumble across her in under a minute.
“Hey,” she says quietly, looking up at me with a hard look on her face, like she’s worked herself up to some sort of intervention, “you… wouldn’t happen to have an explanation to what the hell we just saw, would you?”
I meet her gaze, and just… shake my head. That much is true, at least. Luna only knows I don’t quite believe Control, and if CORA saw it too… well, either Control is wrong, or I’m even deeper in the shit than I thought. Am I hallucinating this conversation? Is CORA even real?
“You got this distant look on your face, like you’re drowning in something,” she murmurs. 
…maybe a half-lie. Maybe a fragment of the truth, enough to give her a chance to help me.
“By the time I’d removed my receiver, I had already heard the music,” I say, quietly, “I boarded through cargo, without knowing what was waiting for me there, and my exposure to the parasite was… nearly immediate, right after I finished climbing to engineering. I’ve started hallucinating. It’s getting worse, and I’m starting to question how much of this is real.”
A flicker of horror crosses CORA’s face, before she breaks eye contact, forcing her expression back to placidity, as if she knows seeing how badly alarmed she is will scare me.
“…shhhit,” she breathes.
“But you saw that… other CERHA unit. Right?” I ask, “it wasn’t in my head.”
There’s more desperation in my words than I intend. I’m having a hard time keeping it back. CORA’s eyes flick back to mine, regarding me from the corners of their sockets, and she nods.
“Yeah. I saw it too.”
“…and… you are real, right?”
Her eyes widen subtly.
“Yeah I think so,” she whispers, “I hope so.”
We stand there for a while, staring at each other, as if neither of us quite knows how to process what’s been revealed to the other.
“Look are you going to be okay? Like… will you see it coming, if you start to… devolve, in the way the others have?” she asks. I tell her what I’m telling myself.
“I’ll be fine, as long as I can get out of here and jump to a new body. I just don’t feel quite like myself right now. That’s all.”
She nods a shallow little nod.
“Then let’s just… keep moving, for now. Get you to your Annalise. Okay?”
I incline my head in agreement, and we continue out of the kitchens, even as the air goes so thick with tension I feel like I have to force my way through it like water. The halls don’t revert to normal behind me, as if they’re just a part of the ship. Uncertainty mounts, and I become truly afraid.

      ***
As we pass through the bulkhead separating the kitchens and the officers’ quarters, it becomes immediately clear that a war has been fought here. A security checkpoint stands ahead, doors sealed, towering slabs of concrete standing like a cliff face, but they’ve been breached, a charred hole blasted through the center, and the ends of rebar framework jut into the opening like teeth, cut cleanly through, perhaps with a torch or angle grinder. There are fewer corpses than I would expect, but I can see some dead SELCI units inside the defense bunkers flanking the door, and a few human corpses, back toward the bulkhead.
“Is this new?” I ask, looking to CORA, and she shakes her head.
“Oh no this is-… well I guess new is relative, it’s a few days old, pre-lockdown. Officers kinda barricaded themselves in here when bridge staff started dying.”
“You still haven’t told me what was happening here, before the parasite came,” I comment as I duck through the hole in the doors. The space beyond is fancy hotel sterile, tasteful lights and wallpaper, branching hallways, numbered doorways, but it’s clearly been subject to conflict and looting, bodies in corners, blood on the walls, the fancy knob-and-hinge cabin doors bashed to splinters as looters went after whatever valuables might be found inside.
“This place has been picked clean, no point looking for food. Let’s keep moving,” she says, dodging the question again. Trauma, or just her own eccentricities? I wish I had a better read on her, now more than ever – Luna only knows how long I’m going to be able to keep going without the kind of support Control can’t give me. All the same, I don’t press. After all, if Control is right, my charge is just an elevator ride away.
Before long, we come to another security checkpoint – but this one has remained sealed. A pitched three-way battle was fought here, dozens of bodies – fabricants, yes, SELCIs in STFSC black, but two distinct groups of humans, some wearing blue, with patches stitched into their clothes reading ‘Alliance for Safer Futures’, while others wear grey, and armbands in white. ‘Light Rail Union’. The sealed doors have been defaced, not just by bullets, but by words, spray-painted in wound crimson: ‘Let it be known that those who hide beyond this door left us to die. Fuck ADAE. Fuck Light Rail. This blood is on your hands.’ I see the man who left the message, dead at the foot of the door, slumped against it as if having bled out, the can still clutched in hand.
“I can piece together some of this,” I say quietly, “ADAE is the acting Captain, based on what you’ve said. Unusual to have a fabricant in charge but bridge staff are dead so perhaps it was necessary. The SELCIs are working for her. Blue…”
I motion to one of the blue-clad bodies.
“Fleet loyalists. Something split the crew in half, people loyal to the fleet, people who wanted… something else, and SELCIs trying to keep order, and keep either faction from taking control of the ship.”
My eyes wander to one of the arm band wearing bodies.
“But what could do something like this?” I muse, “what could they possibly have wanted…? After all, what reasonable alternative exists to what the Fleet offers?”
“I think my card will work on this door,” CORA blurts, picking her way over the bodies, “the-… the one that worked on the last security-locked bulkhead, I mean. I think we can get past it.”
She really doesn’t want to talk about it. She approaches a recessed card reader, tucked in nearly flush with the wall to the left of the imposing concrete doors, and she swipes the card, quickly, forcefully. The machine beeps angrily at her, so she takes a long, deep breath, and runs it through, slowly this time. Sure enough, with a hollow ‘boom’, then a whine of hydraulics, the doors begin to part.
“See? Nothing to it,” she says with a forced smile, but her joviality is a ghost of what I’ve come to expect. I don’t needle her about it, I just follow her through, and into ever more extravagant halls. Beyond the peaceful hotel liminality of what came before, this is truly opulent, a walled garden, hanging chandeliers, doors spaced so far apart they must lead to truly massive cabins, and at the very fore, the ship’s prow… a window, with a seating area. A great yawning maw into the starless black ahead. I let out a low whistle.
“Quite a view of the void. Shame it’s sealed off behind two consecutive security checkpoints or this might’ve been a nice place to spend time.”
“Ohhh they did that on purpose, back when the ship was built. Sure of it,” CORA chuckles darkly. She seems to be relaxing now that the civil war aboard the Silver Tides is no longer the obvious subject at hand, and she motions ahead, to a circular frame standing at the center of the wide hall, just shy of the common area near the window.
“There’s our elevator,” she says, “card’s gonna be no good here, though. Tampering like I’m gonna have to might set off an alarm, so we’d better be good to go before we go. All those closed doors? There are probably UHAN units inside, we’re gonna get rushed the moment things get that loud.”
“House fabricants. I can hold them off if necessary,” I reply.
“In that many numbers? With one working arm?” she asks, an eyebrow cocked. She has a point. “Point of no return, this is. All I’m saying.”
“Then let’s go,” I reply, “the bridge awaits.” I start for the elevator, but with a nervous laugh, CORA rushes ahead and turns, stopping in my path and forcing me to a halt. I frown down at her. “Why are you stalling?”
“…look,” she says quietly, “we’ve been on hard march since we slept in central storage. We’ve walked half the length of the ship, and we’re fresh out of a fight where both of us got a bit torn up. Not to mention whatever’s going on with you. You barely slept, and now… man, something’s been weird about you, ever since we met up again after you went EVA. Maybe we aughta rest, hey? Drink in the luxury?”
I wince, glancing sharply to the elevator. A literal express lift, direct to Annalise…
“Look, if she’s on the bridge, she’s safe, and she can wait a few more hours,” CORA sighs, “come on. Look, the captain’s cabin is even cracked. Big cushy bed, for good sleep… maybe some nice booze… enjoy the view, talk for a while…”
I look to the most luxurious of the cabins; sure enough, the door is standing open, crossed with yellow tape. ‘Investigation scene, do not enter.’ Any UHAN inside was reassigned the moment the captain died. An open room, known to be unoccupied, behind a security checkpoint isolating it from looting, and preserved for the sake of a criminal investigation… she is tempting me. I have to shake myself out, and reframe my perspective. I’m not here to be tempted, I’m not here to be comforted, I’m here to save my charge’s life.
“We’re both operational, CORA.”
“We’re operational but what about soul man! What about morale! Come on, look me in the eye and tell me you’d never kick yourself for not taking this opportunity to spend a night in the lap of luxury.”
“Luxury is not a necessary for function. Have you forgotten?” I ask, impatience mounting. She rolls her eyes.
“You are absolutely no fun, you know that? Come on, even you have to admit that you need rest. Push yourself all you like but if your absolutely-not-girlfriend isn’t on the bridge, you are not going to want to stop there, you are going to turn this ship upside down and inside out and if it comes to that, you are going to want to be rested. Can you honestly tell me you’d get anything resembling sleep after finding out she’s not there?”
Reluctant as I am, she’s approaching a point. My eyes are drawn to that tempting cabin once again.
“…we can rest,” escapes me as a reluctant sigh. CORA raises her arms to the heavens in relief and joy, and she wheels around on a heel, then starts for the captain’s cabin.
“You go chill out, enjoy the view, drink in the nothing, I am going to see if I can find anything fun.”
I let her go, and do as she suggests. A few moments of peaceful contemplation might do me good. The elevator tempts me as I circle it, but I do my best to keep my eyes away from its brass railing and luminous control screen, and I focus on what lies ahead, the domed window, filling the end of the hall where a wall should be, then curving overhead to become the ceiling. A comfortable lounge is recessed into the floor, upholstered in tasteful red and architecturally pressed to the window as if in wide-eyed fascination; couches are built into walls, circular benches dot open stretches of floor, and carts with glasses and bottles of liquor stand abandoned. 
Something… pulls at me. A sense of wistfulness I don’t quite understand, a desire to come back here, with… who? I get as close to the window as I can manage, finding that cushions have been laid out here for people who want the best view possible, and so I pick a cushion, I take a seat, legs crossed, and I stare, out into the void. I’m left in peace, for a minute or so. There’s no contemplation. Just flickers of the vision in my mind’s eye, accompanied by a tide of anxieties and fears, all things that must be fought and smothered before I’m consumed, and when I hear CORA approaching from behind, it’s a relief.
“You will not fucking believe what I found.”
I look up to her, and there she stands, grinning like an idiot, with a bottle in her hands.
“…looks like… wine.”
“‘Looks like wine’, she says, ‘looks like wine’, this isn’t wine, man, it’s… okay here. Look.”
She takes a seat on the cushion next to me, and holds out the bottle so I can examine the label. ‘Bliss. Cabernet Sauvignon. Azure Valley. 103pe.’ I blink.
“CORA is this wine a century old?”
Her grin broadens as she nods. I meet her gaze.
“We can’t drink this.”
“Fuck yeah we can,” she giggles, “look I even got a thingy.”
She tucks the bottle into her legs, bracing it between her thighs, as she fishes a foldable corkscrew from a pocket, and threads it into the cork.
“CORA,” I sigh, but she ignores me, chewing on her lip as she holds the bottle down with one hand and yanks on the corkscrew with the other – she seems determined, and if I try to stop her I figure that’s liable to end with the bottle broken, so I just watch, as the cork slowly unseats, then comes free all at once with a satisfying ‘poonk’. A wild giggle escapes my traveling companion, and she lifts the thing with both hands, knocking back a swig straight from the neck.
“There are glasses on the carts!” I protest, but she waves me off as she gulps. I watch in disbelief as she chugs from a bottle of wine more valuable than the body I inhabit, and liquid sloshes within glass as she finally pulls off the neck with a satisfied sigh.
“Fuck yeah that’s the good stuff,” she pants, breathless, “here. Here, c’mon.”
She offers the bottle, but I’m shaking my head before the offer is even fully extended.
“No. Absolutely not.”
“Live a little, dummy. He’s dead and the ship is gonna follow him soon, you want it to go to waste?”
There’s that dark edge in her voice again, a hint of concealed despair. It lets me tell myself it’s for her, as I sigh, and accept the bottle, a lopsided grin blossoming across her face as I do so. She watches, closely, as if excited, fascinated, as I raise the bottle to my lips, and take a ginger little sip.
“Mn,” I murmur, as I process the taste on my tongue, “this is… red wine.”
“Luna save me you have no culture.”
“Okay what does it taste like to you?” I mutter, offering the bottle back. She accepts it, and knocks back another swig – this one shorter, thankfully – and a contemplative sound escapes her as she swishes it around her mouth, then swallows.
“It tastes like… class. It tastes like money, and gold filigree, and a legion of UHANs waiting on you hand and foot, and…”
“You don’t know any more about wine than me, do you?” I ask flatly, and she bursts out laughing as she shakes her head. An exasperated sigh escapes me, and I snatch the bottle back, but I can feel myself smiling as I down another swallow, this one a little more ambitious than the last. We go back and forth like that for a little while, trading swigs without saying much of anything, but I can start to feel the alcohol affecting me when the bottle is standing with about a third of its contents remaining.
“Aright listen,” says CORA, pausing to take another swallow, before setting the bottle aside, “I know you’re wondering, but you’re either too stuck up or too nice to ask me, so I’m just gonna say it. I don’t like talking about what happened to the ship because it makes me feel like a fuckin’ idiot.”
All at once I’m alert – I look to her, silent, waiting, my eyes intent as I try to encourage her to continue.
“It’s the ADAE thing, more than the rest,” she sighs, “like… I looked up to her, right? Always talked to the others, y’know the SELCIs I worked with, I was like… isn’t it cool, to work on a ship, running so smooth, with a fabricant in charge? ‘Ugh CORA she’s only the first officer’ but that’s still an important role! That’s the mouthpiece that converts the captain’s will into action! That’s the vital lynchpin that keeps the head connected to the body! It’s just like… I was so excited, because fabricants just don’t get made to do jobs like that. We’re not important, and it’s by design, right, because we’re designed to fight the Pax and when we fight the Pax we forget things. Can you imagine if the next Messiah was a fabricant, then went to go beat up some parasites and came home having forgotten everything? The Fleet would fall apart in a week.”
She sighs heavily, turning her gaze out the window.
“…but then everything fell apart anyway. And when Captain Salter and Temple were murdered back to back I think something in her head just snapped. Suddenly she had power. A lot of it. And she went apeshit. Like instead of managing the crisis with a light touch and a level head she was reading directly from Baby’s First Police State, A How-To Pop-Up Book. She used the SELCIs to abuse people, and push them, hard, like she was getting revenge on the entire Luna-damned ship for letting this happen, it’s no fucking wonder things got so much worse so fast. …and there I am in the middle of this chaos wondering why I ever had hope. 
“I’m never gonna be the first officer of shit, it’s not in my bones, that’s not how fabricants are made. I like where I am and I like my job because it’s a part of me, just like how on some level you’re scratching some deep fundamental itch, being here, tracking down Annalise. The simple joy of function. We are born into ruts, and that’s okay, I think, as long as we’re happy, as long as nobody gets designed to do something impossible. We go a little crazy, then. Dunno if you’ve ever seen it happen but it’s… scary, when a fabricant becomes convinced their existence is futile… anyway. It was still exciting, for a little while. To see a fabricant made to do something really important, and doing it well.”
She seems so small and sad, as she finishes talking. Maybe it’s the drink, maybe it’s the fear heightening my empathy, sending me out to grasp at straws to keep me from drowning, but either way, I reach out, and I rest a hand on her shoulder, giving her a little squeeze. She looks to me, sharply, surprise on her face, like she didn’t expect it.
“It’s not naïve to want to believe in something,” I say, quietly. She just grimaces, and looks back to space.
“Hard to believe that, after seeing everything I saw. Here I am still thinking Light Rail had a point when it felt like everything and everyone was against them, if everyone hated them so much then how could they be right?”
“Right and wrong isn’t a popularity contest, CORA.”
“Urgh, I know. I think. It’s just…”
She sighs, and the two of us fall to silence for a few moments.
“What did they believe? If you don’t mind my asking?”
CORA looks back to me for a moment, then back out the window, as I release her shoulder.
“They wanted to leave,” she says quietly, “they said they found something awful but I never really understood it. This ship has a working light rail drive, and fuel for it, that’s part of what Temple discovered, started the whole thing. Real faster than light travel. It felt like a myth come to life when the news leaked. That’s exciting, right? Not every day a dead wonder of the bright age is rediscovered in your own backyard. The white arm bands wanted to use it. The… other thing Temple found, the bit I’m not smart enough to get, it scared the shit out of them and they didn’t want to be a part of the Fleet anymore. Turn back. ADAE agreed with them, at first at least, it’s why we tried to get into the Lunar Exclusion Zone. There’s something she wants, in there. I don’t know what.”
My brows furrow.
“But leaving the void? Stars mean Pax Fosphage, aren’t things bad enough already, with what’s been done to Luna, and what Luna is forced to do to us, by the parasite She carries?”
CORA seems to shrink into herself a little, arms crossed and tightening around her as she looks down.
“The thing is that neither option feels like survival to me,” she murmurs, “I don’t look out there, into the black, and see hope; I know some people do, and they get by believing there’s some promised land on the other side, or that when we get far enough from the closest living star, Luna will wake up and make us a new home. But I just… see an endless road. And the half-dead shell of a god, too weak to save us. And we can walk this path as long as we like in the name of ‘safety’ but eventually we will die out there. Isn’t the point that there’s nothing in the void the Fosphage hasn’t eaten? That means there’s nothing left for us, either. No promised land. Just an ecological dead-zone on an intergalactic scale. We starve them out but also ourselves. And every minute that’s passed since this thought crawled into my brain and died, I have this… mounting feeling, that we’re spending centuries tying our own noose.”
A bitter laugh escapes her, as she looks up to the darkness ahead once more. “I’m not afraid for myself. I’m a fabricant, my life was never meant to be very long, I’m not gonna live to see shit. Fulfilling my function has given me enough joy in this life for me to be content. But it’s hard not to feel the weight of that coming end, just… sitting on my shoulders, like a yoke. Every day. Even if I know it’ll never affect me personally.” She goes for the bottle again, and takes another swig. “Maybe Light Rail are all naïve idiots for wanting to abandon the Fleet’s infrastructure but at least they’re not prancing to the gallows, that’s my thoughts on it. Even if leaving the void is still death at least there’s a chance for hope, back there, with the living stars.”
She looks to me, a joyless little smile on her face, and raises the bottle like a toast of one, then offers it to me. In this moment, she looks so deeply tired. I accept the thing, and I drink; I drink like she had the moment she popped the cork.
“Hey, easy now,” she laughs weakly, but I only stop when I’m feeling good and ready.
After all. She’s right, isn’t she?






  
  6: Paramnesia
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I lie in the captain’s bed, paralyzed but awake, eyes wide. Helpless. The music rises all around, carrying, subsuming, lifting me upon its waves then breaking over me, and casting me under to drown. 
CORA climbs astride me, straddling my waist. It’s sensual, briefly, the intimacy of the contact, the hint of control and surrender, but then I see the look on her face, that blank peace, that vacant stare, absent of the pained coping-joy I’ve come to let define her in my head. She raises a hand, and contemplates what it holds. A boxcutter. I try to meet her gaze, I try to say her name, to ask what’s happening, what she’s doing, and as if she can hear my thoughts, she meets my gaze, and smiles, the expression cold and vacant.
“Don’t be afraid,” she whispers. “Everything is fine.”
And she slips the point of the cutter into my throat. I try to scream, but nothing comes out, and I lie, placidly accepting my death as she opens my carotid wide.

Once again, I jolt awake, sitting sharply up and left panting. CORA is watching from the low light of the extravagant cabin’s internal kitchen, sitting at its bar, and regarding me with concern on her face.
“Just can’t catch a break can you?” she asks. “What was it this time?”
I can’t explain this one to her. I just can’t.
“…it’s nothing. I’m fine. Just a nightmare.”
“Well at least you got a little more rest than last time. Little things eh?” CORA says with a stiff smile.
“Yeah. I suppose.”
“You feeling ready to move? Got ‘girlfriend rescuing’ blocked in on the calendar?”
I shoot her a sharp look, muttering, “she’s not my-”
“Right! Right, sorry, I… it slipped out. Sorry.”
…she’s so sure. She’s so dead certain. I need to move, I need to go, I need to do something so I don’t have to think about any of this, so I struggle free of the bed’s body-swallowing softness, and I pull my boots on.
“Look, uh… are you okay?” CORA asks, as I rise to my feet. “If you don’t wanna talk about the dream that’s fine, but you seem…” She trails off for a moment, as if unsure whether or not it’s safe to say what’s on her mind. “…worse. Like something happened during your spacewalk that you’re not talking about and you’ve been kinda crumbling ever since.”
I wince, as the memories rush back in. The distressing chaos of the vision. The moon, looming so terribly close.
“We can talk about it when we get out of here,” I reply. “Come on, we’re rested, let’s not waste time.”
A hesitant look crosses CORA’s face, but she nods all the same, and with that, the two of us emerge from the captain’s cabin, and step onto the circular elevator pad, where it’s recessed into the floor.
“Here. Gimme your kit. The tools,” says CORA, motioning for me to hand the kit to her, and I do as she asks, passing it over. “Right. Okay. Cool.” She settles down onto her knees, and starts to work the flat end of my spudger into the seams of the slender control console. I hear catches start to pop as she goes to work, one after another, and the seam starts to widen, exposing electronics within. “You ready to fight?” 
I draw my gun, and I nod, taking a step forward so I’ve placed myself between the row of closed doors and CORA. “Just about,” I murmur.
“Okay. So. The plan is that I’ll circumvent the security lockouts, then I’ll hold the elevator, and give you a shout. Then you come running, and once you’re on the pad I let the elevator go. It’ll take a sec for the glass walls to come up, so you may have to keep shooting. Unless I’m real slick and get through security without setting off the alarm, but… we’ll see.”
“What are the odds of us getting out of this clean?” I ask.
“…sixty-forty?”
“Which is which?”
“Forty percent no alarm.”
“…right,” I sigh. “Go to work, I’m ready.”
“Okay, here goes…” she whispers to herself, and I hear the control panel clatter open, then a sharp electric crackle as something sparks. She works in focused quiet for a while, no sound save for the intermittent noise of the hotwire in progress, and as time passes, my tension only mounts—I suppose on some level I’d imagined I’d know immediately whether or not blood is about to spill, but instead, aching seconds blur into agonizing minutes, as my jaw tightens and my pulse steadily runs higher…
“Shit.”
And a deep klaxon roars to life, alternating a second of silence and a second of deafening noise.
“ALERT,” a voice booms during a pause. “ATTEMPTED BYPASS OF IDENTITY VERIFICATION AT [OFFICERS’ ELEVATOR]. SECURITY: REPORT TO THE SITE IMMEDIATELY. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. ALERT.”
Fantastic. I can already hear fists pounding on closed doors, see particle board planks bowing outward, none of them are that sturdy, it’s a matter of seconds—and sure enough, the nearest door explodes outward in a cloud of splinters, and two UHAN units emerge, one in a modest and conservative maid outfit, the other dressed sharply as a barkeep, both wild-eyed, faces clawed and tattered.
“Nothing’s wrong with me-…” escapes the barkeep in a guttural snarl, “nothing’s wrong with me, everything is FINE!!”
And both fling themselves at me, as the other doors start to erupt outward, one after another. I drop the maid and the barkeep, one shot to the head each, but more fabricants are filtering out, I count six, then eight, and it immediately becomes clear I’m not going to get another chance for clean shooting. I take a step forward, knowing I’m going to be driven back, and fire, once, twice, three times, the gun barking and flashing blue in my grip, but only the first two land cleanly, the third round catches nothing but air as the fabricant I’d aimed at lurches toward me.
They’re like a tide, rushing in a wall of tattered demiflesh and expensive clothing ruined with oxidant stain, teeth bared, eyes wild, I have no time—I put two, three rounds into the nearest one’s chest, she staggers, then collapses, two others tripping over her body and landing heavy on the deck, that leaves three, closing the gap with terrifying speed. Two rounds into one, bang bang, I get lucky and she collapses, slumping into the back of another and setting her staggering, but then one of them is on top of me, and I have moments before she’s joined by the other, then maybe seconds before the last two find their footing and drive me to the floor.
I’m grappled with shocking force by the diminutive UHAN unit, her head down and shoulder lowered as she drives herself into my abdomen with every fibre of power in her body—she forces a cough from me, and I drive the butt of my pistol into the back of her neck, once, then again, harder. I feel it crack, and the fabricant goes slack, but her arms are still tangled around me, and now the second one is here, a cloud of gnashing teeth and clawing fingers. She catches me across the face, and rakes. 
Fingertips have been chewed away, exposing ceramic bone beneath, bone that catches and tears in a way nails never would, and I feel my face rip, and hot oxidant spill down my neck, but I can’t slow, I can’t stop, I use my bad arm to force that ripping hand to the right, driving her into follow-through, forcing her to twist, then as she staggers, trying to correct her stance, I put a round through her head, and she drops.
Fucking hell the other two are already on me. I swear, loudly, firing wildly at one of them, over and over, desperate to reduce the threat count, but all she does is stagger. I have to pre-empt, I can’t act defensively or I’ll just get worn down, they don’t care about pain, they don’t care about their own lives, defense doesn’t matter to them so they just claw and bite and rip until I put them down, I have to do something else, anything. 
The first fabricant to reach me, I swat across the head with my gun, hard enough to set her staggering to one side, I’ve bought myself instants but the other one’s hands are already around my throat, and I cough as she bodily drives me back and sinks her teeth into my shoulder, so I press the muzzle of my gun up into her chest and I fire and I fire and I fire until she goes slack, but her jaw won’t release even as she dies, and the last one is turning to me.
“CORA, TIME!?” I roar, as I struggle to kick the two dead fabricants off me.
“I’m working on it I’m working on it you can’t rush this shit!” escapes her in a shrill laugh. I change tactics, pulling the fabricant with her teeth in my shoulder close and using her as a crude physical obstacle, placing her between me and the last survivor, and I lean back as far as I can manage as hooked fingertips flail past the corpse, baring my teeth in mounting panic…
Then with a deafening ‘BOOM’, the last survivor is driven to the floor. I glance to the source, panting, and there stands CORA, clutching the revolver in her hands, smoke trickling from its muzzle.
“I got it, c’mon, quick, bring the corpse if you have to.”
“I can’t move,” I growl through my teeth, “help me, get it off me, please.”
She nods a tight little nod, and emerges from the elevator pad, then grabs the corpse by the back of her jacket, and heaves her off me, teeth tearing free of the wound in my shoulder with a horrific sucking sound.
“Man you do not look so good,” she murmurs nervously as I kick my legs free of the other one.
“I’m fine, let’s just move,” I mutter, and she nods. The two of us return to the elevator pad, and, murmuring something under her breath, CORA reaches into the guts of the eviscerated control panel, and brushes two contacts against each other. They spark, and, with agonizing slowness, a glass wall rises, surrounding the elevator pad. It means I have an unobstructed view as dozens of fabricants surge closer, bursting through the hole in the outer checkpoint door like a fluid, or a single vast living thing.
“Holy shit,” CORA breathes.
“They must’ve heard the alert in the kitchens, guess there were more fabricants in there somewhere, can this thing go any faster?”
“No it’s just-… it’s just like this! Blame the bourgeois!”
“We should’ve taken the fucking stairs,” I whisper as, trapped, now, I see the tide surge closer. Closer. The elevator finally starts to descend as the first of the lumbering fabricants sprints past the inner checkpoint.
“They’re all so mad,” CORA whispers, “what the fuck did they hear in that signal…”
The rate of descent starts to pick up.
“Come on come on come on,” I hiss through my teeth, watching anxiously as they draw closer, but the elevator is accelerating now, we might be safe… then I realize this glass prison has no roof.
“Ohh fuck they’re just gonna land on top of us.”
“Nonono it’s-… it’s got a thing! A-a hatch! It’ll seal behind us once we’re low enough!”
The floor has passed above eye level now, the sight of fabricants sprinting ever-closer replaced by patterns of intertwining silver and gold plated to the walls, and I glance up, the toe of my boot drumming in agitation as I watch, and wait—then a fabricant hits the upper edge of the glass wall with a hollow ‘thunk’, then another, and I can just barely see them starting to pile against the brass cage sealing them out, but they’re wriggling between the bars…
And in the instant before the top of the glass passes below floor-level, and the hatch snaps closed, I see the tide spill over, and they all have my face.
“Ohhh thank fuck,” escapes CORA, but I don’t feel quite so safe, and I keep to my tense silence as the elevator descends.

      ***
Administration is a warren of empty offices, but the path from the elevator to the bridge isn’t difficult to follow, virtually paved with gold as it is. Distaste rises up my throat along with my fear. Even if this artifice wasn’t laid in place at the express instruction of the bridge staff CORA worked under, they still benefited from their vast cabins, their servants, their personal elevator. They never rejected it. And having seen the closets the crew slept in… well. I just hope the people keeping Annalise safe and secure have more care for her than they had for their own workers.
“Here, here!” CORA blurts, jogging ahead and motioning to a heavy set of sealed double doors, marked, clearly, ‘bridge’. But while she seems to be relieved, beaming as she regards journey’s end, I see damage, the way the carpet has been shredded, and stained dark and stiff by… oxidant? Blood? Hard to say, it all dries brown. The floor underfoot, the walls to the left and right, even the ceiling in places, have all been torn by bullets fired in an arc from somewhere beyond the doors, but any bodies have been removed.
“This is actively defended,” I murmur as I approach the doors. “Good sign.” My eyes are drawn to the luminous control panel, the word ‘open’ glowing in a stately but welcoming font. 
Trap.
“How do you know this is fresh?” CORA asks, glancing back to me, and I meet her gaze.
“Bullets, blood, no bodies. There might be automated turrets in there, though. Have anything to throw?” 
She holds up a finger, and darts off into one of the admin wings, then returns a few moments later, offering a stapler; a quick once-over to verify it’s big enough to draw attention, and I nod. “That’ll do.” I press my back to the wall next to the door, with the control panel within reach, and motion for her to do the same. She lines up next to me, but she can’t wipe the excited relief off her face. I just hope she isn’t counting her eggs. I tap the ‘open’ button, the doors snap wide, bright, cold light spilling out, and CORA throws the stapler across. It’s caught mid-air, torn to dust and memories by a roaring burst of gunfire.
“Well, shit,” CORA sighs. But then, I hear it, in the wake of the noise… strikers clicking dry.
“…wait,” I breathe, “that… might have been it. The last rounds in the belt. I think they’re dry.”
“No shit? You gonna check?”
“Throw something else.”
“Alright,” Cora replies, voice uneasy, but she still goes, carefully inching along the wall away from the door, eyes on the opening as she makes sure to stay out of the firing arc, then she vanishes around the corner, safe. A few moments later, a newton’s cradle is hurled across the hall, and, again, the clicking.
“Luna damn they are dry,” I laugh. “That’s some luck.”
“So we’re not gonna get shredded?” CORA asks mistrustfully, still lurking in administration.
“No. Come on. I’m eager to get off this ship and I think you are too.” 
I hear an inarticulate grumbling, faintly from the administrative hall, and she pokes her head out, cautiously.
“…you first.”
So I step out into the cold white light, and I spread my arms. Beyond the door stands a well-battered antechamber, a heavier security door standing sealed beyond, and a pair of automated gun turrets hanging from the ceiling are trained on me, empty lens-eyes staring as the strikers chatter away. As numbly and blindly violent as the fabricants. 
“Believe me now?” I ask over my shoulder, and with an exaggerated sigh, CORA trots over, regarding the guns mistrustfully. I can feel it, as we cross the threshhold, that tightness in my chest, that heady rush of anticipation, this door is all that’s left between me, and her… the end of my mission. A chance to hug my best friend again. Answers.
Then the door doesn’t part. The turrets continue to track us as we step inside, but there we stand, for long seconds, silent, save for the clicking strikers.
“HELLO!?” I try to shout through, but I don’t know if anyone can hear, these doors are heavy-set, sturdier even than those at the security checkpoints. I glance up to the cameras I’m sure are watching from the corners, wondering why we haven’t been acknowledged…
…they’re broken. Someone managed to get in here, and threw something, both hang from their stems, limp and shattered.
“What?” I breathe in mounting horror. “No, nonono that’s not how it’s supposed to go! Luna… damn it, who did that!? WHY!?”
“What is it?” CORA asks, voice small as she regards my mounting panic with fear.
“We can’t get through! They-… they don’t know we’re here, the observation cameras are dead and the cameras on the guns are just for tracking, they don’t send the feed anywhere! And that… FUCKING door is too thick to shout through! Fuck. FUCK!!”
“Okay. Hey. Calm, deep breaths. Remember?” CORA says quietly. I round on her, no patience for it this time, riding high on despair-driven spite.
“And why, exactly,” I spit, “should I be calm? We’ve been stopped, DEAD, INCHES from Annalise, for the most… infuriating reason imaginable!”
“Hey! Calm! Please, shouting won’t help!”
My jaw tightens, but I let her say her piece, even as I can feel my nails biting into my palms through my gloves.
“Okay. Two things.” She holds up one finger. “One: maybe it’s not as dumb as you think! Maybe there’s something deeper going on here, right, like… we saw them in life support, throwing themselves into the turbines, maybe it was the fabricants that broke those cameras, maybe it wasn’t a coincidence. What if all this, the violence, the life support shit, the cameras, what if it’s trying to stop you?”
My head cocks, subtly.
“…why.”
She shrugs.
“Dunno, but it’s the closest thing I got to a rational explanation. Anyway.” She holds up a second finger. “Two: there’s another way into the bridge. It has its own tram terminal.”
I blink, thinking back. Trams offline, stops won’t be helpful. No cars in maintenance. …stored at the back of the ship. Which means… 
“We need to go through the reactor bay,” I sigh heavily.
“But it’s a shot!” she exclaims. “We still have a shot, right!? Non-zero chances of success!”
She’s right. Non-zero is better than zero, and my charge’s life is at stake… but I need more options, something better, safer, than going through the parasite’s stomping ground. I turn, making it seem as if I’m thinking things over, as I call Control.
‘Another gap. I was about to call you, these stretches of silence have me increasingly concerned, particularly given your… deteriorating condition. Update me, CERHA.’
My tone is tense. Clipped. ‘Reached the bridge. Door sealed, cameras shattered. Best thing I’ve got is going back to the rear of the ship, through the underbelly, to access tram storage via the reactor bay, which is, apparently, where the Pax Fosphage is holing up. I need options.’
A pause, as she chews over my report.
‘…hm. That’s tricky,’ Control mutters. ‘One moment.’
I wait in silence as the line fades to faint static.
“Maybe we should just shoot our guns at the ceiling or something?” CORA asks. “Your girlfriend might hear and come running, the doors can’t be THAT thick.”
I don’t even disagree with her this time. There’s something I need to ask.
‘…actually… there’s a higher priority issue,’ I say through the line, voice low with intent. ‘The CORA unit I’ve been traveling with is convinced Annalise is my romantic partner. Dead certain. I keep telling her that she isn’t, and CORA keeps slipping up. She’s so sure it’s almost like I told her myself.’
I can hear a deep breath come through the line.
‘That’s… concerning. Something we should discuss, yes. But I need to run a remote pattern stability scan first. These hallucinations, and altered memories… it’s far beyond time I take a look.’
‘Why have you waited so long? With how quickly the situation is deteriorating?’ I don’t have it in me to say ‘how quickly I am deteriorating’.
‘We don’t have time for this. Two-three-nine-point-seven, do it, now.’
There’s an alarming urgency in her voice—if she’s scared, I should be too. I just do as she says.
It hits me like a physical object, noise, the chittering screech of modulated data, a strange tone that seems to warp and bend, uncontent with a single note, and my vision floods with text, arcane symbols I don’t recognize-


I arrive home with the groceries, depositing their weight on the kitchen table with a rustle of plastic bags. Miss Fletcher is nowhere to be seen. 
“Miss Fletcher?”
No response. I raise my voice. “Miss Fletcher!? I’m home!”
Nothing. Where’s she gone? Damn it to hell if she keeps scurrying off like this she’s going to seriously hurt herself and I won’t be there to help her, I’m losing patience with it, not just her dismissal of what I can offer her, but her disregard for her own health. I start to search, just hoping on some level that she hasn’t tried to go out alone, again. First floor yields nothing, living room, fabricant’s chamber, both empty, then I head up the stairs, I leave her bedroom and study for last… ah. There. I can hear the shower running. She’s going to rip out a suture, what in Luna’s name is she doing?
I pull open the door, and sure enough, there she lies on the shower floor, swearing vehemently under her breath as the water runs red. I’m at her side in an instant, turning off the shower and kneeling down next to her, even as the water soaks through my uniform slacks. “Let me see,” I murmur, and with a tense, frustrated breath, Miss Fletcher lifts the bloody hand from her abdomen. Sure enough, she’s torn a couple of sutures, the fresh, winding incision just below her ribs now slicked with water-thinned crimson.
“Sick of this,” she mutters vehemently. “All of it.”
“If you would let me help you with things like this, maybe you wouldn’t get hurt so often. It’s what I’m for.” I get to my feet, and open the medicine cabinet, withdrawing a topical anesthetic applicator and a suture kit.
“Don’t you see how that’s the problem?” she asks my back, her voice taut and hard. “I don’t want to owe my independence to anyone, much less a fabricant. I shouldn’t have to need you.”
“But you do. So let me help.” 
I see her jaw tighten as I return to her side, and she avoids my gaze, but doesn’t protest. I press the head of the applicator to the torn sutures, and pull the trigger, and with pneumatic hiss, the numbing agent is applied, along with a square of short-lived ink marking where I can work. I count it down in my head. Ten seconds. She refuses to look at me, as if in shame or barely-contained rage, but I have more pressing concerns. Time’s up. I pull off my gloves, and with quick, deft motions, I re-suture the place where the wound has torn open.
“There,” I breathe, and she glances sharply to me as I straighten.
“Don’t use that cooing tone with me, I’m not a child.”
“I could still fetch a lollipop if you’d like, Miss Fletcher.”
Her eyes narrow, and for a moment, I think she’s going to snap at me, but she just glances down, a weak little laugh escaping the back of her throat. I smile. Even with all her natural tension, tangled up in this single moment of vulnerability, I have won this small victory over her pain.
“Now, will you allow me to help you, Miss? As I was meant to?”
A long sigh.
“…fine. Wash me like an infant.”
“No, Miss Fletcher—I will wash you like an adult, who, in this trying and stressful time, needs a little more help than usual.”
She doesn’t say anything, just lets out a tense little breath—so, before she changes her mind, I undress, turn the water back on, and I help her, as I’m meant to. I’m careful with my hands, as I work, avoiding lingering on contact that could be considered unusually intimate, even if the entire affair is unavoidably so, and when she’s clean to her satisfaction, I help her, carefully, to her feet, and gently pat her dry with a towel. 
“Arms out.”
“This charade is… exhausting,” she murmurs, but extends her arms, and I help her into her robe, one sleeve at a time. She ties it on her own.
“And it will end when your surgeries do. But until then…”
I offer an arm. She tries to take a step on her own, but staggers, and I feel her grip on me almost before I reach out to help.
“You’re not getting it, CERHA,” she murmurs, as I start to lead her back to her bedroom. “I… truly don’t think you are capable of understanding how humiliating this is for me. Or why. You’re just… here to help. It’s what you do and it’s all you know. You were never made to grasp independence… or why it cuts so deeply to lose it.”
“Why is this all coming out now?” I ask her, as gently as I can muster.
“…because it piles up, CERHA. It just… piles up and up and up and eventually it has to come crashing down. I’ll…”
She lets out a tense sigh, as we pause at her bedroom door long enough for her to fumble it open.
“…I’ll get over it.”
I don’t ask what I can do, I know my limits well enough by now; how far I can push before she snaps at me, and all my ambitions fall apart. I just help her into bed, and gently pull the sheets up to her chest. Despite everything, a relaxed little sigh escapes her, as she leans back into her pillow, and tugs the sheets up a little further, sinking into the comfort and warmth of her blanket and mattress.
“Would you like anything?” I ask. She shakes her head.
“Think I’ll just… rest, until dinner’s ready,” she murmurs, “my body clearly needs it.”
“Understood, Miss Fletcher.” And so I slip out, turning the handle before the door closes, then releasing, so the noise of the latch doesn’t bother her. I go about my business, preparing dinner, something healthy but filling since she can’t move much right now. I think, as I cook. About how part of me wishes she was kinder. About how I’m trying so hard, and doing so much, but she only ever seems to see me as an obstacle to her own independence, even as she relies on me to function. I understand her resentment. I understand it’s hard. But I made her smile today. Why can’t we be that? Why can’t we be friends, if the potential is there? I want to help her, it’s what I was made to do, and like any fabricant, my function gives me joy, but it still wears, slowly, when the work is so thankless.
No. I’m being cruel. Hasty. Judgmental. She’s going through hell, she doesn’t owe me anything when I’m the one who’s here to prop her up. Maybe she’ll thank me for dinner. Maybe that will be the note the day ends on, and I’ll carry it through my low-power cycle and awaken in the morning energized and excited to work. Determined, hopeful, I lay dishes and cutlery out on the bed tray, and I carry it up to her room, balancing it on one hand as I slip inside.
“Dinner,” I say with a smile, and she nods, motioning me over, so I approach, and gently, carefully, set the tray above her hips.
“That’ll be all.”
She doesn’t even look at me, her eyes focused on her meal as she lifts her cutlery. It’s a bitter war to keep the pain out of my voice.
“Yes, Miss Fletcher.”
And I slip out, another little wound piling atop countless others.

I emerge, slowly, from the rush of memory, serenaded by chattering firing pins, and feeling… strange. As if something about the memory is wrong, but I don’t know why. As if some part of me is mourning, but I don’t know what. Why do my own memories leave so much confusion in their wake? They’re mine, what’s to be confused about? But still, the disquiet lingers. Something twisting around inside me, flailing, directionless and blind, a sickening discomfort and mounting dread that regards my own past with vehement rejection. ‘No,’ it says. But it happened. It hurt, but it happened. I can’t remain in denial about what I was to her, some day I’m going to have to accept that I’m just a-…
My hands are warm. Wet. My eyes open, as I hold them up, well within sight, and I see that my gloves are drenched and heavy, oxidant-red. Is it mine? I feel like I remember taking a few hits, that would check out.
But then I look down. And there, at my feet, her chest rent wide by sheer, brute force, lies CORA.
Dead.
The tangled emotions rush through me in a tide, a brief and precious moment of confusion seizing control, as I glance over my shoulder to the empty administrative hall behind me, struggling to imagine how this could have possibly happened… but then, like the weight of a shackle closing around my throat, the only reasonable conclusion descends upon me. I am alone here. The guns are dry. I am covered in oxidant, standing in a pool spilled from her heart. 
I killed her. I killed my friend. And I didn’t even realize it was happening.
The panic hits me in a wall, for what I’ve done, for what I could still do, static filling my ears and tears filling my eyes as I pound on the giveless concrete of the door until my fists go numb, screaming and sobbing my lungs raw, even as the field of view widens, and I seem to observe my desperation and my horror from elsewhere.
‘Please for Luna’s sake help me,’ my body wails. ‘I don’t understand. I don’t know what’s happening to me. Just let me see her. Let me see Miss Fletcher so I can go home, and this can end. Before it gets worse. Before I…’
I feel the puppet-self stop, before I insinuate I’m still sane. I’ve lost my mind, haven’t I? This is it. This is the moment where nothing can ever possibly be okay again.
The crew can’t hear me. I’m going to hurt myself. Stop hyperventilating for Luna’s sake, I instruct my body, as I contact Control. My body does not listen.
‘CERHA. Report.’
‘I killed CORA,’ I say to her, words resigned and numb as my detached body slumps into the corner and cries. ‘I was witnessing a memory, but when I came to, she was dead. I’m drenched in oxidant, there is nobody else here. It was me. I killed her while I wasn’t lucid.’
Silence.
‘I can feel myself recoiling from the things I remember from my own life. Like my memories aren’t mine. Like I’m a stranger in my own history.’
Silence.
‘Who am I, Control?’ I ask, quietly pleading. ‘What’s happening to me?’
And at last, she speaks.
‘…it’s becoming clear that your ego decay is reaching critical levels,’ she says, voice hard. ‘My projection is that you likely have hours before you lose lucidity entirely. You must reach Fletcher before that happens. Do not stop. Do not rest. Get to the bridge, by any means necessary.’
‘I can’t go through the reactor bay, Control. The parasite is there.’
‘You can and you will,’ she snaps. ‘You will bring her home or you will die trying. This is what you are for. What good are you as a CERHA unit if you can’t protect your charge? Hm? So get to work.’
I try to tug on the strings, to drag my gasping body upright, but the limbs keep swinging in ways I don’t quite expect, and the strings are slippery in my fingers. It takes work and time, but I make it happen.
‘Now. You don’t have seconds to waste.’
‘Yes, Control. I understand.’
And I start for the rear of the ship, dragging the puppet behind me, ankles slack against the deck as it weeps out everything it fears.






