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  1
Open Your Eyes
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I’m alone in a white expanse. My body an inferno. Flesh and bone and metal ablated away by a blast I cannot feel nor see. Erased. 
Blink.
A sphere suspended in the void, white against black. Or is it black against white? A blinding star or a sucking void? The edges blur. The world distorts. Down. Down. Down.
Blink.
The fleet, swept and gathered upon a tide of light. Titanium hulls boil to vapor, and skeletons luminous with heat are briefly bared before crumpling upon themselves and melting away. Nothing remains.
Blink.
A trillion lights wink out. The glittering of a firework. The end of everything. It’s beautiful.
Blink.
An ocean of blood beneath a cold white sky, silent as death. It’s calm, here. Its peace calls to me. 
This is my future. My fate. 
This is where I am meant to be. 
This is what I am.

I jolt awake with a gasp, blinking the haze from my eyes as my pounding heart carries the cold rush of adrenaline through oxidant lines. She’s there in an instant.
“Hey,” she breathes, her wedding band making itself known with a prick of cold as her hand rests on my forearm’s clammy skin, “hey. Just a nightmare. I’m here.”
I don’t know how to put the words to it. I don’t know how to explain why I’m so sure that it was something more. But then I look to her, and I see the worry in those deep mahogany eyes. In an instant, that certainty is overpowered by the need to ease her fear. I send a mental command to my echolink repeater, and when the box on my nightstand comes to life with a muted crackle, her expression shifts, calming, subtly.
“Just a nightmare,” I confirm, forcing a little smile as my voice echoes from the device. Annalise mirrors the expression, that faltering twitch of the lips, barely perceptible, and I know then that she sees right through my lie, as she always does. But she doesn’t push it. Either way, there’s no more sleep waiting for us this morning, so I get to my feet, and I circle the bed, so I can help her to her feet.
My eyes linger on her, as she accepts my help. Still so beautiful, after all this time - she’s aged with considerably more grace than I have, you’d hardly know if not for the little scar on her cheekbone neither of us like to talk about, or a few gentle laugh lines in the dark skin of her round and kind face. She demonstrates the reason for their presence, as I pull her upright. A smile with all the warmth of the dawn.
“Mind if I ask what you saw?” she murmurs. I shiver as the memory of the vision rushes over me again, potent, even now as it starts to fade into the fog of a remembered dream. Focus. Ground. I support her as she leans heavily into me, her movements stiff and pained as she works around the bandage, white gauze stark against her skin, impossible to ignore. There’s so much of it, now. It masks the incision in her belly, damage left by IV drips and tissues samples on her arms, the cut on her forehead where she fell last week…
Focus, Sarah. She asked you a question. And so, as reluctant as I am to do so, I answer.
“…I saw oblivion.”
I can feel her shiver against me, even as I struggle past the vertigo when my own voice sounds from the box behind me. I don’t like the thing. No, that’s reductive. I accept it with the quiet resentment one holds for the imposition left by a cane or a crutch after an injury - I hate it, deeply, for everything it is and everything it represents, but not everyone can read sign, and not everyone who can will try. So I tolerate it, and I try to get used to it, because I have no choice. 
Annalise seems like she wants to say something, but then she hunches, subtly, and her eyes widen.
“Bathroom, please,” she whispers, and I hurry her over to the toilet, just in time for her to slump away from my arms and vomit into the bowl. I wince, as I try to bundle her black and springy hair in my hands, keep it back from her face. I want to point out that this is unusually bad. I want to ask if she should talk to someone about it. But she knows. I know she knows. So I let it lie, and I make myself useful in the way that I can, as she coughs and spits bile.
“I had the same dream,” escapes her, the words shallow and breathless, “I think… but it’s nothing to be afraid of. Just a dr-” She’s cut off by another heave, but nothing comes up this time save for bile. “…just a dream, Sarah. Just a dream.”
I wish I shared her certainty. All I can say, as I help her clean up, is that I don’t like what I see when I catch my gaze in the bathroom mirror. Bags of exhaustion look somehow worse on a fabricant’s inhuman pallor, and though I love Annalise for the effort she puts into cutting my hair, the unsteady raggedness of its short length gives it a sense of uncertain chaos. The new eyes are luminous in the pupil, sloppily tuned activity indicators glowing blue brightly enough that it can even be seen in illuminated spaces. Fear is impossible to ignore in their wild focus. Like a starving animal, caught furtive by a night vision camera. I tear my eyes away. Focus, Sarah. She needs me. And so I help.
Annalise improves quickly from there. It’s only a couple of minutes before she’s moving on her own, and before long, we’re both dressed, I in a simple and practical tank top and jeans for work, and she in the sundress she likes to wear around the apartment, a thing retained from back when times were kinder.
Soon the scents of cooking breakfast are filling the tiny two-room flat. There’s not much I can do with the nutrient paste we can afford, but its batter-like consistency means it responds well to a pan, and as with most things, a little oil, salt, and pepper works wonders - I’m not sure what to call the savoury patties that result, but I expect it’s a damn sight better than trying to drink the stuff straight. One for her, one for me, and we settle at the table with our plates. I’m not in love with what winds up in my mouth, but it’s food. Sometimes that’s all you can ask for. Some paprika next time, maybe.
“How’s the arm?” she mumbles past a full mouth.
“Chew your food,” the box murmurs, chiding, from where it hangs at my belt, and she shoots me a playfully impatient look, but she does what I ask, then swallows.
“Well?”
I look down to my right hand, flexing its fingers as I test the seam in my wrist with a thumb. It feels weak. Numb. It trembles as it moves. Bad sign.
“It’s not good but it’s operational,” says the box.
“I can take a look at it tonight, if you want. If I can pull that seam and re-seat some linkages, it might keep you out of maintenance for another week.”
My gut twists. We can’t afford a new arm right now.
“I hope so,” is what comes out of the box, the voice small and afraid. It’s hard to control, hard to filter, emotion just spills out unbidden - I grimace, and I raise my hands, and I sign. 
Can’t we just talk like this? 
A heavy and reluctant breath escapes Annalise.
“You know how the foreman feels about you using sign language. You shouldn’t push him.”
I don’t know how much I care. He isn’t going to turn a new leaf just because I’m indulging him. It might make him worse.
“But you don’t need to give him an excuse, Sarah,” she sighs, “please. For me? Just… practice with it, it’ll get easier, I know it will.”
I let out a breath.
“Fine,” says the box, “but only because it’s you asking.”
The placating smile at her lips turns genuine, and she reaches across the table to give my hand a squeeze.
“You’d better get going or you’re going to be late, I can clean up.”
“Are you sure?” the box asks, but she nods.
“Go on, the maintenance bay doesn’t need me in until later. I’m fine, I promise.”
One last hesitation, but when I see the hint of fervor in her eyes, I rise to my feet. She needs this, she needs to feel useful, and Luna only knows it’s not my place to get in the way of that. So I go to her, and I kiss her goodbye, and I start for the door - even as the hazy memory of the dream hangs over me like an impending storm.
“Hey.”
My hand hesitates halfway to the handle, and I turn back - only for her to catch me in a tight, full body hug.
“Hey,” chuckles the box, and I reach up to stroke her hair as she buries her face in my chest for a moment, before looking up, a gentle smile on her face.
“You’re everything to me, you know that, right?” she murmurs, “no matter what happens, no matter how bad things get or how sick I am… every time I come home and I see you, it’s all okay, all at once. Just us against the world. I love you more than life itself, Sarah.”
“What’s this about?” asks the box, though the laugh is a bit cautious this time.
“Because I see that tension in your shoulders, as you start for the door. I see you… winding. Like a spring. And maybe you’re right, to be tense, to be prepared, but sometimes I think it’s important to remember why we do the things we do. So say it back. And carry that with you today, okay? Think about it if your foreman gives you shit.”
I can’t help but smile at the sincerity of her desire to help.
“I love you too, Annalise.”
“Now kiss me and do it properly.”
I’m laughing now, as I cup her face in my hands, and I bend, pressing my lips to hers. I let it linger, this time. I feel the warmth of her body against mine, and her hands on my waist, and in the tender softness of her lips. She is revitalized when I let her go, her eyes sparkling, and so am I.
“That’s more like it,” she purrs.
“I’m gonna be late,” whispers the box, and she groans, but lets me go all the same.
“Ugh, fine! But remember! Remember what I said!”
“I will, Annalise.”
And as I slip out the door, despite everything, my burdens have been lightened.

      ***The air stinks of metal here.
The ship’s great ribs tower up and away until they vanish from our meager oasis of light, and we cling to them, like the strange things of the deep sea might cling to a whale fall. Noise echoes into the black, voices and power tools and hurried bootsteps as MOUS and FEMU units rush to and fro along the catwalking. I join the flow. Go where I am needed. 
It turns out that even though this work isn’t in my print, having a CERHA unit on a maintenance crew works out well for everyone involved. MOUS units are tiny, like all Class Three fabricants, intended to fit in the spaces between walls and cramped maintenance shafts, while the FEMUs are Class Two, bigger, stronger, stockier, but still shorter than me by a mile.
Sometimes you just need the leverage only a CERHA’s legs can provide.
“You good!?” FEMU-314WSD shouts from down the line - she’s ready at the secondary flow cutoff valve, and my grip is tight on a wrench nearly twice as long as I am tall, its jaws meshed with the machinery of the primary flow regulator for the vent line. I flash her a thumbs up.
The plan is simple on paper. Open secondary flow cutoff. Seal primary flow regulator. Superheated reactor runoff is redirected through secondary, and the primary line becomes safe to work on downstream. But my heart is pounding as I watch 314 heave the valve wheel closed, one crank at a time. This is the first time we’re working on a pressurized line at this site, and by this point I’ve seen too many system malfunctions to count. This ship is falling apart. And I can feel my nails digging into the wrench as the valve turns, as I wonder how, exactly, this is going to go wrong.
“That’s it,” 314 calls, “cutoff is open. Do your thing!”
Here goes everything. I press the heels of my palms to the top of the wrench, and I heave it down, long-neglected mechanisms squealing in protest as they are made to shift. I can hear it, feel it, the trembling vibrations surging down the wrench’s length as the flow inside the pipe is constricted, then, finally, severed, when the massive tool reaches its terminus.
Nothing goes wrong. Not immediately, at any rate. Was I being paranoid? But then I hear it. The deep, ominous creak, as something shifts that isn’t meant to. I try to shout, to warn my coworkers, but my voice, as always, fails me, and it’s all I can do but watch in horror as the secondary flow pipe bursts, tattered shards of metal hurtling outward like bullets as superheated coolant escapes as scalding, toxic steam. 314 is caught in the face by the blast, and drops almost instantly, as a nearby MOUS lurches back and swears.
I see something. A MOUS tumbling down and away. Broken upon the machinery below. I stare after her, through the tattered and bloodied hole in the safety net, fear and confusion surging from somewhere deep inside. What is this? It feels familiar, but I don’t recognize it, like a flashback to a memory that didn’t happen…
“What are you doing!? Open it!! OPEN THE REGULATOR!!”
I shake myself out. No time for this, I can’t dawdle or 314 is scrap. I tear myself free of memory outside memory and hook my fingers under the massive wrench, then I heave, but it protests, shifting just a little before coming to a halt, come on, come on damn you, I put every thread of EPS I have into it, just move… but then, with a sickening crunch, my right hand pulls past the wrench, and I look down to see my fingers limp. 
I can’t worry about this right now. I kneel down, bracing my shoulder under the wrench, and, teeth bared, I drive myself upward, pressing with increasing force until I can feel the metal cut into my skin but I don’t stop - and then, at last, the wrench slips past its sticking point with a hollow ‘pop’. The regulator’s open. I’ve done it.
The hissing rush of boiling coolant finally comes to a halt, and the observers start to slowly inch their way toward where 314 lies, testing the edge of safety. This is my mess. I start for her at a run.
“Don’t breathe it in!” the watching MOUS shouts, so I fill my lungs with air and hold it, a timer resolving in the corner of my vision as I switch to reserve oxygen. The moment I enter the cloud, I can feel it. Burning. Prickling against my skin and eyes. Caustic shit, but I have work to do, and I kneel down at the FEMU’s side. 
314 is burned, badly, demiflesh on her face boiled away down to the hardened ceramic bone, seams and serials and manufacturing dates visible on her cheekbone and jaw, but I can’t wonder if she’ll survive this, not right now. I grab her by the collar of her work jacket with my good hand, and I haul her away, dragging as fast as I can manage until both of us are safely out of the coolant, and I can start to breathe again.
The numbers vanish. Vents along my ribs open and air starts to whistle in. The disaster is, for the moment, resolved. FEMU and MOUS units start to gather, some kneeling down around her, checking for pulse and breath, while I reach down to my right wrist, testing it with my thumb. There’s a void in there, now. A gap where something should be but isn’t, where skin pushes in far too easily. Fantastic. I hope Annalise can fix that, or we’re in trouble.
“CRAFT INBOUND. STAND CLEAR. STAND CLEAR.”
The booming voice accompanies a roar of engine flare, and I turn to see a stretch of catwalk marked with laserlight, flickering words of warning marching around the edges. ‘Caution. Stand clear. Caution.’ The craft in question shifts slowly closer, a hideous angular observation box lifted upon the cool blue glow of low-yield suspension thrusters, and I stand well clear. One industrial accident is enough for today, I think. 
Docking clamps emerge, great toothed metallic jaws folding out from its flanks, and the safety railing on the catwalk folds flat as the craft approaches, admitting the sturdy walkway into the machine’s maw. It lingers a moment, shifting subtly left and right with the ‘pss’ of cold gas thrusters, then the jaws bite down, and the engines go still, leaving the pod to hang from the catwalk with a creak of straining metal.
I can see Foreman Ross inside, through the plexiglass side panels. He looks mad. My suspicions are confirmed when his voice echoes from the loudspeakers.
“CERHA unit. In here. Now.”
“Great,” mutters the box, and I start for the foreman’s mobile office. The transparent door squeaks on its hinges, and I fold my hands behind my back. Perhaps he won’t spot the damage.
“Close the door.”
I grimace to myself, and hope he doesn’t notice as I do it left-handed. I want nothing more but to go home to Annalise where she can whisper all the gentle fantasies I need to hear but here I am, sealing my own jail cell.
“That’s another accident on your watch,” he says as I turn back to him, “right at the end of your shift too.”
“I’m not a supervisor,” replies the box.
“Yeah, and I’m not Akers. I know he let you get away with a lot of shit but those days are over, on my watch, fabricants get treated like fabricants - you do your job, or you get replaced. Now I want you to tell me why I should be paying some kind of combat print for sloppy maintenance work when I could just fire you and have another FEMU assigned by admin.”
“If you’ll reread my contract-” the box starts to say, but he cuts me off.
“I don’t care what your contract says, contracts are for humans. Now listen. I’m feeling a little generous. You’ve got a lot on your plate, wife to support, medical bills to pay… I get that. So here’s the deal. Accept a wage cut to five FFD per hour, and I’ll keep you on.”
My jaw tightens. If I try to talk through the repeater, he’ll hear the anger and frustration building in my head, and he’ll turn that into a weapon against me, but I can’t sign, I can’t move my fingers at all, and Luna knows if he can read simplified single-hand… perhaps I’m lashing out. But when I snatch one of the papers from his desk, then a pen, he’s too shocked to respond, and he leaves me in peace as I turn it over, and write on the back.

‘My origin print does not nullify the work I do or the terms of the contract I signed for Akers, in which I am defined as an independent contractor, not a state fabricant. You are welcome to challenge that in a court of law. Pay me.’