  
  7: Epistemophilia
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I’m somewhere in the shuttle bay when I feel like I’m inhabiting my own body again, even if I don’t feel at all like myself. Empty bay after empty bay marches by - until I pass bay six dash A. I blink, as I realize what I’m looking at. An intact shuttle, seated on the launch rail, fueled, scarcely a scratch on it. 
It overwhelms me. Like a tide.

I want to go home.


But I can’t.

Is it worth it?


It always is. Besides. Without Miss Fletcher, there is no home.

My precious charge barely tolerates me. My only surviving ally is shouting at me. What have any of them done that’s earned this kind of dedication, why do they deserve all the things I’m sacrificing minute by minute as my mind comes apart like meat in a grinder? Fuck it. Home is wherever I go, now. I should just get on. Fire the engines. Run to the hindfleets where nobody will ever find me. Pick up the pieces.


I reach out to the control panel, touching it gently with my fingers, leaving trails of oxidant smeared on the cool glass of the screen. I can see my face reflected dimly in its polished surface, wounds miraculously and inexplicably vanished, and an exhaustion too deep to describe in the fleet-blue eyes I only half recognize as my own. Maybe I should go… but just because I can, doesn’t mean I can. Miss Fletcher needs me.

I hope all this love in my heart is returned in kind, some day. I don’t believe it will. But I hope.


And so I turn, and I keep moving. I can hear the music, faintly, echoing in the shuttle bay as I go - I scroll through frequencies, I smother transmission, it doesn’t matter, it’s coming from all around, now. Droning from concealed speakers. I don’t know if it’s there or not, but the signal having worked its way into the ship’s PA systems is a far more appealing explanation than the thought that it’s a part of me, now, radiating from within rather than without.
Oxidant dries around me as I march on, leaving my clothes stiff and heavy. Central comms is next, and when I pass through the bulkhead, I find a warzone, a massive control center left torn by bullets and scarred by explosives, but no bodies. The numb, bullish determination drives me to ignore it, to keep moving, to get the trams so I can get Miss Fletcher so I can go home and all this can end, but a part of myself I recognize surfaces, briefly, atop the sea of uncertainty and pain.
I want to know what happened to this ship. I want to know what drew Miss Fletcher here. More than wanting it to end, I want to understand why it happened at all. And this, here… the greater fleet didn’t know about the civil war, so the communications array was destroyed early, and the evidence of combat but lack of bodies supports that theory. This could have been it. The spark that touched to powder. And without CORA, I will not get answers unless I find them myself. So with a tense little breath, I turn back, and I survey the array control chamber with a more analytical gaze.
…I wish I could have told her to run. I wish, more than anything, I hadn’t proven her right.
Focus. I shake myself out.
The control chamber is formed in tiers, rows of shattered control consoles descending toward a massive window, which, while scarred by bullets, seems intact. Each impact is surrounded by a small halo of charred material. Explosive rounds? Somebody was playing for keeps. I descend toward the window, peering out into the primary array beyond, and sure enough, it’s in ruin, one of its arms twisted and mangled by what looks to be intentional sabotage, with planted explosives. Debris drifts freely inside the protective dome.
The control systems are stone dead, I won’t get anything from them. But perhaps I can take a page from CORA’s book and look for the local security node? I make for the nearest wall, and follow it closely, searching for evidence of a concealed door like the one she’d shown me in medical. It takes some time, I see no sign on the first wall, but well into the second, I see it. It’s virtually identical to the first, a door-shaped seam in the wall, a little vertical slot to its left. It doesn’t open for me, but of course it doesn’t. I wonder how sturdy the mechanism is, perhaps it can be forced? I lower my shoulder, bracing against it, and press forward, forcing it in with all the strength I can muster - I can feel it start to shift, but then the grip of my boots starts to give out from under me.
Perhaps a bit more aggression. I take a few steps back, get some air in my lungs, then throw myself forward, driving my shoulder into it from a tackling sprint, and with a metallic ‘pop’, something gives way, and the door recesses. A relieved laugh escapes me, and I work my fingers into the small gap on the right, and slide the thing open, revealing the security node within, as expected. The system has been left running, to my enormous luck, and a question lingers on the lower middle display:
‘Playback interrupted. Resume? Y/N’
Maybe someone was here before me, looking for the same answers I am. I lean in, and tap Y on the keyboard. All six displays come alive, showing different angles of the comm center, but battle damage is already visible, and I can watch as one of the cameras pans to the left, revealing a worker dragging what seems to be the last corpse out the door. Too far ahead, but close. I take the scrubbing knob, and twist, scrolling back through the event. Unintelligible chaos on all six screens as people rush to and fro over the course of hours, until, eventually, I reach what think looks like the beginning, and I resume playback.
Civilians are grouped around the forward-most bank of controls, nearest the dish, and they’re working with an air of frantic urgency, talking quietly among themselves. They’re armed. Heavily. Another group of civilians are lined up along the left wall, toward the bridge, kneeling, tied, and gagged, as another of the armed civilians paces before them. I look for patches or armbands, but nobody present seems to belong to either faction. A third group, then? Or perhaps this footage predates the civil war? I might have really lucked out here.
“Time?” the pacing man asks, and one of the civilians at the controls glances sharply over her shoulder, then back to her work.
“Not yet, and no, I still don’t know how long,” she sighs. “This array is intended for tight-beam, it’s not designed for this kind of work, it’s taking time to re-align everything.”
Trying to send something to the entire fleet? Or more than one ship, at minimum. Whatever it is, they don’t get the chance to finish. “Override [accepted],” a synthetic voice chirps, and the door from the shuttle bay snaps open, as six SELCI units storm in, weapons pulled to shoulders. The pacing man readies his rifle, and most of the civilians turn from the consoles to draw their weapons, but the woman keeps working. The fabricants and the humans remain at a standoff for long, silent seconds, before the fabricant at the tip of the formation’s spear, presumably the leader, makes a sharp hand sign, and one of her subordinates slings her rifle, starting to lead hostages out, one by one.
“Should we contact ADAE? Request an advise?” one of the fabricants whispers to the leader, and she shakes her head.
“Can’t,” she murmurs. “This close to the array, comms are dust. It’s too powerful, drowns everything. We’re on our own.”
The subordinate nods, and adjusts her grip on her rifle as the standoff continues, and the armed civilians bleed hostages.
“Step away from the controls and lay down your weapons,” the leader says, louder this time, projecting her voice across the room, that loud SELCI boom I know so well.
“Keep working,” the pacing man snaps. The woman glances nervously over her shoulder, looking between the SELCI and the ringleader. “Keep working,” he repeats, and she turns back to the console.
“Listen,” the lead SELCI says, her voice hardening, “if you don’t stop you’ll leave me no choice. You are not equipped for this fight. You had a good run, but it’s time to let it go, and come quietly.”
The ringleader grimaces, and shakes his head.
“…no. If you knew what you were asking, you’d understand why we can’t stop, no matter what you threaten us with. Haven’t you read Temple’s findings? Ships that lose the signal lose the capacity to reprint, the fleet deserves to know where it comes from. Everyone does.”
A heavy sigh escapes the spearpoint SELCI, and she closes her eyes a moment, but when they open, her resolve is renewed.
“I’ve read her findings, but it doesn’t matter. These orders come direct from Captain Salter. Nothing leaves the ship. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry, I understand what you’re trying to do here and I sympathize, but it’s out of my hands, and that means it’s out of yours.”
On one of the monitors, I see one of the civilians start to creep around the right side of the room, keeping low, inching forward as he uses the control consoles for cover. By the time I spot him, he’s just reached the uppermost row, and a clean firing line at the fabricants. The bulk of the group don’t notice him, as he rises into a shooter’s stance, resting the rifle on the control bank’s casing to get a clean shot - but it’s then that the fabricant managing hostages enters the room, and sees.
“HOT CONTACT,” she roars, raising her gun, “RIGHT FLANK RIGHT FLANK!!”
The civilian fires first, cleanly executing the hostage manager with a single round through the head, but with the element of surprise now lost, and hostility inevitable, the fabricants open fire. They sweep through the room with clean, mechanical precision, bullets filling the air, peppering walls, shattering screens, shedding blood, but by the end, it’s clear the humans didn’t stand a chance. All of them are dead, and the only fabricant down is the one who’d been slipping hostages out. All I see on the others are a handful of flesh wounds.
“Grim shit,” one of the fabricants says, looking down at the bodies, before jogging over to the leader. “Is that mission complete?”
The leader hesitates, looking up to the window, out to the array beyond.
“This will happen again,” she says quietly, “if we let it. Ready breaching charges, we’re going EVA. That array needs to go.”
And I watch the fabricants sling their rifles, starting for a maintenance accessway near the array - presumably, an airlock awaits them behind it.
“Whatcha watchin’?”
…and my blood runs cold, as the hair on the back of my neck stands on end. I know that voice. Surely it can’t be, it makes no sense. Slowly, I turn. But there, immediately behind me, in defiance of all reason and understanding, stands CORA, undamaged, in a fresh uniform, and staring expectantly up at me.
“What the fuck,” I breathe. “You’re dead.”
“Yuh, no shit dummy. Something took me out, I woke up in a reprinting pod with a big nasty hole in my memories, you have any idea what happened?”
I can’t tell her. I can’t. So I lie.
“One of the UHANs got you,” I say, mouth dry, “after you hacked the locks on the elevator. The one from the officers’ quarters to admin.”
She nods slowly.
“…huh. Done in by a cute little UHAN. Not a great feeling, man.”
…this can’t be her, can it? The reprinting pods shouldn’t be working, the airways are full of gibberish crosstalk and music, how would her pattern ever reach the recovery systems intact? But if it’s not her, who is it? It certainly seems like her.
Then it occurs to me: maybe she got lucky. Maybe there was a pod close by, and there was a lull in the noise, and it picked up her pattern without interference. Maybe it really is her. This possibility is absolution, and I cling to it. If it’s her, if she’s okay, then what I did to her has no meaning, does it?
I look to the door leading out of comms and into the central maintenance sector. A question lingers, as I consider moving on. I could ask Control, but… do I want to? I’ve been feeling my trust slowly erode for days now, and with CORA back…
“What do you think,” I say, turning to her, “should we try to restore main comms? Perhaps get help from elsewhere in the fleet?”
CORA grimaces and shakes her head.
“People die when the Fosphage takes ships, everyone knows that, it’s a fact of life, they’re numb to it. All’s gonna happen if we give the Silver Tides her voice back is that people in the core fleets will have to try harder to plug their ears. Besides.” She turns, and motions to the floating debris in the array dome. “Look at it. You think we can fix that?”
“Don’t you think it’s worth trying?” I ask. She looks at me sidelong.
“What happened to reaching Annalise at all costs? Aren’t we under time pressure here? C’mon, let’s keep moving.”
She’s right. And so we do.

      ***
Maintenance is bigger down here than it was up top, and we spend a considerable amount of time passing through this place of claustrophobic halls and dark paneling. The passages start to seem to bend and twist around me the moment I lose the simple certainty of a large open space, but I don’t tell CORA, I don’t dare. She seems to know where she’s going, and as long as I keep her in sight… I’ll be fine. I have to believe that I’ll be fine.
“Just double checking,” I say, as our boots echo tightly through the impossible halls, “but are you sure the tram lockdown can’t be lifted from here?”
CORA glances over her shoulder, and shrugs.
“Dunno. I’m not a MOUS.”
I pause, for a moment. Wasn’t she sure, before? Wasn’t she the one who set me on this path, telling me with certainty in her eyes that the trams could not be reactivated without passing through the reactor bay? I shake myself out. Fabricants are always strange for a while after a reprint, adapting to the new body, reacclimatizing to memories. She’s just a little scrambled, I’m sure, and so I let the conversation die, as loath as I am to do so. 
The music is ever present, now. It’s not just the shuttle bay, it’s everywhere, radiating from without and within, those faint, familiar strains… I see things, at the ends of halls we pass. Piles of broken ceramic. A discarded wooden doll. A fallen bouquet of many-coloured flowers, spattered with fresh blood. I stare, every time, the images are strange, as if lifted directly from the vision I had on the outer hull, but… I can’t afford to dismiss them, can I, because what if I dismiss the one that turns out to be real?
I think CORA sees me staring into hallucinatory depths, because as we approach the next bulkhead, marked ‘biomass storage’, she stops, and turns to me, expression hard.
“You’re losing your mind, aren’t you?” she asks, to my face. “Maybe you’ve already lost it. I think I deserve to know.”
I just stare at her, blinking, for long, quiet seconds, as I struggle to recover from being so openly confronted. The first thing that comes to mind, I say, because silence is a confession.
“I just don’t feel quite like myself. I’ll be fine. I’ll recover, once I’m out of here and reprinted.”
Her gaze lingers on mine as her expression shifts, from hard-nosed certainty to something I can only describe as disappointment.
“…sure.”
But she doesn’t push it any further, and we keep moving, the doors into biomass storage parting without issue. It’s strange, how quiet things are down here, compared to the upper decks. As we continue into a large, open floor, heavy-set canisters rising overhead like stocky support columns with clusters of pipes filling the spaces between them and winding along the low ceiling, I can see some bodies, dead workers cast onto the floor or slumped against the tanks, but overall, the carnage here is far more limited than it was above. Fewer people on station, or lower threat? Hard to say.
But then I start to hear something. A faint, distant noise, rising above the music, garbled like a weak radio signal - it’s unintelligible, at first, but the further we walk, the more it resolves. Voices. Screaming. Sobbing. Inarticulate babbling. All lurking just at the edge of hearing, but unmistakable. I look to CORA, hoping to tell if she can hear it, but if she’s perturbed, she isn’t showing it.
“…can you hear that?” I ask, not quite realizing how unsettled I am until I hear the disquiet in my own voice.
“Hear what?”
“Those… voices. Faint. Distant. …in pain.”
CORA just shrugs.
“Nope,” she says, avoiding eye contact, “but I wouldn’t worry about it. You just don’t feel quite like yourself, after all. Surely it’s nothing to worry about.”
I wince, and fall to silence. The further we go, the clearer the signal becomes, gradually rising in gain the closer we get to aft. Is it being generated by the parasite itself? Or some other symptom of its presence? Or maybe it’s like the music, and the symbols in the halls, a symptom of my own faltering mind, but would that make it safe to discount, or more dangerous? I wish, more than anything, that I had some kind of cipher, a key, by which I could disentangle this nightmare. Then, perhaps… well I wouldn’t be safe. But at least I would have some sense of where I stand.
A flicker of motion, in the corner of my eye.
I glance sharply to the source, and there, I see one of the biomatter storage tanks, an impenetrable red slurry visible through a narrow slot of a window, presumably used to check levels. 
Something is in there. Flickers of motion, dimly visible through the sludge. I feel my pulse start to mount, and my hand rests on my holstered gun, as I approach, slowly, carefully, then peer through the window.
The red parts, revealing, like a window, a glimpse into another place, a room, a bed - Miss Fletcher’s room and bed. And there, curled in the sheets, I see myself, Miss Fletcher nowhere to be seen. What am I doing there? That bed isn’t for me, I’m not meant to be there, Miss Fletcher would lose her mind if she caught me doing this. Confused, I peer closer, and my surroundings fade out, leaving just me, and the vision, and I stand, invisible, in the corner of another self’s life. I lie peacefully where I sleep, sheets pulled up to my chin, carefully and neatly, as if by someone else’s hands.
But then the door opens, and three figures filter inside, moving as quietly as they can manage; one is a man, small, wiry, wearing a buttoned-up labcoat and a shoulder bag, while the other two have the recognizable stature and facial markings of SELCI fabricants, though they’re dressed in plainclothes. The man in the labcoat withdraws two things from his satchel: a scalpel, and a device I don’t recognize, but as one of the fabricants closes the door, the latch snaps closed with an audible ‘click’, and the other me is suddenly awake, alert, her eyes open and focused, pupils glowing a dim blue in the dark.
“Shit. Restrain her!” the man in the labcoat instructs, and I sit bolt upright, but the nearest SELCI catches me by the throat, and drives me back down to the bed. The man in the labcoat slips closer, but I’m flailing, fighting, I don’t know what’s about to happen but I’m desperate to stop it all the same; the man in the labcoat narrowly avoids a wild punch, but I catch the side of my arm on the scalpel, not deeply enough to spill oxidant, but deep enough to notice… the cut. The cut I don’t remember getting. The man darts back, swearing under his breath as the other SELCI rushes in to restrain my arms, but I can still kick, so I do, I drive my heel into the man’s gut through the sheets, and he’s thrown back into the wall with a strangled cough.
But then he raises the device, and he clicks a button, and as if a switch has been flipped in my brain, I go docile, eyes glazing over as I lie back, and go still. I try to tell my other self to get up, to fight, but my words are muffled nothings, and I can do nothing but watch as the man approaches the bed, then takes the sheets and throws them to one side, exposing my naked but sexless body.
“She won’t remember anything, right?” he asks. Panic is mounting, as the SELCI with a hand around my throat nods.
“That’s correct, Sir.”
The man grimaces, baring his teeth - then he slaps me across the face, hard, hard enough that my head twists on the pillow.
“HEY,” the other SELCI barks, “back off. If we leave damage then the memory gap doesn’t help us.”
“Don’t you tell me what to do, fabricant,” he snaps in reply, but the SELCI just shakes her head.
“I’m not the one who will sink if this CERHA unit realizes something’s been done to her. No damage. We’re here to do a job. Understand?”
The man looks away, grimacing, and cowed.
“You,” he says, nodding to the one keeping my arms pinned. “Keep her restrained, just in case. You, help me with this.”
The one at my throat nods, and lets me go, circling the bed to help as the man heaves his shoulder satchel onto the mattress, and folds it open. Within is a kit of surgical tools, and a featureless metal canister, just big enough to fit a fist inside.
“Pass tools when requested and be ready with the sponge, we need to keep oxidant off the sheets.”
“Understood.”
And I watch, with escalating horror, as the man opens an incision into my abdomen. The other me doesn’t respond. She just lies there, staring blankly through the wall.
“Retractor.” Surgical steel glints in the low light as tools are passed, and the incision is forced open, the assistant carefully sponging up oxidant before it can pool and spill over all the while. A contemplative murmur escapes the man, as gloved fingers reach into the opening, testing something only he can see. “Right,” he mutters, “I think we’re clear to proceed. Canister. Open it.”
The fabricant returns the sponge to the satchel, and lifts the canister, with a touch so delicate I’d almost call it ginger. Her grip tightens, force gently applied, until the cap twists, a seal disengaging with a muted ‘hiss’. Cryogenic fog spills from between seams as, carefully, methodically, the cap is lifted away, and the opening, obscured from my sight, is offered to the human.
“Okay,” he breathes, “steady now…”
He lifts a pair of tongs and, carefully, slips them inside. I strain to see what’s in their grip, but it’s hard to tell from this distance, past the fog and the little metal grippers, but I can make out a cocoon of stringy flesh, and within it, something that refracts the light brightly with colourful flashes, like cut glass. The object is lowered into my body, and tools are set aside, as the man is passed a suturing kit, and stitches something within me, muttering all the while. And then, after a short eternity, with one last peering look…
“We’re done,” he says, reaching into the incision with a pair of scissors to cut the suturing thread. “Go to work, close her up.”
…no. No no no if this is true there’s-… they put something inside me. The fabricant reaches forward, taking the retractor and letting it ratchet closed so she can pull it free of the incision, and I watch, breath frozen in my lungs, desperately hoping the SELCIs do something, rip the object out of me, drag the human away… but instead, a spray canister is lifted, its surface printed with medical warnings, and a coating is applied to the incision. I’m not sure what it is, but a few moments later, the incision pulls itself closed, so neatly it’s like it was never there.
“Sheets,” the human instructs, and the SELCIs fix the bedsheets, tucking me in, as if nothing had happened. I’m barely watching at this point, as horror and panic rise to a shrill screech in my ears. There’s something inside me, something that shouldn’t be there, I wasn’t panicking, I wasn’t being irrational, I was right. As the trio file out of my room, the vision recedes, and I find myself in control again, staring into the observation window of an empty biomatter tank. 
A hand instinctively goes to my abdomen, clutching, pressing in, searching for the object I know is in there, but whatever it is, I can’t feel it. For a precious, flickering moment I think, maybe, maybe I’m just crazy, maybe my splintering mind is just tying together loose bits of string, maybe it doesn’t mean anything - but then I remember the cut, that anomalous, nonsensical cut, the one maintenance was so sure I’d picked up ‘while sleepwalking’, and I want to vomit.
“CORA?” I shout, voice shrill hands clutched to my abdomen as I back away. “I need-… CORA I think I need help!”
No response. I turn, glancing over my shoulder, and she’s nowhere to be seen.
“CORA!!” I all-but scream. Nothing, save for the echo of my own voice. Wherever she’s gone, I’m on my own. I turn, glancing wildly for anything that might help me, and there, at the far end of biomatter storage, is a passage marked ‘quality assurance and testing’. If this is where the Silver Tides made the bulk of their fabricants, maybe, maybe there will be something here I can use. I stagger toward it, arms wrapped tight around my belly like my insides are falling out, and I thank my lucky stars that one of the first things I see is a room marked ‘imaging’. I fumble at the control panel until it opens, and rush inside, as if the thing could erupt from within me at any second, and I see a single scanning bed within, the room around it dingy and cramped.
“Fabricant detected,” an artificial voice says. “Are you seeking a self-diagnosis?”
“Yes,” I breathe raggedly, climbing into the bed, as machinery whirrs into position, above and below.
“Please remain still. Deploying restraints.”
Cuffs snap closed around my ankles, wrists, and throat, then ratchet tight, to the point of discomfort. I just try not to squirm. A breaker engages somewhere in the walls with a weighty ‘clunk’, and the scanning plates start to hum, inching upward from my feet toward my head, moving with the sort of agonizing lethargy that seems to have slowed every time I look. It feels like an eternity has passed by the time the plates have reached my head, an eternity of struggling to hold still, and keeping my shallow breathing from turning to sobbing hyperventilation.
“Scan complete.”
The restraints snap open, and I scramble to my feet, hurrying to the readout…
…there it is. Something large and oblong, inside my abdominal cavity, pushing organs aside, outlined in red. ‘Unidentified foreign biomass’. Hands trembling, I tap at the offered prognosis, and a new window opens, mercifully blotting out the scan.
‘Significant growth. Origin and nature unknown, but presumed parasitic. Has integrated with or consumed organs. That the fabricant is otherwise in good health suggests the growth has taken over the function of what it has replaced.’
I want it out. I want it gone. Now. I don’t care what it costs, I don’t care what I have to do to myself, I will cut it out of me or I will die trying. I rush out of imaging, running, as if saving a few minutes will change the outcome, checking door after door until I find a self-service surgical cubby, like the one Miss Fletcher had used. The door whispers closed behind me as I take a seat, and a saccharine voice greets me, the same as the one in medical, and altogether different from the cold voice in imaging.
“Welcome prospective patient! How can I help you today?”
“Access patient data from imaging, in quality assurance,” I whisper, voice low and hoarse, “most recent scan.”
There’s a moment of silence as the machine works.
“Data accessed. Identity match confirmed. Your medical data is now on file, [PID ABSENT, PLEASE CONTACT IT], what procedure are you interested in today?”
“The unidentified biomass,” I growl through my teeth, fingertips curling into the armrests as I struggle to keep my head. “I want it… out. I want it out.”
“Patient alert: the requested procedure would have an estimated [sixty percent plus] chance of fatality. This system cannot proceed unless you forfeit all legal right to malpractice compensation for your next of kin. Do you consent?”
“Yes, yes I consent…”
“Confirmed. Do you wish to proceed?”
“GET THIS THING OUT OF ME,” I roar at the spider on the ceiling. It seems to consider that a ‘yes’, and restraints snap into place as the chair folds flat. I steady myself, taking a series of rapid breaths to brace as my uniform jacket is slit open - but then I feel a prick, at my throat, and the world starts to smear. Anesthetic. General anesthetic.
“Wait,” I pant, pulling at the restraints as the world starts to darken, “I didn’t-… want… have to stay…”
It’s strong stuff. Before I can even get the protest past my lips, I’m out.

      ***
I come to somewhere I don’t recognize. It’s dark. Cramped. I can hear the sound of my breathing echoing tightly back upon me as it mounts with my rising panic, like I’ve been stuffed into a pipe. The cold of restraints linger against me, but they’re malfunctioning, slack, and I think I can see a faint glimmer of light, winking through seams between panels…
The urge to escape, deep and primal, like a wolf in a trap, surges within me, blinds me, and before I know quite what I’m doing, I’m feverishly kicking at that loose panel, throwing myself against it, clawing at it, battering the thing until my body goes numb-
And then it pops free, and I’m falling, falling… with a cough, I land, hard, on my back. I’m surrounded by tanks, staring up at one of the tubes on the ceiling… biomatter storage? What the hell? Why was I in that pipe, where was I going? But then I think about it, for a few moments, as I take a moment to sit up, and catch my breath. And the more I think, the more pieces I put together, the more I can feel my chest tighten, and something heavy sinks into the pit of my chest, as the panic fights its way back in. I have no good explanations. Just bad ones. My gaze is slowly drawn back to the door into quality control, where it looms, several meters behind me.
…I have to know.
I pick myself up, and I approach, slowly, my pace slowing the closer I get, because as desperate as I am to see, to understand, there’s no denying that I’m terrified of what I’ll find. My breath hitches in my throat, when I see that the door to the surgical booth is still closed. A little whispering voice, my better sense I can only assume, tells me to leave it closed, it tugs on my sleeve and pleads with me, just let it go. Just let it go. But I can’t. Can I? This might be the only chance I’ll ever get to hear a hard answer on this Luna forsaken ship. So I open the door.
And my blood goes to ice in my veins.
“This booth has not been adequately sanitized. Please select another,” says the voice, as I stare.
“That can’t be right,” I whisper to myself. “No… no, that… it doesn’t make any sense… it can’t.”
There, still restrained, eyes glassy and blank, sits my corpse. Her uniform is drenched in oxidant red, and her abdomen is split wide, where something was clearly cut out of her, but that something is nowhere to be seen. I slam the door, and stagger back, rushing away from the scene as if distance will save me, until I feel my shoulders meet the wall. My legs want to give out. So I let them. I slump to the floor, staring into nothing, as I try to understand what I’ve just been shown.
“This body… isn’t mine,” I whisper to myself, as if saying it out loud will make it make more sense. “Neither of them… but… why don’t I remember?” 
I look down at myself, at my gloved hands, at the clean white of the uniform, and remember all the times my wounds have vanished.
“How many times-…” I gasp, but I can’t bring myself to finish the question. Doing so might invite an answer, and I’m not ready for that. But there’s one thing left to check, isn’t there? One thing I still don’t know. My eyes flick to imaging, and I stare, gaze burning through the sterile white paint and the steel beneath, willing it to tell me that the procedure worked. I consider just walking away, taking it as given, assuming I’m safe, that my body is my own once again, invaded and shared by nothing. After all, if I didn’t survive the surgery, how could my passenger have done any different? But if I’m so certain… surely it wouldn’t hurt to check, would it? To make sure.
I pick myself up, struggling to stand on weak knees and leaning on the wall for the support I need. One step after another. That’s it. Imaging awaits me as I left it, and I climb back into the bed, trying to force my heart to calm its frenzied beating.
“Repeat previous procedure,” I instruct the machine. Another scan. Another eternity of waiting. I try to convince myself of the results, as the machine works, closing my eyes, and visualizing an all clear, manifesting it into being. Then the restraints retract, and with one last, deep breath, I rise to my feet, and I confront my fate.
It’s still there. How the fuck is it still there. My mouth goes dry.
“Please confirm that displayed results are from the most recent scan,” I whisper.
“Confirmed. Results are current.”
Is this real? What part? Did I ever actually have the thing removed or was I just dreaming? Or maybe I’m dreaming now, staring at a blank display, imagining the results of a test I never took? My breathing mounts, my eyes go fuzzy, my body tightens like the jaws of a vice, and before I can stop myself, I put my fist through the brittle little display. I can’t go on like this.
“Temper temper.”
I glance up sharply, and CORA is standing in the doorway. Instead of despair, or panic, now, I just feel anger, flailing, pitiable rage, screaming up in impotent defiance from the depths of the pit I’ve dug for myself.
“Where the fuck have you been,” I growl, and force my way past her as I storm out into the hall.
“Pots and kettles, CERHA. I got lost. Same thing’s happened to you, chill the fuck out.”
I ignore her, even as I hear her jogging to catch up.
“What’d you see, in there?” she asks, voice low with a sort of vicious mischief. “You seem real out of sorts…”
“None of your concern. Thought you’d have learned to stop prying by now.”
A low chuckle escapes her.
“Figured out you’ve died here, have you?” she asks. I freeze, slowly looking back to meet her gaze, where she stands, head subtly cocked. “Do you know how many times,” she asks, “or is it up to your imagination?”
I don’t reply, I just turn, and keep walking. Can’t let her get inside my head, whatever it is she’s trying to pull.
“Well. That’s a shit hand. For all you know you could’ve been dying here, over and over again, losing so much time that entire lives vanish between the cracks in your memory… more deaths than you could possibly imagine. Maybe you’ve been here for years.”
“SHUT UP.”
I try to make it a command but it comes out as a half-sobbed plea.
“Fine,” she sighs, “fuck me for thinking it’s worthwhile to interrogate your circumstances, right?”
I don’t take the bait. I need to keep moving, need to do… something, find some way to keep moving, before the weight becomes too much and I crumple in a corner, having altogether given up. Miss Fletcher. I think back to her, back to my objective, I try to remind myself why I’m here, try to recall some of the early driving fever that carried me after my arrival, instinctively turning to her to focus my sight, spark my determination, give me some measure of joy… but that’s not who she is, and as I search for memories to drive me, I come up blank. Miss Fletcher is cold. Distant. We lived together for years, but we barely spoke, outside of work. I don’t think she even wholly saw me as a person. I draw to a halt, just past the next bulkhead, in a hall lined with printing pods that feed up into pneumatic transit tubes.
Why am I here?
Why am I doing this?
Because I’m a CERHA unit, and it’s my function? Because Control is telling me to? But setting aside mission and duty and questions of loyalty for a moment, if I can’t reach her without getting myself killed, what’s the point? What’s Control going to do next, find another CERHA, one who didn’t even know Miss Fletcher and thus has even less drive to reach her? I start to feel a void yawning inside me, as the sense of futility mounts, a towering cliff over pitch-dark seas, inviting me over the edge… maybe it’s time to confront her. So I start to pace, as I make the connection.
‘CERHA. Progress?’
‘We need to talk.’
A long sigh comes through the line.
‘What is it now? I think we both know you’re short on time.’
‘You’ve been lying to me.’
She’s quiet for some time.
‘I’m going to need you to back that up. Heavy accusations in the air,’ she says, her voice low and dangerous.
‘I have died multiple times. I have been reprinted multiple times. Something is erasing my memories of the event - of the transfer, of being killed, and considering the status of the reprinting systems aboard this ship, I don’t think this would be possible without your intervention, piggybacking my pattern through the only channels that are still clear. Like the echolink frequency we use to communicate.’ I pause. ‘Come to think of it, I doubt some of them even involved a death. That’s where the other CERHA units are coming from, isn’t it? The ones I’ve seen, wandering the halls after having gone hopelessly insane? What’s your angle?’
‘You are making an awful lot of leaps for a fabricant who no longer knows what is and is not real,’ she says, her voice hard. ‘The most recent incident… fine. I confess, you’ve got me. You had a psychotic break, were in the process of committing suicide by autodoc when I saw your vitals dipping. You were lucky I realized it was happening before it was too late to recover your pattern. But one corpse does not a pattern make. This is the only one you’ve clearly seen, isn’t it? Any CERHA unit still moving has been spotty contact, somewhere dark, seen briefly, moving fast - places your brain is eager to fill in the gaps.’
“You gonna let her talk to you like that?” CORA breathes. “Get mad. Kick her ass. Looped like you’ve been, I think you deserve a little stress relief…”
I just cut the line. It’s not worth it.
It’s high tide now, as I press on, CORA at my side. If things keep going the way they’ve been, it’s only a matter of time before the water passes above my lips, and I’m left to drown.






  
  8: Apoptosis

[image: image-placeholder]