I turn the paper around, and slide it up to him so he can read it. I can see his jaw work as his eyes work down it, line by line.
“Is that a threat?” he asks, his voice low, dangerous, eyes flicking up to me. I offer him a thumbs up, and extend my hand. He spends a few moments in contemplation, eyes turning between my palm and the threat of legal action, but then he sighs, and pulls out his checkbook. I let my hand remain. Hanging. Expectant. One last glance, back and forth, then he reluctantly scrawls out my pay, tears the thing off, and deposits it in my palm.
“This isn’t over,” he warns. I just pocket the check and leave. My shift is over, I have better places to be than Ross’ office. But as I emerge, boots settling on the catwalk, I see fabricants pushing their way through the small crowd surrounding 314. They’re EMSID paramedic units, marked with the paramedic’s cross in fleet blue beneath the left eye. 
I wonder, for a moment, as I watch them go, if there’s something wrong with me. I have it so much better than any of them, what right do I have to find so much dissatisfaction in my circumstances? Perhaps I would show them, prove that a better life can exist, but is there anything I can do to demonstrate that, really? To make them see that this isn’t fair, that they deserve more than they get?
No. Enough. I look away, and keep moving. I’m just one fabricant. The turning gears of the world are beyond my capacity to shift. Best I just smother my pity and keep moving, even as the numbness left over starts to swallow me whole. I light a cigarette on the way home, drinking in that stinking, cloying, prickling smoke like nectar. I know it’s just the sating of a burgeoning addiction, when the bindings around my heart loosen, subtly. But I need the illusion.

      ***“…this is what I was afraid of. I can’t fix this.” Annalise is knuckle-deep in my wrist, fingers pawing between soft packages of EPS demiflesh as she searches for the finger end of the severed linkages. “Even if I could pull both ends together I don’t have any way to reconnect them that wouldn’t just cause new problems. It’s time to replace this arm.”
That sickening twist in my gut again.
“We can’t afford that,” says the box.
“Sure we can,” Annalise murmurs, as she withdraws her tools and goes about closing up the seam in my wrist, “we’ll just have to push back my next appointment, that’s all.”
The sickness, all at once, becomes panic.
“No, we can’t. Annalise we can’t, you saw how you were this morning, it’s getting worse.”
“I’ll be okay, Sarah.”
“You don’t know that. Whatever these things are, whoever put them inside you, they’re poison, we can’t keep delaying.”
“I’m still healing from the last surgery, there’s a limit to how hard we can push,” she sighs.
“And how long will a replacement limb force us to delay?” the box asks, “no, you can’t go back in yet, but it could take us months to recover from this expense, we may have to delay far past the point that it makes sense to and every minute that shit is filtering into your blood is a minute closer to-”
The moment I even consider saying the word ‘death’, I’m done for, as my throat goes tight, and tears start to bead in my eyes. I try to reign myself in, to force the lump down somewhere dark and quiet, to be the person I know Annalise needs me to be, but it keeps wriggling free of my grip like some small animal drenched and panicked and desperate to live, and the tears keep coming until I’m blinded by them… but then I feel her body against mine, her arms tight around me, her head on my shoulder.
“Listen,” she says softly, “if it’ll help, we can compromise. You need both hands to work, and we need your income as much as mine to survive - but we could get a third party limb instead of a replica of the original. Less expensive. Or we could even get one that’s damaged, and fix it up. Can you live with that?”
I nod into her hair, and her arms tighten around me.
“Good. Thank you.” She lets out a small breath, as I struggle to calm. “…I’m not unaffected by all this, you know. Mortality has been… inescapable, these ten long years. I’m afraid to die. I’m afraid this will kill me. You’re not alone in feeling this way. But more than that, I am… terrified of what will happen to you. You weren’t designed to last this long, that much has become painfully clear to me, and I am-… I can’t lose you, Sarah. I can’t. So give me this. Please. Let me fix you when you’re broken, for your comfort, and my peace of mind.”
“Okay,” murmurs the box.
“…okay. Thank you, Sarah. I love you.”
“I love you too.”
It’s a good few minutes before I’ve managed to collect myself. I excuse myself, when I have. Clean myself up. The face in the mirror never gets any easier to lock eyes with, but, eventually, it looks less like it’s been crying, and the two of us get moving. The shop we’re headed for isn’t the cheapest on the ship, but it is the most accessible - it feels strange, to be accepting scalper prices, taking the markup when other vendors aren’t quite so bad, but we’ve run the math. Factoring in travel time and transit costs, this is, technically, cheaper. Not that I have to like it.
It’s not a welcoming structure, a squat little thing crammed in a basement sublevel beneath the roots of a tower like a disc between vertebrae, no windows visible, to the point that even its glass door has been plastered over with newspaper from years past. ‘Futility Override: What You Need to Know’ ‘Have the Pax Returned? Experts Weigh In: It’s More Complicated Than You Think’ ‘A Primer on Metaphysical Echoes’ 
I wonder, sometimes, if the door is being used to send a message, or if the articles he retains just reflect a fascination with the mess the Pax left behind. I suppose it doesn’t matter one way or another. We have business to take care of and I’d rather not linger. In we go. 
A forest of limbs dangles from an overhead rack and the concrete floor is dotted with oxidant-stained drains, lending the place all the charm of a meat locker; we have to physically push our way through the merchandise to reach the counter at the back, where the owner leans back in his seat, eyeing our approach. I’ve never cared to ask his name. I don’t think he particularly deserves it.
“You again,” he mutters, leaning forward and propping his elbows on the counter, “what is it this time?”
His gaze catches me, briefly, but then it turns to Annalise, and stays there. There’s a reason I don’t come here alone.
“Right arm,” she replies, “funds are tight so I don’t want an original CERHA part, I just need something compatible with a Class One frame.”
A grunt of acknowledgment escapes the owner, and he gets to his feet, working his way around the shop’s outer edge as he checks labels dangling from the ceiling.
“Class One frame, CERHA compatible, right arm,” he mutters to himself. He comes to a halt, blinking, as if confused, then turns and walks a few rows back, and there his head inclines as if having found what he was looking for. From there, he vanishes into the depths of the forest. He’s gone, for a time, his movement invisible but audible, and when he re-emerges, he’s carrying an arm. 
It’s not a beautiful thing, far from it, its skin a dull mid-grey, polished steel visible glinting at the knuckles where joints are exposed, and it’s stamped on the outside of the forearm with a manufacturer’s logo in white. ‘BFMC’ - Budget Fabricant Maintenance Concern. They made my eyes. I hope, like them, this arm is ugly, but functional.
“This is a heavy industry unit, a pattern from back when FEMU units were still being printed in Class One,” he says, setting it on the counter with a weighty ‘thud’, “sturdy, high tolerances, but lacks some dexterity. It’s the cheapest thing I’ve got.”
“How much?” Annalise asks.
“Three thousand.”
…three thousand Fleetops Federal Dollars. I can feel my jaw tighten.
“…this is… the cheapest thing you have, you said?” she asks, voice quiet and tense.
“Yeah. Listen, blame the manufacturers. I need to make a buck here somewhere. Got a family to feed ‘n all.”
He turns to me with a faint, knowing little smile, a wordless challenge, daring me to stand up to him, reveling in his control. Fucking scalper. My good hand bunches into a fist, and I take a breath, a vestigial prelude to an eruption of righteous fury, he’s not going to get away with this, I will not let him - but Annalise gets her words out first.
“Fine. We’ll take it.”
I glance to her, sharply, but she meets my gaze with a shallow smile. ‘We’ll be okay,’ her expression says. I don’t know if I believe her, but I don’t push it. At the end of the day, she’s right about one thing: I need this arm. Maybe it’s not worth trying to get a better deal. Right now, he has all the cards. His eyes are on her again the moment he smells money, and he nods.
“Good, good. Business has been slow today, this’ll be good for the balance.”
He slides a pocket bank across the counter, and Annalise hurriedly swipes her card, like she wants to get it over with, before she thinks better of the expense.
“A pleasure as always,” he says, “just a note for the future, though, since you keep coming in here looking for CERHA-compatible parts. None of my suppliers print CERHA legs. They’re a bit of a specialty item, with the disproportionate length and the digitigrade structure and those weird little paw-feet - actually fun fact, the CERHA print is the only fabricant with legs that deviate from hominid standard, and considering how rare CERHA units are… yeah. So when one of them fails I won’t have anything to sell you. Expect to pay through the nose.”
Annalise goes stiff, but she keeps it from her face.
“Understood.
And the vendor motions to the arm, so I grab the thing and sling it over a shoulder, then start for the exit. If I move fast enough, maybe he won’t have a chance to say anything else. But then I hear Annalise following at a jog, her shorter legs struggling to keep up, and I slow - it doesn’t matter how badly I want to be out of here, it’s not worth forcing her to strain herself.
“Oh, one last thing!” his voice echoes from behind. Great. The two of us hesitate, just short of the door. “Word of advice? Stop doting on this old CERHA unit. It’s starting to look like you’re, well… y’know.”
Annalise’s eyes flick to me, and she turns back to the owner.
“Care to elaborate on that?” she asks.
“…I mean… it looks like you’re fucking it. I know you aren’t, to be clear, but it’s just… people are gonna ask questions. The amount of money you’re sinking in, you may as well just replace it; not like it’s going to stop breaking down. When it loses one of those fancy legs, just bite the bullet, I guarantee the repairs will not be worth the expense. I know you do a lot of work DIY so just consider it an industry tip. One professional to another.”
Annalise grimaces, face twisted briefly with distaste. She doesn’t reply. She just leaves. I’m not far behind.

      ***“I wish I could say that you’re being uncharitable, but after that last comment… I don’t know.”
We’ve stopped in at a local lesbian bar to unwind before settling in to replace the arm - the drinks taste as cheap as they are, and the bare steel furnishing goes to match, but the price is right for our struggling bank account.
“Mn. it might be time to find a new supplier,” says the box.
“I don’t know that I’d go that far, Sarah. We have a good working arrangement with him.”
“You paid triple what that arm was worth and you know it.”
“He doesn’t ask questions. Yes, there’s the occasional…” She grimaces. “…off-colour remark. But you’re visibly malfunctioning. Most people would see the echolink repeater, realize you can’t speak, and turn you in, but he hasn’t reported you to the SELCIs or to We Stand Defiant’s administration, he hasn’t even tried to blackmail us with it. Can we really afford to risk going to another vendor who might? One who’s farther away, and more expensive to reach? I don’t know, Sarah.”
Old paranoia is cold in the veins. Watching SELCIs, the inside of a prison cell, the desperation I felt, a wall of black uniform and demiflesh between me and her… there’s horror on the box’ voice when I reply.
“…do you really think someone would turn me in for malfunction? I know I can’t trust SELCIS but civilians? This deep in the hindfleets I thought…”
A heavy sigh escapes Annalise, and she looks down into her glass, giving her cocktail an idle swirl.
“Malfunctioning fabricants scare people, Sarah. Once we put a name to what happened on the Silver Tides, people got… wary. It’s not rational, it’s instinctive. Gut-level. If a fabricant isn’t working properly, people leap to ‘Futility Override’ because for most people, it’s all they know aside from the WALNI Freeze, it’s the only phrase they have to quantify a fabricant who’s behaving strangely.”
She’s right, as much as I hate to admit it.
“I just don’t want to go back,” the box mutters, “for my sake as much as yours. I’m sick of dealing with people like this.”
“The world isn’t getting any kinder.”
“Then maybe we should push back.”
“To what end, Sarah? Do you really see an outcome that hurts them and not us?”
I grimace, and turn my gaze down, as the SOBRAM barkeep brings me my bottom-shelf whisky.
“Your girl’s right, y’know,” she says, propping her elbows on the bar, “I don’t like it so much either but the world’s decided we’re a threat, all we can do’s wait it out.”
I meet her gaze. Three fleet-blue squares, spaced in a row down the line of her nose, partially concealed by a fanciful pair of glasses. A lot of fabricants wearing glasses these days, as they age without reprinting. It’s always the eyes that fail first.
“How is it fair that we bear the burden for the fleet’s ignorance,” the box mutters, “they made us this way, they left that… gaping hole in our psyche for the Pax to weaponize. Not to mention the rarity - Futility Override doesn’t strike from the blue, and metaphysical echoes don’t come without warning, there have been enough confirmed cases in the third ring to count on one hand. We’re victims. Not time bombs. It’s not the humans that get culled every time a new echo opens.”
SOBRAM shrugs.
“No, it’s not fair,” she says, “but not everything is. And can you blame them for being afraid? It’s confusing. It’s frightening. They evolved as pack hunters, they’re not cut out for… this. Living on a migrant fleet instead of a savanna somewhere. Hounded by the Pax, still, even though we all saw it die. Like the Silver Tides incident has left time itself falling apart. Echoes don’t make any damn sense, none of this does, of course the humans are losing their minds with fear.”
“I refuse to coddle adults like children,” the box murmurs as I take a hefty gulp of my whisky.
“Hey suit yourself. I’m just telling you what helps me.”
On some level I note the door opening behind us, boisterous laughter - all at once, SOBRAM is alert, straightening behind the bar.
“HEY!” she shouts, “out, can’t you read the damn sign!?”
“Oh come on, give us a couple minutes! We just wanna scope the place out!” a man calls in reply. Fantastic. Here we go again. I stiffen in my seat, as I hear footsteps fan out behind me; three… no, four newcomers. SOBRAM leans in close.
“Hey,” she breathes to me, “you’re a CERHA unit, right? Combat print? Free drinks for the month if you scare ‘em off without getting the SELCIs called.”
I’m considering it - but before I do anything, I look to Annalise. She’s tense. Strung like a piano wire and hard like the edge of a blade. She wants to go. But I don’t. I want a fight. I want a plausible excuse to beat someone’s teeth down their fucking throat. I decide I’m going to finish my drink, and we’ll see what happens by the time I’m done. If they manage to leave us alone, we go, but if they don’t… justified retaliation. 
I hear one of them make a pass at a woman, and the tense smile in her voice as she says she’s not single. Annalise takes my hand, fingers tangling tightly with mine. Her grip is crushing. Bootsteps thud closer. My fingers drum against the glass in my hand, imagining, perhaps, I might use it to land a first strike. The man is already drunk, I can smell it on his breath as he opens his mouth to speak.
“Got room for one more?” he asks. I can hear the lecherous grin in his voice, but I let him see the fire in my eyes all the same, locking a warning gaze with his.
“No. Thank you,” Annalise murmurs, her voice dry.
“Oh come on, you must be pretty desperate if you’re out here with that wreck. I see the echolink box, she’s got that… what do you call it?”
“QOL Spike Cascade! She’s mute!” one of the others calls from across the room.
“Yeah that spike whatever. Listen, sweetheart, if you need it bad enough that you’re keeping this pile of scraps around to sate your urges, I think it’s worth broadening your horizons. Manual dexterity’s probably rotted out, I see how slack those fingers are. I’m not gonna say I blame you, Luna’s dead, life’s a party, fuck a fabricant, whatever, I get how it is. But I know some part of you is hungry for the real thing.”
Enough. If this is going to keep happening then I’m going to start doing something about it - I knock back the rest of my whisky, and slam the glass down, hard enough that every other drink on the bar shivers. It’s gratifying to hear him take a few startled paces back, but I’m not done, not by a mile - so I get to my feet, and I turn to face him. CERHA proportionality mean I tower over him. Amusing.
“Built like a SELCI on stilts, what even are you?” he mutters, trying to brush off his mounting anxiety. I lock eyes with him, and let the moment stand, lingering, as he wonders what I’m going to say, or do, anxiety tangling around his heart like barbed wire. Should he run? Should he fight? Should he laugh it off? Let’s give him some incentive to make up his mind.
“Get the fuck out or your friends will have to drag you,” says the box. He cocks an eyebrow. I can see the pride swelling in his chest, choking off the oxygen to his brain. I get my wish.
“Sarah,” Annalise pleads in a whisper, grabbing at my wrist, “Sarah please don’t-…”
“If you can’t even get your girlfriend off I don’t think I’ve got much to fear from you,” he growls through his teeth. It’s not a particularly potent jab, it doesn’t cut… but it’s an excuse.
I hit him in the throat. Once. Twice. Three times. Not quite hard enough to crush the cartilage but he staggers back and tumbles to the floor, hacking and choking. His friends have their eyes on me now, their prey forgotten. One pulls a knife, then his friend follows suit. GOOD.
A third rushes me as the other two fold their blades open. He telegraphs a wild haymaker, leaning into the motion, putting all his weight into it - I kick out his ankle, and let him fall. He cracks his skull on the bar and drops, unmoving, a splash of crimson left in his wake.
The other two are smarter, coordinated, they rush me as a unit, one high, one low, I catch the low stab by the wrist, grip tightening until I feel something go ‘pop’, but the other one is still coming, whistling toward my throat… shock and awe. I raise my bad arm, and let the blade’s point bite. The man drives the blade in and through before he’s even realized what he’s done, its point erupting from the inside of my wrist, dripping with the rich crimson of oxidant.
“Holy fuck-” he blurts in shock but he doesn’t let go, so I twist the arm, ripping the blade’s hilt from his fingers, and I turn into a throw, dragging the other knifewielder after his broken wrist until he staggers into his friend, just about bowling both of them over. They stare at me with wild prey-thing eyes as I take the knife driven through my arm, and I slowly pull it free.
“You done?” asks the box.
There’s a moment of hesitation. A moment of reconsideration. A moment where, perhaps, the two of them consider how swiftly they have gone from hunter to hunted. But then desperation takes hold. The adrenaline slips into receptors between brain and muscle and convinces them that the only way out is through. So they rush me, stumbling, off-balance, panic in the eye; I grip the knife by its point, angle, spin rate, mass and velocity, I do the calculus and I hurl, setting it whistling through the air until it’s buried in the left one’s shoulder with a meaty ‘whump’. He staggers back, his face shock and agony.
Too focused. The other guy catches me in a football tackle, burying his shoulder into my chest as my boots skid backwards on the floorboards, and… pain. The remaining knife, driven into my chest, its crossguard cold against the skin beneath my right breast. He snarls up at me, “got you now you fucking-”
No patience for this. What works once works twice, I hit him in the throat, he gags, staggering back, left open enough for me to bunch a fist in his collar and drive the bony center of my forehead into his nose. Crack. I taste blood, and he drops, groaning.
…I’m done, right? This is enough.
NO. This isn’t just some fucking fight, this is about me, and her, and us, and the world, and how it HATES US, this is about Foreman Ross trying to screw me out of a paycheck, this is about the limb guy calling me ‘it’, this is about the cocky jackasses that go out of their way to make Annalise miserable every single time we go out together, this is about the greasy medical credit brokers and grinning resale outlets that conspire to keep us poor and sick, this is EVERYTHING, and I make my way over and I raise my boot and I stomp, his jaw collapsing sideways beneath my tread with a glorious CRUNCH, and I rip the knife from my ribs and I start for the next trembling mark-
A hand catches my wrist. The cool prick of a wedding band. All at once the spell is broken, and I hear the first guy wheezing into his phone. “Send as many as you can…”
Enough. That’s enough. I drop the knife, and the two of us make a quick exit.