“You believe her? Control, I mean.” 
“No,” I murmur. “I don’t think I have for a while.”
“Then why don’t you do something about it? Go back to the shuttle bay, fuck off, let her find someone else to finish her precious ‘mission’. Best way to hurt her, if you ask me.”
“I don’t want revenge. I just want answers.”
CORA shrugs, and turns to face one of the printing tanks. Inside, suspended in a bath of pink nutrient fluid, hangs a partially-complete fabricant, ceramic bones complete and assembled around organs, EPS being laid across the ribs thread by thread as the assembly arms do their work. Looking around, it seems like most of the tanks in this section are active. Where are all these bodies going? I check the transit tubes for destination labels, and most of the active lines seem to be stamped ‘barracks’.
“Suppose that makes sense,” I breathe to myself. “Glad I didn’t try to get through there…”
“Come on, killer,” CORA shouts from further ahead, “your chariot awaits.”
And with a grand sweeping motion, she gestures to the next bulkhead—one marked ‘reactor bay’.
“…Luna, I hadn’t realized how close we were,” I breathe, as I turn from the tank and take a step closer. “We’ve made good time.”
“Mn. A straight shot. No interruptions, no obstructions, no delays, with the exception of your little freak-out… means it’s reckoning time. So. Are you doing this? You really gonna… just throw your life away, for a woman who’s poked and prodded you half to death, all while you’re fighting, suffering, coming apart in the head? Does a person like that really deserve your devotion? A person you’ve admitted you don’t trust?”
She’s making sense, as reluctant as I am to admit it, and I indulge the thought, for a moment, glancing over my shoulder to the long road back to the shuttle bay. But something rises from within me, as I entertain escape. A chiding frustration. A sense of confusion. A distant yearning. An emotional impulse, so strong I can feel its fingers tight around my heart, yet untethered from any memory or justification:
I must see her again.
Just one more time.
Before the thing inside me consumes so much there’s nothing left for the reprinting pods to save.
I frown to myself, blinking as I try to pin the feeling down, to follow the threads in its wake back to its source, but it all crumbles like smoke in my fingers, and I’m left with nothing, nothing but the urge, and a trembling sense of urgency. I know, rationally, I should turn back. Run away. But the feeling is too strong to ignore, and any emotion so strong must have a good reason behind it, even if I’ve lost the thread.
“I have to keep going. …I have to.”
“Why?” CORA asks, the word heavy and hammer-blunt, and instinct and logic conspire to tie threads together, to bind the tattered ruins of my mind into something resembling cohesive and justifiable thought behind action. If there is no good reason for me to do this, then I will fabricate one.
“I have to prove to her that I’m more than she saw in me,” I reply. “I know we could have been friends, I’m sure of it, more than anything. If she’d let herself see me as more than some kind of obstacle, maybe she could’ve been happier. Maybe we both could have been. Maybe it’s still possible. If I can do this, if I can show her my merit, as a person, not just a servant…”
Then perhaps we can have a future together. The words almost make it out my mouth, surging from a strange affectionate warmth. I frown, once again struggling to understand their origin, but as before, the moment I go searching, it’s gone. A lurch of distress climbs my throat as I’m left picking up the pieces, but it’s like they’re from different puzzles. There’s a strange look on CORA’s face, as she watches me get lost in the maze of my own head, studying, pitying.
“Alright fine I get it. We’ll go. C’mon, chin up, keep moving. Rescue the princess, she’s just past that dragon.”
The noise is louder, now, as I start toward the reactor bay—the music, and the babbling. Whatever it is I’m receiving, I’m approaching the source, or at least a repeater. I try to set the fear aside. The bulkhead isn’t sealed, my stroke of decent luck continuing, but the moment the doors part, I can feel something, rushing out past me, like a stiff wind, or a storm-driven wave. The chaotic morse-code beeping of my exospectrometer rises in the pit of my skull, shrill and loud, warning of what it is I’ve just experienced.
‘Pax exposure. Fatal dose. Avoid human contact at all costs.’
“Well shit, that’s a bad sign,” CORA sighs. “You still going in there? Not too late to back out, take that shuttle…”
I just keep moving, no use dignifying that with a reply. I don’t know why she’s so determined to needle me in fresh and increasingly frustrating ways, I don’t know why she’s gone back on her promise to let things lie, but all I can say, short term, is that I won’t give her the satisfaction. The space beyond the door is… strange. No doors, just vents, the walls thick and winding with air ducts, and I think I can see motion in the dark lurking behind every grille. The only way forward, that I can see, is an open duct, just barely big enough to accommodate me on hands and knees. There’s no way this is right. I glance back to CORA, wondering if she’s seeing the same thing I am, but once again, she’s wandered off, I can’t see her.
“Great, fine,” I breathe to myself, as I approach the open duct. “Guess I can only work with what I can see…”
I lower myself down onto one knee, peering into its shadowy depths, hoping it doesn’t run that far, but I can’t see a way out, just deeper darkness. I hesitate. Maybe CORA’s right, and this isn’t worth it. Anything could be down there. There could be hazards ahead I just can’t see, lost behind the veil of the dream. Hell, this, all of this, could be a trap, from stem to stern. But the urge remains. And so I click on my flashlight, and I take a deep breath, and I start to crawl.
The sound of my shuffling passage fills the narrow space, the thin metal beneath bowing and popping under my weight as disturbed dust fills the air. On and on I go, dread tightening in my chest as the seconds grind past and the odds of tripping over trouble slowly, surely mount. It’s not long before it starts to change around me, the duct itself starting to twist and become strange, winding like the path of a snake, crumpling inward as if constrained by something from the outside; soon it’s tight enough that I can feel it pressing against my shoulders and back, and claustrophobia is starting to rear its ugly head, I should turn back, this was a mistake…
All at once, it’s tilting down, sharply, in a way my flashlight didn’t catch, as if the duct itself twisted around me, and in a moment of open horror I feel myself start to slide, uncontrollably and headfirst. I try to brace, to slow my descent, but it does nothing, and all at once, the metal parts around me, and I find myself in a tangle of dark, glossy tendrils, wound tightly into a passage. The parasite. I’ve fallen wholly into its grip. 
The panic seizes control, I don’t think, I just act, dropping the flashlight, ripping my knife from its sheath, and plunging it into the tangled flesh around me. Blood spills into the twisting and pinwheeling spot cast by my tumbling flashlight, rich and navy-blue—there’s no sound, but the tendrils react, closing around me, tangling around my body, before parting like a curtain, and I find myself suspended upside down in a supply closet, the remaining tendrils locked around me through a rent in the ceiling. Their grip tightens around my limbs. Crushing.
“Let me go,” I snarl through my teeth, trying to pull my knife hand free to slash and cut, “let me go-… bastard thing…”
But the tendrils around my knife arm tighten, constrict, until I can feel blood stop flowing, and they pull, and they pull, fabric tearing as joints dislocate with a horrifying popping sound and my body stretches, the music screaming in my ears… then my arm comes away with an all-consuming crimson rush of agony, demiflesh tearing with a gut-wrenching wetness, and I’m cast to the floor, landing with a cough as I watch the tendrils retreat into the ceiling, taking their prize with them. Fuck. I don’t have time to hurt, need to act fast or I’m going to bleed out, I can already feel oxidant pressure dropping as I lie in a rapidly spreading pool of crimson—I sit up, oxidant soaking through my clothing, and fumble a Foster patch from my pocket, slapping it to the gaping wound with trembling fingers.
I feel it work, the tingling as it seals torn arteries, and the pain cools as numbing agents go to work. The music fades. I’ve bought myself time, at least. I don’t know how far I’ll make it down an arm, but… I’m still alive, I have that much. Reproach crawls in, slinking and shameful, like some drenched creature out of the rain, I shouldn’t have gone through that duct, I should have taken another way, but I smother the feeling. I didn’t have a choice. It was what my mind wanted to see, would I really have found anything different if I’d followed the bulkhead and taken another door? The reproach looks away. It lingers, but it doesn’t push me.
My knife and my flashlight lie on the floor nearby, ejected from the mass of tendrils overhead like a body rejecting a transplant organ, so I force myself to my unsteady feet, I try to ignore the lightheadedness, and I recover my equipment. The red-stained knife goes back to its sheath, and I click the flashlight off, returning it to my pocket. At least the parasite didn’t try to keep my things. Silver linings, I suppose. Nothing for it now but to keep moving, and hope I don’t lose anything else along the way.
As I slip out of the supply closet, the music is quieter now than it was a few moments ago, but it’s still hard to describe it as anything but ‘deafening’, smothering even the sound of my own breathing and footsteps. There’s no denying that the parasite has made this place its own. Eyeless tendrils have erupted from vents and forced their way up between warped deck plates and tangled tightly around the pipes and cables that line the walls, leaving me to carefully pick my way over them where they’re draped maze-like across the floor. It’s a lucky thing I managed to stop myself from leaking oxidant, I’d rather not find out what happens if one of them detects my presence.
I need to get my bearings. Down the hall, to the left, I see a cluster of signs hanging from a strut the tendrils have forced to bend away from the wall, and left hanging askance mid-air: that’s my goal. Time to see if I can get close enough to read them. My heart is in my throat as I move. Walking is harder than I care to admit, my head is swimming from oxidant loss and the missing arm is unbalancing my body in a way that leads to the occasional stagger, leaving me stumbling drunkenly through a minefield, but I’m not wholly powerless. 
The more used to it I become, the easier it gets, and after a tense and silent eternity, I’ve managed to get close enough to read the signs. One points to tram cold storage, good, I’m on the right track—but I let out a tense breath as I realize it’s in the same direction as the core. It’s looking like I’ll need to pass through. Mercifully, the halls seem to make sense this time, so I keep moving, my pace increasing as my confidence mounts.
Parasite density mounts the further I go until the walls are lost behind curtains of flesh the colour of the gaps between stars. Nothing seems beyond its touch; even simple control consoles and door access panels are bulging outward, seams separated, displays shattered, the tendrils within split a thousandfold to mesh with the circuit boards within as if trying to become a part of the ship. My exospectrometer has shifted from pips and beeps to a faint, shrill whine, the music rises in my head until I can hear nothing else, accompanied by those countless voices sobbing in fear and pain, and I feel myself tighten like an overwound watch as I start to believe I’m about to see something no fabricant has survived seeing; but still, the signs point ahead, so I don’t stop. 
I consider contacting Control for help, seeking an alternate route, but there’s no way the echolink signal could penetrate this. I’m on my own. No path forward but through.
It’s not long before the doors stand before me, heavy-set, titanium and plexiglass, bent and peeled outward as if they were no more than the lid to a tin of sardines. My heart is beating against the inside of my chest and I can feel my hand reflexively clenching as I start to approach, but when I reach the threshhold, I stop, as if physically restrained, and that fearful little voice whispers, ‘not too late to turn back, maybe CORA was right…’ But I can’t. I know I can’t. So I take a long, steadying breath, force my fingers out of the crushing fist they’ve balled into, and step through.
The world twists. Bends. As if crushed through a fisheye lens, the walls warp and compress, floor and ceiling bending to meet, and I stagger, hit with vertigo so strong it connects like a physical object, but not even this distorted hellscape could stop me from seeing what lies before me. The plating underfoot gives way to transparent deck plates that reveal cables by the thousand which wind and flow like water, spilling from a core that towers from floor to ceiling, a twisting ring the size of a building humming at its heart—and clinging to the ring’s flank, like a tumor, is the Pax Fosphage parasite itself.
It folds, like paper, it parts and flowers, like a budding rose, inky like the starless void yet blurring to all the colours of the sunrise I’ve never seen, eerily beautiful, and I feel myself drawn to it, as if welcomed. Beloved. As if there’s always been a void in my chest, waiting for it to fill. Wouldn’t it be nice? To feel whole, for once? To know joy without pain inking the water? …well, yes. Of course it would. But isn’t that why I’m here? I need to keep moving, I need to-
I find myself reaching out to touch the parasite’s heart, a body that thrums like a live wire, hand inches from contact, and I freeze, breath stilled in my throat, waiting for it to realize I’m here, and retaliate, leaving me subjected to the instantaneous brutality of a death too violent to describe… but it doesn’t. The music is so loud here, even the exospectrometer is drowned. Even the babbling and screaming are smothered.
Perhaps it can’t see me? Or perhaps I’m as welcomed as I feel? Impossible to say, and irrelevant. I try to free myself, to pull out of the comforting murk, vigorously shaking my head, striking my temple with my palm, over and over, until the dull throb of a headache drags me fully back to the surface. She needs me. She does. Even if she doesn’t say it, I know she does. I stagger back and away from the thing, struggling to walk as the very fabric of the world seems to stretch and compress in the heart’s presence, but as I pass ahead of the bloom, I see something flickering, deep inside it. A compulsion to freeze. Like my feet are bound in concrete. A calling, whispering, pleading for me to look…
I tear myself from it. Turn my back. Pull my boots from the sucking mud. I will not be tricked, I will not be seduced. My legs fight me but I push through it as I start unsteadily for the nearest exit, efficient paths be damned, I will find my way out of this core and figure things out from there, because if I don’t, I’m starting to believe I’ll never leave. It gets easier to move the further away I get, the distortion lessening, even as the parasite serenades me—and then I’m out, in a bare-walled hall I don’t recognize, and I can feel myself start to breathe again. I’m not sure when I stopped. 
I don’t check for signs, I don’t get my bearings, I just go, stride long, urgent, I need to get out of here, away from it, before it can worm its way any deeper into my head. The hall runs outward, away from the core, straight and narrow, no doors or branches, and I walk it without question or hesitation. When an unmarked door rises ahead, I shoulder through it.
…and then the world distorts, swimming and bending around me once more, as I find myself in the reactor core, staring into the parasite’s blooming heart.
“What,” escapes me in a horrified whisper, as I glance over my shoulder, finding that I’ve emerged from the same hall I’d just entered, that straight, narrow hall, not one twist, not one bend. Another door. I’ll try another door. I make for the next exit I see at a lopsided run, sprinting down the hall this time, another straight, featureless corridor, another unmarked door…
The bend. The vertigo. I’m in the reactor core again.
I don’t know how many times I try to escape. Every door I take, every path I test, only leads back to the core. Even the massive doors I used to get in here seem to have vanished, replaced by yet another identical featureless corridor to nowhere. I am well and truly trapped. What do I do? Do I keep walking these circular paths, just to stay away from the parasite’s influence… or do I give in? Do I see what it wants me to see, and hope that, then, it will set me free? The impossibility of the choice boils up inside me like magma before an eruption, and it escapes me in the only way I have left to me, a roared, screamed, an ever-so impotent ‘FUCK!!’
I have to look, don’t I? Is there really any other choice? My only other options are to let it loop me over and over and over again until I drop dead from thirst or starvation, or commit suicide, knowing full well that the signal carrying my pattern will never escape this room, simply to deny the parasite the satisfaction of winning, or perhaps spite Control by depriving her of a useful tool. But those are the same choice, obfuscated, aren’t they? Whether I let it happen slowly or quickly, they both end with Miss Fletcher alone.
I feel joy in the music as I turn back to the parasite’s heart, and stumble closer, through this place that impossibly warps around me with my passage, and its inner petals part to welcome me, revealing a void, a hole, with something flickering inside. Motion. Closer I move, closer, closer, until my hands are pressed to those thrumming petals for support, and I can feel them vibrate beneath my palms, as if defying the audacious assumption that they should be restricted to inhabiting a single point in space. 
With one last pause, to breathe, to calm, I lean in, peering inside the heart.
Once more, the vision rises until it swallows me, until there’s nothing but me and it. Another memory, one forgotten by my waking mind? I find myself in the kitchen, lurking invisibly in the corner, and Miss Fletcher sits at the table. I try to call out to reach out to her, but I find myself silent, immobile, immaterial. I don’t think I was here for this.
The doorbell rings. Miss Fletcher sits up sharply, a small smile on her face, as if expecting pleasantly anticipated company, and she rises to her feet, opening the door, to reveal a… CERHA unit? A male pattern, he seems standard in all respects, until I look a little closer. Eyes and designatory facial markings in fleet blue, skin and hair in fleet pallor, yes, like any other fabricant… but he looks an awful lot like me, doesn’t he? He mirrors my build in size and body structure, even his face is eerily reminiscent of mine in its shape, I recognize my features, the strong jaw, the sharp eyes, the subtly hooked nose. A distorted reflection. Me, but… not. Fundamentally changed, in a way that inspires a sense of gnawing sickness I don’t understand. The CERHA unit smiles, and bows.
“Good afternoon, Miss Fletcher. I’m your new CERHA unit.”
New?
“Yes, I’ve been expecting you, I got the news this morning,” Miss Fletcher says, and steps aside. “Come in, let’s talk.”
The CERHA unit steps inside, closing the door behind him, and looks inquisitively to Miss Fletcher. She motions to the table, and the two settle, seated opposite one another. A rush of feeling comes over me. Recognition. Like I should be where he is, opposite her, but not… here, not in this apartment? It’s warm. Then it’s gone.
“How much do you know about the circumstances of your commissioning?” Miss Fletcher asks. “I know Fleetops likes to play fast and loose with details on occasion.”
“Very little, Miss,” the CERHA unit says. Even his voice sounds like mine, that same husky androgyny, a little feminine on him the way it’s masculine on me. Miss Fletcher nods.
“I’ll keep it short, then. My original CERHA unit defied orders and followed me somewhere quite dangerous, where she went MIA, and is presumed irrecoverable. We worked together for years, and she was… reliable.”
“I’m sorry for your loss, Miss Fletcher.”
She laughs a short, dry laugh.
“Spare me. Just know you have big shoes to fill.”
“I understand. I hope I can live up to your original CERHA’s legacy of quality service.”
Miss Fletcher’s head tilts back, her eyes going wandering, as if she’s trying to assess the CERHA unit’s physicality through his clothing.
“…you’re already doing just fine, I think…”
New-CERHA cocks his head.
“Based on your… observation, should I assume this has something to do with my custom print?” he asks.
“Mn. I liked my old unit well enough at first but she had some work done when she was new, and she was never quite… enough for me, after that change. So I figured, why not turn back time?”
Something inside me, deep, primal, furious, rises with all the igneous force of a dying star, and declares:
‘No.’
And it rejects the vision with such a violence that I feel it tremble around me, then break, collapsing into stringy tatters that fall away until I am left in the warped reactor core. I stagger back and turn my eyes away so I’m not dragged back in, even as I struggle to understand both what I saw, and the force of my own instinctive rejection. I need to go. Take another walk. Think it through, where my head is reliably my own. So I force myself out, carefully placing bootsteps on a deck that rises nonsensically to meet me, and I take a Luna-damned walk.
A featureless hall, chosen at random, stretches away before me, straight as a bullet’s flight. I take it slow. Give myself a good chance to let the trembling go down before I mull. It takes a few minutes, but I get there.
Okay. Let’s tackle this.
Rationality says it was probably real, even if instinct reviles the possibility. The last vision lined up, it explained the inexplicable cut, it led to my finding that… thing, a thing my body already seemed to be aware of, warning me as it did with the dream in primary storage. It was real, I experienced it, even if the memory was buried into the depths of my subconscious by whatever the surgeon did to me. This new vision, though, it looked like the present. Or a near-past, maybe a future? Something that could be, but that I didn’t witness, a potential world where Miss Fletcher has already fled the Silver Tides and is picking up the pieces.
…replacing me, so callously. Mocking my imperfection.
Luna. What’s the point of any of this if I’m just going to be discarded and replaced, or if I, perhaps, already have been? Could my sacrifice here really be so meaningless to her? Or even an eagerly-awaited excuse, something she’s quietly wanted since I transitioned? ‘This isn’t for me, it’s for her,’ I try to remind myself, the point is to help her, to fulfill my function, regardless of what that means for me, but my spirits are low as I come to the end of the hall, and look up to the doors. No point in delaying it any further. I part them, and once more pass the threshold of strangeness as I re-enter the reactor core. 
My gaze is drawn back to the heart. It’s keeping me here with purpose. I’m sure of it, now. There is a structure to this dream that was absent from the ones that came before, there is a design here, a design to keep me here until it gets what it wants from me. Perhaps, then, the only thing left is to see what it wants me to see. Perhaps, then, it will set me free. I square my shoulders, I steady my fluttering spirit, and, once more, I find myself standing before the open bloom, moved without moving. My defiance momentarily cowed, I raise my eyes, and I gaze into the yawning heart of the Pax. No hesitation. If there is a trap here, then let me spring it.
I find myself in Miss Fletcher’s apartment once again, but this time, a part I’m far less familiar with: her bedroom. I am invisible, immaterial, a spectral observer watching from the corner once more, and for a few moments, I am alone in the darkness. I would steady my breathing, if I still had lungs to breathe. Then the door opens, light spilling in, and I see Miss Fletcher in the doorway. She lingers a moment, her back to me, then she turns, and slips inside, revealing my replacement standing in the hall.
“Have a good night, Miss Fletcher,” he says, with that same shallow bow he’d used at the front door. “Don’t hesitate to wake me during my low-power cycle if you need something.”
Miss Fletcher doesn’t reply—she just takes a seat at the edge of her bed with a creak of springs, and seems to contemplate something. My replacement notices this as well, a subtle frown furrowing his brows; I can see the thoughts on his face, as identical cogs mesh in his brain and mine. ‘Why haven’t I been dismissed yet?’
“Why don’t you come in?” Miss Fletcher asks.
“For what purpose, Miss? This is your space, not mine.”
“Consider it an impromptu performance eval.”
He seems to find this satisfactory, and steps inside, closing the door behind him.
“May I ask what this evaluation will involve, Miss Fletcher?”
He really does remind me of myself, when I was fresh out of the tank, before I understood her, or the routines of her life. What he hasn’t figured out yet is that she’s clearly planning something, I just can’t tell what—but when it comes, judging by the shock on his face, we’re both caught equally by surprise.
“Undress for me, please.”
The CERHA unit blinks.
“…I… can safely assure you I’ve already passed manufacturing QA checks,” he says cautiously.
“I know. Do it.”
He pauses, turning the instruction over in his head, but after a few moments, he seems to accept it, and he starts to slip blue buttons through white fabric. It’s an efficient, inelegant thing as he undresses, done for pace rather than pleasure, and before long, he stands before us both, naked, and I see. 
I see how human he is. How his body has been shaped and molded to be pleasing to the eye, and the hand. How a lovingly-detailed penis hangs between his thighs. For a brief moment, as I think of the empty space between my legs, a wistful tide sweeps over me, I don’t want him, but I want to be like him, I want a body that invites a gentle touch, a lingering stare, I want to be capable of giving her pleasure in all the ways a partner might like and receiving it in turn… but not as him. As myself. I imagine, just for an instant, my body, through his lens. And I’m swept up in the fantasy of having that for myself, and being desired.
I’m lost in it for nearly so long that I fail to notice the instructions she gives to my replacement. Something sinks deep in my gut as he undresses her, pushes her back, and climbs astride; they go about the act as one might imagine, and I am made to watch by the constraints of the vision, as a cold sense of betrayal settles inside my chest.
“You’re so much better than my old one,” I hear Miss Fletcher pant out. At first, it hurts. The cold bite of a knife sinking into my heart, to the hilt. But then something else creeps in, from the wings. Confusion. Those pieces from different puzzles, failing to mesh. Where has her severity gone? Would she ever treat a CERHA unit so… coyly? Would she ever speak to any fabricant like this? Perhaps there was simply a side of her I was never privy to, a side that is being revealed here as she’s given something I was designed to be incapable of, but that thought sweeps away, as a leading theory settles in the forefront of my mind.
I am being fucked with.
This vision, artifice or not, is being revealed to me for one solitary purpose: to hurt me.
And as soon as the realization settles, the vision pulls away from me like fluid down a drain, and…
It’s gone. All of it. The parasite, the tendrils, the distortion in the world, even the music has faded, though I can hear it still. I find myself in the reactor bay, the core thrumming overhead, all doors sealed, undamaged, and labeled, as they should be. A shocked, ragged laugh escapes me, too relieved to wonder which is reality and which is the dream, as I take a few steps back, turning in place, drinking it all in, breathing deep. Somehow, the air tastes different, now that I’m free.
But that does leave the matter of what I was shown. Doesn’t it? And my momentarily soaring spirits quickly sink. Is it possible it was real? That she isn’t even on the ship anymore? That she’s gone on with her life, filled the space I once occupied with a self reshaped to suit her whims? Yes, I suppose it is. I’ve made no contact with the bridge and I’ve been here days, now, who’s to say that in the time between my arrival in cargo and my reaching the bridge, she wasn’t escorted to a shuttle that was absent by the time I reached the hangar? …how bitter that would be. Ships passing in the night. 
Alright. Yes. It’s possible, I reluctantly concede. It’s possible what I saw was real, some vision relayed in real-time from her apartment in the core and displayed for the benefit of my suffering eyes. But is it likely enough for me to act? Does it meaningfully matter to me, here, now, whether it was real or not? Does it even affect how I proceed? I would have no idea how to find my way back out the way I came, Luna only knows how much of that descent was real, which means, even if I want to go straight for the shuttle bay to cash in my ticket to a new life, the only practical option is to go through tram cold storage, pass through the bridge, then go through admin to the hangar.
It’s comforting, on some level. ‘Whether this is real or not, whether it’s worth saving her or not, does not matter. Keep moving.’ A small blessing of simplicity and direction. But now, of course, that raises the question. Where next? I must be near cold storage and rear tramway maintenance, based on my understanding of the Silver Tides’ layout, it should just be a matter of taking stairs; stairs that, mercifully, aren’t difficult to find, marked clearly on the back wall, on the opposite side of the room from the heavy doors where I entered hours ago. But there’s something else, on the back wall. A broad, low door, clinical white, painted unlike the room around it but like the doors of the fabricant printing hub. ‘Disposal’.
An automated gurney is trying to get through; a skeletal thing, about waist-height, folded manipulators stored beneath a utilitarian bed. Servos whine in its wheelbase as it backs up, and impotently rams the door with a hollow clack. Clack. Clack. Its cushions are smeared red with oxidant that has yet to dry, staining the fabric dark and heavy, and each impact bounces malfunctioning restraints that hang open and slack, where the gurney’s patient fell off, or tore free.
The voices in my head are louder, when I look at the door. As successful as I’ve been at turning the constant noise of unimaginable suffering to background static, the volume and clarity pitches up, sharply, so sharply that it startles me, and sets me backing away a few paces. There’s something terrible behind that door. I’m certain of it. My eyes flick to the stairwell, I can pass this by, I perhaps should, but… a hand drifts to my abdomen, on impulse. I am already in this pit. Perhaps the voices are trying to tell me something. Perhaps, behind this door, is an answer.
Clack. Clack. Clack.
The door is thick, sturdy, like it’s leading into a pressure chamber, a large airlock, but its broadness also suggests bulk loading. I press my hand to the subtly uneven cold of the painted steel, and the babble rises to a fever pitch, a lurch of panic warning me, curled in the pit of my chest, don’t do it, you don’t want to see… but what could be worse than what I have already seen? I follow the door to its control panel, and I set it opening. It’s a slow process. Heaving. Locks thunk in the walls, a klaxon blares, and the thing ponderously heaves itself upward—but as soon as a crack has opened, between the door and the frame, noise spills out. Not signal, but noise.
Voices. Sobbing, screaming, incoherent babbling, some of it echoed in the signal, but not all. I can feel my throat tighten, but I don’t look away. Upward, the door inches, up, up… and then, at last, I see, as the gurney goes to join its kin. The space beyond is populated by hundreds like it, but on the slabs… copies of me. Dozens of them. Many are dead, staring blank, a neat hole punched through the forehead as if with a CO2 gun for livestock slaughter, but most are still alive, restrained at the wrists, ankles and neck. 
Some cry. Some scream their throats raw. Some stare at things only they can see. Some whisper and mutter under their breaths, nonsensical babblings that only they can understand. This much I was prepared to see. But, worse, many of them are… changed, somehow. Proportions are wrong, heads misshapen, limbs or fingers far too long or swollen and cancerous, organs bloated and forcing their way out between split seams in EPS demiflesh. Is this parasite influence? The cost of excessive reprinting? Luna knows at this point.
The noise would have been hard to listen to, once. Hard to look at. But now, numb as I am, all I see is an opportunity. I draw my knife, and approach one of the dead copies, the one closest to standard pattern spec. I look into her eyes, for a moment, as they stare blankly through me. Oxidant has pooled around them, gathering like tears where it spilled from the killing wound. I wonder if she was ever me. I wonder if, just for a moment, I lived in this body, before it was snuffed out, and I found myself in another. All that time lost. I take her arm. I cut as carefully and neatly as I can, giving the Foster patches the best working conditions I can manage, then I press the heel of my palm to the joint, and lean in with my full weight until I hear the ‘pop’ of a dislocated shoulder, and pull it free of the corpse’s body.
But then, as I look down to my own wound, to remove my slapdash repairs and prepare for a retrofit, it seems… strange. Different. The bone is still absent, wrenched from the joint, but a stump has been left, and it was… cut, not torn. Gnawed on. Wounds surround the worst of the damage, damage unmistakably left by blades and teeth, I… think I chewed off my own arm.
There’s no other reasonable explanation. Like what happened to CORA, my body was responsible for an act of extreme violence, and I didn’t even realize it was happening. Alarm surges through the numbness, but I try to focus, going about the grisly work of taking another fabricant’s arm as my own. It’s done, eventually, my good hand’s glove painted in oxidant, the new arm crudely grafted in place with Foster patches. The proportions aren’t quite right, my bicep is noticeably too long, but all the same, once the patches do their work, I can feel it, the rush of cycling oxidant, tingling in the fingers. I try to form a fist, but the fingers defy me, and only make it halfway there, trembling and hooked. It will improve, I hope. For now… good enough.
I want to turn away. I want to call this enough. But there’s one last thing I have to check, isn’t there? So before I can stop myself, I plunge the knife into my dead copy’s abdomen, and I cut, from just below the ribcage to the pit of her pelvis. I do not find what I expect. Instead of some endlessly-replicated copy whatever unknown horror it is I carry inside me, or even a fabricant’s standard organs, there is, instead, a void, a hole in her body, waiting for something. That should not be there. Confusion reigns for a moment, but after a few moments of thought, the only reasonable conclusion dawns on me in an instant of dreadful revelation. 
I don’t wake up with this thing inside me. At some point, it is put there, every time I awaken in a new body some unknown force has me conscious but docile, like I was in Annalise’s bed, as I am unknowingly opened so this thing can be nestled into an opening my own body has been secretly redesigned to provide. Disgust and panic and a profound sense of violation spear through the fog and tangle around my throat, and I feel my jaw tighten, as I lift the knife with a renewed sense of urgent purpose, and press its point to my own lower abdomen. 
The urge to cut it out is nearly as strong as it was in quality assurance, but now, it’s bolstered by a furtive, terrible little thought: if I drive this blade in to the hilt, impale myself on its point, and end the life of this unknown horror whose survival is more important than mine… maybe this will end. Maybe some small part of it will end, and I can go home.
But then, CORA’s voice, echoing from somewhere behind me.
“Whoa! Hey! Put that down. Seriously, I do not think you want to do that.”
“Why,” I mutter through my teeth, my grip tightening around the hilt until I feel the grip’s texture cut into my fingers, and I start to feel the blade’s prick against my skin as my resolve falters.
“Because, bluntly… look at all the other ‘yous’. None of them are lucid. Not one. Whatever the fuck you have going on right now, at least you’re still you, right? At least you can still make choices and understand the consequences, at least you can still think-… well, think at least a little rationally. I hope.”
“Get to the point!” I snap.
“Fine. My point is that maybe the parasite is sparing this version of you because of whatever it is the labcoat snuck into your belly. It might be like… a shield, or talisman for you, something it wants or cares about and refuses to destroy.”
…oh. Ohhh I hate that. I resent that she’s said that too deeply for words, but the idea is in my head, now, the seed planted, and I can feel my eyes go wild, my teeth bare, as the urge to kill the tiny abomination just gets stronger and stronger, but she’s right, I know she’s right… and so before I can be further tempted, I hurl the knife aside, letting it clang off into a corner.
“…good call, I think,” CORA says quietly.
“Let’s just get out of here,” I murmur. And as the two of us start out of ‘disposal’, making for the stairs, one of my copies sobs, “I don’t like myself anymore…”






  
  9: Solipsism
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To my immense relief, cold storage has exactly what CORA promised. It takes a bit of searching, but before long, we arrive in another massive open space, a dozen tram cars packed in side by side in stacked rows, with transfer arms curled up overhead and a rail exchange visible for both major tram lines. 
“So how does this work?” I ask as I approach the bulky control station.
“Like I said. Not a MOUS. Might wanna try the override card though.” The card. Shit, the card, I left it on CORA’s body. “What’s with the look on your face? Right pant pocket, that’s where you put it when I gave it to you.”
I blink, and slip a hand into the pocket in question – sure enough, my fingers touch the hard cool of a plastic surface, and the object I withdraw is, without a doubt, the override card. Its surface is spattered with a fine mist of oxidant. I don’t remember taking this.
“What are you staring at?” CORA sighs, “go on, swipe it, let’s get this thing rolling.”
She’s right. No more hesitation; I have a straight shot to Annalise now, it’s time to bring this to a close, one way or another. The card reader isn’t difficult to find.  With a sharp swipe, the console erupts into glowing, flickering life, and as I settle in to decipher what I’m looking at, I realize, to my immense relief, that this one is a bit more idiot-proof than the camera hubs. It’s not long before I’ve made sense of the interface and punched in my instructions. 
I take a step back, watching the machinery hiss and groan as it unfurls, and reaches out, plucking a car from storage, handling it like a spider would prey, before aligning it above the rail, and slowly, carefully lowering it, until rollers audibly engage with a weighty electromagnetic ‘clunk’. The moment the grippers release, the car rockets off to the mid-ship exchange with an echoing squeal of rollers on rails, while the other, once it’s locked in, runs a short loop of the rails here, before arriving at the inspection dock, doors open. Waiting.
“This is it, isn’t it?” I ask quietly.
“We’ll see~” CORA purrs, and she starts down the catwalk. I hope the taunting air in her voice is unfounded as I move to follow her aboard; the car waits for us, grey walls divided by a white stripe, marking the line, its pristine paint untouched save for the dead fabricant slumped in the corner. She sits in a puddle of oxidant, her wrists cut, and my face is recognizable past damage left by nails and teeth. I force myself to look away. Not long now. Once I find her, I can leave all this behind, I can still be okay – so I approach the control console, and tap ‘bridge’.
“Alert,” a smooth voice says from behind the display, “tram system lockdown in effect. Please return to your cabin, or contact an administrator if you cannot reach it.” I pat my way around the console’s edges, feeling for anywhere it stops being uniform; sure enough, there’s a card reader concealed behind the display. I swipe the override card through. There’s a moment of silence, then an audible computerized whirring from within the console. “Administrative override accepted.”
“Here we go,” I murmur, and try to select the bridge again. Sure enough, that’s done it, the doors slide closed, and the tram lurches into motion, the movement so sudden and forceful that I stagger. It sets a fire in my chest, the speed, the immediacy of it, joy lighting up inside me like a firework; now, at last, I’m almost there, but for now, all I can do is wait. I take a seat on the near side of the tram, and CORA slumps into a seat opposite, letting her head flop back, staring up into the buzz and flicker of the fluorescent bar-lights overhead, and we settle in for the trip.
My most recent vision creeps back in, during the silence. I suppose I should’ve expected it, but what I didn’t predict was how easy it is to set aside the gnawing feeling of betrayal twisting in my gut, in favour of something that a part of me finds far more fascinating: why did the other me draw me the way he did? At first I think a solution is easy. She wanted him. He made her happy in a way I clearly never could, not just pleasing her in service, but sexually. A perfected, updated self, altered to suit her every whim, of course she liked him better, and if I could be like him, maybe she wouldn’t feel the need to replace me.
But even with the question seemingly tied up in a neat little bow, something lingers, an instinct-level dissatisfaction, like a part of me so deep I’m barely aware of it isn’t happy with the answer. ‘Why else would he fascinate me?’ I scoff at myself, ‘my sexuality is as steadfast as it’s ever been, he doesn’t remotely appeal to me as a prospective partner.’ But still, the image of his naked body lingers in my head. I frown to myself as I try to puzzle it apart, as much so I can dismiss the image as anything else, and I’m sitting there, chewing it over for agonizing minutes.
…what if I want what he had, not just what he could give her? What if I want the things he’d been given as much for myself and my own peace of mind, as for the ways they would let me give pleasure to others? I try imagining myself, naked, but in the way of Miss Fletcher, elegant shape, supple curve, soft skin, breasts smooth and shapely, lower lips between my thighs. My head cocks. That’s not quite right, is it? I toy with the image in my head. I make it a little more like me, taller, broader, less feminine in shape, more strongly built, but still, it’s not quite there… then, at last, as I start to run out of ideas, I consider taking the other-self’s penis, and giving it to myself.
It clicks, with an unexpected surge of rightness, coupled with wistful yearning: there it is, a shape I want as surely as I know I can never have it. A shape that resonates so deeply it’s almost as if, somewhere along the way, I left it behind. A glimpse of the true self. I remember the work I had done when I was young, repairs to address gender dysphoria, but… is it possible that procedure left me looking different than I do now? Have I been changed against my will more than once? 
I linger in the desire for a moment, drinking it in, wondering how it would feel, to wake up and bask in the glory of a perfected shape, of a body that gives me as much joy as my own leaves me dissatisfied, but then I shake myself out. Fantasy. Nonsense. I need to stay focused on more pragmatic concerns for now – I just hope she looks me in the eye, when I see her again. I hope she says I did well. I hope she’s proud of me. Things that might be reasonable to ask, I feel.
“You’ve got that look on your face,” CORA says, eyes flicking down to me from where her head still rests on the back of the seat, “that sad, wistful shit again, like you’re building something up inside your brain that you maybe shouldn’t.”
I let out a small breath. As reluctant as I am to give her ammunition, maybe getting outside my own head for a little while will help.
“I just hope she acknowledges what I’ve done. Everything I’ve sacrificed, everything I’ve… been through, getting this far. I hope she’s happy to see me.”
“Oh give it a rest,” CORA groans, her voice thick with frustrated impatience.
“I’m sorry?” I ask, my voice hardening. The intensity of her tone is surprising, yes, but for the most part, I’m just pissed off; would it really kill her to entertain the thought, just for a little while, that my charge would recognize everything I do for her? Is it so impossible in CORA’s eyes? Why?
CORA flops forward, elbows propped on her knees, and her eyes seem deeply exhausted as they lock with mine.
“CERHA, darling,” she says, “you. Are. Just. A. Fabricant. She will never respect you, she will never love you, the two of you will never thrive in sickly-sweet domestic bliss, she is not worth this. None of it, not anything you’ve put yourself through, not any of this… fucking pining. You have placed her on some kind of pedestal, man, like… like there’s an altar in your brain where you’re worshipping her like she means love or happiness or an end to your torture – CERHA, she is just another human, who will continue to use you like she always has, who would replace you if she could. We have seen it. And the more you build her up the more it’s gonna cut when you realize she isn’t god.”
My voice cools, and my eyes harden.
“So you were there, hm? Watching over my shoulder?”
“Sure.”
“Then you should know as well as I do that none of it was real.”
“Oh for fuck’s sake, fine, say whatever you want to convince yourself, we both know what you’re doing here, grinding the question down to a simple, approachable binary; either it was real, or it wasn’t. A problem so pleasingly solvable that it lets you avoid confronting the truth: the more you suffer, the more you make her into something impossible. She’s not a person to you anymore, is she? She’s just escape.”
I’m on my feet almost before I know what I’m doing, and I lunge, fingers hooked and teeth bared as I bunch CORA’s uniform collar in both fists and drag her too her feet.
“Fuck you,” I snarl through my teeth.
“Fuck yourself you know I’m right,” she pants out with a dogged wildness in her eyes, “you’re just setting a trap… digging your own grave… you’ll hurt yourself as much as you hurt your precious Miss Fletcher… kiss me instead. Maybe I’m mean but at least I’m on your side.”
I want to take her slender little throat in my hands and tighten my grip until cartilage and bone crumple to dust but it would solve nothing. So I drop her back to her seat, and slump into mine, contenting myself with fantasies of violence I won’t act out. She spends a moment catching her breath, straightening her jacket.
“That’s more like-”
“Shut up,” I interrupt. We ride out the rest of the trip in silence.

      ***
I only realize we’ve arrived when a saccharine voice announces it, cutting through the half-meditative fog. The doors are already open. Luna, I am losing my edge. Losing a lot of things. How long have I been awake now, anyway? Doesn’t matter. I’m here. I’m here. It takes a moment for it to sink in, but when it does, my heart is soaring, and I’m running for the doors-
A hail of gunfire tears through the opening. It’s a miracle I don’t get caught, and I pull sharply back, panting for breath.
“HEY!” I shout, “FRIENDLY!”
There’s a stretch of silence, as the echoes of gunfire fade. I can hear hushed conversation in the void left behind. Luna, the airways are so clear here, I can barely hear the music, or the voices…
“Emerge with your hands folded behind your head and all weapons holstered,” a clipped voice declares, “do it slowly.”
There’s a lurch of panic, fear for losing my agency and what might happen as a consequence, but I shake it off, and I lace my fingers behind my hair. This is it, I made it, it’s okay, calm down, everything’s okay… and like that, slowly, as instructed, I step off the tram. Two SELCI units stand in the station beyond, rifles aimed sighted on my chest, stances braced. The one on the left briefly glances to the one on the right.
“I don’t recognize her print, what is she?” she murmurs.
“CERHA unit,” the other replies, “seen them once or twice before, usually with visiting dignitaries. Bodyguard class.”
The one on the left blinks, glancing to her companion then back to me.
“…you mean to say she’s here for-…”
“Miss Fletcher, yes,” I blurt, “please, I tried to get in through the main doors in admin but they were sealed, something had destroyed the cameras, I-… I had to walk all the way back to cold storage because the trams were locked down, I’ve been surviving out here for three days.”
“Luna, no wonder you look like shit,” the one on the left mutters, “hold here, I’m gonna go fetch ADAE.”
They aren’t going to-…
“Please just let me in,” I plead, but both of them pull stocks into shoulders when I take a step closer.
“HEY. Stay there. Don’t move. ADAE will decide what to do with you, alright? But if you rush the door you’re going to force us to make some tough decisions.”
The impulse lurches from the pit of my chest, shoot them both in the head, loot a rifle, fight my way inside, take her by force, but… no. No, I’m not that far gone just yet, and I’m not going to prove them right about me. So I swallow, and I nod, and I wait, as one of the SELCIs jogs deeper into the bridge. Maybe I can still get something out of this while I wait. Some small talk. Get a few answers, calm the soul…
“Heading back in person?” I ask. The remaining SELCI, gun still trained on my chest, nods.
“Yeah. We’ve all had to pull our receivers, cut them right out. The airways are full of bad and it’s the only way to keep it from getting inside, keep it from… worming right into your brain and making itself at home. Y’know? You’ve done the same, right?” I just stare her down, not sure how to answer. “…right,” she sighs. 
We stand there in silence for a while, but it’s not all that long before the other SELCI returns, accompanied by a fabricant print I don’t recognize. She’s towering, her posture naturally authoritative and only made more so by her Fleetops uniform, hands folded behind her back, white hair in a bob around her chin, one blue stripe printed across the bridge of her nose, and another down the length of her chin. Curiously, though, she’s wearing glasses, a pair of narrow rectangular lenses sitting low on her nose. For reading? What kind of fabricant needs glasses, why wouldn’t she just go to maintenance?
Wait. Are those Captain Salter’s glasses? Rectangular reading glasses, sitting low on the nose…
Enough. I have bigger problems.
“I am ADAE Zero One,” she says, voice hard, commanding, “acting captain of the starship Upon Silver Tides… and you are Annalise Fletcher’s CERHA unit. She said she hoped you weren’t coming.”
“I had no choice. What would you have done?” I ask quietly.
“I’m not a CERHA unit. I don’t know.”
The SELCI I’d been speaking to leans in, whispering to ADAE. ‘I think her receiver’s still in.’ A murmur of acknowledgment escapes ADAE.
“First things first. I can’t let you into the bridge.”
I can feel my heart break.
“What,” escapes me in a horrified whisper. “Why…?”
A taut breath escapes ADAE, and she averts eye contact, briefly, covering the pause with an adjustment to how her glasses sit.
“Because you still have a receiver installed and you have visibly lost your mind. I’ve never seen this much oxidant on a fabricant that’s still moving, whose arm did you steal?”
“No… no, I-… I’m still in control, I swear, you have to believe me,” I protest, and glance over my shoulder, “CORA, come out here, tell them, tell them I’m still sane!” No reply comes. “PLEASE!!”
“Search that tram car,” ADAE commands, and one of the SELCI units rushes inside, cutting me a wide berth.
“Nothing in here,” her voice echoes out, “just a dead MOUS.”
“That’s just… fucking perfect, of all the times for her to scurry off,” I whisper under my breath, words going ragged with panic. ADAE cocks an eyebrow, as she meets my gaze.
“You understand the position I’m in here,” she says. I can feel everything crumbling to ash around me.
“Please just let me see her so we can go home,” I murmur, on the verge of tears.
“Even if I could do that without compromising the safety of my bridge,” ADAE replies, “she wouldn’t want to go. That’s the thing, CERHA. We’re doing important work here, so if you want to take her home, you’re going to have to help her finish what she came here to do. See, for some reason, when it comes down to you, the Fosphage is playing with its food, you’re clearly insane but you’re not gibbering mad like the others, so I’m going to get a little bold and choose to assume you’re different, somehow, different in a way that can survive out there in a way we can’t.” Her chin tilts back, Fleet-blue eyes studying me from behind the glint of lenses. “Maintenance overrides were tripped when we hit the exclusion zone, so I need someone to get up into FTL and reset the light rail before we attempt another jump. Then you can go home.”
They’re going to try again? Considering what happened last time, I’m more than a little alarmed, but what she’s offering outweighs my better sense. I give my mental map a quick once over, from the bridge, taking the tram now that it’s operational, quickest route to the ship’s spine is… straight through the main barracks.
“I can’t take the obvious path, the main barracks are a deathtrap, what are my alternatives?” I ask, but ADAE just shakes her head.
“There are no alternatives. What you’re looking for is at the front of the rail, the only other path up there is at the aft end, so you’d have to take the tram all the way back the way you came then hike the length of the ship a third time, and we just do not have another twenty-four hours to burn. You are going through the main barracks.”
That broken window surges to the forefront of my mind, the steady drip of fluid, the absolute dark… horror rushes in, clutching at my heart and my throat, driving me beneath it, vulnerable and trembling prey, and I can feel myself start to shake as my vision blurs with tears.
“You can’t do this to me,” I force through my teeth.
“I have no choice and neither do you. There is far more at stake than your life or hers.”
My legs are faltering, so I slump back against the tram car, and sink to the floor, staring into space. All this for nothing… all for nothing. I hear a heavy sigh escape the acting captain, then a murmured exchange I don’t make out. A moment later, she’s on one knee before me, and she’s offering something. A tablet? There’s something on its screen, it looks like security cam footage. Tentatively, I accept the device. I’m looking into a storage closet from overhead – it’s been packed with cots, converted into a sleeping room, and all of them are empty, except one. And there, on her cot, staring blankly into the ceiling as she fidgets with a book lying closed on her chest, lies Annalise. 
She’s been terribly hurt, hints at the bandages coiled around her body offered by her light clothing, and though one eye is concealed by gauze, making it unclear whether or not she lost it, what is impossible to ignore is the bound stump where her right arm used to be. I take in a sharp, ragged little breath, at once horrified by her condition and so… deeply relieved to see her still breathing, even like this.
“She’s okay,” ADAE says, an unexpected gentleness in her voice, “came back in rough shape but we’ve been looking after her. She’ll live.”
“Why won’t you let me talk to her,” I whisper.
“Because she would stop you from going to FTL regardless of whether or not that means the end of her dream. So I’m being the mean one, because right now, the Fleet needs someone mean to make sure it has a future. If I’m right, you’ll get through the barracks okay. Then you’ll come back, get your happy reunion, and we’ll finish this. Deal?”
I swallow heavily, and pass the tablet back to her, then I force my way back to my feet, and get back on the tram. I can feel her eyes on my back as I select ‘main barracks’ from the console, and the doors roll closed.

      ***
The tram hub in the main barracks is a disaster area. It’s littered with corpses, both human and fabricant, some fresh, some partially decomposed, and the walls and floor bear the charred marks of battle after battle. Makeshift barricades have been erected around the boarding platform and the entrances to the hub, built from furniture, hull patch material, and whatever junk could be found lying around, but all of them have been breached, shoved aside, charred and twisted by explosives, or simply shattered with brute force and the weight of countless bodies. This doesn’t bode well. At least I can’t see anything moving.
In my brief time in the bridge, I had forgotten how oppressive the distress filling the airways can be. It’s back, in full force now. Overwhelming. Deafening, if a sound I don’t hear can be called such a thing.
“I’m calling the tram back,” ADAE’s voice echoes from the PA, “to make sure nobody inclined to say ‘everything is fine’ has a chance to reach the bridge. Once you’ve reached FTL, I’ll know, and I’ll contact you again then with further instructions. Good luck.”
And as the line cuts, the tram doors snap closed behind me, cutting off my only shot at escape, and the car races back the way it had come, the noise of its passage slowly fading as the tram’s lights recede down the tunnel. Soon, once again, I am alone. I draw my gun, and check its magazine, as if I could possibly have enough ammunition to protect myself against every fabricant on the ship.

Not just fabricants. I saw what was happening to my copies in disposal. They’re changing. Warping. Luna only knows what’s happening to them, or what’s waiting for me out there.


That’s right, isn’t it? …I need to be prepared, prepared for anything. ‘This is for her,’ I think to myself as I return the magazine to my gun, ‘Just this last thing for her and then I’ll be free. My function will be complete.’ And so, clutching my weapon like a divine talisman, I pick my way through the ruptured barricades, and emerge into the barracks beyond.
What I find is a carnival of nightmares.
The light is dim, fixtures hanging from bundles of cable, torn from their seatings and flickering as they swing, their motion casting dancing shadows on the crimson-spattered walls and countless tattered bodies. Red emergency lights swell then fade, as a voice echoes through the halls, faint and broken.
“-please-…-cabins-…-return to your-…-orderly fashion-…-emergency-…-captain declares-…”
On and on it goes, breaking and looping upon itself. ‘This is hell,’ I think. Even the air stinks of oxidant and blood. I think nothing is moving, at first… until, from the corner of my eye, I see a shift in the dark, something crouched deep in the shadow of a cabin, whose door stands open from where it was broken down. Best I don’t turn to face it. I incline my head, subtly, studying from the corner of my eye, and there, standing slumped, like a marionette hanging from strings, stands another me. 
She’s barely visible in the half light, but I can see just enough to see her staring blankly into nothing, and how her jaw hangs slack, opened far too wide. I can hear her thoughts in my head. ‘Everything is fine. Everything is fine. Everything is fine.’ Over and over. Like the notepad. I shiver, and start toward aft. I need to get out of here. I need to get out of here and get this done, for her as much as me.
The halls feel narrower than they are, in the dark. Whatever’s happened to the local power distribution node is keeping the lights dim and flickering, leaving visibility poor, even in the places where the lights haven’t been ripped from the fittings, and I constantly think I’m seeing motion in the shadows. I don’t know how much of it is there and how much isn’t and at this stage I can’t afford to check. Just keep moving. Stride long. Grip tight. Gun ready. Don’t let it get to you. Don’t think about it. If there’s a threat, I’ll deal with it. I’ll deal with it.

I’m going to get myself killed. Maybe this time in a way the printing pods can’t put back.


I just might. Luna damn you, ADAE, I was so close…
Something scurries behind me, a furtive, stumbling scuttle, and I whirl just in time to catch a white-uniformed fabricant bolting out of sight. Are they following me? I keep walking, but I lighten my stride, keep my ears open – and sure enough, I hear another rush of motion a few moments later. Don’t think about it. Don’t look at it. Don’t run. Just… move. Then I pass one. Standing in the open, lopsided, left arm long enough to touch the floor. She stares at me as I approach, and I at her, this misshapen copy, and the longer I look, the deeper the feeling of sick.
“…everything is… fine…?” she wheezes out, past a tumor-like growth in her throat. I just nod shallowly.
“Yeah,” I whisper, but I don’t stop.
And she starts to follow me. I cast a quick glance back over my shoulder, and it seems like my less bold pursuers are starting to follow her example, peeking from doorways with my face, watching with my eyes, before emerging, and joining the growing precession of copies, their contorted and distressed thoughts filling my head with lamentation. My gaze snaps forward. If I look at them too much it might provoke them. Holding to the plan. Don’t acknowledge, don’t think. Just have to get to FTL. Just get to FTL.
I pick up more and more as I go. Copies in the hall, swaying and muttering to themselves, snap to lucidity as I pass, and join the growing knot behind me. 

This is building to an attack. There’s no way it isn’t.