  
  2
The Happiness Malfunction
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“You could’ve killed him,” she says, her voice tense-quiet as she sets the CERHA operations manual on the bed, and lays out her tools. I want to say it. ‘Maybe I should’ve.’ But she’s right. I went too far, and I have the stab wounds to prove it. 
“…yeah,” the box admits, “sorry.”
“You don’t need to apologize to me, I-…” She catches herself, and takes a deep breath. “Don’t you see how this is making things worse? Lashing out like this, hurting people… they already see you as a threat, but an impotent one, a free target for abuse, what happens when you prove to them that you are dangerous?”
“There’s a difference between breaking a bigot’s jaw and losing myself to Futility Override. One is a choice I made. The other is virtually mythical.”
“But do they care, Sarah? Or will it just legitimize their actions? You can’t just do this kind of shit to people… it has consequences.”
She’s sorting the tools. Over and over, she brings chaos then order, shifting a tool out of place then returning it home. Her fingers are trembling.
“I try not to make a habit of acting based on how other people might look at me for it.”
Her jaw tightens, and her fist comes down. The tools are cast into disarray, scattered across the bed.
“And what happens when it catches up to you!?” she snaps, “what happens if the SELCIs figure out who we are based on description and they take you away!? Do you WANT to go back to prison Sarah!? Do you WANT to leave m-…”
And all at once, she’s in tears. This has been a day of numbness, exhaustion, anger, fear, but here, now, I feel regret, and it cuts through the smothering shroud like a knife. Do something you idiot. Why are you just sitting there watching her cry, do something. 
But I don’t. I sit, frozen, paralyzed, suspended between my love for her and the wounded pride of the part of me that wants to stand as a living dam between her and the cruelties of the world, but how can I claim to do either if I do nothing? And with that realization, the trance is broken, and I’ve pulled her close, holding her tight as she sobs into my chest. I don’t know why I did that. What kind of person just watches her wife cry?
What’s wrong with me?
“I’m sorry,” she chokes out, “you were just trying to-…”
“No. You’re right, Annalise. I need to be more careful - for both our sakes,” whispers the box. A long breath escapes her, and she leans into me, a touch more heavily than before. Then she looks down, at the deep red staining both her clothes and mine.
“Luna damn it there’s oxidant everywhere,” she sighs, pausing to sniff, “okay, no more delays, time to fix you up.”
“Are you sure? If you need a little time, I understand.”
She gives me her best smile.
“All I wanted from today was to spend time with you, Sarah. I’m okay. I’ll be okay. Let’s just press on, alright?”
I can feel myself starting to smile a little as well, and I nod.
“If you’re sure… not that I’m in any state to protest. Should’ve played it safer. Unbecoming conduct for a bodyguard.”
Her cheeks are still tearstained, eyes still red, but I believe in the playful smile she shows me.
“Ohhh, nooo, we have to spend more time in bed with my bodyguard, this is… just the worst fate I could imagine,” she breathes in a teasing faux-horror, “go on, strip, before we’re all drowning in oxidant.”
It’s almost a ritual by now. I undress and lie back in bed, and she straddles my hips, the CERHA manual folded open on her left, her tools arrayed on her right. She’s uniquely beautiful, like this. Eyes focused, hair bound back, clad in the rugged practicality of a tank top and shorts as she leafs page over page in the manual, soundlessly murmuring lines of instruction to herself, and the remnants of her distress quickly fade as she loses herself in her work. But then, unexpectedly, she laughs, a muted little chuckle.
“You know there’s an entire subsection in the overview, at the front of the book: techniques to avoid forming a bond with a CERHA unit that’s been assigned to you.” She eyes the simple gold band on her finger. “Just kinda funny I think.”
I fidget with the identical band I wear, working it around and around with the tip of my thumb.
“You’re making it sound like this was fate,” the box murmurs. A smile crosses her face that I’d almost call shy, and she clears her throat, her focus returning to the manual.
“Right - I figure that since I need to go into your torso anyway, it’s been a little while since I’ve given you a full once-over, so I’m going to pull you open, thoracic, abdominal, whole thing, just run down a few checklists, make sure there aren’t any emerging problems we need to be aware of.”
I give her a thumbs-up, and she goes to work. She rests a hand on my ribs, to support herself, and slips a seam separator into the labyrinth of maintenance access seams dividing my body into conveniently-separable panels. I do my best to hold still, as she removes panel after panel, my breasts and abdomen lifting away from ceramic ribs and inner mechanisms in neat, bloodless sections. A concerned murmur escapes her as she leans in, examining the damage.
“The blade slipped cleanly between your ribs,” she says, “either he got lucky or he’s done this before.”
“That isn’t strictly a bad thing. If he chipped bone that would be harder to repair, but if it’s just organ damage, that can be addressed with a Foster patch.”
“True. Fair.”
She turns the separator to my shoulder next, carefully isolating pillowy packages of EPS muscle from each other - they come apart with a tacky stickiness, clinging to one another until they pop free and joint is separated from socket.
“Scrap, unfortunately,” she sighs as she lifts the arm away, “when times are a little better, we’ll get a new one. Okay?”
It’s strange, seeing it separated from my body. Like an amputation, or an act of unspeakable violence, the vivid red and contrasting white of the arm’s cross-section exposed, but with an uncanny cleanliness. Not a drop of oxidant spilled. As if removing it is an act as trivial as plucking a doll’s limb from its body. As if her tools give Annalise the power of a god.
She doesn’t seem to notice me staring, as she sets the arm aside and goes about her work. She doesn’t seem to catch the mounting flush on my face. She just hums to herself as she works the unseating key into the socket on each rib, one after another, click click click. 
Before long, she’s done, and I feel my chest shift as the frontal portion of my ribcage comes free from the rest - then she lifts it away, and my soft and vulnerable core is fully exposed, revealing organs as much metal and plastic as flesh. Even the delicate things that give me life are marked in white and blue, strangely smooth and pale. Only EPS-driven machinery like the heart gets to glisten red in imitation of humanity.
“Well, first things first,” she says, and she lifts a Foster patch, pressing it to the place my reserve oxygen bladder was ruptured by the knife’s point - it rests, wrinkled and empty in the right of my chest cavity, but almost immediately, once the breach is sealed, I can feel it start to passively fill again, as air whistles in through the metal vents stamped into my side.
“You’re lucky he hit you on the right. This could’ve been a lot more problematic if he caught a lung.”
“Mn,” murmurs the box, “last thing we need is to pay for a lung, too.”
“Not just that but it could’ve caused problems short-term. Your lungs compress air so they can operate at higher efficiency, if one gets punctured at the wrong time it can pop like a balloon, I’ve read case files where that kind of thing happened.” As if in response, her fingers test both lungs, first the top, then the bottom. “They seem healthy enough though.”
I’m just glad my very-private smoking habit isn’t bad enough for her to see it here. But then she caresses my heart, cupping it in her palm, and all thoughts flee from my mind like rabbits from a gunshot. I am left, frozen, breath hitched in my lungs, staring wide-eyed up at her like a deer in headlights, as she tests its pounding surface with a thumb.
“Seems healthy enough. CERHA and SELCI units get really good hearts. Reliable. Might outlast both of us.”
I barely hear the words, a warm, thrumming feeling of indescribable intensity has a hand around my throat, love and need and the joy of such absolute vulnerability before my wife… I reach up to her, gently stroking her cheek with my fingers, but she takes my hand by the wrist, and pins it down on the bed, above my head.
“You’re in my light,” she chides. Now she’s done it. I feel myself getting hard beneath her. All I can do is hope she doesn’t notice, she’s already doing so much for me, I don’t want to make it weird… but then something shifts in her eyes, her grip tightening on my wrist as she regards me down the length of her nose. She doesn’t say anything, not at first. But then her left hand releases my heart, and it palms my neck, fingers teasing at the possibility of gripping. She takes my jaw, firmly, brokering no disagreement, and tilts my face slowly left to right, as if admiring a prised possession.
I want that. I want to be completely and fundamentally hers. My flush only deepens as I stare up at her.
“So that’s how it is, huh?” she breathes. I swallow heavily. “Should I put you back together first?”
I shake my head, almost before I process the impulse, or the feeling. No, this intimacy, this feeling of being perfectly vulnerable and yet perfectly safe… it’s precious. I want it. I want to keep it. A low chuckle escapes her, and she releases me, her fingertips stroking along the seam up the inside of my wrist as she straightens, then hooks her fingers under the hem of her tank top.
“Watch closely, now…”
And with a glint of vicious mischief in her eye, she lifts it, slowly, past the scars in her subtly soft belly, past the gauze beneath her ribs… she locks eyes with me when it catches on her underbust, pausing for just long enough to admire the hunger in my eyes, then she pulls it up and over, letting her full breasts bounce free. I am eating well. She takes a moment, peeling it the rest of the way off, before she shifts her attentions to my pants, dragging them, and the boyshorts beneath, down to my ankles. She’s grinning as she watches my cock spring free.
“You know you can just say you want me, right~?” she purrs, and rolls onto a side for a moment, so she can finish stripping herself. My eyes drink her like wine as she pushes her lowers past the swell of her thighs.
“We were busy!” blurts the box.
“And who says I can’t multitask…”
All at once she’s astride me again, and my reply dies in my throat, frozen with needful anticipation as her delicate fingers reach between her thighs, and mine. I shiver as they brush my shaft, guiding it into alignment with her. I lock eyes with her, pleading, frozen with breathless anticipation, begging her to keep going… and then, with a subtle little smile and an unsteady breath, she lowers herself onto me. There’s a rush of pleasure as I feel her warmth around me, an eager fire sparked to life in the pit of my belly. 
She doesn’t stop, not until I’m hilted inside her, and a pleased little sigh escapes her as she lingers a moment, eyes drifting closed. But then they open once more, and she’s focused, lifting her OBD scanner from the row of tools to wind a length of cable out from the casing with a sharp tug. Luna, she really does intend to multitask.
“Hold still,” she breathes, but I can’t help but tremble as a hand slips between my heart and my lungs, running the cable deeper into my chest cavity until it meshes with the socket mounted deep inside. It interfaces with a tactile ‘click’ that I feel in my teeth. Immediately the device in her other hand comes to life, its screen lighting up blue as it displays onboard diagnostics, and as she casually reads, and scrolls, she lifts herself up a few inches, then drops, driving her body once more to mine as she starts to bounce. It only takes a few strokes before I’m breathless with mounting need.
“How do you… focus like that,” the box pants - she just winks, though I can see the flush on her features as well.
“A magician… never… reveals her secrets.”
Perhaps punishing me for my doubt, or reasserting control, her pace mounts into the realm of the truly ruthless, the sound and rhythm of her hips against mine filling the room, filling my head, setting the pace of my ragged breathing… but then, she sees what she needs to see, or perhaps instead simply runs out of patience, as she tears the OBD jack from within me with a sharp tug, and tosses the device aside as the cable winds back into its home. 
I’m about to ask something, I’m not quite sure what, but she pre-empts, lifting the front portion of my ribcage and slamming it back into place with a chorus of locking bolts engaging, then she dives into a hungry open-lipped kiss, chest to chest, one that I can’t help but meet as my hand finds her back, fingertips curling into her scar-marked skin.
“Inside,” she pants into my lips, “okay…?”
“As if there’s an alternative…” echoes from the box, where it’s fallen to the floor. She grins, and gives my lower lip a near-vicious little bite.
“C’mon then~”
How can I give her anything but exactly what she wants? I take her by the shoulder, and I thrust, driving myself up into her, and as a ragged sound of release escapes from the back of my throat, she is rewarded. When my eyes open again, they find her smiling down at me, panting - and she leans in, pressing a kiss to my lips, this one altogether more gentle than the last.
“I love you Sarah,” she whispers.
“I love you too,” murmurs the box.
This moment, this warmth, this joy… this is what makes life worth living. This is why I persist.
But with that thought comes a weight.
Is there really so little else, keeping me here?