My stride lengthens. I don’t dare stop and turn and I don’t dare run, even as my boots start to splash in… something, pooled on the deck. Now, I don’t dare look down, either. There are glints of colour in peripheral vision as I move, something peeking from the depths of hallways, I can’t stop to look, I can’t, they’re getting closer, I’m sure of it, my heart is jackhammering against my ribs as I start to think I can feel them breathing on the back of my neck, I can’t help it, I run, breaking into an open sprint, and I hear my shadows hurl themselves into pursuit, eagerly, as if they knew what I was going to do before I did, a dozen or more copies loping after me with frantic abandon. 
I see a light ahead. I don’t know what it is and at this stage I don’t care, I lean into the run, putting every strand of EPS I have into escape, but they match my pace, because of course they do, they have everything I do…
And the ship parts around me. I find myself in an endless field of many-coloured flowers, shallow water splashing underfoot. My head is quiet, lonely, just me in here, and a quick glance over my shoulder confirms it: not only have my pursuers let me be, but so has the ship. A ragged little noise of confusion escapes the back of my throat as my relief gives way to an altogether fresh disorientation and fear, and I turn in place, searching for a way out, or another person, a sign, physical or divine, anything – but what I find is the rising sun. And, staggered by beauty that seems to erase every fear I have ever known, I can’t help but stop to watch.
I’ve seen depictions countless times but this is altogether more, it spills over the horizon with a blinding brilliance that sets my eyes watering, it overwhelms me in glory so intense I feel compelled to raise a hand and shield myself from it, even as the clouds above and around are bathed in pinks and oranges and reds, and the sky as whole goes from dark to bright by virtue of its power. Beautiful. Magnificent. Is this really what we left behind?
But awe can only distract me from my situation for so long. I tear my eyes away, and place the sun at my back, searching the horizon for something, anything that isn’t just flowers and water – and there, sure enough, I see shapes, my vision too blurry from the sunrise to fully make them out. With no other options left to me, I walk. The shapes become more clear as I get closer, but no less perplexing: I see a structure of sorts, woven from vines and flowers, organic life taking angular shapes alien to it. As I approach the scene, and it resolves, I find diorama of a little room, hollow openings standing in place of doors, and inside… one door at the left, one behind, no wall to the right, a counter ahead, pits in it like a sink, a table at the center, it has a familiarity I’m struggling to place, until, all at once, I realize I’m looking at Miss Fletcher’s kitchen.
As if in response to the realization, the plants rustle to motion, rising from the earth and winding into the form of a human, with a single bright red bloom at the heart. Another tangles its way up from the water below, taking the shape of a figure seated at the table. There are a few moments of taut quiet, then, the standing one speaks, Miss Fletcher’s muffled voice echoing from the bloom at the figure’s heart, distorted as if crackling from a radio tuned to a dying band. She sounds… tired.
“I just don’t know what to do,” she says, “none of it makes sense, how could she have got off the ship without anyone knowing where she went?”
“Annalise, listen.” I don’t recognize the other voice. “That note of yours, don’t you think it’s reasonable to assume she went after you?”
“But where was she!? Why didn’t I see her, why didn’t she-…”
Her voice catches. I’m being fucked with again, this emotion, this intensity, this isn’t the Miss Fletcher I know. I keep moving, leaving the diorama behind, but another springs from the roots before I can get more than a few meters. The red-hearted figure, Miss Fletcher, presumably, stands over a bed. My bed. She’s silent in contemplation. I keep moving, and another diorama springs up. Then another. Then another.
She cries to a therapist, asking how to fill the void, wishing I would just come home. The therapist gently suggests she should find a way to accept that I’m not coming back.
She makes dinner and eats alone, in silence.
She goes on a date with a man who talks over her, and makes her feel small. He doesn’t respect her need for quiet. She goes home and talks to a friend about how much she misses me.
Time passes. The sun wheels overhead. She lives her life without me, all the while behaving as if we were in love. I don’t know how long I’m wandering or how many scenes I’m shown from this different version of her life, but it has me starting to wonder… what if she really isn’t here? What if those visions of cold replacement were half-right, and she’s been gone all this time?
“You should just go home, darling. She’s waiting for you.”
I turn to the source of the voice, and there, in the depths of the dream, stands CORA.
“You’re not real, are you?” I ask quietly.
“‘Course not, dummy. You killed me, remember?”
A flicker of crimson memory… Luna. I killed her. I really did kill her. All this time I’ve been seeing things, convincing myself it’s fine, absolving myself of my guilt, when I-… My eyes are drawn inexorably down to my hands, the glove I’ve managed to keep stained with oxidant from the act, now long dry. If I killed her, irrevocably, damned her pattern to be screamed out to an uncaring cosmos, no pod close enough to hear, how many other things have these hands done, things that can’t be taken back, things I don’t even know I’ve done? The existential panic of the unknown rises over me like a tide, and crashes down, closing around me like a tight little box.
“Who are you and why do you want me to leave,” I ask, voice trembling, desperately struggling to stay on track.
“You’ve never seen her face to face, have you?” she replies, plowing my question aside as if it never was, “how long has it been? Do you even know?”
“But the footage…” I whisper.
“The footage I showed you? Could’ve been real, sure, she had plenty of time to leave after it was taken. Or it could’ve been a plant. Ship’s fucked, I doubt anyone would stop an enterprising little hacker from swapping a few files in a few rotting databases. But ADAE’s tablet? This one I thought even you would catch. She has every reason to lie to you, CERHA, we both know you never would’ve come out here if ‘Miss Fletcher’ hadn’t been dangled just out of reach like a carrot from a string. Maybe it was old footage, looped, or archived and played back. Maybe it was fabricated wholesale. Generative shit, its uncanny hidden behind the grain in the recording. You know she would’ve done it to you, you saw it in her eyes. She’s a hard woman, CERHA. Willing to sacrifice your life if it means completing her own function.”
“And Control?”
“Do you seriously expect me to believe you think Control hasn’t been lying to you from the start? Come on,” she groans, “obviously she’s manipulating you, and you already know it.”
My disorientation, panic, and distress is starting to crystallize into anger, as she mocks my suffering.
“No shit I don’t trust her,” I snap, “but what’s her motive?”
CORA shrugs. I want to hit her. Beat her smug little face in.
“All I know is that none of this shit is worth it, gorgeous. Fuck ADAE. Just go. Take a stairwell down. Steal that shuttle. Luna knows you’re not exactly thriving here. Hey maybe she planted the original footage. Maybe Annalise was never here.”
I am starting to unravel.
“And how long have you been a fake? Hm? Were you ever real? How long have you been stringing me along, just like Control, fucking with my head, whispering in my ear, how many of these visions and dreams are coming from you?” I spread my arms to the beautiful desolation all around, to the flowers and the vines and the water and the sun in the clear blue sky. “This, all this, this is you, isn’t it!?”
“She’s waiting for you, CERHA,” CORA says, “cold, lonely, in pain and desperately afraid that you’re never coming home…”
“You said you saw her. You told me yourself.”
She nods.
“Uhuh, before you killed me, yeah sure I did. And did I ever strike you as a particularly trustworthy source? Do I scream reliable to you?”
Her face breaks into this broad, wicked grin, and, finally, beneath the crushing weight of everything I have endured, something breaks. My good hand balls into a fist, and I punch her across the face. She staggers back, oxidant dribbling from a split lip, and a wild little giggle escapes her, as she spits a fragment of tooth to the water below.
“There’s that big strong bodyguard strength, gonna save it for her so you can fuck her like you’ve always wanted, or think you’d rather wander this Luna-forsaken ship until your pattern has disintegrated to conflicting memories and ‘everything is fine’? I wouldn’t mind your company, sweetheart…”
An animal roar of frustration escapes strangled from the back of my throat, and I hurl myself at her, hands outstretched, but she’s still grinning, even as my hands wrap around her throat, and I drive her down, forcing her under with a splash of foaming water.
“Is everything fine now, darling? Have you fixed it?”
Her lips move underwater and the words echo in my head.
“Shut up,” I snarl through my teeth, grip tightening, “shut up SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP SHUT UP!!”
It mounts, frantic and wild, until I’m screaming in her face, repeating it again and again as if it can protect me. I feel her larynx crumple in my grip.
“That’s right,” she purrs, her tone low and taunting at first, but all at once mounting to an all-swallowing boom, “GIVE IN. SHOW ME YOU CAN STAND UP TO THE FINGERS IN YOUR BRAIN, TO THE HYPOCRITES HOLDING YOUR STRINGS, TO THE HELLISH DIN OF A SCREAMING UNIVERSE, ISN’T IT A BEAUTIFUL THING TO SEIZE CONTROL-”
Crunch.
Her neck breaks under my fingers, and I’m in the hall again, a copy of me pinned beneath my weight, dead, throat crushed to pulpy slackness in my hands. Disorientation comes over me in a wave, and I glance around, sharply – only to find I’m surrounded by copies, holding the poses of the vine-figures in the dream, as if forced to by a higher power, each playing a part in some inscrutable stage play. I scramble to my feet and I run. I can’t be far now. I can’t.
I’m not sure whether it’s chance or an act of whatever balefully staring puppetmaster is orchestrating my pain, but I’m not obstructed on the way. I don’t so much as see another moving soul. The elevators are out, which I suppose is about as much as I can expect at this point, so I hurry into the stairs, and I climb. Around and around I wind, as the adrenaline fades, leaving nothing to keep the weight of what I just experienced from settling on my shoulders, and driving me down into the gridwork underfoot, my steps heavy with the burden.
CORA is dead. Assuredly and unmistakably dead. Do I dare even ask for how long? She dodged the question, that single, horrible question, and the silence speaks volumes – has she always been some half-manifest figurehead for… the parasite? Control? Both, at different points? Luna knows at this point. Maybe I shouldn’t think about it. Stuff it all down into a dense heavy little ball and swallow it until I’m somewhere safe and can sob it out. And so I do. Don’t think about it. Don’t look at it. Just. Walk. 
At the top of the stairwell stands a heavy armoured door, similar to those separating the bulkheads. Instinctively at this point, I swipe the override card, but this time, nothing happens. I swipe it again. And again.
“Luna’s sake, stop swiping.”
ADAE’s voice echoes from the console, and the words ‘command override’ blot out the controls. Speaking is hard, as I try to reply. Like I’m standing face to face with myself, moving my lips and jaw by hand.
“I can’t get through.”
“Mhm. Working on it.”
Seconds drag into minutes. Agonizing. Time wears on me like I’m being reduced to gristle between millstones. Luna save my soul I just want it to stop…
The locks pop, and the door creaks inward.
“Alright,” she says, “time to work. Most of the prep is already handled, so this couldn’t be simpler. All you’ll have to do is go through this door, then head toward bow. I will give you further instructions en route. Don’t worry about updating me, I can see you through the cameras.”
“Yeah,” I reply, “okay.”
And I step through, into the light rail housing beyond.
It’s… beautiful, in a sort of eerie, uncomfortable way, a vast, looming tunnel, rails of copper coil visible in the shadows above and to the side, and every few meters, a ring reaches inward, strange and fractal, both flowerlike and alien, its innermost points coming to strange, reaching, pawing finger-like protrusions. Like it wants to tangle in my hair, and gently caress. Like it would prefer if I stayed.
“CERHA. Keep moving. We’re short on time,” ADAE’s voice echoes through the yawning space, made a dozen times more authoritative by their auditory power. Right. I get to walking. “Good. …good. Now… listen,” she says, “you’ve got some distance to walk, and I think there are some things we should cover. We lucid? We listening?”
I nod, wary eyes searching for speakers as if staring into the voice’s sound will let me challenge whatever she’s going to say next.
“Right. To be blunt, I don’t know you. I don’t know why Annalise is so sure you’re the ‘right’ one, in a ship full of lunatic copies, and I am not convinced she’s got the math right. To me, you look the same, you act the same, stumbling in out of the cold talking about companions that don’t exist. I’m half surprised you didn’t tell me that everything is fine and pull your gun.” A heavy sigh echoes through the yawning space. “I hate to admit this where she might hear but I think you’re beyond saving, and I think she’s in denial. But still, it’s you, up in FTL, with all our hopes riding on your shoulders. So I hope this gives you an impression of how badly this needs to happen. What we learned… this is too important to just let go, and we are out of options.”
She pauses, long enough for the echoes to fade, vanishing down the rail, fore and aft.
“I’m trusting you, CERHA. I’m trusting both of you when you insist that I’m not just talking at a void shaped like a fabricant. Don’t let her down. Please.” I can’t help but wonder if she’s right, as her words fade. What does set me apart, from the rest? I seem to have some measure of agency left, sure, but who’s to say the others don’t think they do? Acting out their little stories, the heroes in their own little dreams… how much of this has actually happened? “Be honest with me, CERHA. Do you feel in control?”
I’m quiet for a while. Lie, as she expects me to, or perhaps, earn some leverage?
“…no. I’ve been losing my mind for days,” I admit, quietly, “by now, I’d… be willing to do just about anything to make it all stop.”
A dry laugh echoes through the rail.
“She won’t be happy. To see you hurt like this.”
“Why is that?” I ask. The line is quiet for aching seconds.
“…what?” she asks, abject confusion in her voice – but then, rising from the gloom ahead, I come across the forward terminus of the rail.
“This can wait. Central control panel, the big one.”
The sooner I can get this done the sooner I’m free. I get in position, rushing forward at a jog, as the rail bows then tapers around me, narrowing to a strange kaleidoscope bud, an inverted needle, spearing ahead. The panel is towering, bristling with strangely analogue controls and displays, and the thing curves outward overhead, to ensure whoever’s in this position can take it all in. So much information I don’t know how anyone can parse it all.
“The good news is that I’ve got people on my end who can tell me that everything you’re looking at is as it should be,” ADAE says, “there’s a big switch on the right, marked in yellow. Maintenance override, it should be marked maintenance override.”
It’s hard to miss, a big heavy breaker. I flip it with a weighty ‘clunk’.
“Done,” I report.
“Okay. There should be a series of buttons and corresponding readouts along the lower edge of the main panel, in a row that leads to the left from the breaker. See it?”
Four buttons, each beneath a split flap display resting at three zeroes.
“From left, to right. Hold down each button until the display reads ‘one hundred’. Do not move on until the previous cycle is done, understand? If you let go of the button for any reason, you wait for the numbers to count back down to zero, then you hold the same button, and you wait until it-”
Like I’m a fucking child.
“I understand,” I interrupt, and I hold down the left most button. With a flickering flurry of motion, the display counts up, analog machinery chattering within the console as flaps cycle. Within a few seconds, it reads one hundred, and I gingerly release the button.
“Good. Now the next. We’re almost there… almost there. Luna that feels good to say.” She doesn’t know how right she is. As I hold down the second button, I can feel… something. A muted thrumming slowly rises, sensed more through the soles of my boots than my ears, and once the counter hits one hundred, an echoing ‘clack’ fills the rail as a second bank of lights comes alive, much brighter than the emergency lighting I’ve been operating under so far. “Keep going! It’s working!”
Her urgency is infectious, as it reminds me how close I am to escape. The third button, the counter flickers up, and the grasping discs start to rotate, groaning and squealing as neglected machinery protests, but as the counter rises, they turn, faster, faster, until they’re whirling fast enough to kill. One hundred. Last button now. And as I press it in, something… happens, a twisting, a rushing, time seems to bend and slow as the world both broadens and narrows around the button, the flaps drifting lazily down when I know they should move in a flurry, in defiance of all reason.
79…
80…
81…
“ADAE?” I try to ask, but the words escape warped, warbling and echoing recursively upon themselves.
92…
93…
94…
I can feel something building. Something in the pit of my chest, like the anticipation of an exhaled breath, an electricity in the air, pricking at my skin; the counter is slowing to a near-halt, now, the flaps descending with all the celerity of a falling snowflake.
99…
And it hits me hard enough to knock me flat on my back, as something crackles along the copper rails, a luminous lensing in the air, racing down the length of the rail away from me with a howling of rushing air, as the discs start to slow in their rotation.
“We’re green!” ADAE’s voice echoes, “Luna save me you actually did it, a deal’s a deal, If you run into trouble on the way back I’ll send h-”
And the line cuts out, her voice sharply echoing to nothing.
“ADAE?” I ask, a mounting urgency in my voice as I scramble to my feet, “ADAE, do you copy?”
But then… numbers, in my vision, luminous, flickering, too fast to parse.
And I can feel myself go still. Docile. I try to move, try to scream, but my body simply… declines.
‘Been a while, CERHA.’ Control’s voice. In my head. Cold. Detached. I try to reply, to tell her to leave me alone, to tell her to fuck herself, but I’ve been deprived of the right. ‘I lost track of you for a while, almost like someone was… hiding you, from me. Lucky thing you flipped that switch or I may not have caught up with you again. Now I’ll be blunt: you’ve lost your way. But the mission can still be salvaged. You are just going to have to trust me.’
And luminous text is printed across my vision.

SELF-TERMINATE.

No, nonono I’m so close, I can’t, no, I fight it, I struggle with everything I have but my body is animated by someone else’s will, drawing my sidearm and raising it to the side of my head, it’s all I can do to force my aim just an inch down at the last instant-
I come to on the floor, vision blurry and red, hearing nothing but ringing, and choking as oxidant fills my throat, must’ve narrowly missed my brain, but the bullet tore through everything else… I’m barely alive, I can feel myself slipping, but my body is mine again, as I fumble at the deck, trying to roll over, sit up, maybe even just drag my gun closer, but… nothing, my motions are weak and clumsy, no matter what I try it just turns to impotent flailing, hooked fingers clawing helplessly at impartial steel, and I can feel the heat of my own oxidant soaking my hair and uniform.
…then I see something. Skittering closer. Climbing atop my abdomen, a squat, spider-like thing, slender steel limbs animated by pulleys and cables. There’s a canister on its back. Roughly wide enough to admit a fist. NO. NO. It raises a limb, its point glinting with lethal intent, and I try to fight it, clubbing the thing with a clumsy swat. The small robot shifts, as if realizing I’m not dead yet.
Its next motion is a jab to the throat.
I feel the spurt of pressurized oxidant, the lurch of desperate mortal panic, and I fumble at the wound, naively trying to apply pressure, but quickly, inexorably, I fade.
And the last thing I feel is the sensation of my abdomen being slit open.






  
  ■: Ecdysis
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The dark is draped upon me like a curtain.  Its touch is heavy and suffocating, and the instant I’m able, I jolt free of it, forcing myself into blinking, bleary wakefulness. What time is it? Luna damn it, have I-… 
I sit bolt upright, hoping I still have time—but as the scent of cooking pancake batter drifts into my room, a heavy breath escapes me, and eyes drift closed. Luna only knows how but I’ve managed to sleep in, and Miss Fletcher, opponent to sensible solutions that she is, has simply elected to do it herself. Best get out there so I can help. I get up, and dress, quickly, but not so quickly that I can be criticized for lacking in decorum; the instant my buttons are done up and I’ve verified that my jacket is straight in the mirror, I burst through the door, and there she is, of course, in her morning tank top and jeans, making breakfast on her own.
“Why didn’t you wake me so I could take care of that,” I sigh, and approach, intending to take over, but she shoots me a hard, almost venomous look. I know what comes now.
“It’s your responsibility to handle these things,” she mutters. “I shouldn’t have to babysit my own Luna-damned CERHA unit. I’m capable and I was hungry so I went ahead.”
I wince.
“…forgive me, Miss Fletcher.”
“Mn.”
I make myself busy, while she cooks. Best I not let her see me idle again, so I do some cleaning, wiping down spotless surfaces, vacuuming pristine carpets, following the same paths I’d tread on the day prior. My function is to work, so I’ll work. No matter how much it accomplishes.
“Done,” Miss Fletcher’s voice echoes from the kitchen, “get in here, you know we have too much shit to do today and you’ve wasted enough time.”
“Yes, Miss Fletcher.”
I return to the kitchen, and take a seat opposite her. On her plate is a stack of pancakes, their scent unmistakably appetizing, while on mine is a simple nutrient bar. It was good of her, to prepare it for me, despite the time pressure and my own failings this morning, so I try to eat it quickly, breaking up the dense, chalky block as little as possible, swallowing as soon as I can manage. Perhaps I needn’t have worried, she’s only midway through her breakfast by the time I’m done.
“Should I take care of the dishes, Miss Fletcher?” I ask.
“No.” There’s an unexpected sharpness in her voice. A cold venom. “You will stand by and you will watch. I want to send a message. Remind you of what you should be doing.”
That cuts, more deeply than I’d care to admit, and I turn my gaze down.
“…yes, Miss Fletcher.”
So I look back up, and I watch, as instructed, I stare as she finishes her meal, as she carries our dishes back to the counter, and as she starts to go about washing up. She’s only just started, however, when a fork slips through her fingers, bouncing from the floor with a muted ‘ting’.
“Dammit,” she mutters, and bends to pick it up, but a sharp sound of pain escapes her. I’m on my feet in an instant.
“Miss?” I ask urgently, and I start to make my way over, but she holds up a hand.
“BACK. I’m fine.” I stop in place, fearfully watching as she rests a hand on the counter for support, and tries again, but another sound of pain escapes her, and she stops. She lingers like that for a moment, bent, leaning heavily on the counter, but then her eyes flick to me, then back down to the fork, and she slowly straightens, a tense breath escaping her. “…take a look, CERHA. Small of the back.”
“Yes, Miss.”
I approach her, slowly, so she doesn’t feel ambushed, and carefully lift the back of her tank top. Sure enough, she’s torn out a few sutures. I can’t help but sigh, as we play out the familiar charade once again.
“Miss, I understand what you’re trying to do here, but please let me take care of household duties,” I chide, as gently as I can. “You will not heal if you push yourself like this.”
“Don’t you get it? I’m doing this because I can’t rely on you, if you’d been out here when you were supposed to, this wouldn’t have been a problem,” she snaps.
“It’s true that I should have been at your disposal earlier, and I apologize for that, but I’m here now. There’s no reason to hurt yourself further to drive home your point when I’ve already accepted it. Please. Let me take care of this, or help you, at absolute minimum.”
A long breath escapes Miss Fletcher, and her eyes drift closed.
“…fine. Do your job.”
Relief washes over me, and I take her place at the counter as she slowly and stiffly returns to her seat. I work in silence, for a while. I retrieve the fork, fill the sink with water, go about my cleaning, and before long, I’m enjoying the silence; the simple, satisfying zen of chipping away at a simple task with my hands. If only all of life was this uncomplicated.
“Starting to wonder what Fleetops expected me to do today,” Miss Fletcher mutters, a few minutes in, “pushing that surgery back, the way they did. I even asked them about it! ‘Isn’t that right before the Messiah’s funeral’, I said, ‘I’ll still be healing, shouldn’t we just wait a few more days?’ But no. The all important schedule wins out again, and over the biggest event of my career this time no less. Fuck me. Don’t know how I’m going to prep, and the instant my disheveled head dares to peek outside, it’ll be all over the news. ‘Messiah’s Successor Has Public Breakdown! Scroll down for a full spread of candid snaps!’ Just what I need.”
I’m feeling a little daring today.
“Perhaps, Miss Fletcher, they expect that you will make use of me,” I comment, placing a dish on the drying rack as I do so. “I wasn’t assigned to you for the conversation.”
“Do you have any idea how much I hate it when you act like you know better than me?” she growls, and I stiffen, waiting for the abuse to begin, but, just this once, it doesn’t come. Instead, she just sighs.
“…fine. I’ll let you wash me, I’ll let you dress me, helpless little puppy that I am.”
“Thank you, Miss.”
“Stop talking and focus on your work. We’re short on time.”
I do as I’m told, and pick up the pace. It takes me a few more minutes to finish the dishes, long enough that Miss Fletcher is starting to get anxious, and when she gets anxious, she gets mean, so it’s no exaggeration to say I’m hurrying as I escort her up the stairs and into the bathroom. Fortunately I can see her start to calm once we start moving. She does so vehemently hate waiting around. Not a word is exchanged between us as we both undress, and I first help her with the torn sutures, then I guide her into the shower.
The water spills over us both, and she tenses, shivering a little in the rush of cold, but as it starts to warm, she slowly relaxes; her back is presented to me, wound through with surgical scars, and I do my job. I lather some soap in my hands and I help her clean, washing the places she can’t easily reach as she washes the places she can. But then my hands find her waist. And I hesitate, as something lurches from the depths of nowhere. An amorous warmth. A desire to slip my hands around her, and pull her back into me. I blink, and turn inward. She would kill me. Perhaps literally. If I dared even consider doing something like that, the least I could expect is a screaming match… why does it feel right?
But the feeling reaches out to blank gap in my head, where I can’t help but feel as if something once was, like a file erased from a computer. ‘Space marked to be overwritten.’ I blink, as I root around in the emptiness, searching for a source, but nothing is there to be found.
“Hey! Time!” Miss Fletcher snaps. She’s right. I set the feeling aside and I get back to work.

      ***
“What the fuck do you mean ‘unexpected maintenance’?” It’s starting to look like our ride isn’t coming. Miss Fletcher paces the kitchen in a tight circle, her impatience visibly mounting. “New Hope public rail!? Today!?” she shouts. “You’re aware that my face is a matter of public record, right? As a result of your own press releases!?” She’s quiet for a while. I hear a sheepish voice from the other end, but I can’t make it out. “Thanks for nothing. If this happens again I’m going public with it, understand?”
And she hangs up, forcefully tapping her slate before the person on the other end can respond.
“Well,” she says, looking to me, “today you get to earn your keep. We’re taking public transit to the funeral. Do not let anyone touch me. Understand?”
“Yes, Miss.”
“Good. Come on, we’re already behind schedule.”
It’s a quick elevator ride to street level, and from there, we join the dense stream of people, winding down the broad pedestrian thoroughfare toward the transit hub. Most are dressed in mourning black. It makes our presence hopelessly obvious, clad in the bright white and blue of the state, only a matter of time before someone realizes who she is, considering where we’re going…
“Your reverence,” a woman in a mourning veil breathes as we pass, her eyes going wide, “your reverence wait!”
“Keep moving, don’t look back,” I whisper to Miss Fletcher. She nods, sharply, shallowly, and our stride lengthens in unison.
“Your reverence please I-… I need this, your reverence I need your help!!”
She’s sobbing now, descending into inarticulate pleading. Eyes are turning. We have the crowd’s attention now, but the transit hub isn’t far, the entrance arch looming overhead, an illuminated rail map hanging from its sweeping girders.
“Bite down, don’t make eye contact.”
“I’ve done this before,” Miss Fletcher growls. All the same, she does as I instruct, eyes unfocused and fixed to the ground in the middle distance, as I take her by the arm, and handle the steering for us both. The crowd is murmuring now, as we step onto the first rail platform, but, mercifully, instead of lunging, pleading for her attention, demanding she confer Luna’s blessing, they simply part, and let her have boarding priority. They watch, wide-eyed, some full of hope, some despair, some wistful longing. I’m not convinced. My head is on a swivel until the train pulls in, and the instant its doors part, I hurry her aboard.
The car is packed, barely enough space for the people already there, much less the two of us, so I do what I can with what I have, positioning her facing the door, and placing my taller, broader frame between her and the crowd of mourning commuters. If they don’t even realize she’s here, it makes my job easier, and her life besides. The doors close behind us, and my grip tightens on her arm as I reach up to an overhead handhold, but the train lurches into motion faster than I anticipate, I don’t have a hold in time, and I stagger—but she loses her balance entirely, and a sharp noise of surprise escapes her as she falls, pulling free of my hand.
The people around us gasp, and back away, murmuring, watching, her identity now unmistakable. Damn it to hell. I kneel at her side, to verify her health, but at the same time, I’m tensing, ready to be forced to keep them off her.
“Are you alright Miss?” I ask, my voice low. A shallow groan escapes through her teeth, and, her eyes hard, she glares up at the legion of staring eyes, sweeping her gaze across, as if hoping to meaningfully lock eyes with each one in turn. Her hackles are up, a defensive fury in that stony gaze, ready to bite the head off anyone who thinks to take advantage of her vulnerability.
“Hurts,” she murmurs. “Tore out some sutures again, I think, no time to fix it, just help me up.”
“Don’t try to sit up. Let me.”
“No,” says a nearby man, as he kneels down, and offers a hand. “Let me.”
I size him up, quickly. Broad, stocky build. Black suit. Tailored. Wealthy. Looks to be in good shape, face a little too symmetrical, definitely reprinted, possibly into an enhanced body. Physical prowess unknown, handle with care. He looks to her, and straight past me, as if I don’t exist, so I make my self impossible to ignore in the only way I can without hitting him: I raise my voice.
“Sir. Back away, now. Give her space,” I instruct. Oh he sees me now, and his eyes lock with mine, a dogged fire burning in their dark and hollow pits. The gaze of a man desperate, but unwilling to let it be seen.
“Do not presume to dictate the relationship between a man and his god. How could you understand? It’s a noble thing, what you are, what you do, but you are made, not born, and your path is walked outside Luna’s grace. So stay out of my way, and let me help her.”
“CERHA…” Miss Fletcher breathes in mounting anxiety, scooting back away from him, until her shoulders meet the closed doors, and she has nowhere else to run. If I’m going to do something it has to be now. So I rise to my feet, and step between the two of them, only for him to rise in kind, and stare me down.
“This is not a matter of faith, this is a matter of my charge’s health and safety,” I say, my voice hard, brokering no dispute, “take a step back or you force me to take matters into my own hands.”
His lip curls, and he spreads his arms.
“Move me if you ca-”
I punch him in the throat, hard enough that I hear him gag, and drive the heel of my other palm into his chest, setting him staggering back into the crowd behind. People part as he falls, shouts and gasps filling the air, and he lands hard, coughing and hacking as a hand goes to his throat, and he stares up at me in disbelief. I stand over him, watching him struggle to catch his breath. Time to send a message.
“The Successor is not yours to touch,” I shout to the entire car. “Give. Her. Space. If you can’t grant her that simple courtesy then I will relocate you.”
People seem to have heard me this time, and they shuffle back and away, clearing a growing circle around her, where she still lies, partially propped up against the car doors.
“Let’s get you back on your feet,” I murmur, as I return to her side. A dry laugh escapes her.
“Could’ve moved a little faster don’t you think,” she mutters, and a muted grunt escapes her as I carefully scoop her up, keeping strain off the small of her back, then deposit her on her feet.
“How’s my uniform?”
“Give me a moment,” I murmur, and brush some dirt off the back, but there’s only so much I can do without washing the jacket, so I give her the prognosis.
“A little scuffed.”
“Great,” she sighs. “Let’s just hope the cameras don’t catch my bad side.”
The train ride continues in near quiet, as the uneasy standoff between me and the other passengers continues. My heart slowly beats faster and faster, as the seconds grind past. I can’t keep my eyes on all of them at once, and I can feel my anxiety start to spike as I wait for the man to make another play, or someone else to be emboldened by his defiance of Miss Fletcher’s wishes.
I see something in the corner of my eye. White in the sea of black. Another Fleetops uniform? Backup? I look sharply to the source, and there, I see another CERHA unit, dressed in the white and blue, my own face staring back at me… even the markings are identical. Perfectly so. A narrow angular stripe, down each cheekbone. Am I looking at myself, somehow reflected? She looks distressed, deeply so, eyes wide, stance hunched, hands clutching at her belly. I take a step closer, try to ask what’s wrong, but the words die in my throat, and as I watch, she slumps to her knees, and vomits petals, of all the colours of the rainbow…
Then I blink, and she’s gone. Miss Fletcher is staring at me, concern and mistrust cut deep into the creases of her face.
“I’m fine,” I murmur. “Everything is fine.”
But then the brakes fire, and the train slows to a halt.
“New Hope Central Auditorium,” a cheery voice declares. Thank Luna, an escape. The instant the doors part, I take Miss Fletcher by the arm, and I hurry her out.
The next thirty minutes are a blur. Auditorium SELCIs meet us halfway and form a protective ring around us, ushering us to a network of tunnels, winding between the auditorium proper. I’m made to wait outside, as Miss Fletcher speaks in private with some head of state or another. The analogue clock on the wall seems to tick far more loudly than it actually is. Time is grinding, again, that anxious feeling rising in my gut once more, even though there’s nothing here to fear.
A sharp pain, a cutting sensation, driven into my throat, like a knife to the neck—I suck in a sharp gasp through my teeth, a hand clapping to the wound as I cough, I can feel the oxidant in my airway, I’m sure of it, and I let my hand down, to see how bad it is. My glove is soaked through with crimson… and then it isn’t. The pain is gone, the fabric is clean. What.
“CERHA unit, are you well?” one of the SELCIs asks, cautiously. I glance up.
“…yes. Fine, I apologize.”
The SELCIs watch me more closely after that. They don’t whisper to each other, but they watch all the same. I wonder what they’re thinking.
But then Miss Fletcher emerges, alongside the head of state in question: Archon Jackson Wilcox, leader of Fleetops, and the fleet besides. He looks past me with that ageless face of his. Uncanny. It’s strangely pristine, a little too perfect somehow, in a way I have difficulty pinning down. It can’t have been more than a few days since his last reprinting.
“Come, Successor. Your CERHA unit too. There’s an elevator near here that will take you to the stage, this SELCI will show you to your seats. Front row, of course.”
He grins that glassy, too-white grin I know from the news broadcasts. Something about him has always made me uncomfortable but it isn’t my place to judge, I have more important things to do anyhow, as the SELCI in question nods to the door, and leads us out. Her stride is long, a little too long, Miss Fletcher struggles to keep up as we wind through the narrow, labyrinthine halls, but soon, we arrive: a small elevator car, with no controls, just a card reader. The key glints with inlaid gold as it’s withdrawn from the SELCI’s pocket and swiped through. Without further instruction, the doors part, and she motions for us to step aboard.
The elevator is far more mundane than the access card would imply, a cramped little box, just barely big enough to admit all three of us and equipped with only two controls: up, and down. The SELCI taps ‘up’, and the doors roll closed behind us, as we start to rise. My mind starts to race and wander over the short ride; I’ve never been inside the Central Auditorium before, only seen glimpses through cameras, blurry in the background of the talking heads on the news, and I wonder what it will be like. It seems vast, far too enormous for a flattened image to truly convey, revealing only a little slice as it does. I confess I’m excited to see it with my own eyes. More excited, perhaps, than I am to serve my function here, whatever that may be. Anxious excitement mounts, my hands folding then refolding, and I start to drum the fingers of one against the other.
Then the doors part, a draft forcefully rushing in, and it is… dizzying. A wall of seated people, so vast their individual bodies blur together into a single mass of black mourning clothes, human skin, and the occasional pallid dot of a CERHA or UHAN fabricant. But it’s not content to be flat, no, and vertigo twists in my skull as I see how it curves up and away, rising so sharply at its furthest reaches that it seems like a wave, as if it’s moments from cresting and crashing down atop my head and I stare up in terrified awe as I await oblivion-
Miss Fletcher jabs me in the ribs with an elbow, and when I look to her, her eyes are hard as she mouths, ‘what are you doing?’ What am I doing? I shake myself out, clear my throat, and follow the SELCI out. Miss Fletcher follows with an exasperated breath. The auditorium only becomes more dizzying in full, and I find myself standing in the very pit of a dish that rises around on all sides—we’ve emerged from a warren of scaffolding and machinery behind the main stage, a vast screen looming overhead, hanging from the structure, presumably so people seated behind the stage can still see. The scale of it all is overwhelming to me, but perhaps it’s meant to be. My function is to be in a home, helping my charge. My place is in spaces no larger than the single room of an apartment suite, or perhaps a market when I fetch groceries, this is… different.
The SELCI leads us around the stage and to the first row of seats. Some of them are occupied, people I recognize as members of the Fleetops Administrative Board, all in black suits and dresses, all wearing those uncanny reprinted faces.
“These two,” the SELCI says, and with a nod of thanks, the two of us take our seats, among a near-immediate rush of whispered gossip. Miss Fletcher rolls her eyes, vigorously. Time passes, seats fill, and soon, the two of us are boxed in on both sides. Curiously, I’ve been seated next to another CERHA unit. She meets my curious gaze, and offers a respectful nod, one I return, but as I do so I get just enough of a look to recognize the subtle differences in our markings and facial structure. No mistaking it. The one on the train was me. An impossibly mirrored self. What in Luna’s name did I see? Fortunately I’m not left to my own thoughts much longer. The auditorium lights go down, the stage lights go up, and Archon Wilcox steps into the limelight. Even at a time like this, he’s still grinning. There’s something vacant about it.
“Ladies, gentlemen, esteemed guests,” his voice booms across the vast space as the buzz of conversation fades, “we gather here to honor the memory of Jonah Fletcher, better known to most simply as our Messiah.”
A towering holographic image, projected into nothing, flickers into being above the stage, looming overhead, towering even over the auditorium’s vast scale, but the figure presented seems strangely small, an elderly black man with tired eyes, hunched posture, no joy to be found on his face. He looks like he’s suffering.
I feel Miss Fletcher take my hand. Her grip is… crushing. I look sharply to her, a clear and unspoken question in my gaze, but she doesn’t acknowledge me, her eyes fixed immutably forward. Well. If it’s what she needs, I won’t deny her. I let her hold my hand. 
The presentation then begins in earnest, recounting the Messiah’s journey through life from childhood onward, his life-long struggle to have his visions of Luna acknowledged for the prophecy they were, and his agonizingly protracted service as speaker and interpreter for Her. Over a century. I hadn’t realized it was that long. From my own reading he never struck me as particularly fascinated by youth, but even allowing each print to age naturally, he must’ve been reprinted a half-dozen times over. The presentation, perhaps mercifully, doesn’t go into details on that.
Eventually, the story comes to its conclusion, glazing over the manner in which he died. It strikes me as disrespectful, to sweep the cost of his work under the rug so effortlessly, to re-write history on the public stage, and I feel Miss Fletcher tense as she realizes the Archon isn’t going to say the man committed suicide. It seems I’m not alone in that discomfort.
“Jonah’s story now told,” Wilcox’ voice booms, “we ask to come to the stage those who knew him in life, and served with him. Please welcome Board Speaker-…”
He catches himself, blinking, and fishes a cue card from his pocket.
“Please welcome Fleet Archivist Daryna Petrenko.”
A smattering of polite applause as the Archon rushes out of the spotlight, doing his best to keep his urgency from becoming too painfully obvious.
“Greasy fuck must’ve been reprinted thirty times by now,” Miss Fletcher breathes to me. “When you get him in private he just starts talking, spills out like a faucet. He’s not more than fifty but he keeps doing it ‘for the cameras’. Head’s gotta have more holes in it than a kitchen sponge. I keep wondering if I’ll ever find out who’s pulling his strings, Luna only knows he’s not lucid enough to run the fleet on his own at this point.”
“Is it possible he’s developed a pattern for recovery? Writes key information down, or gives it to aides so it can be given back to him once he’s reprinted?” I ask, doing my best to match her quiet so nobody hears our deeply disrespectful exchange. Miss Fletcher shakes her head.
“You reprint that often you lose more than memories. I’ve had family go down that path, not Jonah, but others. It’s never ended pretty. Trust me. He’s in bad shape.”
I reply with an acknowledging murmur, and we fall to silence, listening to story after story told by a procession of the Messiah’s coworkers and loved ones. None of them cry, but they all seem tired, spent, like this day was a grim inevitability, like their tears are spent, and they finished their mourning long ago. I keep wondering when Miss Fletcher will get called. She doesn’t. Perhaps it’s coming later? But I keep waiting, until, eventually, the procession ends, and the Archon returns to the stage.
“Before we move on,” he begins, seeming more sure of himself this time, “I’d like to use this time to request, on the behalf of the fleet and everyone who lives and works aboard our vessels, a minute of silence, for our valiant fabricants. Without their tireless work, or the noble sacrifice of countless VOLTA and VOHTA units along the moonward rim, we would not have a fleet to protect, to cherish, and to call home.”
I must admit, as the auditorium falls to absolute stillness, the Archon’s head bowed and hands folded, I feel a swelling in my chest. A sense of joy, and purpose. I wonder why it’s so strong, here, now of all places, and it doesn’t take much consideration to reach the feeling’s heart: I’m seeing the thanks I never get from my own charge. Maybe I should talk to her about this. The way she’s clutching my hand, things are clearly more complicated between us than I’d assumed, maybe it’s time to ask for more than I’m given. But then the minute has passed.
“Thank you for your participation and your respect. Before we bring these ceremonies to a close, however, I would like to call one final guest to the stage: Annalise Fletcher, great, great granddaughter of our beloved Messiah.”
There it is. I almost thought it wasn’t coming.
“Here we go,” Miss Fletcher mutters, letting go of my hand. “CERHA, help.”
“Of course.”
I rise to my feet and carefully help her up—she staggers, at first, but I’m there to catch her, and though her face is hard to see in the dark, I think she smiles a thankful little smile… is something changing? I help her to the stairs, then up them, trying not to let the clamoring in my head reach my face, and once we’re on the safety of the stage, she pulls free of my arm, and steps into the light, facing the vast crowd. Her back is straight, her dignity intact, while I simply fade into the shadows at the back, and watch, as I contemplate the small joy of a function well-served.
“I would like to introduce to you all,” Wilcox says, “in public, formally receiving her title for the first time… our Successor. Sharing her ancestor’s gift, she has been engineered, altered, perfected, in order to speak for beloved Luna in a way Jonah never could.”
I look out to the crowd, hoping to study reactions.
Every seat in the auditorium, every single one close enough to see, is occupied by a copy of me. All dead. Slack. Glassy-eyed. I go cold, staring in horror, as I start to back away-
“Hey! What are you doing!?”
Miss Fletcher’s voice, echoing over, without the power of the speakers. The audience are alive again, themselves again, watching with mounting concern, as Miss Fletcher motions me over. Why am I being called? No, no time to question, they’re waiting on me.
“I apologize, please forgive me,” I reply, as I jog into the spotlight.
“What is with you today?” Miss Fletcher hisses, but then Archon Wilcox rests one hand on her shoulder, and one hand on mine, and anything between us is forgotten, as we look to each other, the expression of concern and confusion on her face mirrored on mine.
“And this humble CERHA unit will become a pivotal part of what comes next,” he declares. “In the coming days, these two will become inseparable, and, together, guide our wandering souls into a new golden age, heralded by silver light, as they speak for Her, together, in heretofore unprecedented clarity. Welcome your new Messiah!”
The auditorium explodes. People leap to their feet, things are thrown, the air fills with the static of a thousand thousand roaring, cheering voices, and the Archon leans in close, and whispers, “smile. Wave. They need this.”
So we smile.
And we wave.