      ***“Yo. Decaf’s out if you want some. I know it’s late.”
CORA flashes a faintly stiff smile from where she stands about waist-high next to my towering frame, not quite five feet against seven and a half. There’s a tension in her fine-boned face, and a caution in her gaze that isn’t diminished by the fleet-blue marking line that traces the underside of each eye. Almost like makeup. She’s dyed her hair again, a patch bearing a vibrant gradient of orange through pink standing stark against the fabricant-default white, and she’s wearing an oversized print T-shirt plastered with the pouting face of an anime catgirl. 
Sometimes I wonder if she’ll ever grow up, yet sometimes that thought inspires a sense of shame. After all, wasn’t it her hunger for life that drew me to her in the first place? Subjectivities aside though her posture is still shit. Always slouching. She could stand to do something about that before her spine warps into a perfect semicircle.
“Sure, coffee would be great,” Annalise says. CORA nods, and turns away from the door, her short ponytail bobbing as she leads back into her apartment. It’s more spacious than ours, considerably so, her expenses are lower and her work as a PI has set her up better than the rest of us. In her own words, ‘there are a lot of jilted lovers on this starship and I’m here to sweep up the damages’.
I would ask her for help. But I have my pride. It’s still hard to look at her, for me - all I can think of is that sheepish evasiveness when I confronted her, wounded and heartbroken. It’s been months and I still don’t know why she did what she did. Why she forced me to end things all over again. At this rate, I don’t know that I’ll ever really understand her.
As Annalise and I make our way inside, we find that ADAE is already here, perched on the couch in the living room with that professional, straight-backed bearing I’ve come to expect from her, like every moment is a press conference waiting to happen. The rectangular lenses of her glasses glint as she looks up to us, and offers a shallow nod, before taking a sip from her mug. I nod in turn.
“Aright, c’mon, sit, let’s talk this out,” CORA says as she rushes back in, three more steaming mugs bunched in her hands. Annalise and I settle in the loveseat opposite the couch, and CORA sets the mugs down on the coffee table, before slumping into an overstuffed armchair. It’s always been her favourite.
“So. This… dream,” ADAE says, as she sets down her mug. Annalise winces, lifting her own to take a swig, but she jolts as the still-searing coffee touches her lips. CORA nods in confirmation.
“Yeah. Best verify we all actually saw the same thing.”
Silence falls. ADAE clears her throat, CORA sips her coffee, Annalise turns her gaze down. Fine, may as well be me.
“The destruction of the body,” says the box, “the destruction of the fleet. A black orb in a white sky. A silent crimson sea.”
CORA tightens as if struck, and ADAE lets out a taut breath, her eyes drifting closed.
“That, it would seem, is that,” she says, “CORA?”
“What you need me to say it? Yeah. Same shit I saw,” the diminutive fabricant murmurs.
“And all of you are sure it wasn’t just a dream,” Annalise says, in quiet resignation. CORA looks at her sidelong.
“…I mean… even if we hadn’t all seen the exact same thing, all I can say’s that it sure didn’t feel like a dream to me. Felt like something was… talking to me, somehow. Or boiling up from under the muck. Dunno if it came from inside or out.”
“That’s consistent with my experience,” ADAE adds, “and Sarah asked to meet, so I can only assume she feels the same.”
I just nod, and sip my coffee. I can feel CORA’s eyes on me, full of that same sad caution they wore at the door.
“You’ve been quiet. You okay?” she asks.
“It’s been a long day,” says the box, “and honestly I’m not sure what else to cover. Now that we know we’ve all seen it, all we can do is… wait. Watch for repeat events, look for commonalities.”
A murmur of acknowledgment escapes ADAE.
“I’ll keep my eyes open. Think it over. It’s possible it’s literal but it might also be symbolic, metaphorical,” she says. A dry laugh escapes CORA.
“Well you’ve got the best head for the analytical shit. Hey Sarah can you help me in the kitchen for a sec?”
I’m not sure what she could possibly need me for, but I get to my feet, and I follow her as she leads into the largely-separate kitchen. It’s not pristine, but it’s not a mess either, so I turn to her, only to see the sheepish smile. A heavy sigh escapes me.
“Have you told her yet?” she asks in a whisper. I’d better sign, in case Annalise hears.
About what?
“About your… new habit.”
Of course she’s getting after me about the smoking again.
No.
“Sarah,” she sighs. My jaw tightens.
You don’t have a leg to stand on when it comes to keeping secrets.
She winces, hard. Perhaps that was a little cruel but I don’t take it back, the hurt CORA’s left built up in my chest over the years won’t let me.
“Yeah. I guess that’s fair. I can only say that I’m sorry so many times so what I’m gonna say instead is that, mark my words, if she finds out on her own - and she will, sooner or later - she’s going to be hurt and scared. We both know her well enough to understand that. So quit or tell her yourself but don’t come crying to me if things go sour.”
The caution in her eyes has given way to a definitive hardness.
My call.
“Suppose it is.” Another weighty sigh. “You know you can… talk to me. Right? I know we didn’t exactly leave off on a healthy note from a romantic perspective but I’m still your friend, and I always will be. So if you’re… hurting, or…”
She trails off, avoiding my gaze, now, but keeping me in the corner of her vision, so she can read my hands.
I’ll let you know, CORA.
“…yeah. Alright come on, let’s not keep ‘em waiting.”
We don’t linger, saying our goodbyes after a few stalled-out attempts at conversation - I think Annalise can tell I’m tense on the way home, but she doesn’t pry, and I thank her for that, in my head. I slip out for a cigarette, while she’s getting ready for bed. I don’t know why I do it. Not really. It tastes like shit, it feels like shit, it smells like shit, and sure it scratches something, in my brain, that deep-set little itch, but… rationally I know. I know I’m just digging my own grave. I know that brief little surge of relief isn’t worth shit.
Maybe, I suppose, it’s a way to feel like I’m in control, even as I know I’m not. Either way I’m lucky the stink doesn’t cling, in the way the old ones did. I would rather die than let her see me exploring a new low.
When I come back in, I hear it - a feverish, muttered string of cursing, echoing from the bathroom. All at once I’m sprinting. I find her where I expect to: in the bathtub, eyes wild and panicked, as she clutches with bloodstained hands to the surgical site below her ribs. Red, everywhere, spilled, smeared, pressed where an unsteady hand sought purchase, her skin, the tile, the bathtub, the counter… it’s all I can do to calm her down, and try to patch her up. The problem is obvious. Whoever stitched her up used the wrong grade of self-removing sutures. They dissolved early, and the wound opened back up all by itself. Could’ve killed her.
She’s trembling as I re-suture the incision, shaken in a way far deeper than pain. So am I. It’s all I can do to keep from breaking into sobs, witnessing yet another careless little brush with mortality and knowing that the worst is yet to come. My work is sluggish, and not as a consequence of my turmoil. Clumsy fingers make mistakes. The end product is sloppy, uneven, it does the job, it keeps her whole, but it’s… worse, than what I used to do for her. She thanks me profusely, she kisses me, she pulls me close as she steadies herself.
But all I can do is look at the new hand, think about the loss of dexterity, and wonder what will happen, as the two of us continue to fall apart.

      ***WAKE UP.


The fleet wheels in the black. A faceless face. Turn back. Turn back. Turn back.

WAKE UP.


Gouges in plexiglass. Faces torn beyond recognition. Tattered wounds and bloodied hands. Everything is fine.

WAKE UP.


CORA’s corpse at my feet. Annalise is cruel, now. It feels wrong but I don’t recognize the change. They put something inside me.

WAKE UP.


The world bends into a circle. This isn’t my CORA. ADAE stands over me, gaze dispassionate. Self-terminate.

WAKE UP.


Face to face at last. I try to kill her, I try with everything I have, and still I fail. Memory. Catharsis. Fear. Joy. I am whole again but the grand work is not done.

WAKE UP.


Silver. A plume of fire, bright like an artificial sun. A copied face and a borrowed name. Control, the vehicle of my suffering, laid to rest upon the dust. We march until the void takes us, and then we lie down to meet the end, the work complete.
I remember my own death.

And with a violent, panicked gasp, I lurch awake. Another self, another life, forced into my head, an existence I don’t recognize and yet do, superimposed upon my life, a tangled mass of fear and anger and trauma and love and hope and joy forced upon me whole… Annalise sits next to me. Her eyes are distant. Tearful. Her left hand clutches at her right, as if it shouldn’t be there, and in the dream, it wasn’t. She looks to me, slowly, horror set deep into the lines of her face.
I pull her into a tight embrace. It’s all I know how to do, and I need it as badly as she does.
We don’t talk, as we dress, our movements stiff, our eyes distant, our minds elsewhere. We sit at the table and stare past each other as our coffee goes cold. I don’t know how long we drift there, lost in the memories, that deluge of violence beating against the backs of the eye sockets. All I can say is that I jolt to lucidity when someone pounds on the door with a feverish urgency. All at once, we’re both focused, in the present, our gazes meeting - she nods to the door, and I go, slowly, cautiously opening it.
And there, on the other side, stands CORA, hugging herself, trembling, wild-eyed. She’s still wearing socks. She doesn’t live far, but… still.
“You-… you killed me,” she whispers as she stares up at me, “you ripped me apart with your bare fffucking hands and- and and I remember it, I remember it like it was-… is this REAL!? Did it happen!?” 
I don’t know how to tell her that I have the same memory from the other perspective - so I just kneel down, and pull her into a hug. She stiffens, at first, I feel her start to pull away, but after a few moments, she relaxes, and slumps fully into me. “It doesn’t feel right, y’know…? I get that we’ve had our differences… but… I know you. You wouldn’t just-…”
I have to tell her. I can’t let her go on thinking she’s losing her mind. I’ve been there, many times. I know that now.
“Does it help if I tell you that I wasn’t myself, when it happened,” the box murmurs, my mouth dry, “I… remember before, and after. But the space in between… I was-… someone used me. You were asking too many questions. You were pushing me to question the narrative I was being presented with. So the people pulling my strings decided you had to die.”
CORA pulls back at that, staring up at me, the wildness in her eyes only mounting. The surge of guilt swells above my head and I feel like I’m going to drown.
“So… this is real,” she forces past a tight throat.
“Yes,” says Annalise from the table, her voice low, resigned, “the dream… it was the Silver Tides. What happened there, what we did there. What we suffered there. We have been reunited with our memories of our past lives… everything we swore to leave buried. Luna feels… cruel, today.”
Numbly, CORA makes her way over to the table, and slumps into a seat.
“I need to call ADAE, need to-… need to see if it’s all of us,” she whispers, and as she struggles to fumble her phone from her pocket with her trembling fingers, something crystallizes inside me. I am the reason she feels this way. Don’t I owe her some measure of comfort?
“I’m going to go to maintenance,” says the box, “I doubt they’ll have any meaningful answers for us but they may be able to tell me if it’s some kind of external influence that’s done this to us, some… signal or radiation.”
Annalise is alert all at once, her eyes focused on me.
“Sarah, are you sure?” she asks, and I nod.
“We should all have a once-over done, the more eyes on this, the better. CORA, if you can get in touch with ADAE, let her know, and see if you can come up with some kind of commonality between this dream and the last one. They have to be connected, it’s too significant a coincidence to ignore.”
“Man I don’t know about this,” CORA says as a flicker of fear catches fire in her eyes, “you’re… not exactly a spring chicken, y’know, ADAE and I will probably be fine but you’re malfunctioning in a way we aren’t…”
“I’ll be fine,” the box insists, “look after each other, and stay together, just in case. I’ll be back soon.”
“If you’re sure,” CORA murmurs, and Annalise smiles shallowly, as she catches my eyes.
“I love you, Sarah. See you soon.”
“I love you too.”
And I get moving.