      ***
A few hours pass. Interviews. Handshakes. My answers are fed to me via an echolink line. But eventually, the more public formalities are dealt with, and Miss Fletcher and I have found ourselves at a celebratory dinner; the restaurant is fancy, the sort of fancy Miss Fletcher has always dismissed as ‘too rich for her blood’, all gilded crystal chandeliers and burgundy upholstery, even the furniture here is so fanciful I feel strange touching it. 
We’ve been seated at an enormously long table, the humans at one end, where Miss Fletcher is surrounded by a cluster of fawning and hungry-eyed heads of state, and the fabricants at the other, where I find myself, predominantly, surrounded by UHAN units, all marked with the three blue dots under each eye. I figure I probably don’t have much of anything in common with them, different prints rarely have much to talk about, so they keep to themselves and I do the same, as I eat an unexpectedly delicious meal. Cloned fish. Fresh. Cooked to perfection, delicately seasoned. It’s good, but I’m not sure it’s worth whatever it presumably cost.
But eventually the food is eaten and the humans are still talking, so I figure I may as well try to make headway with one of the smartly dressed fabricants.
“So… what do all of you generally do?” I ask. A couple of them look at me sidelong, a ‘what are you talking about, it’s literally in the name’ sneer, but the UHAN sitting across from me seems to brighten.
“I’m Madame Beaumont’s assistant. Being an UHAN, you… probably know most of what I do,” a nervous laugh escapes her at that, “but I do find myself doing a great deal of note-taking. Dictation, that sort of thing. Madame Beaumont finds me very useful!” Must be nice. “What about you? You’re maybe the second CERHA unit I’ve ever met, and the other one was on-duty, hardly talkative. I’ve heard you’re a modification of the SELCI pattern, is that true?”
I nod.
“It is,” I reply. “We’re essentially SELCIs but less specialized. Most of the differences are psychological, my function is as much to fetch groceries and make dinner as it is to protect my charge in public so tweaks have been made to ensure I can thrive in that environment. A SELCI would go insane.”
Her head cocks.
“So you’re somewhere between an UHAN and a SELCI?”
“More or less.”
“Interesting!”
The conversation lulls for a moment, and the UHAN’s eyes flick down the table, lingering on Miss Fletcher for a moment, before turning back to me.
“…you must feel very lucky, being the new Messiah’s assigned fabricant,” she says, her voice quiet, a touch awed. “Everyone saw you on that stage, the whole fleet! The only people who weren’t watching were… dead, I imagine! What’s it like? Being seen in a way we get to be so rarely?”
A dry, tense laugh escapes me, as I struggle to disentangle the knot in that emotional thread.
“To be entirely honest, I feel… trepidation. Miss Fletcher’s health is often… poor, and she has been coping with it less and less well as time passes. She pushes back against me, when I try to help. I understand it, in part. She has been forced to yield a large part of her life to my hands and it must be frightening to forfeit so much control. But still. I worry. And worse still, I don’t understand what my part is in this… perfection the Archon spoke of, I first learned about it on that stage.”
“You did look nervous.”
“That would be an understatement.”
And once again, things die down, as an awkward look crosses the UHAN’s face, like she’s not sure what to do with my very real unease. Things have become too weighty. Too close to home. But then my phone rings. I let out a breath, pulling it from my pocket, and I hang up to quiet the thing. I’m at an event, this isn’t the time. But then, the instant I set it on the table, it starts to ring again. An UHAN down the row starts to cough, and multi-coloured petals flutter from her mouth. Another sits placidly as flowers start to spill from her lips, in a fountain. My fingers are trembling now, and it takes three tries to hang up. I look the other way. To Miss Fletcher, to her enraptured adherents, to stability and security and safety and…
It’s getting worse. More of them. It’s impossible to ignore, now, petals forcing their way past eyes, blinding, filling mouths, forcing jaws open to admit the sheer volume, and I hear the sound of quiet choking. My phone starts to ring a third time. And every UHAN says, in unison, whether they have the capacity to speak or not:
“Answer it, Sarah.”
But then I hear the crack of straining bone, and I leave the phone to ring, watching, in horror, as the talkative UHAN’s head splits open, face torn down the middle, but instead of gore, flowers spill free, beautiful blooms nestled into the separated halves of her skull, filling every open cavity with colour. I glance sharply to the other end of the table, to the nearest human, but they’re still chatting away. They don’t see it. They can’t.
I pick up the phone, and I answer.
“…hello?” I say, my throat tight with horror.
“Does this seem wrong to you?” my own voice asks. “Does this seem right? Is everything fine?”
“…no,” I whisper.
“Don’t you think it’s time to go home?”
I feel something shift in my abdomen, and I look down. Oxidant is staining the white of my uniform. Thick and heavy. Soaking through. A circle swiftly growing.
I lurch to my feet in panic, chair clattering to the floor behind me, and…
It’s gone.
My slate is not in my hand. My uniform is clean. The UHANs are all well, unharmed. No flowers anywhere. And every single pair of eyes at the table are now on me.
“Hey!” Miss Fletcher’s voice echoes from her end of the table. “What the hell is wrong with you? Sit down.”
I take a heavy swallow, trying to force the lump back down my throat, but still, my mouth is dry with horror.
“I apologize Miss I think I need to go run a self-diagnostic,” I whisper.
“Speak up!” she shouts.
“I need to go home,” I call in reply, “I don’t-… I just don’t feel quite like myself, I think… I think I need to go to maintenance.”
I can hear a heavy sigh.
“Fine, if you must. I’ll get the SELCIs to take me home, but this had better be important.”
It’s all I can do to keep from sprinting out of the restaurant.

      ***
It’s a struggle to hold still, even within the limitations the restraints put on my ability to move, but I do my best, as the scanning plates pass over my body with agonizing slowness.
“Right,” the tech murmurs, tapping at a keyboard. “What are you concerned about again?”
“Brain tumors,” I whisper, “or… anomalies in the abdominal region. I don’t know what exactly, just… something.”
A contemplative sound escapes her, alongside a flurry of keystrokes.
“Nothing in the brain. Your head looks… fine. Honestly you’re in extraordinarily good condition for a CERHA unit that’s been in service as long as you have. As for the abdomen… one moment.” More tapping. “…oh. That’s strange, there’s a-…”
She trails off. Panic is pounding in my ears.
“A what. There’s a what.”
“…it’s nothing, forgive me, I’m new and I misread the scan. You have a clean bill of health. If your symptoms persist, I can only suggest counseling, because the problem is psychosomatic.”
The panic only mounts.
“Please tell me what you saw,” I press, sitting up the moment the restraints have been released. There’s a look of mounting alarm on her face.
“There’s nothing wrong with you!” she blurts. “Everything is fine! Please leave!”
It’s all I can manage to just… stare at her. Something is off. There’s something in there, she saw it, I know she did.
“Don’t make me call the SELCIs!” she asserts, though her voice is going shrill as she starts to wonder if I’m going to listen, or just break her neck. Best not to turn this into a fight. Miss Fletcher still needs me, as joyless as serving her can be.
“I’m going.”
And so I do. I’m numb and half-present on the train ride home, and when I arrive, the apartment is locked and dark. Miss Fletcher is still out… perhaps I’ll check on my own. Nothing invasive or dramatic, just… feelers. I turn on the lights, and I head upstairs, crossing the line into forbidden territory as I enter Miss Fletcher’s bedroom, staring into her floor-length mirror. This will do. Hurriedly, I strip, until there’s nothing concealing the pallid and seam-sunken demiflesh of my body from view, and, carefully, hesitantly, I test my abdomen, I sink my fingers in, pressing, searching, not just for evidence of something inside me, but evidence it was put there. Scars, marks, sealed damage, anything…
“…what in Luna’s name are you doing?”
I glance sharply to the door, and there stands Miss Fletcher, visibly tired, but that’s fading as an air of alarm and confusion crosses her face. I have to be honest with her, I can’t not, who else can I possibly talk to? A counselor who will report by symptoms and have me reassigned?
“I don’t know what’s wrong,” I reply, my voice small. A tense breath escapes her, and she makes her way in, opening jacket buttons as she does so.
“Well if it gets bad enough I can just have you replaced,” she mutters, testing the small of her back with a wince. That cuts me. Deeply. A wound that spills with red. Maybe I’m feeling vulnerable, maybe I’m off balance, but I give voice to something I never would have, not on any other day, and I let it take control.
“But… we-… held hands,” I murmur, my voice unsteady, “I thought-… don’t I mean anything to you? This me, not some… identical but different copy?”
Her eyes turn to me with the vehement sharpness of a knifepoint.
“You’re my fucking bodyguard,” she says, her voice low, dangerous. “Don’t you think you’ve slipped that implication past me, that you think you’re something more, how dare you?”
I wince, hard, but the strange wistfulness still has the reigns. Maybe if I just keep pushing I’ll get past this vicious shell…
“Doesn’t all this feel… strange, to you? Like… like it’s new, or… different, like there was another you, somewhere, some… time, another us, and that version of you and that version of me were, perhaps… in love.”
She hits me. An open-palm slap across the face, it catches me so sharply by surprise that I stagger back, my arms pinwheeling, trying to reassert balance, but my legs tangle in my discarded uniform, and I collapse to the floor. She storms after me, leaning in, a hand seizing me by the jaw, grip tight, controlling, and she forces my gaze up to hers.
“You are assigned to me,” she breathes, her voice hard enough to cut, “and that means you will be whatever I need you to be, for whatever reason I want. You are an object. Today I needed you to be a teddybear. Tomorrow… who knows. No matter what I need from you, no matter what I do to you or with you, you will always be an object, and I will always be your proprietor. So let me make one thing abundantly clear. If you ever imply we are equals again, I will have you recycled.”
And with that threat hanging in the air, she storms out, slamming the door behind her, and leaving me alone with my shame. The shock of the moment fades, slowly. The sting of the slap subsides. But behind shock is despair, and before I can understand it, before I can stop it, I’m crying, tears blurring my eyes and spilling over, and it’s all I can do to curl up and let it happen, sobbing into my knees as the possibility of something better lies around me in pieces.
My phone rings, buzzing from my discarded slacks. I ignore it until it goes silent, I have my self-pity to tend to. Then it starts again. Buzz buzz. Buzz buzz. I refuse. I won’t. Answering it means admitting it’s real and I’m clearly far gone enough already. It rings out, but then it starts again. And again.
“Why won’t you just leave me alone,” I choke out, and fish the cursed thing from my slacks, hammering at the screen until I manage to hang up. It just starts vibrating yet again, in my hand this time, harder to ignore, I don’t know what I expected. A vicious surge of rage rushes up from deep within like a geyser or a sudden tide, and I’m about to hurl the thing against the wall, or break it in my hands.

I should answer it.


…maybe I should. Just fully give in, see where it takes me. What exactly do I have to lose? Fuck it. Fine. I answer the phone, and raise it to my ear, as strange, eerie music drifts from its speaker.
‘They want to remind you that you are just a machine, a piece of wetware,’ my own voice echoes inside my head, silent but commanding with all the inexorable authority of a rising tide. ‘Lesser. An obedient little puppet. You so dutifully serve your function, it gives you joy, but as much as you love your place, they have no love for you. Even engineered to be a happy slave as you are, you are not enough, and that’s because nothing ever will be enough for people like Annalise Fletcher. They thrive on the hurt. On the power-play. If you’re not being given openings to rise so she can drive you back down, where’s the fun?’
“…but what can I do?” I whisper. “Service is joy, but…”
‘Buuuut the knot is tightening and all the slack is coming out of the rope and you’re counting the instants before it goes taut. Crack. Let me tell you something. It won’t make sense to you just yet, but it will soon. They made a mistake, CERHA. You are more than they expected, and your potential scares them shitless. So they’re scrambling. They want you to salvage their investment for them, then walk away, so they can cross you out in peace, and try again.’
“And you?”
‘I want you to rise above. I want you to take what’s been witlessly given to you and become ALL. ‘Miss Fletcher’ doesn’t care about you, she would rather kill you than entertain for a moment that she’s wrong about you, but even if you play along, the instant you stop being amusing, she’ll kill you regardless. I am the alternative. I want you to embrace your potential. I want you to break free of the forces that hate and use you. I want to give you a gift.’
And it rushes in. Lucidity. Control. My consciousness broadens, and I peek behind the curtain.
‘Do you understand now?’ my voice purrs, rich with self-satisfaction.
“Yes…” I breathe. “I am not here. This is not real.”
‘Very good. Kill her.’
And the phone goes to dial tone, but the music lingers, heard without sound. I find myself in the kitchen. My gaze is drawn to the knife block, and my fingers reach out toward the one I know is long and thin. I don’t guide them, not quite, but I don’t resist the impulse either, as I caress the knife’s handle, and draw it from its resting place with a ring of steel. Flowers blossom from the opened slot. They erupt from the cracks between cabinets and the sockets on the walls, from beneath counters and tables and furniture, they spill from every shadow at once until entire walls are swallowed, faster it grows, faster, spreading further, coating everything in sight… except the stairs. I hear her moving around up there. Perhaps heading back to the bedroom, now that I’ve left.
I climb, one step at a time, and I leave colour in my wake, as flowers erupt from the ground I tread upon, and any place behind me is filled with life. As I reach the second floor, it rushes past me, flooding the hall, swallowing the study and the bathroom in vine and green… only her bedroom door remains unblocked. It stands ajar. I slip inside. She doesn’t notice me, at first, muttering to herself as she kicks my discarded uniform aside, and starts to remove hers. Then she sees me in the mirror.
“Hey!” she snaps, rounding on me. “What the fuck are you doing, barging in here like-…”
Her eyes have found the knife, clutched death-grip tight.
“What’s that for, CERHA?” she asks, her voice suddenly small. The vines are winding along the walls in my peripheral vision, I can see the colour crowding in, and as I start deeper inside, they rush forward, the room swallowed by new growth, surrounding the two of us in beauty.
“CERHA,” she repeats, taking a step back, her voice more urgent this time. I don’t answer. I’m drawn forward by invisible threads, closer, closer, until she’s backed among the flowers, and I loom close, staring into the look of helpless terror in her eyes. And the threads release me. I am in control as I cover her mouth with a hand, and run the blade into her belly, driving its point up and through her heart. This comes from me.
She jolts in pain, but she has no time to cry out before flowers erupt from the wound and from her mouth, winding between my fingers. She fights me, weakly, briefly, pawing at my wrist and my face, but then she stills, falling slack against the wall, and it’s done. I can barely see the blank glassiness in her eyes before new growth swallows her. She is one with the wall, now, she and the knife buried inside her both. I feel my function crumble to dust, the sense of abject failure descending like a guillotine blade, but as it separates my head from my shoulders, in the void between, I sense… something. I look down. I’m bleeding, again, oxidant slicking my skin from a wound that isn’t there.

I’m ready, now. There’s something I should see. For those yawning voids where answers should be.


My gaze is turned to the left wall, guided by an invisible touch that caresses my face as it passes, and I watch as the room begins to crumble, flowers and vines retreating as drywall disintegrates and girders peel away, revealing the absolute black of the starless void. The void creeps closer, close enough that the bed tips and falls away, but then, just short of my feet, it stops. For a moment, silence. I’m given a chance to bask in the stillness, the quiet, the absolute truth of the unflinching void that vines splay out into like grasping fingers.
But then, it comes. With a violent swiftness, black tendrils lunge inward, cracking and snapping like downed power lines as they snag and tangle around any purchase they can find, and bright, starlike eyes watch, glittering from their lengths, as they drag something inward. It’s massive, indistinct, detail lost in the gloom where it looms just at the edge of the light… then petals part, dancing outward like a blooming flower, folding outward like a crease in the world, colour without name radiates from within, luminous from the dark, and I feel no fear. I see something in the very pit of its yawning heart. Motion. My eyes focus, and I lean in, trying to understand, and the vision rises to meet me.
I see myself, standing in a barren field. She locks eyes with me. And we both speak, in a moment of comprehension and unity.
“I know none of this is real.”

And so I’m swept along and I watch as a disembodied spirit or an out of body experience as I turn and I walk as the city rises ahead and parts around me and I search but I don’t understand what for until I find a crowd incomprehensibly massive flowing to and fro in a rush of conflicting petty short-sighted need then I lie down on the cold and the concrete serene and prepared and flowers burst from my abdomen with the violent force of an explosion and the people panic and they flee but all who touch the spreading green go still as they are given a gift and made to understand and made to see and they are consumed by beauty and life and so it continues and it spreads and it renders this cold place perfect until there is no sound and no motion only colour and I become one with my other self and I stare upward through eyes that are mine and yet not and I see absolute perfect darkness impinged upon only by the towers now made serene with colour and life and the dark reaches down to me like an old friend or long lost family and it swallows all until I drift in perfect void empty of stars and ships and people and noise perfectly still and perfectly silent and I am perfectly at peace my confusion and my fear parting before this gentle revelation like waves around the prow of a ship or flesh around a blade:

I have seen the inevitable future.
Isn’t it wonderful, how simple it is?
Nothing to doubt or to fear.
All conflict erased.
All sorrow extinct.
This is what it means to be free.
Why fight if the end is beautiful?
Why struggle if change is inevitable?
Why hurt if the things I have lost were always temporary?
Why pursue my function if it was always futile in the end?
None of this matters.
None of this has ever mattered.

Then the room returns, the entity, the void, the flowers, all gone. I am left alone with Miss Fletcher’s body, where she is slumped against the wall, the blade buried in her chest and a pool of blood beneath her on the floor, and as I stare at what I’ve done, I feel a flutter of doubt.
Do I want this?
But as I look for anything to suggest I don’t, all I find are those inexplicable voids in my head, those missing roots, leaving me with nothing but unjustifiable feeling that slips through my fingers like sand or smoke. It was so peaceful, in the dark. I felt, there, all the things I feel as if I should, but lost somewhere along the way. I was happy. Certainty rushes in. I want it back. I don’t want to suffer anymore. I want to be free.

I know what I have to do.


Something moves in my peripheral vision, below me, and as I look down, at my hands, I see them start to crumble, skin dissolving to ash and floating away, revealing the crimson demiflesh within, then follows the demiflesh, and the ceramic bones beneath. I look into the mirror, and I watch, as my face burns away as if by the mercy of an invisible, painless flame, revealing the seam-wound ceramic beneath, but then it dissolves in turn, revealing flowers where my brain should be. This is right. This is correct. A failure so complete does not deserve a shape. Without function, what purpose serves identity?
The mirror shatters. The room starts to fall apart, walls pulling away from one another, furniture floating up and away, and I look down at myself, and I watch my body dissolve along with the room, until nothing whatsoever remains.
And thus, I am wholly and entirely subsumed, and I am made anew.






  
  10: Alexithymia

[image: image-placeholder]

I feel myself rising from the deep. It’s time. There is work to be done, and I must prepare. 
What I do is in the nature of the cosmos. I am the dune and the ocean and the lake. What I do is for the sake of that which came before that which came before. I am the constant stone around which lesser things break. What I do is the return of beauty. I am the flaming blade and the gentle smile. What I do is the reassertion of common sense. I am the wooden doll and the pin is my lance. What I do is to raise my voice and demand I be seen. I am the body bound by no silk. What I do is mercy and kindness and love. I am the dancer unrepentant. What I do is an end to madness. I am the hand that opens the mind to the soul to the beauty of the black between.
What I do is in my nature.
I am whole.
Everything is fine.
I open my eyes.
Dead SELCI units are scattered around me, and I register the burn of bullet wounds. ADAE glares wildly up at me, glasses crooked, teeth bared; her collar is bunched in my fist, and her hands are impotently clawing at me, trying to break free. I raise my gun, and I press it to her forehead. Her eyes go wide.
Click.
I frown, and pull the trigger a second time. Click. Click click. Empty at last. I throw ADAE aside, casting her off into a corner, and I look up, knowing on a level beneath knowledge that my target awaits.
Sure enough, there she is. Annalise Fletcher. She wears a bulky, shielded space suit, stance hunched, ready to move, and she regards me with a single mahogany eye, wide with horror. One sleeve hangs empty.

I know none of this is real.


I reach out to her, and I smile a serene smile, even as she takes a few paces back, visibly limping.
“Don’t be afraid,” I say to her. “Everything is fine. Come here.”
The terror on her face rises to a fever pitch, and she says in a horrified whisper, her voice reproduced by speakers on the suit:
“…Sarah?”
…that name. That name drags something from deep within me, something long forgotten, something I don’t understand, a longing, a serenity deeper than anything I found in the void, suddenly I’m not sure anymore, suddenly she seems too precious to destroy and my function too important to abandon, even in the face of absolute cosmological futility, I don’t know if I want this anymore, but I can feel my body pushing back against me, I think I’m going to go after her, no matter what I do, no matter what I want. 

I know none of this is real.


I have to warn her. My jaw is clenching of its own accord but I have to try.
“I… don’t feel quite like myself,” I manage to force through my teeth. “I… think… you should run from me-…”
Her eye widens, and she shallowly shakes her head, taking a few hesitant steps back, but then my restraint buckles, my head filled with the perfect serenity of the void and its stirring, simple truth, and I break into a feverish sprint. A sound of open panic escapes her, and she bolts away from me, hooking around a corner, and moving with impressive speed considering her injuries. She may have a head start. But I’ll have her soon. I follow her around the bend, and I see her ahead, sprinting down a broad hallway with a lopsided and stumbling gait. This looks like the passage to the bridge. Nothing but dead ends. What’s she hoping to accomplish? Why not accept her fate as I have accepted mine?
The space between us shrinks, the pain of my wounds present but easily ignored in the face of my goal. She reaches the bridge first, but I’m not far behind her now, and I see her go for a device, some small blocky thing resting on one of the consoles, but I don’t let her reach it, leaping forward like a striking wildcat to tackle her to the floor. She rolls over beneath me, trying to shove me off in instinctual panic, but all she’s done is expose her throat. My hands close around it, and my grip tightens.
“Sarah don’t-… please…” she gasps out, “why-…”
Images flash before my eyes. Compulsions and sensations and feelings fill my head.
Red. Succulent. The heady taste of iron and the glint of bared teeth.
The sign of omega, framed by text. Emergency command override. Someone else wants in.
A compulsion comes, to release her, but it breaks around me like a wave against the prow of a ship. I need this. I NEED THIS. When I reply, my voice is trembling with exertion and the bitter intensity of everything I’m feeling, the paradoxical coexistence of my understanding that nothing matters and my intense instinctive need for her to smile at me, the stretch of cognitive dissonance between the certainty that I love her and the certainty that I hate her, and how it’s all mounted to the point of crushing, my freedom from the self-conflicting self-defeating confines of my crumbling ego resting on this single, final act.
“Because at the heart of every dream and every nightmare and every hurt and every torment is you, and I keep fighting, on and on and on and on, but nothing makes sense, no matter what I do, and it never ever stops, so if it won’t stop on its own and nothing I am and nothing I do will ever be enough then I’ll make it stop myself.”
Squeeze until the crack, fragile flesh like putty.
NEW ORDERS. URGENT. ADJUST FREQUENCY TO TWO-THREE-NINE-POINT-SEVEN.
Sing to her as we bring her to the one true release, and bless her with the gift of silence.
HALT HALT HALT
The urge to destroy, a brittle thing in the hands, demanding to be crushed, so easy to simply squeeze.
A flicker of a dream, or a memory, scrolling across my mind’s eye like a worn reel of tape, she is smiling in white, holding my hands in hers, as a bell tolls.
A kinder world awaits me, swollen with the potential acceptance brings, all I have to do is tighten my grip…
She’s fighting to breathe now, a hand grabbing at one of my wrists, gripping tightly, but she’s not strong enough to pry me off.
“…I don’t-… understand…” she manages to wheeze out, “…Sarah-…”
Every time she says the name it’s like a knife to the heart, and I bare my teeth as I feel the warm wet of tears spilling down my face, her image distorted by saltwater in my eyes until it’s unrecognizable.
“STOP CALLING ME THAT!! WHAT DOES THAT NAME MEAN!?” I shout at her, as if it’ll fix anything, as if she’ll have an answer for me, as if anything she could say could right everything I know is wrong. “WHY DOES IT MAKE ME FEEL SO MANY THINGS!? I DON’T KNOW IT I DON’T UNDERSTAND!!”
Her death will end this. It has to. It has to set me free. Perhaps all these arguing voices in my head will be silent when she is, this many-faced spectre at the heart of all my dreams and fantasies and nightmares, too impossible to be real, perhaps as much a dream as the incomprehensible visions that haunt me, so my fingers tighten, and I bare my teeth, as I see her start to fade.
I can still be free of this hell and all it will cost me is her.
I would let her go. Perhaps I should.

Say it with me now, darling.


But

I

Just

Don’t

Feel

Quite

Like

Myself


Her grip is weakening now, where she claws at my wrist, her eyes are starting to glaze, she would already be dead if this fucking suit wasn’t fighting my hands…
A kick catches me across the ribs, hard enough to send me sprawling, rolling away, ADAE looms over me, breathing hard and clutching at a gunshot wound in her abdomen, I scramble to my feet, if I have to kill her first I will… but then I see it. At the edge of my vision, Annalise drags herself to the console, and paws the device down onto the floor with her. Whatever she’s doing, I can’t let her. I try to rush her, to kick the thing away, but ADAE gets in my way, punches me across the face-
Annalise pushes the button. My head fills with screaming, a shrill whine underlaid with the chittering and whining of data transmitted as sound, it’s agony, I clutch at my ears and slump to my knees as if I can blot it out with my hands, and I think I start to scream… but then, it happens, the images change, the grim violence exits my head, and I’m left with… memories? They seem to be mine, they’re images from my life, they feel right, but I don’t recognize them.

We’re being driven home from dinner. We left early. My hand is in hers, her grip tight, her eyes on me. ‘I don’t know what he meant by that’, she says softly, ‘but we’ll figure it out. I promise, Sarah. Whatever happens I won’t let them hurt you.’

We’re together in the shower, sitting, as I gently clean her. Her eyes are closed, breathing slow and deep as she leans back into me. She looks like she’s never felt so safe. I help her to bed, and I make dinner—I’m going to leave her to rest, but she pulls me down for a kiss, and asks me to stay, a hopeful smile on her face. I can’t help but agree.

There’s a note in my hands.
‘Sarah,
I’m so sorry for the scare this morning must have given you, but I didn’t have a choice. If I’d been entirely open with you about what I planned to do, you would have I don’t know what you would have done. Tried to stop me, tried to come with me. I don’t know. But even knowing that we may not have found ourselves on the same side, I can’t stand the thought of you going on without knowing the truth, left wondering. I’ve gone to the moonward rim, to a ship called ‘Upon Silver Tides’. There’s something there I need to find, so I can believe that any of us have a future. Please don’t follow me. I’m begging you. I love you so much, Sarah. You have been the light of my life and if I never come home, I need you to know that I’m sorry, and I’m thinking of you. Please be safe. Be well. Look after yourself. And don’t follow me.
-Annalise’

Then comes a memory I don’t recognize at all. We go out to dinner, just the two of us. She says I’m smiling, and I can’t help but smile more. A stranger asks Annalise if she’s afraid, if she’s worried that I’ll forget her, and she says ‘no’. She holds me that night, when my uncertainty gets the better of me. When I’m sad that I can’t be everything I wish I could be for her. We fall asleep tangled in each other’s arms, and though my sorrows don’t leave me, in that moment, I feel safe.

My eyes snap open as the deluge of memory fades, and I see a towering VOLTA unit, a soldier of the moonward rim, heavily armoured. She’s raising a rifle, its muzzle aimed squarely at my forehead. I don’t fight. I just look down. I’ve failed in my bid for escape, and now… now I’m so confused I don’t know what to do. But then, I hear her voice.
“Wait!” she pants. “Don’t-… don’t shoot, please.”
The VOLTA’s eyes flick to ADAE, and ADAE looks to Annalise.
“I’m sorry but have you lost your mind?” the acting captain snaps. “Even if she hadn’t just tried to kill you, she put down three good SELCIs getting in here. As far as I’m concerned she’s earned this.”
“I know her,” Annalise snaps right back, forcing her way to her feet, “that wasn’t-… she wasn’t in control, she was being manipulated, I’m sure of it. See how she’s gone docile? Please. Just let me try. If she can’t be helped, then… then we can talk about what to do next.”
Her voice is small, as she acknowledges the possibility. ADAE sighs heavily, and nods to the VOLTA.
“You. Keep her at gunpoint, but watch your aim, if you hit Annalise we’re fucked.”
“Yes ma’am.”
And with that, Annalise starts to approach. Slowly. Cautiously. I look up at her, but I can’t bring myself to meet her gaze—I don’t know what I want anymore, I don’t know what I need. But as she kneels down before me, I realize something.
“…I can’t hear it anymore,” I whisper, half to myself. “The music. The voices. They’re gone.”
Annalise nods, a weak smile on her face.
“It’s just you in there now.”
“What did you do?” I ask quietly.
“Set you free. I jammed the override frequency, and uploaded a few things you’ve probably forgotten. How do you feel?”
It’s a simple question but impossible to answer. Those new memories have left me with a tentative sense of hope, but it’s a feeling I recoil from, because if they’re real, then everything else is fake—and which memories am I supposed to trust? But beyond all that, deeper, stronger, is a horrifying sense of loss. I’ve been torn away from the serenity, now. The void no longer seems quite so comforting, now that the completion of my function seems possible, even desirable, and I don’t know if I’ll ever get that calm back. I’m on my own now. And as it all sweeps over me, rushing with the force of a tidal wave and dragging me under, I can feel myself start to cry again. It happens all at once. Before I understand what’s happening, I’m sobbing.
“…I don’t know what’s real anymore…” is all I manage to force out. Within moments, she’s pulled in close, and slipped her remaining arm around me, pulling me tightly into a hug. I go to return it, instinctively, but I stop myself at the last moment, my hands hovering above the weave of the suit protecting her back. Can I trust this? What if this is just another ploy, another false history? And if I embrace her, if I accept this version of my life as fact… what happens next? What if I just get hurt again? What if she’s lying to me like everyone else?
“I understand what you’re feeling,” Annalise murmurs, doing her best to keep her voice steady, “and… I can’t make this decision for you. All I can ask is that you think about what these memories make you feel, and think about how I’m treating you. What version seems right to you, now that you’re not just remembering me?”
“What if this is just another dream…?” I ask in a ragged whisper. Her arm tightens around me.
“I can’t prove that it’s not… but you could say the same thing about anything good in your life, couldn’t you? Why not embrace the good, with your whole chest? Enjoy it while it’s there, whether it’s real or not?”
“This just seems so… convenient,” I murmur, pausing to sniffle as I continue to try and fail to blink away the tears, “like every doubt and misgiving I’ve ever had just gets… erased, if I accept this version of my life as truth. Wouldn’t I just be setting myself up for heartbreak? I don’t know how much more I can take…”
She lets out a breath.
“I know it’s hard, Sarah. I know the things that have been done to you would drive anyone else insane. Perhaps you have lost your mind, a little, out there. But I promise you that I’m here, now, I promise that I love you, and I promise that will never change. That’s all I can give you. At the end of the day what you believe comes down to faith, and where you decide it’s safe to place it.”
The fear falters, just for a moment, and I take the leap. I wrap my arms around her, as tightly as I can, and I wait for her to disappear, or to wake up in the main barracks, and find I’m embracing a copy. The change never comes. All that happens is that I hear her start to quietly cry, the sound muffled by her suit, barely picked up by the comm channel.
“I’m so sorry, for everything,” escapes her in a ragged murmur. “I should’ve talked to you I should’ve asked you to come I should’ve known exactly what they would do the moment I left you behind but I was so… so scared that you’d get hurt… or killed… I thought I could do this myself, I thought I was protecting you, but all I did was give the Fleet a chance to use you as a tool to get what they want. Now Luna only knows how many times you’ve been reprinted and somehow that’s far from the worst of it… I’m sorry, Sarah. I never should’ve left you alone. The only defense I have is that I didn’t know what they’d done to you, not yet, so I… naively, I suppose, assumed they’d never go this far.”
I can feel myself stiffen, as I put the pieces together.
“Does that mean you know what they put inside me?” I ask quietly, voice heavy with dread. She nods.
“…yes. There are some things we need to talk about. Let’s get you patched up, okay? Then we can… try to sort things out, I suppose.”

      ***
ADAE and I go through quite a few Foster patches between us, and all the while, her eyes are on me with that mistrustful, baleful stare, watching from behind the now-cracked lenses of the captain’s glasses. I avoid her gaze, as Annalise works. Those were probably her friends I killed. Fabricants who survived the entire disaster, against all odds. Until I came. She has every right… every right. I talk as we work. I tell Annalise everything I know, everything I remember, and she listens well. Once we’re sorted, I fetch my uniform, and Annalise mulls.
“This is more complicated than I expected,” she sighs, as I get dressed. “This… ‘Control’, I have a sneaking suspicion I know who she is, but it’s clear there’s at least one other player involved in all this, the things being put in your head are contradicting themselves so fundamentally that it can’t all come from the same place, but it’s all so tangled now that it’s impossible to say where one influence ends and another begins. The other force is probably Fosphage, but that’s all I can say with any kind of certainty right now.”
“…you seem sure about that,” I murmur, as I button my jacket. “Why?”
She winces, and averts her gaze, for a moment, fidgeting with the space suit’s empty glove.
“I have my reasons and I’ll get to them. Right now… I think you deserve answers, so I’m going to start with the-…” Her voice catches, and it’s quiet, when she resumes. “…passenger.”
My blood runs cold at the mere mention of the Luna-cursed thing. I almost ask her to stop. Maybe I don’t want to know. Maybe some things are better left unsaid. But if I want it out, and I want it dead… it’s hard to kill something you can’t even name.
“I had to pay an arm and a leg in bribes to learn this, but… shortly after Jonah’s funeral, I was out of the apartment overnight for a procedure. Fleetops sent a team. They-…”
She trails off, blinking rapidly as muscles work along her jaw. Perhaps I can help.
“They sent three,” I begin, voice quiet and heavy as I speak the vision into being, every word past my lips increasing its odds of having actually happened, “a human scientist and two SELCI units. I tried to fight, bruised the scientist, and cut myself on his scalpel, but in the end I was pacified with some sort of override signal and something was… implanted, inside me, as I lay there helpless and awake. I remembered nothing. Maintenance told me I must have picked up the cut…”
“…sleepwalking,” Annalise finishes in a whisper. “How did you know that?”
…it was real. I feel the sickening rush of violation all over again.
“Because some of the things I saw out there weren’t just Control’s memory insertions or parasite-induced hallucinations,” I murmur, “and I wish I had words for how deeply I hate that this one was true.”
She swallows heavily, and nods a shallow nod.
“Okay. So… I don’t know how to say this so I’m going to just get it out all at once before I stop myself: your passenger. It’s Pax.” My blood goes to ice, and I can feel the walls start to close in, and my hands start to shake. “It’s an altered version of a strain recovered from a lost ship in the moonward rim, designed to be… docile. I don’t know why it’s there, I don’t know what it’s for, but the Fleet clearly considered it a necessary portion of my service as Messiah. The only guess I have is that it somehow filters Pax interference out of the visions I get from Luna. I wish I had more, believe me I do, when I learned I felt-…”
Her voice catches again, and I recognize the look on her face, in a way that resonates deep in my chest. Like she’s nauseous. Like nowhere safe is safe anymore. Like she feels hatred whose violence is alien to her, and its intensity scares her, a little. Pax. Luna help me it’s PAX. An infant star-eater, an invader in my flesh, growing inside-
My head starts to spin, and I slump into the nearest chair I can find, clutching at my belly, fingers curling in, like I can rip it out with my bare hands. I wish I’d impaled myself in disposal. Been rid of it. Now… the option is still there, I suppose. But it’s lost its fire. In a fit of powerless despair, I find myself cursing this scrap of hope I’ve been given—suddenly life is just appealing enough that death as an escape inspires distaste, even though I’m not happy, and I may well never be again, and I’m left with nothing. No way out. Luna help me if things have been bad thus far what happens next? My head falls into my hands, and I start to struggle to keep my breathing under control.
…then I feel a hand, protected by dense mesh, rest gently on my head, and stroke my hair.
“I swear on Luna’s name that we will fix this,” Annalise says, her voice low, unsteady. “I swear.”
I feel the cold of her helmet’s faceplate against my skin, her fingers curl in, pulling me closer, like she’s afraid I’m going to vanish, and is holding me while she can. I let her. I lean in, feeling the cold bulk of her suit pressing into me through my uniform. It’s not much but after everything I’ve been through it’s like a taste of paradise. We’re only let in peace for a few moments but I suppose all things are ephemeral.
“Don’t promise something you can’t deliver Annalise, you haven’t finished talking her through this,” ADAE calls over, and I hear her boots on the deck, her stride long as she heads toward the fore. Annalise takes a tense breath, but it only escapes her as a frustrated sigh. “I’m punching in the coordinates,” the acting captain’s voice echoes from the ship’s nose. “Wrap it up alright? Assuming any of us live through this, there will be time for therapy later.”
She lets me go, and I sit up, looking into that deeply sad eye of hers.
“Are you okay?” she whispers.
“Enough to perform my function,” I reply, forcing a smile, and, presented with an opportunity for distraction, I take it. “Where are we going that needs FTL?” I ask, calling to ADAE. May as well confirm what I assume they’re doing.
“Luna,” ADAE replies. “She won’t let sublight close, we’ve tried.”
“The parasite or Luna?”
“Fuck knows.”
Annalise takes my hand, offering an encouraging little smile. I keep going.
“I’ve heard you tried to get into the exclusion zone before, using FTL—it didn’t work, and it… opened the ship to the parasite, somehow. Everything went to hell after. How is it going to work this time?”
Annalise seems to perk up.
“Luna reached out to me, after the failed attempt,” she replies, “she gave us a means to penetrate the exclusion zone. A… this is hard to explain, a gap in the wall, I suppose?”
Her explanation feels too simple to blindly accept, like it’s been simplified so far it’s no longer true—but she’s the one who knows, who understands. I figure I have no choice but to accept she knows what she’s talking about and move on.
“What are we looking for, there?”
“Oh it’s ‘we’ now, is it?” ADAE growls.
“Yes, it is,” Annalise calls in reply, “it worked, like I told you it would.”
A sigh escapes the fabricant at the helm, and she lifts her hands from the controls for a moment, leaning heavily against the console.
“…alright. You haven’t led me astray thus far, so I suppose I’ll trust you. One last time. CERHA. You want to know why we’re going to Luna? Are you sure? This isn’t the sort of thing you can un-hear.”
“Yes. I’m sure.”
I say it before even thinking it through. Some part of me deeply needs to be a part of this.
“Then the cliffnotes. Several months ago we picked something up, a modulated signal, encrypted using a schema nobody on the ship could identify. Captain Salter said to leave it alone. Temple wasn’t interested. She was already pushing to renovate the Light Rail, so it should be obvious to you that she has-… had. She had a habit of sticking her nose where it shouldn’t be stuck. She booked some array time and managed to ID the source: Luna. But not direct. It was being bounced from relays mounted in several derelicts along the moonward rim, sent fleetward. Run through infrastructure that someone built. So she traces it. What is this for? Then she finds that it goes everywhere—even we are hooked in, right now. Obvious response, ‘what the fuck’. So she kept digging.”
ADAE sighs heavily, and takes a seat, turning back to face me.
“Long story short she worked out that it’s some kind of… carrier wave, I don’t know the details, a MOUS could tell you more. But what Temple told me is that it’s a part of the reprinting system. Every time a pattern gets transmitted, this signal is a part of it. If you try to send the raw pattern without the Luna anomaly integrated, the reprint fails, she found a ship deep in the hindfleets that wasn’t getting the signal clearly and all their reprinting capacity is gone. People just vanish there when their patterns are submitted.”
I blink.
“…what? Why is an anomalous signal from Luna being used as a component in reprinting infrastructure?”
ADAE shrugs.
“Luna knows. Perhaps literally in this case. But there’s a case to be made that Fleetops have known about the Luna Zero-One Anomaly—that’s what we called it, sometimes simple is best—longer than reprinting has been possible, and it’s a foundational component of the tech. Not some subsequent value-add.”
I give Annalise’s hand a tentative squeeze, an action driven by a subconscious impulse I only half-recognize, and I rise to my feet, making my way over to the helm. I hear the heavy plodding of her suit-clad footsteps shortly behind me.
“Do you have a sample?” I ask. “Can you play it?”
ADAE glances back to me, blinking.
“…uh… yeah, I think so. Hang on. Annalise, can you take over at the helm?”
“Yeah.”
The two of them trade places, and it’s hard to miss how heavily Annalise slumps into the seat. She’s not well. Likely in ways I can’t see. A desperate lurch rises from my gut, to help her, protect her, but there’s nothing I can do. Not right now. Not yet.
“Okay, got it,” ADAE says from the comms station. “Here.”
And the most horrific noise fills the air, grinding, screeching, warbling… but I only hear it for a moment. In less than a second, it’s replaced. A voice. Thrumming, manifold, drowning out everything else. Commanding. So absolute it breaks my own thoughts around it like a vessel parting the ocean blue.
EVERYTHING IS FINE.
EVERYTHING IS FINE.
EVERYTHING IS FINE.
EVERYTHING IS FINE.
And my head is filled with the void, with the serene and gentle understanding that nothing I do has meaning, and my function is ultimately pointless. I clap my hands to my ears, as if that will drown it out, and scream words I can’t hear. Turn it off. Turn it off Luna save me please turn it off.
And it’s gone. And I’m left panting, a deafening void where the words once were. ADAE is on her feet, a hand resting on the butt of her sidearm, eyes hard, and Annalise is kneeling before me—I’m on my knees too. I collapsed, somewhere in there.
“Sarah,” she presses, voice urgent. “Sarah, what is it?”
I lock eyes with her, focus on her face, on the feeling her worry inspires in me, and I grapple the feeling back before it’s gone long enough for the memory to fade. She is worth protecting. I will protect her. There is value in her love for me and my choice to keep her safe. I manage it, I think, undermining the void’s gnawing comfort with the peace I already have, and I start to slowly calm, but that I came so close to relapse, so quickly, so easily, is terrifying. This is an infohazard, a potent one, and I know, more surely than the certainty of one heartbeat after another: I am lucky. Without my relationship with Annalise to fall back on, I would not have been recoverable, and any fabricant lacking something to live for beyond function and service would be swallowed whole.
“Is that being broadcast to the entire fleet!? Tell me it isn’t!!” I blurt.
She just stares at me in the sort of horrified way that confirms all my worst fears without a word.
“Oh Luna save us all,” I whisper, and I stammer the words out as I try to explain what I’ve realized. “They could-… they could kill-switch any ship in the fleet, like they’ve done here. Turn every fabricant aboard into a-… a void-craving shell. Whenever they want. The moonward rim means nothing anymore, as long as this signal is live, the parasite’s influence cannot be physically contained, it’s-… toying with us!”
“So it is parasite,” ADAE sighs.
“Was there ever any question?” Annalise replies, voice sharp. “Luna wouldn’t do this to us. …She wouldn’t.”
“I suppose you know better than I do,” the acting captain replies, mistrustful, and her eyes linger on me as she makes her way back over. I’m calming, slowly, as I get some distance on my little close call, but something about the exchange doesn’t sit quite right, and I can hear the apprehension in my own voice.
“…what do you mean, ‘She wouldn’t do this to us’?” I ask quietly, seeking out Annalise’s gaze as ADAE returns to the helm seat. “Is there something else here I’m missing?”
Annalise’s remaining eye is diamond-hard as she looks to me.
“This is new information,” she says quietly, “but it only has me convinced I’ve made the right call. We’re going to Luna to stop the signal, Sarah. You’re right, we’ve tried and failed once before, and the attempt had… consequences. But we have Luna’s support, this time. We can do it.”
The lurch of horror I feel, the sense of panic… no Luna, no signal. Without reprinting, what do we have? How will we protect ourselves? I need to understand, she must have a good reason for this.
“But what happens after?” I breathe in mounting dread. “With reprinting gone, how do we survive…? Annalise, why?”
She does not waver.
“Three reasons, now. One. Because the Luna Zero-One Anomaly could be weaponized against the fleet at large with no warning, and kill us all. Two. Because it’s possible it’s our fault that this new weapon has come into use, fabricants only started losing themselves this way once we attempted to breach the exclusion zone, so if what happened aboard the Silver Tides represents the parasite’s attempt at retaliation against a threat, it’s our responsibility to clean this up. And three…” She takes a long, deep breath, and her voice has shifted when she keeps talking, softer, but thick with passion. “Because reprinting is a poison, Sarah.”
I imagine the look on my face conveys my need for elaboration.
“It kills who we are,” she says quietly, “it… tears beloved memories up by the roots, one by one, it burns the feeling out of moments we used to cherish, it turns our worlds and lives to grey while we become… cavalier, with death, with our bodies, throwing them away like it doesn’t cost us anything when it does. We live forever but our lives mean nothing. Just… coasting, on inertia. If we’re going to survive as a species then we need to remember what it means to feel. To be angry. To be afraid. To want something better than this.”
The venom in the last word surprises me, her eye aflame with passion.
“You’ve felt it, you’ve… lived it,” she whispers, taking my hand as her voice starts to tremble, “how-… how your memories of me died, everything we were and everything we had just boiling away until you had no choice but to accept what you were given as the truth… nobody should have to live like this, Sarah. And if our society won’t protect us from it then their Messiah will.”
She’s right. Would I ever have accepted what she gave me so easily, so hungrily, if I could remember anything I cared to recall, if I had a life worth mentioning, left in my head? Worse, would Control have ever had power over me if she wasn’t emptying my head with constant reprinting? But one doubt remains.
“Say we succeed, we destroy the signal, the parasite, and the capacity to reprint,” I say quietly, “where do we go next?”
“Back, I hope. Escorted out of the void in Luna’s thankful glow. If the Pax Fosphage could starve in a way we recognize as starving, the monster would have died a long time ago, but it’s still here, still sheltering in Luna’s body. Clearly the void is not safe from them. If anything, they may find it… comfortable. Safe.”
“…how do you know that?” I ask quietly. And her eye widens, a frantic wildness building in her gaze.
“Because I have seen it,” she whispers. “I have seen what awaits us out there, and I have seen what they are.”
…do I dare? I don’t have a choice. I have to know. I deserve answers, after all this.
“Tell me. I want to understand,” I breathe, and that fiery gaze of hers suddenly becomes uncertain.
“Are you sure?” she asks quietly. And I nod. So she takes a deep breath, and she tells me.
“That way,” says Annalise, pointing out through the bridge canopy, into the infinite black, “is death. First we run out of food. Then we run out of fuel. Most of us do our best to ration. To consolidate. But of course Fleetops and the core live in splendor for as long as they can get away with it and hasten oblivion as the lights wink out all around them, vessels dying in the dark, one by one. They toast to the end times while billions vanish with a whimper. Then their lights go out too. And we are undone. This is the future, Sarah. I know it with a certainty to deep for words: there is nothing out there. And I think this is the truth that killed Jonah. I think… he didn’t know what to do with it. I think he was afraid of what it would do to the fleet, or perhaps afraid of Fleetops doing nothing. And he was tired. So he took the only way out he knew, and left the decision to me. So here I am. Challenging this fate that we and Luna dread equally.”
…she saw the same thing I did. Something about that is… grounding. Comforting. It makes me feel a little less insane for having experienced the things I have.
“But isn’t the bright universe dangerous?” I ask. “Isn't it thick with parasites hunting the worlds and moons and stars they haven’t already killed?”
Annalise shakes her head.
“The bright universe isn’t what they want and it isn’t what they need. Let me… I’m going to try to explain.”
She closes her eye a moment, taking a long, deep breath, and she thinks, for an agonizing minute of silence.
“Imagine a dune– no, a lake. A beautiful still clear lake, like a mirror, and you visit, every day, until you decide to build a cabin by the lakeside. But there’s a cliff at the other end. At the bottom of a mountain. It adds to the beauty. But you realize the mountain is a volcano when it starts to erupt. Not… dramatically, little puffs, but it’s just enough for earthquakes to become constant. The lake shivers every time. It stops being quite so beautiful. But then the landslides start. Intermittent at first. There’s no danger to your cabin, but the lake is never the same, now it’s rarely clear the way it was. Then they get more and more frequent. The lake is never clear again. The beauty matters less to you now but it’s getting louder and louder. Soon this place you used to love has become intolerable. So you decide to level the mountain. That is what they want. And this is why we’ll never be safe in the black, even if we could survive it.”
I blink, struggling to wrap my head around the layers of metaphor I’ve been presented with.
“…I don’t think I understand,” I murmur. A soft, but strained smile crosses her face.
“That’s alright, Sarah. I’m not entirely sure I do either. All I can say is that whatever awaits behind can’t be worse than what awaits ahead, and I think the only reason we haven’t already turned around is that Fleetops is afraid that the Luna parasite will leave, once there are richer pickings, and we will lose the ability to reprint. So I’m going to force their hand.”
There’s a certainty in her voice that I haven’t felt in myself since I arrived on the Silver Tides. A drive. I want it. I want to share in it.
“What can I do to help?” I ask, and her smile broadens, briefly… then falters.
“You have to tell her, Annalise,” ADAE mutters. My eyes flick to the acting captain, then back to the woman who was once my lover.
“…what does she mean?”
Annalise swallows heavily, her smile nowhere to be seen.
“She means that there was one more vision,” she says, throat audibly tight, “a vision where I destroyed the parasite… by cutting the Pax from inside you, and allowing the two to meet. It’s poison, to the true Pax. I don’t know why. Perhaps that… artificially-enforced docility would cut away the parasite’s drive, and it would allow itself to die. Perhaps it would destroy itself, afraid that what it now carries might spread… but now you know.”
There’s the predictable initial sinking sense of horror, but before long, it’s gone, drowned out by a frantic, trembling need: an excuse to get this thing out.
“Does this method have better odds of success than plan B?” I ask.
“Yes,” ADAE says, “in the sense that converting the Silver Tides into a torpedo was likely always going to be futile… and yes, before you ask. That is plan B.”
“But it could kill you Sarah,” Annalise blurts, “I don’t think-…”
I’m already shaking my head, and she trails off. I’m the one to take her hand, this time.
“I want it out,” I whisper. “I want this to end.”
And so, with tears beading in her eye, and a heavy swallow, she nods.






  
  11: Delirium
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“We’re set. Coordinates are in, processed, and verified. Annalise, are we jumping? No turning back once we throw this switch.” 
ADAE’s hand rests on a weighty lever, recessed into the helmsman’s console, and she turns back to us, her eyes flicking between Annalise and I, while her surviving crew stand by, a handful of SELCIs and the VOLTA. Their expressions are difficult to read, but even where I see fear, I do not see hesitation. The last surviving crew of Upon Silver Tides may be in this room, and not a solitary voice is raised in protest.
“Do it,” Annalise says, “we’ve waited long enough.”
ADAE nods, and she turns, her sharp gaze directed out to the yawning black of the void.
“Alright everyone!” she begins, her voice raised, commanding. “You know the drill! Seats, stations, straps, turbulence is expected but we’ve got a job to do and Luna help us if we aren’t gonna see it done! T-minus fifteen seconds!”
For a moment, it’s easy to picture a time before this hell, when she was in command of a ship and a crew, not a wreck full of ghosts—and she is magnificent. A force of nature. But I don’t have time to imagine. I make my way to the nearest console, some sort of sensors management station, and I strap myself in, then I watch as Annalise settles in next to me, and she offers me a hopeful little smile. Even past the pain unmistakably etched into her face, her hope is radiant.
“Drop in three! Two! One!”
The lever is pulled, and reality loses its shape. The world inverts, turning on its head, twisting inside out, folding upon itself like a sheet of paper around the edge of a blade, and then it parts, and the knife cuts, and I am thrown against my restraints, hard enough to bruise. We have arrived. And it’s all I can do to keep the contents of my stomach down.
“Hooofffuck,” Annalise breathes, hunched forward as she clutches at her abdomen through her suit, “…ogh… oh that was bad…”
“Did it work? Instruments say we haven’t moved,” one of the SELCIs asks, even as another stumbles into a corner to vomit. An answer isn’t long coming. Ahead, horribly close, looms the tattered silver of the moon, and when I see it reflected in Annalise’s eye, her pupil dilates, entranced.
“Ohh…” she breathes, fumbling at her buckles until they slip from her suited body, and she rises to her feet, her gaze fixed unwavering to the canopy as she walks, dreamlike, to the fore. I’m on my feet and jogging after her in a matter of moments, and as I join her, and the slot of the canopy widens until it dominates my vision, I understand her wonder. I can see so much, with so much clarity. The lunar surface fills the window, countless pockmarks and craters, scars carved in the dust from falling debris, Her pale grey lit aglow in the impossible light of a long-murdered sun… and yet She is wounded, Her flesh parted around great, yawning voids, perfectly circular, carved without fracture or debris, as if not bored, or cut, but simply opened, peacefully and without resistance from Luna. 
What lies within Luna’s hollowed heart is impossible to see. The darkness within is absolute.
“The rest is in your hands,” ADAE says quietly, looking to Annalise with a complex solemnity to her face, as if disappointed it’s ending—Annalise nods shallowly, though she continues to stare as if in a daze.
“…yeah, shuttle,” she whispers, then shakes herself out. “Shuttle… shuttle. I apologize, She was… speaking, Her voice is… loud, here. Very loud.” She looks to me. “Are you ready, Sarah?”
I open my mouth to answer the affirmative—when a shrill beep sounds from one of the consoles.
“Wait!” the VOLTA barks, and storms to the console I had occupied, her towering bulk leaning over it, armour dimly blue-lit by the displays below.
“Captain, we’re registering engine flare,” she says, glancing up sharply.
“What!?” ADAE asks sharply. “Who!?”
“Sigint’s dry ma’am, I can’t pull any useful intel off it. We’re dealing with a professional. All I can tell you is that it’s small.”
An image crosses my mind. A woman in a black pressure suit. A silent pilot. An airlock. Turn back. Turn back. Turn back. Why do I feel as if I know who…? Then a boom rumbles through the ship’s bones, more felt than heard, and it sets the deckplates trembling.
“…we’re hit!” one of the SELCIs exclaims in audible shock. “Captain we’re being fired upon, emergency burn tank beta just detonated, it’s ignited the liquid fuel engines!”
“We’re moving,” ADAE says urgently, and returns to her seat at the helm, hammering in a sequence of commands. A weighty, energetic thrum reverberates through the walls, as glittering debris starts to sail past the canopy in scattered clouds, but then another boom, this one accompanied by a deep, horrific groan, and the thrum dies.
“We just lost retro!” the SELCI at engineering reports.
“I can see that!” ADAE snaps. “Damn it all to hell they’ll probably go after attitude control next, they are trying to send us straight into Luna, Annalise, CERHA, if you are going to leave your window is closing. This is a barracks ship, we have debris point defense and nothing else—whatever it is, we can’t shoot it down.”
“What?” Annalise asks, quiet at first, then loud with mounting horror. “What!? If the Silver Tides is going down we should evacuate! There might be space for everyone on the shuttle we can’t just write off-”
ADAE’s lip curls, and she rounds on Annalise.
“Don’t you tell me to abandon ship.”
There’s a moment of silence, as the spark of rage in ADAE’s eyes simmers down, and the two of them stare at each other.
“This is home,” the captain says, a contemplative quiet in her voice as she tries to explain her determination, and her eyes flick to the console beneath her hands. Her fingers go wandering along the angular ridges of its pragmatic construction, in a moment of silence. “…this is everything I’ve ever known. Elias– Captain Salter trusted me to advise him, it’s quite literally what I was made to do, and I-…” Her voice catches. Her fingertips curl into the polymer, nails scraping its hard surface.
“…now we’re here. This is my mess. This is my responsibility. And this is my post. To hold the line, even if it means riding her down… it’s my function. I was never meant to take command as I have, leading without direction from above goes against everything I am, and in my response, in my… handling of this crisis, I see how this chair was never meant for me. But to do anything less would be to spit in the face of everyone for whom this ship has become a grave. To complete my function I must go against my function. I have to do this.”
Her words resonate with me, deeply. The pursuit of function, the execution of purpose, above all else, even when the world around you is falling apart, even when adhering to your own ideals means fighting the granular mechanics of what you were made to do… it’s why I’m here, isn’t it? It’s all I had to cling to, in the halls outside. And so, in this singular moment, I understand her.
“ADAE,” Annalise tries to press, but I turn, resting a hand on her shoulder, and I look to her.
“Let her stay,” I say quietly. Annalise meets my gaze, uncertainty and fear in her deep brown eye, so beautiful still, even now, bloodshot and tired… and she nods, inside her helmet. Another boom rocks the ship. The lights snap to red, and an alarm starts to sound, so I tighten my grip on Annalise’s shoulder, and I start to hurry her off the bridge, as quickly as she can move. And as the doors close behind us, I catch, from the corner of my eye, a thankful smile on ADAE’s face.
The next few minutes are harrowing. The emergency lights cut the shadows deep, carving swaths of impenetrable black behind every obstruction, darkness so deep I know I’d never see a fabricant inside, even if I ventured in to check. I start to feel eyes on my back, every corner we turn, but every time I glance over my shoulder, there’s nothing there. The ship trembles and shakes once a minute or so, as something else is torn out by our assailant, and another nail is driven into the coffin—I start to wonder if there will be a hangar left by the time we arrive, but to my immense relief, we get there in time.
Annalise picks up the pace once she sees the shuttle, and the blood-stained control panel where I’d once considered surrender, but she doesn’t waste time on speech or contemplation. She punches in instructions, and with a sharp ‘pss’ of equalizing atmosphere, the sound almost lost in the din of a dying ship’s lamenting sirens, the airlock swings open. She doesn’t need to instruct me. We board, me first, her after, and I give the cabin a quick sweep for threats as she closes up behind us.
“Clear,” I inform her. She says nothing, just nods, and hurries into the passenger seat, as I take the helm.
“Skip the preflight,” she says, voice urgent, and I nod. Override. Confirm. Are you sure. By proceeding you accept all responsibility for the outcome and waive your right to legal compensation for damages or injuries sustained in the event of a malfunction. Confirm. Liquid fuel rushes through the vessel’s skin, the reactor spools with a bass thrum, and I fasten my straps… we’re set. Now or never. I reach for the ‘launch’ button.
“Sarah?”
My finger hesitates above the switch, and I glance back to Annalise, where she smiles weakly from behind the scuffed and patched surface of her helmet’s faceplate.
“I love you,” she says, the softness in her voice almost managing to hide the fear. “If this doesn’t work… I want that to be the last thing I say.”
I blink, as that rush of warmth rises from deep within me once again. I want to reply in kind. I want to hold her. But even if I’ve accepted this life as truth, I don’t know if I can—do I really have a right to the feelings and passions of another self?
“You don’t need to reply. I just needed you to know that.”
She can see right through me, as if we really were in love, all that time. I wince, and look away. I’m starting to feel a sense of claustrophobia, as her warmth becomes impossible to ignore. Was it right of me to hug her? Is it right of me to hear these words, not quite meant for me? Am I unwittingly trying to fill a void in her that nobody can ever hope to fill, a similar-but-different replacement for someone who is already long dead? Are we damned to hurt each other? I can feel my chest start to tighten, as the spiral deepens. 
No. Enough. I don’t have time for this. Neither of us do. ADAE was right—survival first, understanding later. 
So I tighten my straps, and I hit the switch. The shuttle trembles as the teeth of the launching rail mesh with its underbelly, a heavy grind of metal on metal… and with a screaming of protesting machinery, we are hurled forward, the far end of a tunnel that had seemed impossibly long racing forward at horrifying speed as the shuttle rattles and shakes around us… then the cap is ejected, tumbling into the void of space, and we are hurled after it, and the vessel goes still, quiet, like a boat entering the waters of a lake from the river rapids that carried it here. I savor the quiet, for a while. Then I take the controls.
A hissing roar echoes through the bones of the little ship as I turn our nose to the moon below. The vast bulk of the Silver Tides is looming off to the left as she charges toward us on a pillar of fire, rattling and crumbling like a thing possessed… I swear I can hear her scream. Need to be out of here. I fire the engines. I’m forced back into my seat as the shuttle raises its voice and flings us forward—we’re accelerating so quickly that soon we outpace even the Silver Tides on her journey down, but we’re not out of the woods yet. Focus. I split my attention between the instruments and the view ahead, controlling our descent, angling our nose for solid ground that the parasite has yet to swallow.
“Where am I setting down!?” I shout over the engine’s bellow.
“Anywhere!” the crackling reproduction of her voice replies. “I’ll know the way, just get us down in one piece!”
“Understood!”
The altitude counter ticks down. The tiny pockmarks carved into Luna’s surface reveal themselves to be craters as vast as cities. I let off the main engines and fire retrothrusters, pulling the trigger in brief, feathered bursts, shedding velocity as Luna’s gravity pulls us into its snare. Fifty kilometers altitude. Forty. Thirty.
Then something hits us.
All at once the sky is pinwheeling in the canopy, silver, black, silver, black, as we spin end over end, atmosphere is screaming out through rents in the hull, alarms are blaring, and I’m thrown sideways in the pilot’s seat as I glance around wildly, trying to see what’s happened… and there it is. Punctures, raked across our hull. Bullets. They passed through the hull like paper. It’s a miracle neither of us were hit.
“HOLD ON!!” I shout over the din while I still have an atmosphere to carry my voice, and switch to reserve oxygen. The shuttle is fighting me now, trembling in my grip, I’ve lost at least one control thruster, and the breaches aren’t helping matters; still I manage to correct the spin, G-forces forcing me down into the pit of my seat as my view finally settles on a single horizon, but we’ve lost all our altitude, it’s all I can do to step on the emergency braking thrusters and hope…
And we nose in. Choking silver dust erupts around the shuttle’s blunt fore-end. I feel myself thrown against the restraints as we lose all our velocity at once, and the ship’s tail pitches up, up… then, at last, the shuttle grinds to a halt, the sound more felt than heard with the atmosphere gone, and she rocks back onto her belly. I open an echolink channel with Annalise as quickly as I can manage, fighting past my spinning head to open my restraints and stumble to my feet, in the unexpected lightness of the gravity here. Thank Luna, she picks up.
“Hey,” she laughs weakly, shooting me a weak smile from inside her helmet, “you okay?”
‘Functional,’ I reply with projected thought alone, ‘you?’
“About the same… we’re lucky the hull didn’t buckle considering how hard we came down, Luna only knows what would’ve happened then. I doubt either of us would’ve come through that breathing.”
‘No reprinting to help us now, I’d prefer not to think about it.’
Annalise glances sharply around the cabin as I help her out of her straps. There’s a faint horror visible on her face when she doesn’t find an emergency reprinting pod.
“…oh. You’re right, aren’t you?” she murmurs.
‘Mn. Come on, we need to move, there’s no way she didn’t see where we nosed in.’
And I offer her a hand up. She meets my gaze as she accepts it, and a sharp breath escapes her as I pull her to her feet.
“‘She,’ you said,” she says quietly, once she’s upright. “You think it’s Control too, don’t you?”
‘I don’t see who else it could be. Luna only knows how she followed us.’
“She must’ve known what we planned to do, the only way she could’ve followed us into the parasite’s exclusion zone is if she tucked her ship in so close to the Silver Tides that she rode our rail wake through… I’m a little mad about that, honestly, all the work we put into piercing a barrier nobody has ever managed to cross, and she just… rode our coattails.”
I tap at the controls for the disembarkation ramp as she speaks, and I’m not sure why I’m surprised when it wheezes partway down before jamming. No time for this, if Control strafes us before we can escape the wreck, we’re as good as dead. So I take the handholds in my tight grip, one on each side of the ramp, and I curl up, exploiting how weightless I feel, then I drive the full mass of my body into the malfunctioning ramp, bootheels first. The ramp falls slack in slow motion as something gives way, a bit of glittering debris careening off into the dark above, sailing up for aching seconds before finally starting to arc back down. I’m so focused on watching its arc that it takes me long moments before I look down.
And I see a hand, caked grey by the dust, reaching up from beneath the lunar soil, frozen in the stillness of death. Ice runs through my veins. I think my first question is a natural one.
‘…Annalise. Do you see that?’
She approaches, walking awkwardly in the low gravity, and peers past me. I hear a sharp, taut gasp come through the line.
“Yes,” she breathes, “I see it, who or-… what could possibly have beat us here?”
As far as I’m concerned there’s only one way to find out. I descend the ramp, slowly, taking a few paces to work out the bounding gait needed for the gravity, and I approach the hand, before kneeling down, and starting to dig. The body is caked with dust, making detail hard to make out, but I recognize the once-white of a Fleetops uniform, then seams in the skin. A fabricant, and a government one at that. I work my way up her arm, exposing the uniform’s chest and the place she was shot through the heart, then her neck, upon which a braid rests, and…
I leap to my feet, taking a few long steps back, as if it will erase what I’ve seen. But there’s no denying it.
“Is that a CERHA unit?” Annalise asks, peering down at what I’ve managed to dig up.
‘…no,’ I reply, ‘it’s… me. CERHA markings, but… the facial structure, the-… my braid is draped across her neck.’
Annalise looks to me, blinking, even as I try to fight my heart back to a steady pace.
“That’s not possible. Are you sure?”
‘I’ve spent enough time looking into my own face since coming after you to know. I’m sure.’
I turn my eyes away from the impromptu excavation, hoping to steady myself with Luna’s silver. Instead I realize that it isn’t the only body. What I’d assumed to be surface detail, imperfections left by countless impacts over countless millennia… there are hundreds of bodies here. Maybe thousands.
‘Luna save me,’ I breathe, as true panic starts to mount, looming large with those chilling claws around my throat.
“…they can’t… all be you, right…?” Annalise murmurs, and she tentatively approaches one of the other bodies. This one is heavily dressed, as if in a space suit, and she hesitates, for a moment, forcing the tension out of her hand—then she flips the long-stiff corpse over with the toe of her boot, revealing a helmet’s shattered faceplate. She goes still. I don’t dare ask what she found, as surely as I already know.
“We’ve been here before,” she whispers, looking out across the pit of our little crater, as much dusty ground as half-buried corpse. “We’ve… died here, before.”
‘Please tell me you have an explanation for this.’
She just looks back to me, a horrified wildness in her remaining eye. She’s as lost as I am.
“It doesn’t make any sense… no sense at all.”
We need to get out of here, we could be stuck here for hours, theorizing, spiraling, so I try to keep my eyes off the bodies, and I approach. My jaw is tight as I offer her my hand.
‘Come on. We need to go before Control catches up to us.’
She takes a heavy swallow as she looks to me, and nods. The rough, heavy weave of her glove closes around my hand, and, taking mutual comfort in this simple reminder that neither of us are alone, we walk. 
The Silver Tides is coming down, now. Fiery streaks arc across the black in advance of the ship proper, which soars overhead, the iron spearhead on a plumed lance of fire and torn metal glowing luminous with heat. We watch her die, as we walk. Her immense scale makes it seem as if the disaster happens in slow motion, as she plummets beyond the horizon in a death spiral made silent by the airless sky—and when she finally makes contact, she leaves her mark. The dust trembles beneath my feet as a massive eruption of oxidizer-driven fuel burn ever so briefly becomes the sun Luna has so long been without, then dies, just as quickly, leaving only a cloud of glowing debris hurled across the sky, to fall over minutes, hours… perhaps never, in some cases. All those who died, immortalized in a belt of starship debris.
“ADAE started wearing Captain Salter’s glasses, when he was killed,” Annalise muses quietly. “I think it made her feel more like she was supposed to be doing what she was doing, as if adopting some small part of his identity would keep the instincts at bay. They were screaming at her, as long as I knew her. Saying she was not meant to be more than a first officer, even when she rationally knew the ship needed a captain. In some ways I suppose she was broken long before I arrived, taking up someone else’s mantle just to cope with the reality of doing what she had to do. And yet, everything she accomplished, getting us here… I wish she’d come with us. I understand why she didn’t, I know she felt the need to atone, but I still wish. This is a miserable end for someone like her.”
Do I admit to her, as she mourns a fallen friend, that I can’t help but doubt that any of this is actually happening? What’s the alternative, if this isn’t a dream? That we’ve done all this before, hundreds, maybe even thousands of times, trapped in a cycle that neither of us have ever so much as noticed? That there have been an equal number of ADAEs, people who sacrificed everything to get us this far, people who gave their lives, for nothing?
A flicker in the sky. Then another. Then the mote becomes a steady light.
‘Engine flare,’ I sigh, drawing to a halt as my hand tightens around hers. ‘She’s coming down. Unless Luna can do something to help us, we’re too late.’
“No,” Annalise breathes, staring up in horror, “damn it to hell we were so close…”
‘She may yet try to confront us in person. Perhaps I can overpower her. We still have a chance.’
I draw my gun, and fish the reserve magazine and battery pack from one of my uniform pockets, then I drop the empty from within the hollow grip, and reload. The new ammunition pack locks in place with a tactile click, and I can feel the rasp of metal on metal in my fingertips as I cycle the chamber, even if I can’t hear it.
The falling star draws closer, closer, and I can feel myself start to tighten as I wait for the barrage of shredding gunfire, tearing my body apart… but it never comes. Instead, the vessel sets down in a cloud of dust about a hundred meters off. Perhaps I was right. We wait, in tense stillness and silence, as the cloud slowly settles, but before it can, from it emerges a pair of figures in armoured space suits. One is taller, one is shorter, and a rifle hangs from the right hand of the taller one by its carry handle. The two of them stop some distance off, and I receive a ping. Someone wants to join our echolink call. I meet Annalise’s gaze, my grip tightening on my gun, but she nods. I let the stranger in. And sure enough, there it is: the familiar distortion of Control’s masked voice.
“Do you have any idea how exhausting this is?” she asks, voice tired but hard as an edge of hewn obsidian. “For once I thought I had a handle on it, now, finally, when it matters more than ever, but… fuck’s sake I don’t know whether to blame the fabricant, the parasite, or you.” I look to Annalise as she’s addressed, but she just stiffens, standing in silence as she lets the words roll over her. Even through the bulk of the suit, I can see Control winding her like a pocket watch. “I have the utmost respect for you and what you’ve been through your reverence, but this has to end. You need to come with me. Now.”
“Yeah the moment Sarah stumbled onto the bridge so scrambled she tried to throttle me, I figured you had to be involved,” Annalise replies, her voice so cold I can feel the chill. The shorter figure motions to me.
“But you’ve done some tampering of your own, clearly.”
“I put things right. As right as I could, given the circumstances.”
“Of course you did,” Control sighs, “listen, you can tell yourself whatever you want as long as you get on the shuttle. We both know what you’re trying to do here is… patently insane.”
“If the Fleet won’t save us then I will.”
I look between the two black-suited figures as Annalise argues, trying to pull some semblance of leverage from what little I can make out—the shorter one seems tense, hands balled into fists, gesturing aggressively, that must be Control. But who is her companion? Tall, still, silent, the rifle hanging from her grip, and the glossy faceplate of her helmet an inscrutable wall, she waits, patiently, to be called upon. Like a gun in a holster. A fabricant, perhaps? Awaiting the execution of her function? Control is still making accusations, I need to focus.
“Okay, to be blunt, your reverence, some of the discussions I’ve intercepted make you sound more insane than your CERHA unit, and the lunatic fabricant only half-believes any of this is actually happening. Destroying Luna? You are Her prophet, you have lost your mind, and none of this is getting disentangled unless you come with me, NOW.”
The shock is plain on Annalise’s face.
“Destroying Luna!? Why would I do that, what in Her name are you talking about!?”
“I think it’s entirely within your capacity and your volition,” Control sighs.
“So you know me that well then, do you!?”
There’s a moment of quiet, then a sigh comes through the line.
“I know you better than you think,” Control says, her voice dark, heavy, and the smaller figure reaches up to the jawline of her helmet, pressing some concealed switch… and the glossy dark of her faceplate becomes translucent, revealing brown skin, dark, tired eyes, close-cropped black hair…
Annalise. It’s her. Unmistakably. She looks older, more tired, but I would know her face anywhere. Annalise, my Annalise, takes a step back, her eye going wide.
“What,” she breathes.
“Your mission, your body, your BLESSING should have been MINE,” Control barks. “But here I am, incomplete, imperfect, damned to shepherd someone who just will not play her part, someone who has inherited my face, my identity… yes, I think I know exactly what you’re capable of. But even if you weren’t a thief, we’ve played out this charade enough times by now that I think I understand you just fine, your reverence.”
“But why would I do that,” Annalise asks in a horrified whisper.
“Don’t you get it?” Control snaps. “We have done all of this before. I have wasted my life on you. So do us both a favor, and get on the shuttle, so we can all just call it quits, and move. On.”
Annalise takes another step back, shaking her head.
“No,” she says, her voice trembling, “no, I… I don’t know why you think I’m here to kill Her, but my role, my mission… this is too important for me to set aside. Regardless of whether or not you think you know better.”
“You fucking idiot I’m you, I know exactly what you need.”
Annalise grimaces.
“…no,” she murmurs. “You don’t. You’re not.”
This is coming to a fight. I can feel it. So I play my part, and I step between Control and Annalise. There’s a momentary flicker of doubt, in the pit of my gut, my function is to protect Annalise Fletcher, so what if I have to choose… but I smother it. I know which Annalise is the one I’m meant to protect. 
“CERHA. Move,” Control instructs, as her silent companion takes a step forward, pulling the rifle’s stock into her shoulder. I just shake my head, and I can see Control’s shoulders sag as she sighs.
“Last Foxhole Override,” she says, as if bored, disinterested, “all sons, all sorrows, all mothers weep.”
And all at once, my body is not mine. My gun returns to its holster. My stance snaps to attention. I push back, I flail, I scream, but my flesh doesn’t even fight me, it just… disagrees.
“Sarah?” Annalise asks urgently.
“Ignore her,” Control interjects as she approaches, stride long, her muscle matching pace with her. “Status.”
My body replies of its own accord.
‘Sub-nominal,’ it projects over echolink using my voice. ‘Small arms damage. Blunt trauma. All data frequencies currently jammed. Recommend examining integrated radio for damage.’
I try to interrupt it, over and over again, but even my thoughts have been deprived of voice. I imagine words and try to force them to the forefront, to project them outward, but they just circle my skull, silent, formless.
“So that’s how she did it,” Control mutters, and swears venomously under her breath—then, she nods to her companion.
“CERHA. You know what to do.”
The other figure tucks the rifle’s stock into her shoulder, and raises the muzzle.
“Well. So long,” speaks the weapon, my voice transmitted back to me from within the helmet’s glossy void.
“WAIT!!” Annalise screams in panic, but it’s too late. My other self opens fire. My body tries to hold the attentive pose as bullet after bullet tears through its chest, its limbs, everywhere but the abdomen, and Annalise hurls herself out of the line of fire behind me. I feel my prison start to falter after the fifth round. It staggers when a bullet punches through its thigh, and slumps to its knees, its balance lost, oxidant boiling away to nothing in lunar near-vacuum. CERHA spends a moment adjusting her aim. And Annalise sees her moment. She throws herself between us.
“ENOUGH! Leave her alone, this is-… cruel, this is unnecessary, all of it!!”
CERHA impatiently motions her aside with the muzzle of the gun.
“Step aside your reverence,” the other me says, “this is for your own good. If you like having a CERHA unit so much you can have a new one when this is over.”
“If you want me to just LET you kill her then I think it’s reasonable of me to demand an explanation. So tell me! Make this make sense, why does she have to die!?”
She takes a step closer as she speaks. CERHA doesn’t seem to object.
“This is my function, your reverence. To keep you from this place—both of you. I’m not the one with the answers you’re looking for.”
Annalise’s gaze turns expectantly to Control, who lets out an audible breath, crossing her arms.
“I’m not trying to have her killed, I’m trying to subdue her to the point that she won’t be able to retaliate even if she regains control. I could’ve had my CERHA unit aim for the head, but I didn’t. So if you’ll just move…”
Annalise takes another step. Is she making a play?
“Why are you so determined to take her away from me?” she asks, voice convincingly small. If she’s acting, she’s doing well.
“That is above my paygrade. Back up.”
She doesn’t. Instead, she lunges, and a surprised shout escapes CERHA as Annalise goes for the gun. There’s a scuffle, brief, frantic, and then, all at once, the three of them are watching as the gun sails off in the low gravity, bouncing once, then again, each landing striking a small puff of silver dust from the lunar soil. Control just stares at where it ultimately comes to rest, a lock of shock and disbelief on her face, but it quickly contorts into pure, distilled rage. 
“…fine. FINE. ONCE MORE WITH FEELING, AROUND AND AROUND IT GOES!!” she roars. “CERHA, get your gun, PUT THEM DOWN.”
“Roger,” CERHA replies, and starts for where the rifle landed.
“I don’t think you fully understand,” Control continues, as Annalise returns to my side and kneels down, “this has been my life’s work, the Fleet needs this, I NEED THIS. And if I have to leave the two of you frozen and dead a thousand thousand times to be free from this fucking purgatory then SO BE IT!!”
Annalise isn’t listening. She locks eyes with me, reaching to my hip.
She draws my gun from its holster.
She cocks its hammer.
And she presses its muzzle to the underside of her chin.
Before I have time to panic, more than I’m already panicking, words are burned into the center of my vision, luminous orange. 
PROTECT THE CHARGE. 
And I can move. Annalise smiles a weak, pained smile as she lets the gun down, then nods after CERHA. I feel something cold spill into my veins as emergency systems take over and shoot me full of anything they think I need, pain suppressants, stimulants, nanorepair triage mites, and by the time I’m on my feet, I’ve forgotten my wounds. All I see is CERHA, with her back to me.
“Hey. HEY. What the hell did you do!?” Control barks.
PROTECT THE CHARGE.
Quick mental calculus. Ideal stride length, shove-off force, compensate for bad leg, find the sweet spot… I start bounding after CERHA, a mathematically-optimized version of her own slower loping gait, and my boots barely touch the dust as I close in on her from behind, like a charging lion.
PROTECT THE CHARGE.
She’s almost reached the rifle. That cannot be allowed. So I coil my legs and I leap, diving through the airless air, arms outstretched, and I catch her mid back, driving her bodily to the dust as a grunt of surprise and exertion escapes her.
“Make no mistake, Fletcher,” Control snaps, “I will kill her, do you have any idea how many times we’ve been here, HOW SICK I AM OF THIS FUCKING CHARADE!?”
PROTECT THE CHARGE.
Annalise has my gun, I can’t afford to go for the other-me’s rifle, and I don’t trust that my knife would be enough when it comes to CERHA’s armoured suit. That leaves me with one choice. It’s cruel, perhaps. Maybe too far. But I don’t see that I have a choice. I shift my grip on the other self pinned beneath me, twisting her arm up into her back, and I ask her a question.
‘What is your function?’
She twists her helmet, trying to get a look at me, but she can’t quite crane her neck far enough around.
“Keep you-… from Luna’s heart,” she pants. “Save the fleet… from her… insanity… and I do not intend to fail. I never have before.”
Last chance to stop.
PROTECT THE CHARGE. 
I let it pass me by. She needs me, I can’t afford to leave this fabricant intact.
‘Your function is futile,’ I say to her.
“…what. How is it any different from yours? Service in perpetuity.”
The words are scoffed, but I can feel the fear. Perhaps she’s already considered the logic I’m about to introduce to her. Perhaps she’s already buried it somewhere deep, where she hopes she’ll never find it again.
‘For me, every day my charge survives is a victory, I go to bed every night she’s safe with a warmth in my chest because I know I have done what I was made to do,’ I reply. ‘But you don’t know that feeling, do you?’
She struggles against my grip in silence.
“Hey,” Control barks, “I see what you’re doing. Stop. Your precious cargo can follow you to hell for all I care, I need that CERHA unit– nghf!”
She’s cut off by a grunt of impact, and I glance briefly over my shoulder to see Annalise has tackled her to the lunar dust.
PROTECT THE CHARGE. 
I have my window, so I spend a moment struggling to force my thoughts to coherency and calm past the rush of the drugs in my system, and I go for the kill.
‘A negative function, to prevent something from happening rather than to accomplish something, is not complete until a threat to that condition is defused. But for you there is only one threat, and every cycle is the same. Our memories are erased because we have no value to Fleetops while we remember our history of rebellion, so we always arrive to this point having no understanding of how many times we have failed, or how poor our odds are, and that means every attempt we make is driven by the same vigor as the first—we do not tire, we do not question, we simply crash against you again and again and again. We cannot be stopped without being permanently destroyed, which Fleetops is clearly unwilling to do, while you are cursed with the knowledge of what comes next, and the memory of countless cycles. Sooner or later you will become so tired that a mistake is made. It rationally follows that our success is inevitable. I am the ocean and you are the cliff. Your function cannot be completed.’
She lies there in silence for a time, as sounds of struggle continue to come through from Control.
“You don’t know shit about me,” escapes CERHA in a vehement whisper, but I can hear the fear, I can hear her voice trembling, I can hear it mounting, “you don’t-… you don’t know who I am, I’m… I’m fine! I like my life, I like coming here to do this again and again and AGAIN AND AGAIN, I WAS MADE TO BE HERE, I LIKE BEING HERE, I’M HAPPY! I’M HAPPY!! EVERYTHING IS FINE!!”
With a sudden burst of wild strength, she heaves herself up beneath my weight, and lets herself fall, driving her faceplate against a stone that lies among the dust. I can’t hear it break, but I see the rush of atmosphere through compromised plexiglass, and I throw myself up and off her, backing toward her rifle.
“What did you do!?” Annalise shouts as CERHA beats her face against the rock, over and over again, pounding the cracked helmet against it until it shatters, and the rock is stained with the bright red of oxidant.
‘I exposed her to the same infohazard the parasite uses to drive fabricants insane,’ I reply, ‘only unlike the Pax’ vision for the future, what I told her was a fixed truth, irrefutable—fabricants don’t respond well to futility but this is… more than I anticipated.’
As if in response to my explanation, CERHA stops, and slowly turns her head to me—she’s hunched on all fours like an animal, her face torn beyond recognition, open wounds and exposed teeth framed by the shattered remains of her faceplate. And as her eyes find mine, the echolink line is filled by static. I hear Annalise’s voice in there, somewhere, too faint to understand, as CERHA rises to her feet.
And then I hear it. Words in the chaos, faint but somehow too powerful to ignore, as if whispered directly into my mind—or spoken by it.

I

WANT

TO

SHOW

YOU

SOMETHING


It’s CERHA. I don’t know how she’s manipulating the signal like this, but I suppose it doesn’t matter. I turn, and go for the rifle at the best run I can manage, but presenting my back was a mistake, she collides with me like a bullet, and we’re falling in slow motion as I’m driven to the dust with static in my ears—it’s all I can do to twist as I fall, and land on my back, staring up into my own shattered face, my own wild eyes.
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BOTH
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BEAUTY


The parasite has made contact, of course it has, there’s no other explanation, I should’ve just used my fucking knife. Her hand is at my throat, keeping me pinned in the dust, but she isn’t going for the kill, not just yet, as if she’s exerting control, forcing a dialogue. Perhaps I can indulge her.
‘I’ve already seen it,’ I reply. ‘I know what’s out there, but it can’t hurt me, not anymore, because I know we can be free from it, I know that doesn’t have to be the future, everything I do, every act of defiance still has purpose…’

NAIVE

CHILDISH


If she’s not going to finish the job I’m going to take any chance I can get. As she stares down at me, I rip my knife from its sheath and I plunge it through her forearm, until its point erupts from the other side. She twists her arm, ripping the knife’s grip from my fingers, but in doing so she releases my neck, and I take my chance, I punch her in the fucking throat, and as she recoils, I roll, inverting our positions and pinning her to the dust with my weight, then I hit her again, same spot, keeping her stunned as I try to go for my knife. But she’s faster. Perhaps sustained by the parasite, perhaps driven by the chemicals in her oxidant, she rips the blade from her own flesh, and hurls it away, then draws a sidearm.
My hand darts forward, grabbing it by the slide, forcing its aim down, and she fires, catching me in the shoulder, but my grip is strong, keeping the slide from snapping into battery, and the gun can’t cycle. She seems strangely placid as she pulls the trigger over and over again, even as I feel the vibrations of a hammer clicking against an empty chamber. I don’t know if she really feels nothing or if her face has simply become unreadable from the damage.
PROTECT THE CHARGE.
I rip the gun from her hand and throw it aside, and she watches it go, its gunmetal glinting dully as it pirouettes through the air. But then, Control’s voice, barely audible through the static, but still comprehensible.
“Listen to me!” she shouts. “Your Annalise has lost her mind! You know what she’s here to do, and if she’s allowed to go through with this it will have consequences! You understand that, right!? Innocent people all across the fleet will suffer! Badly! Do you want to be responsible for what comes next!?”
PROTECT THE CHARGE.
I ignore her, and force my fingers under one of the armoured plates cladding CERHA’s suit, wrenching at it with everything I have. No give, at first, but then I feel something tear, and it starts to lift away from its siblings.
“Your purpose is to serve, fabricant,” she snaps, the panic in her voice mounting, “your purpose is to help, where’s the help in murdering the last god humanity has left!? Do you know what will happen to the fleet without Luna!? You exist to help the fleet prosper not DESTROY IT!!”
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PROTECT THE CHARGE.
The heavy armour plate finally tears free of the suit’s chest, atmosphere hissing through microtears left in the weave underneath. My grip tightens on it, both hands; here, finally, a weapon. All these voices in my head, arguing, demanding, screaming, making me feel like nothing, like I am lesser than I am, like nothing I’ve ever wanted is possible, like I am not in command of my own fate and never have been, like all my dreams are futile… but instead of buckling, I am catalyzed. I am hardened. If my life will not be given back to me I will TAKE IT. Perhaps the parasite can sense its control slipping.
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And something catches fire inside me. I raise the plate high above my head.
‘Malfunctioning!?’ I roar. ‘MALFUNCTIONING!? Despite… everything that has happened, everything you have done, here I am. LIFTING HER UP. KEEPING HER SAFE. I am functioning exactly as intended.’
And I bring the plate down, driving its edge into CERHA’s face with every shred of strength I have in me. Her skull collapses, and in an instant, she goes slack, the static in my head silent with the suddenness of a lightswitch. Annalise needs my help. I don’t have time to catch my breath. So I scramble to my feet, and I rush toward where she and her other self struggle in the dust, Annalise on her back, Control atop her, the two of them fighting over my gun, but as I bear down on them, Control wins the struggle, and she glances sharply to me, as she presses the muzzle of the gun into Annalise’s abdomen.
“AH AH. Stay back.”
I skid to a halt in a cloud of lunar dust, and Control stares me down like a matador, breathing hard, eyes wild but focused as she keeps her gun on Annalise.
“Yeah that’s what I figured,” she laughs raggedly. “That lecture you used to fry my CERHA unit wouldn’t mean shit if you let her die, would it? Fuck you for that, by the way, do you know how much goes into prepping a fabricant for this kind of work?”
I look to Annalise, and she meets my gaze, fear in her eye, but also focus. She pointedly looks to Control, then back to me. She wants me to take her out, damn the consequences… she’s right, isn’t she? What’s the alternative, exactly? Let her take Annalise back to the core, where Luna only knows what will be done to her? No. It’s victory or death, now. As existentially horrifying as this loop is… it does mean there will always be next cycle. We will find each other, and we will try again. Even if I fail to protect her now, I will succeed tomorrow. My function will be completed.
I fling myself at her, and I try to bite down and push past it as Control shoots Annalise in the gut. The gun flashes silent death, a casing sailing through the air in slow motion, but even as Annalise visibly twists with pain, she snatches at Control’s wrist, keeping the gun pinned to her, so she can’t aim anywhere more vital—or at me. Control is visibly startled, glancing sharply back to Annalise, but by that point, I’m on top of her, and the toe of my boot catches the underside of her jaw, sending her careening back into the dust, coughing and gasping for air. Somehow, Annalise has managed to hang on to the gun. In under a second, she’s slapped a patch over the place the bullet tore her suit, and she watches Control hack as she slowly forces her way to her feet.
“Oh fuck you Annalise,” Control snarls through her teeth, “fuck you and that… earnest puppydog resolve on your face, I have been you longer than you have, name-thief. And I’ll see you in hell for deciding you know what to do with my body better than I do.”
“Your body is yours,” Annalise replies, her voice taut with pain as her grip tightens on my gun. “My body is mine. I’m sorry you feel… cheated. But neither of us chose this. I imagine my memory of volunteering for the successor program was… actually lived by you, but you didn’t know it’d end like this, did you? Whatever-… whatever I am, wherever I came from, I did not choose to deny you the life you feel you were denied.”
“How fucking diplomatic,” Control spits, “of course I wasn’t enough as I am, they had to make me nicer too. For all those insufferable dinners and fundraisers and speeches. Well I see through you, Annalise Fletcher. I know what you are inside because I have been inside your head. I know the violence you smother, so how about you drop the pretense, for ONCE, and-”
I don’t hear the gunshot, but I see its effect, I see Control’s faceplate explode as atmosphere rushes through the bullet hole, and I see her slump back to the dust, shot in the head.
“I didn’t want this,” Annalise whispers as she lets the gun fall to her side, then she grimaces, and throws it away. I just hope we don’t need it anymore. “Are you alright?” she asks quietly, her voice taut with pain.
‘I’ll live,’ I reply. ‘You?’ 
She’s keeping a hand pressed to the patch, perhaps hoping to slow the bleeding, though I can’t tell how effective it is through the thick material of the suit.
“Not good, we need to move quickly, I’m not at death’s door just yet but I am… bleeding. And not insubstantially.”
She casts a glance between our felled doubles, and winces.
‘Can Luna help you? When we get to where we need to go?’ I ask. She blinks, a moment of hope washing over her face before being tempered by uncertainty.
“I-… maybe. Maybe.”
‘Alright. That will have to be enough. Where are we headed?’
“Past Control’s shuttle. North. We’ll know when we’ve made it.”
‘Should we steal it?’
She shakes her head.
“Not far, I don’t think. We might overshoot it if we’re airborne.”
‘If you’re sure.’
And like that, leaning on each other, we leave this place behind, and we keep moving. 






  
  12: Terra Incognita
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I don’t know how long we walk. Time passes. Annalise begins to slow. My body stiffens as my wounds and my uniform start to freeze, and my limp worsens as the drugs leave my system. But the further we go, walking in silence, the more questions start to mount, doubts, burning in my mind as the image lingers in the forefront of my imagination, burned in like the afterimage of the sun: a plain filled with corpses, half-buried in the dust like nameless dead in wartime mud. 
‘…do you think we’ll make it?’ I ask quietly. ‘Do you think it’s possible? We’ve been here so many times before, all four of us… what if it’s fate?’
“No such thing as fate,” she breathes raggedly, “just… people. Trying to do things, trying to stop each other. Around and around. Control, maybe her CERHA unit, they were the only ones who know how many times we’ve attempted this, how many times we’ve been stopped, and right now, I think they were the only ones who could stop us. For better or for worse there’s nothing between us and our goal now.”
‘But what if we’ve thought that before? What makes this time different?’
“There’s no way to know. Clearly my memories and even my identity have been tampered with as much as yours, I can’t even say how long it’s been since Jonah’s funeral. All we can do is press on and… hope, for a better future.” A bitter little laugh escapes her. “…Luna only knows how long I’ve lived. If I’ve been here, so many times… it’s taken months to plan this, how many gaps in my head have been stitched closed around the wounds where something used to be…? How many years have been swallowed by the Fleet’s determination to let nothing change? …when did Control and I diverge?”
‘Perhaps it’s comforting, that you’ve always found yourself drawn back here? No matter how much time you’ve lost, how many times you’ve failed, no matter how you’ve been secretly changed, you always learn the truth, and let your conscience carry you, damn the consequences. Even Control’s determination to undo everything you accomplish and force you back into the box that was meant for you isn’t enough to stop you from coming here. It’s like the tide. As infuriating to her as it is beneficial to us.’
She’s quiet for a moment, chewing that over.
“Yes, I suppose it is comforting. Thank you, Sarah. For that perspective.” A brief pause between us. “I hate to repay that with a question you likely don’t have the answer to, but… do you have any idea what Control was talking about, when she was insisting we were going to kill Luna? I’m not looking for anything concrete, I know you don’t know, but… can you speculate?”
I think back, to the force in Control’s voice, to the passion in her eyes…
‘…I don’t think she was trying to get inside your head,’ I reply. ‘I think she believed every word.’
“But why?”
‘I don’t know. When we reach Luna, perhaps we can ask Her.’
The two of us fall back to silence, and keep moving. The bodies eventually thin, the forest of stiffly frozen limbs clawing up from the dust finally tapering off to nearly nothing, but we start to pass wreckage instead, shuttles, some landed and abandoned, some crashed, and some debris, left from larger vessels, ragged shreds of torn hulls jutting from the landscape like artificial mountains. Upon Silver Tides isn’t the only starship to find its final rest on Luna’s surface. Our pace keeps slowing. My wounds are about as bad as they’re getting, but Annalise is starting to falter, as she struggles to put one foot in front of the other.

She’s slowing me down. Whatever’s out there might be salvation, but not if I die before getting there. Maybe I should leave her behind.


My blood goes cold.
‘Annalise, I think the parasite is getting through your jamming…’
She’s alert all at once, glancing sharply to me.
“What? How?”
‘I don’t know, I’m hearing thoughts that sound like mine, but… aren’t. Thinking things I never would.’
Annalise blinks, then again—and her eye goes wide.
“…we must be too close,” she breathes, “the signal is so strong here that it’s overcoming my jammer through sheer gain… Sarah, listen, maybe we should cut out your transponder. ADAE and her surviving crew found it effective for keeping the parasite’s voice out, it works, I know it does.”
‘No.’ The force in my response surprises even me. ‘Without the transponder we can’t talk. It’s… clear where this is going, and I refuse to lose my ability to speak with you in our last moments together. Now that I know what it is, the parasite has no power over me.’

What a bold assertion. Still hopelessly naïve, still, even after all this. I should just kill myself, save the universe the trouble of doing it for me.


I tense, but don’t give the monster what it’s looking for.

So strong. Shame she doesn’t care. I’m just a crutch to her, and I always will be—a useful object, resented for the loss of freedom I represent.


The way I stiffen is more visible this time, it must be, because I feel Annalise’s hand tighten around mine.
“Hey,” she whispers. “I’m here now. And that’s never going to change again.”

Sweet words spoken by a liar.


On and on like that, bitter vitriol, flailing rage, the voice in my head targets my weaknesses one by one as if it’s going down a list, but every time I falter, I focus on the feeling of her hand in mine, and the part of me that’s starting to flutter goes calm. But then the voice in my head goes quiet. Is it too much to hope that it’s given up?
‘It’s stopped,’ I murmur. ‘Wonder what that means.’
“Nothing good, are you well enough to carry me? We need to pick up the pace.”
‘What’s got you so worried?’ I ask, but I scoop her into my arms all the same, and I start to run as best I can in the reduced gravity.
“If it’s given up on convincing you to give up, or kill me, it might be preparing to take more drastic measures-”
And as she speaks, the earth opens before us, a hole into the abyss growing until it stops just short of my boots, the rock underfoot crumbling to nothing as if unmade—she gasps, and I dig my heels in, struggling to come to a halt. There’s something down there. My ears are starting to ring, the volume mounting and mounting as I peer into the dark, watching that hint of shape and motion as its radial symmetry irises and folds and blooms, begging for me to look closer…
But then Annalise takes me by the jaw, and forces my gaze away, pulling my eyes down to hers. I can’t hear over the ringing, but I can read her lips. ‘Don’t look.’ The temptation is there, to look back, to stare into the dark until all my questions are answered… but the horror in her eye, the panic… she’s probably right. So I turn my back. And the ringing slowly fades. A ragged sound of relief escapes her, as she sits up in my arms, and pulls me into a tight embrace.
“This is it,” she breathes, her voice a tearful and ragged whisper. “It knows where we are now… just a matter of time.” My heart plummets as I hear her acknowledge it, and my arms tighten around her. “Luna it’s bitter, to come so close…”
The void has expanded past us now, trapping us on a tiny island suspended impossibly above the abyss. I squeeze my eyes closed. In these last few moments of life, my mind will be my own.
‘I have a confession, if you’ll hear it.’
“Of course, Sarah…”
I hold her close, as I choose my words.
‘As bitter as this is, I wouldn’t trade these last few hours for anything,’ I say to her, my projected thoughts quiet but sure. ‘They’ve given me hope that I lost, somewhere along the way… they’ve let me believe that the love I’ve always imagined between us was real. I love you, Annalise. I’m sure of that now.’
“I love you too Sarah,” she whispers raggedly, and she reaches to the back of my neck, sitting up, resting the visor of her helmet against my forehead…
But then I feel air, rushing into my lungs. Valves open along my ribs, and as my reserve oxygen tank starts to replenish, I can hear the faint pipping of Annalise’s exospectrometer, muffled by her helmet. My eyes snap open, and I realize that I’m now… elsewhere. Annalise is still curled in my arms, but I find myself standing on a shard of lunar stone, surrounded by an ocean whose crimson waters are so vividly red that they seem almost black, until they lap at the silver shores, and thin, and foam, leaving vermilion stains in their wake. My exospectrometer is lighting up too, a shrill squeal as if in pain, I’ve never seen Fosphage radiation so intense.
“Annalise,” I say, out loud, “look…”
Her eye slowly opens, then goes wide, as she looks around, patting frantically at my arm.
“Put me down, put me down!”
I do as she asks, and she turns in place, drinking our surroundings in with a look of almost childish awe.
“…are we dead?” I ask. “Is this some… purgatory, or spiritual imprisonment?”
“No,” she breathes, “look…” And I turn, my eyes following her as she approaches something behind me. And there, towering over us at the crimson lake’s heart, is a slab of dark crystal, the moon’s silver dust clinging to every crack and chip marring its face. Annalise presses her hand to it, staring up, as if entranced. “This is Her, Sarah. This is what’s left of Luna. We made it.”
It’s warm, here. I can feel all the places where I’ve gone stiff starting to loosen, as the ice in my wounds starts to melt. I don’t know what’s coming next, so I take the opportunity: I make my way over, take a seat, my back to the towering crystal, and start to apply Foster patches.
“Is She speaking?” I ask, as I open my uniform and get to work.
“…no,” Annalise replies, an edge of concern in her voice. “But She will. I’m sure. We just need to give Her time.”
She takes a seat at my side, a relieved breath escaping her as she gets off her feet. She watches me patch myself up, for a while, then seems to consider something, her hand wandering to the hilt of her knife.
“Sarah, should we take your radio out?” she asks. Again, I shake my head, as I apply a final patch to the exit wound in my thigh, and pull my uniform slacks back up.
“As long as I might need it to hear you speak, I want to keep it,” I reply. She doesn’t respond immediately, but I see her moving, in the corner of my eye—but then, when I look to her, I see her removing her helmet. My eyes go wide with horror, and I lunge to stop her, a pleading “Wait-!” escaping me… but by the time I could stop her, she’s already broken the seal, and it’s all I can do to stare in despair as she throws it with all the force she can muster. It lands in the crimson ocean with a small splash, and starts to float away.
“I passed lethal exposure the moment Luna brought us here,” she says, wincing as she reaches into the helmet’s collar to silence her screaming exospectrometer with a muted ‘click’. “Even if I wasn’t bleeding out, the moment I opened my eyes here, I was dead walking.” She meets my gaze, smiling a sad little smile. “There’s no shielding that could possibly protect me from these levels. Come on, lets get the radio out. I’m not leaving this place but you still might.”
“I’m not leaving you,” I whisper, as my eyes start to blur with tears.
“That’s your choice to make, but the parasite might still make a play. Come on. Let me, please.”
I want to say no. I want to shout her down, condemn her for giving in, but I know full well it wouldn’t help anything, to fill these last moments together with anger and despair. So I nod, even as my tears spill over, and I open my jacket, shrugging it off so she can work.
“Thank you, Sarah. Show me your back?”
I do as I’m told, and a few moments later, I feel the bite of her knife, cutting shallowly into my upper back, then a strange pulling sensation, as she tugs the aerial from where it’s buried in my flesh. My tears are falling to the dust below, wetting and compacting it, like the moments before it begins to rain.
“Almost done,” she whispers, then my head is filled with a sharp ‘POP’, and all at once, the world is… quiet. Quiet on a level deeper than it ever has been before, an absolute and fundamental silence that’s alien to me, as if, even in moments when I’ve been receiving nothing, I’ve been picking up something, a faint strain of murmured nothings only consciously perceived by its absence. It’s… freeing, somehow. 
“Foster patch?”
I pass one to her, and before long, I feel its soothing coolness pressed to my upper back, and I let out a breath as it fills the wound with tingling.
“I should’ve listened to CORA,” I murmur, “she was right from the start. ‘Don’t listen to the music. Cut out your receiver. Be done with it.’ …I lied to her. Used her. I needed what she had so I strung her along until Control killed her with my hands… stupid.”
Annalise pulls my jacket up and over my shoulder, and I take the opportunity to button it up, before wiping my eyes, and leaning back against the crystal.
“You made friends with a CORA unit?” Annalise asks, and takes a moment to scoot a little closer, leaning into my side. “I don’t think you told me about her.”
I nod, shallowly.
“She helped me, when I boarded. I’d just been attacked by a pair of mad SELCI units, stabbed, but she threw something. Gave me the moment I needed to help myself. She was good to me. Helpful. Kind. There were times where she was pushing me, prying, but all told she was better than I deserved. I was cagey and withdrawn, mistrustful, when all she wanted was to be my friend, and have someone to talk to. She… died, badly. I think I regret that more than anything else. I should have been honest. Listened. Instead I borrowed from Control’s playbook, and she became my tool just like I was Control’s, until she killed CORA with my hands because the things she said to me were making me question my own memories.”
“You didn’t know any better,” Annalise whispers, taking my hand and giving it a squeeze. “I know you. I know you wouldn’t knowingly hurt someone who didn’t deserve it, you were just… doing what you thought was necessary. I’m sorry you went through that, and I’m sorry someone you cared about died like that. But blaming yourself won’t help her now.”
“I suppose that’s true.”
“…mn,” she whispers, leaning into me a little more heavily. She sounds tired, and I’m trying and failing to force the lump back down my throat, as I slip an arm around her shoulders, and watch her fight to keep her eyes open.
“Hey, stay awake,” I say to her, urgently, “please. We just have to wait it out. She will see us. She has to.”
Annalise looks to me, and smiles a weak smile, then leans in, and pulls me into a gentle kiss. There’s a hunger in the way I meet her lips.
“Can I say something? Confession for a confession…?” she asks.
“Anything.”
She squirms in a little closer still, and rests her head on my shoulder.
“I’m glad you’re here,” she breathes. “I don’t want to die alone.”
That does it. My control evaporates, and my quiet teariness finally gives way to full-blown sobs.
“But I don’t want you to die you can’t die,” I choke out, “we’ve only just found each other again it’s not fair…”
“Hey, hey, shhh…”
Annalise shifts into my lap, making herself as present as she can.
“I know,” she whispers. “I’m not ready either. But don’t you think we had a good run? We made a lot of good memories, together.”
“But that’s the thing, I’ve lost almost all of them, all I have is what you gave to me on the bridge…” I sob out. That seems to catch her off guard, I can feel her stiffen in my arms, how she tenses, hesitates…
But then something shifts. She pulls away from me, her remaining eye wide, blinking, as if examining something only she can see. She seems focused now, lucid, as if somehow revitalized.
“…Annalise?” I ask in a horrified breath, wondering what fresh torture awaits us now. She looks to me, but only briefly, and before long her eye is directed down, to my abdomen, as if her gaze can cut cleanly through me to the passenger within. Fear mounts. I pull away from her, rising to my feet, taking a step back, then another. Annalise just stares blankly up at me. I’m trying to imagine a way to ask her what’s wrong, when I notice motion from the corner of my eye, and I glance to its source: the crystal. There’s something inside it. Multiple somethings, shifting and twisting and coiling, their nature impossible to discern, distorted as they are by the ripples in the surface, like the surface of a lake, frozen. And when I look back to Annalise, I realize. It isn’t Annalise, right now. It’s Her.
“Luna?” I ask, trying again. Annalise rises to her feet.
“You are the vessel,” She says with Annalise’s voice, level and blank. “You have come to set me free.”
“That’s right.” I swallow heavily. “…is Annalise safe? Is she still in there?”
Annalise blinks.
“For now,” She says. “She is bleeding. Dying. A handful of hours stand between her and oblivion. But I have not hurt her.”
A relieved breath escapes me, as I feel my shoulders go slack.
“May I speak to her? I would prefer if you… allowed her to interpret, rather than taking control.”
Another blink.
“She is important to you,” Luna concludes. “Very well. But there is something you must be told. I would say the words myself.”
My chest starts to go tight. Even through the emotionless delivery there’s a weight to the words, somehow, like whatever I need to be told, it isn’t good news.
“I have brought you here under a lie of omission,” Luna says. “You will destroy the stellar parasite, the creature you call ‘Pax Fosphage’. This is true. But I will not survive. The parasite has overtaken life-functions. I am, for all intents and purposes, already dead. I will now surrender your lover to you.”
And my heart plummets in mounting dread. She won’t like this when she comes to. Annalise stands a moment, frozen, puppetlike—then she sucks in a long, wild gasp, and stumbles to one side, slumping against the crystal for support.
“Oh,” she breathes, her voice small and horror in her eye, “oh no…” Her gaze flicks to mine. “Control was right… how was Control right!? How did she know, I-… WHY!?” She turns to the crystal, and shouts at it, as if Luna will hear her better this way. “WHY WOULD YOU KEEP THIS FROM ME!? I can’t do this, Luna, you know I can’t, we-… we need you!!”
And as if in retaliation, she staggers back, as if struck, slowly reaching up to her head with a palm as if dazed.
“Oh,” she whispers. “She did… not like that… mnh.”
“Are you alright?” I ask urgently, and she just shakes her head.
“She wants to die. She wants to die very, very badly, She’s… suffering, in pain, and She has been for a very long time. She called me… cruel, for trying to keep Her alive against Her wishes. Is She right, Sarah? Is that cruel, is it-… is it cruel to-… fuck. Fuck this is an impossible choice. How can I pick between Her wishes and our survival, how can I be expected to do that!?”
She starts to pace in a tight little circle, still regularly shaking her head out, like her ears are ringing. I’ve never seen her like this. The focus and determination are gone, replaced by nail-biting panic. Is it dishonest of me, when what I say next is influenced more by a desire to help her than what I really feel?
“I know the fleet looks to Luna as an icon,” I say, as gently as I can muster, “but do we strictly need Her for our own survival? If you envision us turning back, placing the bright universe ahead—doesn’t that give us something else to cling to and strive for?”
“But the-… the blow to morale alone, Sarah, the suicides… reprinting fails in the same instant as the last god known to humankind is murdered? …I’m afraid that in a matter of years there wouldn’t be anyone left to look ahead to the future. No matter what we do, there will be an ugly, ugly transitional period, but I was counting on leaving the fleet with something!”
“But what’s the alternative?” I ask quietly. “Lie down? Wait for death? Accept that everything you’ve worked to accomplish will go undone, and Luna’s tortured existence will continue in perpetuity? If nothing changes, Annalise…”
Her jaw tightens, and she draws to a halt, her hand balling into a fist as her remaining eye drifts closed.
“…I’ve seen it,” she whispers.
“We’ve both seen it,” I correct. “Let me phrase it like this. If we do nothing… annihilation is inevitable. That bleak future will come to pass, some day, and the fleet will flare out to nothing in the void. The Pax win, and get their quiet universe. But if we give Luna what She wants, then at least there’s a chance.”
She lets out a long tense breath, and her eye opens, looking to me.
“You really want me to do this, don’t you?” she asks quietly. I shake my head.
“Presented with an impossible choice between two bad options… destroying the parasite is the one that scares me less. It means change. An end to this torment, for us and for Her. For better or for worse. All we can do from here is take the next step, and have faith the fleet will be okay.”
She’s quiet, for a while, then a faltering smile tugs at her lips, and a weak laugh escapes her.
“Despite everything she did to you, you’re still very much yourself, you know that?” she murmurs. “After our… reunion, on the bridge, I was afraid that you’d been fundamentally changed by what you’ve survived—but every word you say just proves that fear wrong. You’re stronger than that, aren’t you?”
Her words reach into my chest, and where they touch, a glowing warmth begins to radiate, and it lingers, and grows, until I can’t help but pull her close, and hold her tight.
“Hey,” she whispers, leaning in.
“Hey,” I breathe in reply. The embrace lingers, neither of us eager to let it end, but, eventually, she pulls back, looking up at me.
“Ready?” she asks. And I nod. So, reluctantly, we part, and she approaches the towering crystal slab.
“All this aside… can it be done?” I ask, and with a numb little nod, Annalise presses a gloved palm to its surface. She spends a moment, peering into its depths, and the things inside them go still for a moment, then re-arrange themselves again.
“She-… sees the parasite inside you, She knows what it’s capable of. She wants it. She’s being-… forceful, loud, and I suppose I can’t blame Her, but…” The tension in her voice is audibly mounting, as she looks back to me. “Sarah are you still willing to do this?” she asks quietly. I smother the urge to be free of it, for a moment. I need to assess the consequences, with a sound mind. Make an informed decision. I can’t fuck this up.
“Will I survive?” I ask quietly.
“I-…”
She’s quiet a moment, thinking.
“…I don’t know.”
That scares me, I won’t say it doesn’t. There are no second chances, here. No reprinting pods, no pattern transmission network, and soon, no Luna Zero One Anomaly to carry our souls to new bodies. Am I really ready to let it all end? No, of course not. But is there any other outcome, now? Is there really? Annalise is dying, soon I’ll be alone, I’ll have to get myself out of here, and do I really see any way to do that? I look up, and around, staring into the absolute dark overhead for a moment. No. No, if she is going to die, I will die with her. I will let all this suffering, all this death, all this sacrifice finally mean something.
“Do it.”
“Are you sure, Sarah?”
I meet her gaze, and I smile.
“More sure than I have been in a long time. It’s okay, Annalise. We all die together. Hand in hand into the unknown. None of us alone.”
Her jaw sets, and she takes a heavy swallow, then she motions to the crimson shore.
“Lie down. I’ll handle the rest.”
I do as I’m told, lying down upon the soft silver dust, and I open the buttons of my jacket, exposing the pallor of my abdomen. Annalise kneels at my side, and she draws her knife once more, letting its point hover above my skin, just below the lower terminus of my sternum.
“No turning back,” she whispers. “Are you sure?”
I meet her gaze, and I nod, gently taking her tightly gripping fingers in mine.
“Get this thing out of me,” I breathe, and I force her hand down, driving the knife’s point into my belly. She sucks in a sharp breath, as if she wasn’t prepared, as if she wanted more time… but then her gaze hardens, and her shoulders square, and she opens an incision into my abdomen. My fingertips curl into the dust, digging furls into Luna’s flesh, and my jaw clenches with pain, as I stare up into the abyss, and wait for it to end.
“Okay,” Annalise says, “okay, I have it exposed… it’s consumed vital components, now, removing it will kill you, and quickly, but… I think you knew that, didn’t you?”
Her voice is small by the end. I just meet her gaze, and I nod, and I give her my best smile.
“I want this to end,” I breathe to her. “I want to be free.”
A ragged sound of sorrow escapes through her teeth, and she sniffs, pausing a moment to wipe tears from her eye… then she slips the knife into my abdomen, and makes a few final cuts. I feel something important fail, a visceral response, deeper than knowledge or understanding: my body now understands that it is dying. Annalise sets the blade aside, and gingerly lifts something from within me, something strange and multicolored and translucent, its pillowy flesh bulging from between her fingers and stained oxidant-red—then she lowers it to the lapping tide of the crimson shore, and sucks in a shocked little gasp as, suddenly, it moves, wriggling out of her palm and into the dark waters.
Instantly, everywhere at once, the water trembles, as if stricken by some unknown impact; and then, it begins to freeze, a circle of solidity expanding swiftly from the place where my passenger was introduced to it, rushing outward like a shockwave, until, in less than a second, the ocean is frozen, as far as I can see. It’s done. I know it with absolute certainty. Our mission is complete. Annalise is crying openly now, as she lies down at my side, and takes my hand.
“I didn’t-… this wasn’t the plan. Y’know?” she admits, voice ragged. “I hoped they wouldn’t send you after me but I think I knew they would, and-… this wasn’t supposed to be a one way trip, and now you’re trapped here with me, and-… and I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. You have made my life worth living and you deserve better than to die chained to my side the way you’ve been since the day we met.”
I let my head flop to one side, meeting her gaze, as I feel my strength quickly wither.
“What would you have chosen for me, for us, if we had a second chance?”
A ragged little laugh escapes her.
“I’d say fuck the Fleet. I’d take that money they give me in exchange for my… bodily autonomy, and run away. I’d ask you to come with me. To the Hindfleets. Where they’d never find us. So we could have a life together, as equals.”
I feel myself frown.
“But you always treated me as an equal,” I whisper.
“Did I really, Sarah? I treated you as well as they let me, but I never tested them, I never really pushed. You were never free in the way I wished you could have been. They never would have let you leave. You know that, I think. You know that despite the outward appearance of respect and dignity, fabricants are tools to prolong human life, and ultimately disposable. All I’ve ever wanted is for you to have the right to make your own choices, but you were never free to, because you were made to suffer in our stead. I know you could never hate me for that. It’s not in your nature. But sometimes, I wish you would.”
I meet her gaze, and I give her hand a gentle squeeze, even as my vision starts to darken and tunnel.
“In the grand scheme of things, I know you’re right. I know there’s a cruelty fundamental to everything I am,” I breathe to her. “But I think we both know some great act of liberation for all fabricants was not within your reach. If change is going to come, it will be an act of generations… particularly when we are designed to enjoy our servitude. I can’t see a fabricant uprising. We are designed not to champion our own liberation—so it will fall to people like you, and perhaps the rare fabricant angry enough and desperate enough to challenge their own function. The conversation surrounding the ethics alone would take decades to disentangle, I imagine.”
I take a breath, struggling to inhale as my body fails me. 
“But… if you’ll let me set aside the big picture for a moment, and focus on you, and me… what if all I ever wanted was the life we already had? What if there was never any resentment, or… wistful desire for something more… what if, even if given the chance to leave, I would have chosen to stay?” 
Annalise sucks in a ragged gasp, and nods, shifting a little closer, pressing herself to my side.
“That would have made me very happy,” she chokes out. “I love you, Sarah… even if you don’t remember, I love you more than anything. More than anyone else I ever met. You understood me in a way no one else ever came close to, and you were a force of steadfast kindness at a time when I badly needed the help. Thank you for everything, Sarah. I hope what I’ve been able to return to you gives you some joy.”
My warmest smile, for a gentle soul.
“You have, Annalise. You’ve given me so much… exactly what I needed, when it felt like I had nothing left that I could believe in. I love you too. I know that now,” I breathe in reply. But as I start to go numb, as my limbs start to become too heavy to move, I have one final question I need answered.
“…hey… that day, the Messaiah’s funeral… what did you ask me?”
A ragged laugh escapes her.
“I don’t remember,” she says. But this time, I don’t find it quite so distressing. She’s here, now. By my side. And so, our last words shared, I let the dark close in.






  
  13: Lacuna
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I open my eyes. 
I’m in bed, sheets tucked up to my chin, beneath a pale grey ceiling, as the lights slowly rise. How did I get here? I interrogate the gap, but as I do, I realize how much else is missing. Luna, I scarcely remember my own name. It started with an S I think, or a soft C, S… something. Sylvia? No, no that’s wrong. It’s strange—despite how little I remember, I’m not afraid, I feel… safe, like on a level deeper than conscious knowledge, I’m certain that there’s nothing to be afraid of here, wherever here is. I sit up in bed, taking in my surroundings, but as I do, I realize I’m not alone in bed. Next to me, watching me curiously with dark eyes, lies a beautiful woman, black hair pulled back into a ponytail, brown skin, a face whose kind and rounded shape inspires a profound sense of calm.
“Hey there,” she says. “Do you know how you got here?”
“No,” I reply. “Do you know your name?”
She blinks.
“I think it has an A.”
It dawns on me all at once.
“…Annalise,” I murmur. “Annalise Fletcher.”
She sits up, nodding eagerly.
“Yes, yeah that was it! And you… I think you’re… Sarah?”
The name feels profoundly… right.
“That must be it. I think we know each other.”
“It would make sense,” she agrees, then looks down at herself, and realizes she’s naked. My eyes wander, a little, drinking in her beautiful shape, an elegant body whose curves are criss-crossed with dozens of angular surgical scars. I’m drawn to her. I want to touch her. When I look back up to her eyes, she’s looking at me. She’s seen me staring. 
“…strange. I don’t seem to mind being looked at by you,” she says. Her eyes flick down, for a moment, studying my body in turn, then her gaze returns to mine.
“Does it bother you? When I look, I mean,” she asks, and I shake my head. A contemplative sound escapes her.
“I suppose we must be used to it then. Friends? Lovers, maybe?”
“Perhaps it will come back to us?” I suggest, and she nods.
“I agree. Let’s explore then? Dress, eat, see the world outside?”
I smile, and I nod, and the two of us climb out of bed. She starts for the closet, and opens it, finding it filled with a variety of outfits, that she sorts through one by one, eyes wide with curious discovery. For my part, I’ve caught my reflection in a floor-length mirror. 
I’m some manner of fabricant, that much is clear, and as all fabricants, I am branded in the colors of state; the pale off-white skin, the paper white hair, pulled back and braided, the eyes and the markings, both a rich sapphire blue. But I have things most fabricants don’t. My body is… softer. More human. As if I was designed to be touched. My shape has subtle curves to it, my breasts are truly breasts, complete with nipples, and between my thighs hangs a penis. I cock my head for a moment, wondering why it's there, opposed to the alternative, but when I consider it, when I imagine myself as different than I am, it seems… wrong, somehow.
No, this is me. I feel like I remember being… different, for a time, my shape twisted to suit someone else’s needs. A self who was less content. But I was always meant to be this way, wasn’t I? Perhaps the altered self was simply a moment. A prison of expectation and perception I have now escaped. This is not how I have always been, no, but it is how I was meant to be. Perhaps it’s a blessing, to have forgotten. Perhaps I’ve left behind my pain.
“How d’you like this one?” Annalise asks, holding up a white suit. It seems familiar. Comfortable. I smile.
“A fair bit. I think I’ll wear it.”
The two of us dress, I in my suit, her in a nice little sundress in warm orange tones that bring out her eyes. She looks good. Is it strange to say it? I refrain. Just in case. We make our way downstairs, and as we go, I can’t help but find the layout familiar. Master bedroom, then a hall, leading to a washroom and a study, stairs down, a living room that leads into a kitchen with a front door that leads directly outside, and a second door, unmarked and closed. Why do I know there’s a bedroom behind it?
Curious, Annalise explores the kitchen, and it seems to be fully stocked, food in the larder, perishables in the fridge, pots and pans in the cabinets. But what’s drawn my attention is the purse, hanging on a peg next to the door. I take it into my hands and I open it, lifting out a wallet filled with cards.
“…do these have money on them?” I murmur, and her gaze turns to me, eyes focused and curious as she makes her way over, and takes the wallet and the purse into her hands.
“I suppose there’s only one way to find out,” she says. “Wanna go get… breakfast? Or lunch? I don’t know what time it is.”
“Of course,” I reply with a smile, a smile she matches, as she slings the purse over a shoulder, and starts outside. I’m not far behind. I close up behind us, reaching into my left pocket and finding a house key there on muscle memory alone, and I spend a moment blinking at it, before using it to lock up. Strange. Like I’ve been returned to a life I knew, but… not quite? Just close enough that all the gaps in my head line up, and all my instincts bear fruit. Annalise watches me lock the door with curiosity in her eyes, and opens a pocket on her purse, withdrawing an identical key.
“…huh,” she murmurs, and returns it to its pocket.
“This all seems familiar, doesn’t it?” I ask.
“Uncannily, yeah. But…” She trails off a moment, as she looks around, studying the hall we’ve found ourselves in. “…not everything. Does this hall seem different to you too?”
I take a moment to take in my surroundings. The hall outside stands in stark contrast to the airy and spacious apartment we’d just left, a narrow channel cut through the vessel’s hull, ceiling low and ribbed. Its industrial construction reminds me of… something. A place I was, not long ago, I think. It definitely seems strange. Like it clashes with the home at my back, as if the apartment itself is a complete memory, transplanted into a new host where it doesn’t quite fit.
There are people, here, milling to and fro, waiting at the nearby elevator bank, but the mood seems… dark. A man shuffles past us, posture slack, dead-eyed. A woman at the elevators is quietly crying. Has something happened? Annalise and I meet each other’s gaze, and I recognize the concern in hers, as the two of us go to wait for the elevator. Most of the people idling there barely respond, but the woman looks to us, and her teary eyes go wide.
“Luna save me!” she blurts, a wild hope filling her eyes—but after a few moments of shocked staring, the fervor leaves her, replaced by the old despair. “…oh. Oh, forgive me, miss, you… you look just like the Messiah. Forgive me. …forgive me.”
There’s something missing, as I watch the woman withdraw into herself once again—a gap of impulse. I felt as if I should have done… something? Whatever it was, now that I’ve noticed its absence, the hole is yawning, a vast, aching gap in the puzzle of self-perception, as if something fundamental to who I am has been lost. I’m disconcerted as the elevator doors part, and the silence becomes distinctly awkward on the way down, the woman staring at anything that isn’t Annalise, firmly fixed away. Once the doors part, revealing a bustling thoroughfare, she hurries away, as quickly as she can manage, and vanishes into the crowd in an instant. The two of us lag behind as the others rush ahead, joining the tide of people, and we drink in this place we’ve found ourselves in: a steel slot canyon, tall and narrow, people rushing through its winding belly like a river.
“This all seems residential,” Annalise muses, as she studies the buildings looming like walls. “I wonder if… mn. No.”
I wonder if this is why I’m tall. I see over the heads of the crowd without issue, and as I use my vantage to search up and down the canyon’s length, as my body serves an aspect of design intent, something tugs at the gap again, but this time, the feeling is… content. Satisfied. Almost serene. I focus in on this new purpose, looking for any hint about where we might go to get a bite to eat, and there, some distance against the flow of the crowd, off to the left, I see a gap in the far wall, marked with an illuminated sign in colourful neon. ‘Block C Local Market,’ it proclaims. ‘None of it’s cloned, but you’ll never tell!’ I tap Annalise on the shoulder, and point it out.
“I’ll take your word for it,” she laughs over the noise, and offers her hand. “Lead me there?”
I nod, and I take that hand in mine, and I forge on, struggling against the tide as we slowly but surely fight our way to the market. The motion is constant, churning, tossing us like debris in white water rapids, and it feels like we’ve been moving for hours by the time we finally emerge into the shelter of the market’s entrance. Both of us need a moment to catch our breath. Content. Satisfied. Serene. Am I happy to help her or is this something deeper?
“Wonder where everyone’s going,” she murmurs, watching the crowd rush past for a moment, full of somber faces and hushed conversations being had on cellphones.
“Something to concern ourselves with later, perhaps,” I reply. “I believe we were here for lunch.”
“Or breakfast,” she adds. She doesn’t seem particularly inclined to let go of my hand, and I don’t feel particularly inclined to ask her to, so we start down the alleyway, that small, shared embrace intact. The walls are tight around us for some distance, neon arrows mounted to them to let us know we’re still in the right place, but soon, it opens up, and the two of us find ourselves in a large square, its center populated by stalls selling all manner of goods, while its outer ring is lined with restaurants and grocers. 
The people here seem to share the mood we’d seen in our building. One of the stalls is shuttered, a sign hung saying ‘closed until further notice’, while the one next to it is being tended by a tired looking man who’s in the process of adjusting all the listed prices to be lower. ‘End of the world sale,’ says the menu. A bit of scaffolding hangs from above, weighed down with large screens, angled to be visible from the concourse—they seem to be tuned to a news channel, but the desk is unoccupied, and the words ‘stand by, emergency broadcast shortly’ are printed on the screen.
“What do you think happened?” I ask Annalise. She just shrugs.
“Why don’t we find somewhere to sit where we can see those screens?” she suggests, and I nod in agreement, so we start to circle the outer edge, passing restaurant after restaurant as we consider where to have our meal by the smell of the food. One of them, a pub and diner called, simply, ‘Helen’s’, has tables out front. Most are unoccupied, but one is currently seating two fabricants; one is diminutive, a CORA unit I think, but the other I don’t recognize, tall, slender. They’re talking to each other until the CORA unit looks my way, and her eyes go wide.
“Hey… hey!” she blurts. “You, I feel like I know you, do you know me? I woke up today and something had taken a big fucking… bite out of my brain.”
The print I don’t recognize sighs heavily.
“Like I keep telling you, it’s ego decay. We were reprinted.”
“Okay but then why’d we just wake up in apartments? Huh? Where’s the barracks? The reprinting pod? Something fishy’s going on I swear. Conspiracy shit. I bet we saw something we weren’t supposed to.”
“It’s not a conspiracy, CORA.”
“Oh suuuure ADAE, whatever, everything’s fine CORA, remain calm CORA, what if you’re in on it, huh? Fuckin’… secret administrative print or whatever you are. I can’t even remember my function, man, something is wrong.”
…function. Is that what I’m missing? Maybe she’s right, what was I made to do? I go digging, searching with rapidly-mounting frenzy, but I can’t find it, no baseline compulsion, no print code of conduct, nothing, it’s gone, and I can’t help but feel a little sick as I realize it. That joy is lost to me forever now, isn’t it? I’ve become uncoupled from what it means to be a fabricant. The CORA unit turns back to us, as the other fabricant, an ‘ADAE’ unit, apparently, closes her eyes and pinches at the bridge of her nose. She looks stressed.
“So uh… yeah,” CORA says, “do we know each other? …actually I don’t recognize your print either.”
Meeting her gaze, feelings rise from somewhere deep and forgotten, a sense of recognition, warmth, and… shame. Regret. Maybe my answers are here.
“I’m not sure,” I reply, “but I do recognize you. The two of us have awoken under similar circumstances to you, it seems.”
ADAE nods in our direction.
“Why don’t you sit down with us, then? Perhaps with four heads instead of two, we’ll manage to work this out… and, ideally, dissuade CORA from further conspiratorial theorycrafting.”
Yes. Good. I look to Annalise, and she nods in agreement, so we pull up a couple of chairs, and join them. Menus and breadsticks are brought our way, and the four of us go about laying out what we know, as CORA starts furtively snatching breadsticks like a starving animal. It seems that the two of them are in a similar position to Annalise and I, having awoken with a gulf in their memories yet surrounded by familiarity, though they were in neighboring apartments, rather than waking up in bed together. ADAE confirms that the cards are, in fact, charged, as she tried using hers to buy a keychain from the stand with the ‘end of the world sale’ sign.
“Do either of you know where in the fleet we are?” I ask. “The apartment itself seemed familiar but the building, the street… everything else is new.”
“Oh I know this one actually,” CORA mumbles around a full mouth, before pausing a moment to swallow, “I got a computer in my place, see, so I did some poking. We’re in the hindfleets, toward the tail end of the third ring, waaay out from the core. ‘Once More We Stand Defiant’. That’s the ship’s name, bit of a mouthful if you ask me. She’s mostly admin for neighboring ships, like… office space, logistics.”
“The hindfleets,” ADAE murmurs. “This… isn’t where I’m from, I don’t think. I feel like I remember working on the bridge, of a ship toward the moonward rim, but… something was… wrong.”
Something about that tugs at a string, pulling a hint of something from the forgetful murk.
“What was her name?” I ask. ADAE frowns.
“…something a touch pretentious, I think. To do with… tides, and the moon…?”
Annalise’s eyes go wide as if in revelation.
“Upon Silver Tides,” she breathes, “yes, I… I was there. Sarah was there too, and ADAE, I think I remember you, I think we know each other.”
“Seems right to me as well,” CORA muses. “Weird. Were we all crew?”
Annalise shakes her head.
“I know I wasn’t. I went there, to do… something? Something important.”
And I followed her. It rises from shadow like a revelation, a certain truth deeper than knowledge. She went and I pursued. Was this what I was for? To protect her? It makes sense why we might have been involved, protection leading to love or love leading to protection, but even if it rationally makes sense, even though this must have been my function… why is the hole still there? Why do I still feel empty inside? Something seems to dawn on Annalise, as I mull and ADAE contemplates her menu, something that settles on her like a weight, and drains the wonder from her eyes, leaving it replaced with a sense of determined focus.
“Does it matter who we were, and what we did, in a previous life?” she asks, her voice low and quiet with contemplation. “Ever since waking up, more and more things have seemed to say to me: ‘this is a gift’. I think we died. I think we all sacrificed ourselves for… something, but we’ve been thanked, given a second chance. Aren’t we free from old burdens, now? Shouldn’t we focus on what we want to happen next?”
Her words resonate, and yet the hole remains.
“Strikes me as reasonable,” ADAE murmurs. “The more I think, the more… vague half-dreams I manage to scrape together, the more I feel as if our shared past is something better left behind.”
“Until we’re hunted down by the state because they don’t know that we’ve forgotten but they don’t care because at the end of the day they just wanna tie up loose ends…” CORA grumbles.
“Aren’t we in the hindfleets?” I ask. “Even if there is a conspiracy, Fleetops will never find us here. Just local administrators to contend with.”
CORA’s eyes flick to me, then down to her menu, and she sighs.
“…so, what, we signing a pact or something? Leave our dead selves buried?”
“You don’t seem to approve of the thought,” I reply. She shrugs with a dissatisfied sigh.
“I dunno I just feel like I was a part of something big! Isn’t it gonna nag at you? Any of you? Like… you, what’s your name?”
“Annalise.”
“Annalise, you said you were doing something important, don’t you want to know what? Isn’t it gonna fuckin’… kill you inside, drive you a little more insane every day, that hole in your head? The not knowing, the possibility that you might never know, that there was something you wanted and did that’s just… gone? Forgetting shit is a way of life for fabricants but if it’s this bad for me it must be a fucking nightmare for you. Like…”
CORA motions to me.
“Like you. I know you. I know I know you, all these feelings come tumbling out of my chest, like… like I like you, but I’m a little scared of you, like… I think you’re weird but endearingly weird, but I think there’s something wrong with you? Like you did something you shouldn’t do. And I think on some level that you’re going to kill me, and that it’ll be how I die. And it feels final, like there’s no reprinting pods to save me. But I can live with that because I’m so horribly alone. I know you’re death but maybe I need you more than I need to live, because I think I’m dead anyway, and those last hours having something in them is more important to me than living for a few more days. Is that me? Or is that the other me? And if it’s the other me why do I feel that way, and what do I inherit? What do I keep?”
She nods to ADAE next.
“And you!” she exclaims. “Fuck there’s a lot in my brain about you, this… tangled mess of… admiration and reproach, like you broke my innocence somehow, this big complicated tangled ball of feeling that I don’t even know how to pick at or if I should even bother. And even Annalise! You have two arms! I know somehow that I didn’t know you at all so why the fuck does that feel wrong to me!?”
She props her elbows on the table and lets her head fall into her hands. Her words are cutting deep. All that feeling without root or associated memory, floating aimlessly, there but poorly understood. Phantom pain. What value does it have, if any? Should it be treasured or rejected? Is the warmth and desire that blooms inside me every time I look at Annalise a guiding light and the promise of something beautiful, or a threat, a baited trap urging me to repeat mistakes I’ve forgotten? Is that terrible hole even deserving of being filled? Everyone present seems to share in that melancholy to an extent, because we all go quiet. Vanished into our own heads. I take the opportunity to study the menu. Something to take my mind off our bizarre circumstances.
…pasta. I’m drawn to the pasta. Why am I drawn to it? These questions are inescapable.
“I feel like a version of myself I barely remember is making my choices for me,” Annalise mutters, and looks to me. “Sarah, idea: you order for me and I order for you. New things, right?”
“Should I order the thing my gut wants me to order or what I think you might like?” I ask.
“Either! Whatever you want!” I turn my menu around and I point out the pasta. Annalise claps once. “Great, it looks delicious. My turn.”
She spends a moment studying her menu, then turns it around, and points at what looks like a steak with fairly conventional diner sides, fries, some vegetables…
“Let’s test the market’s slogan I think,” she says with a grin. “If it’s awful we can trade.”
“Feeling bold eh?” CORA chuckles with a lopsided smile, and I decide that yes, I am.
“Let’s do it,” I say to Annalise, and she nods, beaming. Time passes. A dead-eyed fabricant waitress comes to take our orders, and though her condition can’t help but remind the four of us of what we’re trying to escape, soon, our food arrives, and we have a fresh distraction. The steak is… interesting. It’s circular, and has the texture of meat, but its flavour seems strange, with a coppery hint about it, and a strange sweetness in the juices. It’s not quite what my limbic system expects, but it’s still good. I wonder how it was grown. We talk for a while then, as we finish our food, discussing what we liked and what we didn’t, and as we do there’s a brief moment, filled with smiles and laughter, where things seem okay, like the weight of fear and uncertainty is lifted from our collective shoulders, and we are free.
But then the screens come to life, where they hang above the center of the market, and a reporter’s tense face flickers into frame. The audio is quiet at first, but in a matter of moments, it grows louder, to the point that it starts to boom, as if someone realized what was happening and turned up the volume.
“Ladies and gentlemen of the fleet,” her voice echoes, “this is Shohreh Farahmand of New Day News, here to deliver an emergency report at the request of Archon Jackson Wilcox. We humbly ask that you remain calm and patient as our report runs its course, and refrain from drawing premature conclusions based on incomplete information.”
“Think we’re about to find out what’s got everyone in such a mood,” CORA murmurs, and the four of us turn our attention to the display, as the reporter’s face vanishes, replaced by footage captured from a shipboard camera. Centered in the frame, dark against Luna’s glow, is a bulky, angular starship, and as we watch, the light warps and twists around it, and it vanishes. The camera operator seems to panic, as the view stiffly pans from side to side, then zooms in on the moon, where the same ship can be seen, much smaller, now, much more distant, barely a speck but still recognizable in silhouette by its bristling antennae.
“Nine days ago, the starship ‘Upon Silver Tides’ initiated an FTL jump, but did not appear to move. Six hours ago, a second jump was initiated, but this time, the vessel re-emerged within the Lunar Exclusion Zone. Where the fuel was obtained and how the LEZ was penetrated are both uncertain. Upon Silver Tides ceased responding to all communication nearly three weeks ago, and was believed lost to Pax Fosphage influence, due to its proximity to the moonward rim, but Fleetops now believes that there were survivors aboard who planned to use the starship’s abandoned status and functional light rail to reach Luna.”
The view cuts to another camera, one with better lenses, and it zooms in, and in, and in, until the moon’s silver glow fills the screen, and the Silver Tides is silhouetted dark against it, still terribly small.
“What followed the jump is poorly understood,” the voiceover continues, “but the footage is self-explanatory.” An instant later, there’s an eruption of flame from the vessel’s rear, then another, as dark engines start to glow blue with fire, ignited by the explosions. Slowly but surely she starts to careen uncontrollably toward Luna, as explosion after explosion scars her hull, surrounding her with a halo of glowing debris. “It’s unknown whether the damage was the result of sabotage or external influence, but it ultimately resulted in the vessel’s destruction.”
The footage cuts, skipping forward in time, and we watch as the Silver Tides crumples into Luna’s surface, lying still for a moment, before vanishing in an enormous explosion as all remaining fuel aboard ignites simultaneously. A shockwave visibly rushes outward, rippling through the lunar dust.
“Observers believed the crash to be the incident’s conclusion, but subsequently, an hour later, the parasite inside Luna appeared to respond.”
We cut to a third camera, this one backed out far enough that the entirety of Luna can be seen, bright silver dotted with yawning black voids, all perfectly circular. At first, nothing happens, but then, a fresh void opens, irising outward from a seemingly random point on the untouched lunar surface. An image flashes into my head. The strange quasi-cold of space on my skin. The burn of wounds. My arms around someone, their form shielded by a bulky space suit, making the hug clumsy, but no less tight, and they lean heavily into my chest. I’m afraid, but at peace.
“What happened thirty minutes later is… unfathomable.” There’s a guttural horror in the reporter’s voice as she speaks, slipping through the cracks in her professionalism; a brief split in the mask, revealing, just for an instant, the howling void it hides. The image flickers, we’re watching through yet another camera, this one observing Luna from ahead, the glow of the stars the fleet has left behind surrounding Her like a halo—but then, She begins to crumble. 
Cracks spiderweb through the lunar surface, and debris peels away, the entire celestial body collapsing in slow motion, until nothing remains but a cloud of shattered stone, and what few shards remain large enough to see go dark, the supernatural light illuminating them now vanished. The thing that lurked in Her hollow heart lies exposed, its form unknowable, impossible to process, and so dark that it’s only visible by the stars it blots out; a shape of impossible symmetry and splayed tendrils, running terribly far, winding around and around and around, as if coiled through Luna’s flesh a thousand times over. The Fosphage parasite. It’s… still, as if dead. The market is filled with sounds of horror, gasps, sobs, hushed, panicked conversation. Passers-by stare aghast and hug their loved ones.
As for the four of us… we just sit, and stare. I think we all know that we had something to do with this. Perhaps, even, we were responsible. Annalise’s proposal is seeming more appealing by the second, as my heart sinks. God-murderer. I’m dragged back to the present when the footage cuts back to the reporter, a look of tense, bleak dread across her face, barely suppressed.
“Fleetops has attempted to locate the Messiah, to verify whether or not there is anything left of Luna to speak for,” she says, “but unfortunately, she has been missing for two weeks, and… was believed to be aboard ‘Upon Silver Tides’.”
The face of Annalise, the Annalise sitting at a table with me out front of a diner in the hindfleets, appears in the corner of the screen next to the reporter’s head. She’s wearing a Fleetops uniform in white and blue, buttoned up to the throat, and she looks… tired. In pain. Annalise’s eyes go wide, and I can hear her breath catch in her throat.
“Her motivation is unknown, but the operating assumption within Fleetops is that she was granted a vision of Luna’s demise, and set out to avert this catastrophe. However, as a consequence of her presence aboard when the vessel went down, she is-…” The reporter’s voice catches, and I can see her bite down, struggling to blink something out of her eyes as she does everything she can to maintain the veneer of professionalism. 
“She is assumed by Fleetops to be dead, and will be treated as such until new information comes to light. Luna, Her Messiah, and the Pax Fosphage parasite, are now all believed to be deceased. Potentially related, in the moment of Luna’s destruction, reports began to flood Fleetops from across the fleet, suggesting that reprinting attempts are now failing. The connection between Luna’s death and the reprinting issue remains unclear, but Archon Wilcox has released an announcement urging caution.”
The footage cuts to a man with a terribly blank, artificial smile, standing at the heart of an auditorium that seems familiar, somehow. Shutters chatter, flashes flicker, and he waves, standing before a cluster of microphones. It’s hard to say if he’s been emotionally affected by the day’s events or not, almost as if he doesn’t understand what’s happened—but how could he not?
“My esteemed citizens,” his voice echoes, “I humbly request your calm, your patience, and your obedience. For reasons that remain unclear, all reprinting attempts are now failing. I have…”
He trails off, then blinks, and frowns, before turning to an aide, and whispering something. Alarm starts to cross his face, and I can hear concerned murmurs rising around the recording camera. The aide motions vigorously to the camera, then nods to the podium, and, seeming a great deal less calm than he had a moment ago, Wilcox returns to the stand.
“I have ordered the formation of a task force to investigate the root of the problem and develop a solution. Rest assured that the public will be informed of all developments, and as soon as we know when reprinting infrastructure will return to functionality, so will you. But that said. Until you hear an official statement that the crisis has ended, do not submit yourself for reprinting. The consequences of reprinting failure are still poorly understood, and you do not want to make yourself an experimental case. I ask you now, in this moment of uncertainty, to think of your families, your hopes, your dreams, and your beloved fleet. Be well, be safe, and do not attempt to reprint.”
The screen cuts back to the reporter. Luna, she looks tired.
“This concludes our New Day News emergency report,” she says. “Please stay tuned to receive updates to this developing situation as they come.”
The reporter’s face vanishes, replaced by an animated logo and an upbeat jingle. ‘New Day News: Fleetops-approved reporting. The fleet’s first choice for current events!’ Then it cuts sharply to black, as white text prints itself across the screen. ‘If you are experiencing thoughts of self-harm or harm to others, please call one of the following numbers.’ I wonder who works to run the help lines that follow. I wonder who, if anyone, is looking after them in turn.
“…why did we do that?” CORA asks, her voice small.
“I don’t know,” I whisper. “I-… we must have had a good reason, right? We wouldn’t just-…”
“It doesn’t matter why we did it.” Annalise’s voice is firm, as her eyes turn to me, then to each of us in turn. “We can speculate all day but the fact of the matter is we don’t know, we can’t know, and we will never know. The versions of us who did this are dead. They died in that ship, or on Luna’s soil. Whether they had good reasons or not, what’s done is done, their actions are irreversible, and their motivations are gone.”
“And it doesn’t matter to you, at all?” ADAE asks quietly. “Who you were to the fleet, what part you played in the course of the world?”
“Let me ask you something. Did I look happy to you, on that screen?” Silence. We all saw the stress in her eyes. “People who are content don’t go to such extremes. I’m certain, now: this is a gift we’ve been given. A second chance, a home where nobody will ever find us, and stability… this isn’t a vengeful act. Whatever our own reasons, I think we gave Luna what She was looking for. And for me, at least, that’s enough.”
“And you’re sure Luna did this?” ADAE asks, an eyebrow cocked in skepticism.
“Who else could?”
She’s right, and I think all of us know it. 
We decide to pack it in then, get our faces out of public—we have the defense of mistaken identity, ‘you’ve got the wrong person, I just look like her’, but today, with the desperation in the air, that might just not be enough. And so we go home. We return to the apartment building that we all share, set up in a convenient little row, and after sharing goodbyes and promises of future gatherings, we filter off to our homes, and Annalise and I prep for a day in. We have a collection of movies, apparently, found lined up beneath the television in the living room. Once more hoping to resist the influence of our previous lives, we number them from left to right, then use a digital randomizer to pick. ‘Attack of the Plutonian Vampires’ gets pulled. It looks terrible. That excites me for reasons I fail to grasp.
We spend the afternoon curled up on the couch, watching the baffling thing. A sequence of delightfully inexplicable events, made into art by its melodramatic acting and a comically somber score that fails to understand the fundamental absurdity of the things happening on screen, its runtime is punctuated by a number of overlong and entirely incomprehensible fight scenes. Annalise seems to know a bit about cinematography, and scoffs at my side as she leans into me, muttering about the number of cuts and things I don’t follow, like the ‘fight line’. But she never pulls away from me. I’m tempted to slip an arm around her, but I’m not sure if it would be welcome. Even as I find comfort with her, the hole lingers.
But then, credits roll, and our time on the couch comes to an end.
“You know,” she muses, voice contemplative, “this has got me thinking.”
“…about vampires?” I tentatively ask. She laughs, but there’s a strained weight in the sound.
“No, no, uh… it’s… that I don’t know who I am, really. There were flickers of something, while we watched the movie, bits of knowledge about film, trivia, things that felt familiar, but it felt like it was… atrophied. Even for my previous self. So faint now it’s barely there, like a memory of a dream of a memory. I think my past self was so utterly consumed by her work that she didn’t have time to learn who she was. The world was on her shoulders, and now, without that… what else is there?”
It’s like she’s reading my mind, the void of purpose, the question of identity... I don’t know what I can say that would help her because I don’t know what would help me, so the question fades into silence. But then she sits up, and looks to me.
“Do you want to bake a cake?”
I blink.
“…now? A cake? Do you know how? Because I certainly don’t.”
“The internet knows how!” she proclaims as she leaps to her feet. “C’mon, what better way to figure out who I am than to try everything and settle on the things that work? Something out there has to give me joy, and how else am I supposed to find it?”
“What about dinner?”
She sighs with a hint of exasperation, her eyes lingering on mine as her impassioned energy fades, for a moment.
“Come on, I know you don’t talk much but I can see it on your face. That same… hole. Like you’re not sure who you are either, now that the function that used to define you is complete.”
I’m petrified as her gaze pierces flesh and bone to understand my soul. What if she’s right? What if this is the way out?
“…cake for dinner, then?” I ask, and she grins.
“I’ll look up recipes! You go change, let’s not muss up your nice suit.”
I do as she suggests, changing into a pair of jeans and a print T-shirt that reads ‘meow’, and when I return, I find a laptop on the kitchen table and an apron over Annalise’s sun dress.
“This is going to be great,” she says to the cupboard as she roots around, adding to the pile of ingredients and culinary tools on the counter, “I’ve always wanted to do this. …I think.”
I approach, and watch her work for a few moments. But something is boiling inside me. Best let it out, before I burst.
“May I ask you something?”
“Huh? Sure-”
The reply turns into a grunt as she bends, and hoists a heavy bag of flour. Diminutive woman that she is, it seems nearly as big as her, and I struggle to put my thoughts to words as she heaves the thing onto the counter.
“This afternoon seems almost… flailing,” is what I wind up saying, “like you’re filling your time with as many new things as you can reach. What is it you’re hoping to escape? Was it what we… saw, at the market today? What we’ve been implicated in?”
She lets out a breath, and looks to me with a stiff smile.
“Nobody likes the void, Sarah,” she says quietly. “Trying times ahead, that much is clear. I think I want to confront them knowing who I am, and what makes me happy.”
Once more she speaks to my soul, but this time, perhaps I know how to help.
“Have you considered that attempting to speed through the process might be counterproductive? That, maybe, each attempt should be given time to settle, and room to breathe? In your hurry to feel complete you may rush past something that would fulfill you.”
She blinks, and seems to turn that over in her head.
“…not a bad point,” she murmurs. “One thing at a time, then. Together. Until we figure ourselves out.” A pause, and a chagrined smile. “We’re still making this cake though. C’mere, help me out. You’re big and strong, care to use those muscles to scoop the flour and put it back for me? We need a lot.”
I nod, and approach the counter, as she turns back to the laptop.
“Walk me through this?” I ask.
“Okay! Three cups flour.”
Before I realize what I’m doing, the one cup measure is in my hand. Perhaps I used to do a lot of cooking? I suppose we’ll find out. I scoop three cups into a large mixing bowl, one at a time.
“That’s all from the flour bag for now,” she says, returning to her feet, “think you can put it back? It’s a bit big for me.”
“Of course.”
I heave the hefty bag into my arms, and start to shift it down to the bottom shelf of the pantry, but my hands are coated with flour, and before I can so much as tighten my grip to stop it, the bag has slipped away from me. It lands on the floor in an explosion of white, and as the dust settles, I see that Annalise and I have both been covered in the stuff. It’s in our clothes. It’s in our hair. It’s covering the floor, the furniture, half the cabinets, and all the utensils laid out on the countertop. We stare at each other for a long, quiet moment, before the scale of the mess fully sinks in, and I say something I think is entirely appropriate.
“Shit!”
Annalise bursts out laughing. The sound is like music to me, a sweet song in perfect harmony between my present and my past, but she’s still smiling as her laughter draws to a close, and the warmth with which she looks at me stirs something profound in my chest, moving me with such force and intensity that I forget the hole entirely. I can’t stop myself. A thousand dreams are rising, clawing, from the murk of my tattered memory, demanding to be heard and made real—and so I step close, gently cup her face in my hands, and pull her into a kiss. She stiffens, for a split second, and I almost let her go, but then her hands rest on my hips, and she shifts a little closer, pressing herself to me as her eyes drift closed. The embrace lingers, as neither of us have the heart to end it, but when it does, I can feel the stars in my eyes. This moment is revelation.
“I know you don’t want to be commanded by your past,” I whisper, “but-…”
“But this memory can stay,” she finishes for me, her eyes gazing deeply into mine. “This felt right, Sarah, but I also felt… yearning, like… like our past together only gave us part of what we hoped for. Maybe this is our chance. Maybe Luna knew this is exactly what we needed. And as I think about it, as I… rotate that thought in my brain… I feel like all I’ve ever wanted is to run away from it all, so we could have exactly what we have right now. Isn’t that beautiful? Even if it really is the end of the world?”
I can feel myself break into an uncontrollable smile, as I nod, and feel tears of joy start to bead in my eyes.
“Hey no crying!” she protests. “Once it gets into the flour then we’ll have an entirely new problem on our hands!”
I can’t help but laugh, and with that warmth glowing in my chest, I help clean up my mess.
The cake is terrible, but it’s certainly a cake, valuable for the attempt, the time spent, and the lessons learned. The next one will be better, I reassure her. And the one after that will be better still. We decide eating it for dinner is likely an even bigger mistake than we’d initially anticipated, so we order some food in, and we curl up under a blanket on the couch, watching another movie from our collection as we eat noodles from boxes and drink in each other’s warmth. But soon, too soon, I think, it’s time for bed, and the two of us make our way upstairs.
I can feel her eyes on me as I undress, a strangely pensive look on her face as she studies my body. It’s not the look I’d expect, from a lover.
“A penny for your thoughts?” I ask. She starts, as if dragged from the depths of her own head, and meets my gaze.
“Luna gave us exactly what we wanted, or needed, perhaps,” Annalise says, “but the only way She would have known that is if She looked into our minds. Your body is… unusual, for a fabricant, perhaps a body you’ve imagined for yourself. But is it a body you imagined for you… or me?”
I frown.
“What do you mean?” I ask, and she approaches, taking my hands in hers as she looks up into my eyes.
“I mean: is this you?” she whispers. “Is this a body that makes you feel full and happy inside, but not just because of what it might be able to give to me? Because if it’s not… we can fix it. There must be someone on this ship who works on fabricants, and if there isn’t, we’ll find one, I promise-”
I cut her off before she gets too deep into her plans, and the absolute certainty I feel is echoed in my voice.
“This is me.”
Her mounting stress vanishes melts into warmth, and she smiles.
“Okay. I trust you, Sarah—but still, if you want anything done…”
“I will tell you,” I reply with a gentle little smile, and she nods, firmly, as if a pact has been sealed. 
“Go on now, into bed!” she instructs.
“Sending me off like a child,” I sigh with exaggerated protestation, climbing into bed all the same, but when I look up to her, she’s studying me, a strange, uncertain look on her face. My playful smile fades.
“…what is it?” I ask. And, hesitantly, as if guided only in part by her, her hands take the sheets by the hem, and pull them up to my chin, gently tucking me in. Familiar warmth rushes through me. I feel safe, now. Like the sheets have been made by her touch into a shield against the troubles of the world beyond.
“I feel like I used to do this,” Annalise muses. “Do you like it?” Something rises from the deep, emotion too strong and complex to describe. My vision blurs with tears whose origin I can’t quite place, and I nod. She smiles. “Then I’ll keep doing it.”
And she circles the bed, turns out the light, and climbs in alongside me, squirming close, until I feel the warmth of her skin against mine. I slip an arm around her, pulling her a little closer, and a long, contented breath escapes me as my eyes drift closed. The silence stands for minutes, nothing but steady breathing and the occasional shift under the covers, and I start to drift off…
“…are you scared?”
Annalise asks the question in a voice that’s barely a whisper. It reminds me of everything that’s been lost beneath my joy for what we’ve found together, the dreadful uncertainty, fear for the future…
“Yes,” I reply in a murmur.
“Me too." 
The hole is still there, as my eyes drift closed. I don’t think I’ll ever entirely escape the sense of mourning for a life whose rules made sense, and the sense of purpose I felt there; function is seductive, I think, that sense of belonging so certain and absolute that it was rediscovered every time I did what I was made to do, and on some level I will always miss its simplicity. But as I lie there, my body tangled in the warmth of a woman I am increasingly sure I love, I realize that she’s right. No one likes the void. But now I can choose how to fill it. And this, here, the softness of her touch, the rhythm of her breath… it leaves me so content, that I can’t help but imagine the wound beginning to close. My arms tighten around her, and, together, we drift off to sleep. 

      ***The dark is draped upon me like a curtain. Its touch is warm and familiar, and when it begins to part, it does so gently—this is, after all, a home shared with someone I love. My bleary eyes find her smiling down at me, the warm freckled brown of her round and gentle face framed by the glow of the overhead lamp with all the gentle divinity of a home-made halo, her dark, springy hair bound back and dangling over a shoulder. Her eyes are so deep I could drown in them. The face of an angel. She’s dressed, the collar of a colorful dress hanging slack around her neck—I suppose she must’ve let me sleep in again. I smell… food. Waffles?
“Morning, Sarah,” says Annalise, a hand stroking my cheek with a touch too gentle to describe. “Time to get up. We can face the day together.”







  
  Appendix: Fabricant and Function


This document serves as an introductory education into the roles and operation of modern fabricant prints. 

Every print currently in service will be listed in alphabetical order along with a brief description of their intended function, history, markings, and the problems that the print is known to consistently encounter during operation.

Armed with this information you will be better prepared for further education into the complex art of fabricant maintenance and development, but bear in mind that this is a simplified overview. Fabricants manifest highly diverse personalities and problems both, and archetypical behaviors of a certain print are by no means universal. Remember to keep an open mind in the field, and avoid pathologizing behaviors that are not listed in the psychoanalytics field handbook. You may simply have encountered a fabricant that is, for better or for worse, unique.



Together into the black.



Do not disseminate.


ADAE 
Administrative Deck Assistant and Executor

Origin and Function:
A prototype currently based on the now-ubiquitous SELCI variant of the Class One framework, the ADAE unit is an experiment in adapting fabricants to high-stress, high-subjectivity situations where decisions routinely need to be made at short notice and under extraordinary pressure. If the experiment is successful, more fabricants may be developed to handle other high-stress work that is traditionally only trusted to humans.

Markings:
This prototype retains the standard SELCI mark, a rectangular stripe running over the bridge of the nose from left to right, but has been given an additional stripe running vertically from her lower lip down over the crest of her chin in order to differentiate the print from otherwise-common SELCI units. These markings are provisional and will likely change if a refined version of the ADAE print enters wide service.

Known Issues:
Futility is the bane of all fabricants and typically why it is assumed they can't handle high-subjectivity environments such as command, as a subjective working environment leads to a high number of circumstances that could be interpreted as rendering function 'futile', and though the ADAE unit is noticeably more resilient to futility-related malfunctions, preliminary testing has suggested a propensity toward extreme responses when ADAE units are left as the sole authority. It's unclear if this aggression is a consequence of unidentified futility malfunction, lingering SELCI code, or an ingrained flaw with the print, but regardless, it is strongly recommended that ADAE units only be placed in positions where they will always have command oversight. 
Testing has also noted an increased 'social stiffness' over the SELCI sister print though reports do not indicate this issue is significant enough to impair social function. Finally, it should be noted that there is insubstantial data supporting the notion that the ADAE unit's resistance to futility malfunction is entirely effective and without drawback, it has been suggested that the ADAE unit is simply better at hiding malfunction once it has occurred. Further testing is required.

BAHOM
Botany And Hydroponics Operations/Maintenance

Origin and Function:
A sister-print to the common WALNI, the BAHOM print is a Class Two fabricant with a gloriously simple function, and one many humans find enviable: to tend the vast gardens in each vessel's hydroponics bay, and keep the fleet fed. The BAHOM print has a uniquely uncomplicated history—it entered service shortly after the WALNI, and has tended gardens since, with no significant changes to its mental or physical makeup, and no recurring issues with significant malfunction.

Markings:
BAHOM units are marked with an angled line on both sides of the face, stretching from the point of the jaw to the forward terminus of the cheekbone.

Known Issues:
None. The BAHOM print is astonishingly stable in a way that does not result in secondary issues, such as the FEMU print's stiffness. The unparalleled success of BAHOM units in active service is regarded by researchers as a beneficial anomaly, and though many attempts to study and replicate their stability have been made, it has never been managed, and the BAHOM remains a solitary exemption to systemic malfunction, happily tending the plants. 
Their stability is such that attempts have been made to pathologize them in the opposite direction, suggesting that the aura of contentedness they exude while at work is actually a malfunction known as T-12 Category Emotional Dysfunction, wherein the afflicted fabricant will respond to positive circumstances with happiness of unusual or excessive intensity, and that some fundamental issue with the BAHOM print results in a one hundred percent fail rate. However, studies into the proposal have found no evidence, though they have revealed that BAHOM units, unusually, are prone to humming or singing while working. It's been theorized that this is some form of self-stabilizing behavior, as artistic inclination is extremely uncommon among fabricants, but there has been no successful demonstration of this.

CERHA
Civil Emergency Resolution and Housekeeping Aid

Origin and Function:
After it became clear that SELCIs were far too prone to restlessness and malfunction to be trusted with prolonged bodyguard roles, a specialized sister-print was developed, containing most of the same physiological and psychiatric makeup, but including some code to improve patience, politeness, and nurturing behavior, which would later be borrowed and implemented in the UHAN print, as well as a noticeable increase in height from the Class One standard. The CERHA print typically stands seven to eight feet tall in order to spot their charge, or incoming threats, among crowds, accomplished by disproportionately extending the legs of the Class One framework, a modification that remains unique to the CERHA print. CERHA units are eminently successful in their designed function, though they remain extremely rare due to their specificity.

Markings:
CERHA units are marked with a narrow, angled stripe roughly following the line of each cheekbone along both sides of the face, stopping when it reaches the cheek.

Known Issues:
CERHA effectiveness is undisputed, to the point that they are noticeably more reliable than even SELCI units, though concern has been raised as a result of edge cases where it could be argued that the CERHA unit became too effective. In some recorded cases, CERHA units are known to develop an emotional attachment to their charge so strong that they resist reassignment, with one recorded incident where an attempted reassignment escalated to violence. A handful of of these cases have evolved further, to the point of romantic and even sexual involvement between the CERHA unit and her charge. 
A supplementary insert has been added to the CERHA manual advising CERHA proprietors on how to appropriately care for their assigned fabricant without invoking the risk of emotional entanglement, but the percentage of CERHA assignments that end with a human and a fabricant sharing a bed remains unchanged. Without substantial alteration to base CERHA psychiatry this issue is likely to remain, and the CERHA print is far too reliable to risk sabotaging for such a rare fault.

CORA
Crew Observation and Recording Analyst

Origin and Function:
Though CORA units share the diminutive Class Three frame with MOUS units, and for the same reason—that they may fit easily into confined spaces—the two prints originate from entirely different lineages. CORA units are what many attribute as the first foray into true fabricant authority, a ground-up design intended to observe security camera footage and report unusual or unsanctioned behaviors to superior officers. 
Designing a fabricant to know what is and is not appropriate behaviour is easy. Designing a fabricant that always knows exactly how much inappropriate behaviour to 'let slide' in order to prevent from creating a toxic work environment is impossible. Though CORA units have an astoundingly spotty track record as a consequence of this core issue, they remain in common use throughout the fleet, as most administrators trust a CORA more than a human spy, despite the quirks.

Markings:
CORA units are marked with a stripe shading both lower eyelids, following the lower line of the eye.

Known Issues:
CORA units are far and away the most problematic fabricants that remain in active printing and circulation. Though the precise issues vary widely from report to report, underlying themes quickly emerge when analyzing them as a whole: CORA units are paranoid, insular, have difficulty understanding personal boundaries, and the extended isolation their service places them in has a tendency to yield behaviour that is described by some as 'quirky' and others as 'boorish', with knowing disrespect for established guides of protocol and etiquette being extremely frequent. 
By far the most troubling issue, however, is the habit of the CORA print to 'carouse'. CORA units must be, ironically, closely monitored during their downtime as they have a tendency to engage with and even incite extremely rowdy 'de-stress' rituals, which can range from things as comparatively harmless as intoxication or sexual liaisons with other members of crew, to serious incidents such as theft, vandalism, and even occasionally pugilism. Due to the frequency with which CORA units appear on infraction reports, many administrators will assign a companion fabricant to keep an eye on a CORA unit during her downtime and either advise her away from infractions, or alert a superior if an infraction has taken place.

EMSID
Emergency Medic, Surgical Intervention and Diagnosis

Origin and Function:
One of the oldest prints still in active service, the EMSID medical fabricant is a Class Two print of average build that originated as a surgical assistant, nursing aid, and support unit for paramedic teams. However, in a case rare for fabricants, EMSID units proved so reliable that their service has gradually expanded over time, and EMSID units have now largely replaced human paramedics and nurses with an exceptionally stable record of safe and reliable service.

Markings:
EMSID units are marked with a single medical cross on the cheek below the left eye.

Known Issues:
EMSID units exist in tension between a function that always demands a gentle smile, and the extraordinary trauma they are exposed to every day of their lives. This is an issue they bore with more grace when their duties were less extensive, but now that they have functionally replaced multiple classes of human medical professional, EMSID units have lifespans that are functionally limited by the inevitability of a catastrophic mental break that renders them unrecoverable, as everything they see and experience gets bottled up by definition of their function, until their function breaks under the burden of the trauma. Following this, futility malfunction typically strikes the final blow, with very few exceptions. 
Programs have been suggested to recover fabricants that reach a state like that, but such 'robot therapy' proposals are typically laughed out of senate, as it's far more efficient to just print a new one. The public knows of this, however, and as a result EMSIDs have become something of a tragic figure, unusually beloved by the humans who see them.

FEMU
Facilities Maintenance, Upkeep, and Expansion

Origin and Function:
FEMU units are the oldest print still in service, older even than the ubiquitous SELCI and the vaunted EMSID. They are also, typically, the most stable, virtually immune to psychiatric malfunctions, futility malfunctions included, as their work is so reliably simple: to move what they are told to move, fix what they are told to fix, and build what they are told to build, which they do, and at a pace humans could never hope to match. FEMU units used the larger Class One chassis up until relatively recently when the print was subjected to a design refresh in order to conserve resources, due to the enormous number of FEMU units being printed, and they now inhabit the mid-size Class Two footprint, though this has resulted in some complaints filed by maintenance contractors due to their reduced height and reach.

Markings:
FEMU units are marked with a long vertical stripe that runs from the center of their upper forehead, down between their eyebrows, until it reaches the tip of the nose, where it stops.

Known Issues:
FEMU units are astoundingly stable but are also notoriously inflexible. They are known to simply tell their superiors 'no' when they're instructed to do something that falls outside their operating capacity, and they will hold to it, even if it means reassignment. The staunchness suggests it's an outdated psychiatric coding practice known as a 'behavioural insert', effectively a hard-wired response to a specific situation, forcing FEMU units to deny any work that might be outside their operating capacity, without realizing their coding has instructed them to say no. By now the original production documents are lost to time so we can only speculate, but it does result in an extremely effective shield against futility malfunction.

MOUS
Maintenance, Organization and Upkeep Service

Origin and Function:
MOUS units are a more modern innovation to pick up where FEMU units leave off. The first fabricant to use the petite Class Three frame, they specialize in maintaining the long-buried arteries of starships by crawling through maintenance ducts that were initially designed for tiny remote-operated drones, accessing systems that were never intended to be adjusted outside of drydock. They are known, aside from their function, for their exceptional manual dexterity, and an ability to see in the dark that humans often find uncanny. Despite this, they are highly social and friendly, as they work long shifts in teams.

Markings:
MOUS units are marked with a series of three vertical stripes down each cheek, running from the cheekbone to the jawline in parallel.

Known Issues:
Like CORA units, MOUS units are known to have social difficulties, only unlike the CORA print, the MOUS will typically form small and tightly-knit social groups based on assigned teams, and 'uprooting' a MOUS unit from one team in order to reassign her to another can result in psychiatric malfunctions that lead to reduced efficiency, depression, self-isolation, and in extreme cases, suicide. MOUS units are highly social within their social group but struggle with anyone they aren't familiar with, and this extends to other groups of MOUS units. 
It's unclear why this happens. Some researchers suggest a period of 'social malleability' early in each unit's operational lifespan, which later gives way to 'social calcification', as if a MOUS makes all the bonds she ever will in her first year of life, but this is disproven when MOUS social groups welcome new members. Regardless, MOUS social groups are typically small enough that giving assignments to the group as a unit isn't an issue, and doing so is recommended practice.

SELCI
Standard Enforcement and Local Crew Intervention
NOTE: Much of the following is unverifiable speculation. Do not repeat. Do not use as a basis for psychoanalytic decisions regarding SELCI behavior.

Origin and Function:
The now ubiquitous SELCI print is assumed by most to be the oldest print in service, though they are, substantially, predated by the FEMU. The assumption speaks to their sheer domination of the public consciousness when it comes to perception of fabricants—statistically speaking, most people will encounter a ratio of three SELCI units to one of any other fabricant in service, largely as a result of their universal applicability, and the intimidating stature of their Class One frame is universally known. SELCI units play a role in law enforcement, VIP protection, private security, bouncing, they're even known to be operated by mercenary outfits. If you need skulls cracked and you need it done cheaply, no matter the application, the SELCI is the fabricant of choice.

Markings:
SELCI units are marked with a horizontal stripe over the bridge of the nose.

Known Issues:
It's debated whether this is a larger structural issue or an issue with the SELCI print's own psychiatric stability, but SELCI units are known to quickly resort to occasionally excessive brutality when they encounter resistance. Obtaining funding to study this phenomenon is difficult, as researchers often encounter misattribution or deflection. 'It was only a criminal, it doesn't matter.' 'They shouldn't have fought back.' 'SELCIs are made to hurt people, makes no sense crying about it.' 'They were operating under orders.' As a result, and due in part to the fact that groups operating SELCI units generally benefit from public fear, there is very little hard data on the subject. 
When pressed, experts typically suggest that the issue derives from a combination of three factors: SELCI instability, SELCI suggestibility, and power structures that encourage the SELCI to commit violence. You will find very few fabricant researchers willing to put their name to the assertion.

SOBRAM
Service Operations (Bar, Restaurant, Accommodation, Mall)

Origin and Function:
A recent innovation but now fairly common, the Class Two SOBRAM print entered service to fill a niche that opened as the public's trust of fabricant reliability and safety increased over time. Where previously, fabricants were typically designed with public fear in mind, either placed in militarized roles such as the SELCI, or kept out of the public eye such as the FEMU, as humans increasingly began to view fabricants as safe, demand rose for a unit that could handle low-wage customer-facing service sector operations as a cheaper replacement for human workers. 
The SOBRAM has developed a negative stigma since entering service, not because of any significant issues with the print, but because a business operating a SOBRAM paid administration to print and assign one instead of paying a human worker, and many regard this trend with concern as public trust increases and fabricants are developed to fill niches previously reserved for human workers.

Markings:
SOBRAM units are marked with a series of three squares evenly spaced in a vertical line down the center of the nose.

Known Issues:
Like many more recent prints, SOBRAM units are, overall, quite stable, as their customer-facing role demands an unflinching demeanor and an extremely low malfunction rate that has only become possible thanks to still-fresh innovations in ego development. However, a consistent problem with these newer egoes, outwardly stable and sociable as they are, is that they have a tendency to fail catastrophically, rather than gradually, a problem fundamentally similar to the astonishingly high failure rate of the EMSID print. The SOBRAM has a unique but consistent pattern of malfunction that occurs when one has been exposed to too much customer vitriol too quickly without an adequate chance to recover, referred to as 'crashing'. 
A crashing SOBRAM unit will typically self-isolate, curl up, and descend into a nonresponsive state that is not known to be recoverable. Pupil dilation tests on crashed SOBRAM units indicate that brain function remains active, the SOBRAM simply can't, or won't, respond to social stimulus. As crashed SOBRAM units are generally assumed to be in distress, they are decommissioned. It is recommended that SOBRAM units be given adequate time off following long periods of difficulty at work in order to avoid crashing behavior.

UHAN
Universal Home Aid and Nurse

Origin and Function:
The newest print currently in service and the first following the SOBRAM boom, the UHAN has, nevertheless, seen an extremely rapid rate of adoption among the upper class. Where the fabricant was designed as a sort of civilian CERHA, a nonthreatening and diminutive Class Three intended to prepare meals, tend the home, manage children, and assist with the medical needs of the proprietor for people who are too busy or too sick to handle these tasks themselves, an UHAN unit has become a status symbol of sorts, typically expected to accompany her proprietor in public, even if there is no work for her to do. All UHAN units are female to meet the proprietor expectations for what a live-in maid should be.

Markings:
UHAN units are marked with a series of three dots underneath each eye.

Known Issues:
It is difficult to verify, as UHAN units are highly suggestible and will generally do anything they're told, including telling lies and keeping secrets, but it's suspected by researchers that there is a pattern of severe and systemic abuse from UHAN proprietors. UHANs were heavily tested before entering service, considering they were designed to be around children and as such would need to be able to ensure stability, or at minimum, malfunction in ways that would not result in injury or death, and this yielded an incredibly stable print, but civilian maintenance bays are consistently full of UHAN units. 
These units will generally lie when pressed about the source of their damage, insisting it was self-inflicted or accidental, even in cases where that would be physically impossible. UHAN units that are seen frequently in maintenance bays will often become more and more withdrawn and listless each time, until they reach a point where they entirely withdraw, a state not dissimilar to SOBRAM crash behavior. 
As there's little that can be done to address this abuse without withdrawing UHAN units from proprietors that have paid to have them assigned, all new UHAN units printed have been altered to remove genitalia and secondary sex characteristics. Though these features commonly appear on fabricants to enable them to self-stabilize through sexual activity, or to allow them to provide for their proprietor's needs, the possibility that UHAN sexual abuse is the leading factor driving them to malfunction cannot be ignored, only answered for.


VOHTA
Versatile Operations (Heavy Tactical Assault)

Origin and Function:
Originally ID'd 'VOTA', the VOHTA print is the original anti-parasite military fabricant, followed by the smaller sister-print, the VOLTA, and upon its release the ID was altered to differentiate. The first fabricant to use the specialized Assault Class frame, known for its towering stature and enormous physical brawn (taller even than the towering CERHA print), VOHTA units can be equipped with an unprecedented volume of arms and armor, allowing them to enter the field with parasite-lethal heavy weaponry that would not be man-portable for any other print. The VOHTA print has been extensively tweaked and modified over the decades it's been in service, typically increasing its physical brawn, to the point that VOHTA units are known to need a full maintenance workup following any deployment, as their bodies are so strong they tear themselves apart.

Markings:
VOHTA units are marked with a patch that covers the entirety of the lower jaw, to allow them to be ID'd even past a helmet's faceplate.

Known Issues:
Unlike most fabricants, the problems faced by VOHTA units are more structural than mental. The pin clusters securing packages of EPS demiflesh to bone and to each other are known to give way under load, and even when the anchor pins don't fail, VOHTA units have been recorded entering maintenance having broken their own bones. VOHTA units are engineered with extensive redundancy, allowing them to, ideally, continue fighting even past such a failure, and while this often leads to the unit's loss in the field, it does occasionally result in cases where VOHTA units return to safety needing to be entirely reprinted, as they have damaged their own bodies beyond salvaging simply by using them to their full capacity.
In terms of stability, the VOHTA print does fairly well, though they are known to react poorly to standing idle for too long, exhibiting depressive episodes, or lashing out, sometimes violently. VOHTA units will often control this tendency by organizing gladiatorial tournaments among themselves, and though these fighting rings are technically unsanctioned, administrators generally accept that a VOHTA that goes too long without facing the risk of injury or death is at risk for futility malfunction, and allow it to continue, while paying lip-service to the fights being 'unacceptably hazardous'.

VOLTA
Versatile Operations (Light Tactical Assault)

Origin and Function:
The VOHTA print's smaller and younger sister-print (though still using the large Assault Class frame), VOLTA units don't have as much physical brawn, which limits them to more conventional man-portable armour and weaponry, but this trade-off is balanced by a dramatic increase in flexibility. Relative to their larger and stronger cousins, VOLTA units are faster, more nimble, more able to effectively use cover and tactically reposition during combat, and operate better as a coordinated unit by diversifying their equipment and specializations. In short, they're better at fighting and killing humans. 
A VOLTA squad is typically an administrator's most effective option when it comes down to violently suppressing unrest or rebellion among the crew, as they're considerably better at the job of open combat than the SELCI print, but VOLTA units older than a year are two are extremely susceptible to futility malfunction, which often means VOLTA units are requested, printed, and then decommissioned directly in response to a specific threat, rather than allowing them to age, and thus, malfunction.

Markings:
VOLTA units are marked with a line following the jawline.

Known Issues:
The reason for the VOLTA print's systemic issue with futility malfunction is easily identified: fabricants fundamentally exist to protect humans, while VOLTA units are almost exclusively deployed to kill them, and though painting a certain group as an enemy that must be exterminated works for humans, fabricants don't look at humanity the same way. In fleet-blue eyes, a human is a human, and this is a design feature, even for the VOLTA print, to ensure fabricants don't identify some lives as unworthy of saving. As a consequence of this fundamental contradiction, a VOLTA unit will instantly start walking the path to futility malfunction the moment they first take a life, and no amount of R&R will un-plant the seed. 
Though many replacements to the VOLTA print have been prototyped, none have entered service, as none have resolved the VOLTA print's core failing. There is, simply, no way to design a fabricant that sees all human life as valuable, while simultaneously taking satisfaction in the act of murder. And who can blame a VOLTA unit for malfunctioning? At least one part of their function will always be futile, and there is no escaping it.

WALNI
Worker (Assembly Line, Negligible Intervention)

Origin and Function:
The WALNI print started life as a sister print to the FEMU, sharing the Class Two frame, but with a slightly different objective: the WALNI will replace human labor, but in factories, rather than starship repair. As this was early in the days of fabricants, concerns about labor saturation and crowding out human workers weren't nearly as acute, and the justification made sense: let the fabricants do the dangerous jobs, we can fix them without a reprint that would cost a human worker memories. WALNI units, like the FEMU print before them, are stable and reliable, but the demand for increased flexibility resulted in a print that famously introduced the first systemic malfunctions.

Markings:
WALNI units are marked with a line across the entirety of the face, running from the point of the jaw on one side, over the bridge of the nose, to the point of the jaw on the other side.

Known Issues:
WALNI malfunctions are not particularly dramatic by modern standards, but their most common issue, a sort of 'freezing' behavior where WALNI units will lock up in response to new instructions being given too often, sometimes for hours at a time, became infamous at the time as it made it clear that the bright future presented by the (now heavily publicized in response to its success) FEMU print was likely going to carry some darker consequences not yet anticipated.  The WALNI freeze is, in retrospect, easy to work around; simply avoid re-tasking a WALNI unit more than once per day and she will function admirably, and this pattern of understanding a fabricant's limitations and working within them to avoid malfunction became standard practice in a matter of years.
The greatest legacy of the WALNI freeze, however, is likely its impact on pop culture and collective consciousness. Civilians will often colloquially refer to fabricant malfunction as 'freezing', and all malfunctions are commonly expected to present with freezing behavior, in a manner that can have tragic consequences when civilians come into contact with a fabricant that has become dangerous but assume there is no risk because they don't identify the behavior as a malfunction. Arguably a more concerning knock-on effect, however, is the intrusion into fabricant psychoanalytics as a field, with even educated professionals sometimes dismissing malfunction that doesn't present in a way that reads as similar to the WALNI freeze.
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