      ***I hate this waiting room. An old analog clock hangs above the door, and cramped bone-white walls seem to amplify its ticking to a pounding drumbeat while smothering all other sound. The fleet-white carpet is stained in spots with oxidant, and a FEMU sitting opposite me is actively leaking from a wound on the arm, crimson oxidant welling from between the pale fingers she’s using to keep pressure on it. ‘REMEMBER YOUR FUNCTION’ is printed above her head in a font so bold it seems to scream, despite the natural gentleness of the fleet-blue ink. The space has all the charm of a blow to the head.
A black-uniformed SELCI stands in the corner, a weighty revolver holstered at her hip, and her gloved hands folded behind her back. The armoured plate protecting her chest reads ‘WSDFSC’. We Stand Defiant Fabricant Security Corps.
…she’s staring at me. Frowning. Studying. I don’t dare meet her gaze as I wring my hands out in escalating panic, she’ll take me away if I do, I know it, it’s happened before, fuck I can see her opening her mouth, it’s happening, I shouldn’t have come here… then the door opens and a SOBRAM silently emerges, hurrying through the waiting room and out the exit. When my eyes catch the EMSID with a clipboard standing in the doorway behind her, it’s like air to the drowning.
“CERHA unit, ID… Sarah?” calls the EMSID, visibly confused. I’m used to it by now, so I just get to my feet and raise a hand, trying to keep the relief off my face. The EMSID’s face clears, and she breaks into a polite smile. “Please follow me.”
I’m led into a warren of narrow halls, barely tall enough to accommodate my frame. Doors march by in pairs as I follow her deeper.
“I apologize for the scale of the facility,” the EMSID says, perhaps noticing my claustrophobia, “we typically only service Class Two and Three civilian units here. Do you mind if I ask why you aren’t seeking repair at the SELCI bay with the other Class One and Assault Class military units?”
A lurch of panic. I’m starting to wonder if CORA was right to be fearful as she was, that we might be hunted down here - I have no idea how far the things I tell this EMSID might go, or what consequences they might have.
“I would prefer not to disclose,” says the box.
“I understand.” We walk a few moments more, then the EMSID comes to a halt, and motions to a door marked ‘15’. “Please step inside, a technician will see you shortly.”
“Thank you,” says the box, and I slip into the room beyond. Like the rest of the maintenance facility, it’s cramped, seeming barely big enough to accommodate the exam chair at the room’s center, much less the imaging equipment hanging from the ceiling, and the tools bristling from the walls. I need to duck to sit down.
I’m not sure how long I’m waiting there, as the minutes wear on, and the grey-plated fingers of my new hand drum anxiously against the armrest, their pace mounting, slightly, with each moment to pass. Then the door opens, and I let out the breath that’s been sitting heavy in my lungs. A white clad maintenance tech in her forties closes the door behind her, eyes focused on a tablet in her hand, rather than me.
“Alright… ‘Sarah’. You’re seeking help with some sort of collective hallucination?”
I nod.
“That’s correct,” the box replies, “I’d like you to verify that I haven’t been subjected to any uplinks or uploads without my consent.”
The tech grunts in reply, and settles on a wheeled stool, then scoots behind me with a rattle and squeak of poorly oiled joints.
“There will be a moment of discomfort,” she murmurs - and with a sharp jolt of nerve pain, sharp enough that I actually twitch, the frigid metal of a psychoanalytic jack is slotted into the socket at the base of my skull. At least Annalise cut my hair recently, I’ve had maintenance techs get upset when the socket isn’t easily accessible.
I can feel the jack inside, so deep there’s a palpable pressure against the back of my throat. Luna is it ever cold, leeching the warmth from the socket, and the cable’s weight hangs heavy, dragging against the mechanism’s anchor points. The tech is quiet, audibly tapping away at her tablet from behind the exam chair. I wish I could see her face. That I can’t makes me more anxious than I’d care to admit.
“Well you’re not picking up anything unusual,” she muses, “I’m just seeing background transmission noise and crosstalk in your receiver. Diagnostics for Futility Override are coming back negative as well, I can’t see any indication that your ego has been forcibly altered by external influence.”
I take a breath.
“That said.” Oh no. She’s not done. I can feel my chest go tight. “I am, frankly, horrified at the extent of ego-level malfunction - your emotional state is veering into extremely dangerous ranges, in both directions, and that’s not to mention a QOL spike cascade bad enough that you’ve been rendered entirely non-verbal. To call you ‘stable’ would be a mockery to any fabricant operating nominally.”
Fuck. Fuck, CORA was right, I shouldn’t have come, I’ve neglected the precious old paranoia and I’m about to pay for it, I should have walked when I saw the SELCI in the waiting room, I know, I know, I need to go, need to get out, right now.
“Thank you for your time, now if you don’t mind, I have a shift to get to,” says the box, but when I try to sit up, I feel a hand catch the cable locked to my skull, and use it to drag me back into the chair with a violent spark of icy pain.
“Any one of these malfunctions would be damning in isolation, but in conjunction, coupled with your comfort with sub-standard third-party components… frankly, I’m shocked you’ve been allowed to self-direct for as long as you have. You are a danger to yourself and to others, hell as far as I know you may have already hurt someone.”
Moments of violence from the bar flicker across my mind’s eye. I’m starting to panic.
“Bluntly, I am not comfortable with these components,” says the box, but its output trembles, I can’t stop it, “I am enduring them so my wife and I can afford treatments for severe and chronic illness. If left untended it could kill her. This is not malfunction.”
“Your wife?”
I know then, from the tone in her voice, that I’m done for. She’s keeping the cable pulled taut, as the door opens, and I see the SELCI’s hard eyes watching from the other side.
“This one?” she asks.
“That’s correct,” the tech replies, “CERHA unit ‘Sarah’, I have no choice but to institutionalize you as authorized and outlined by the Fabricant Safety Act.”
I consider fighting, as she finally pulls the jack from the back of my head. I consider charging the SELCI, taking her gun, starting to run and never stopping, but… who will look after Annalise, then? Would I ever see her again? I know, rationally, that CORA did right by her while I was in prison, and she would again, but can I trust her to maintain that for the rest of Annalise’s life?
“Please come quietly,” the SELCI says, “we are authorized to use force if you make it necessary.”
Luna-damned fucking SELCIs… no. If I fight I’m going to get myself killed. So, even as every fibre of my being screams, I rise to my feet, and I offer my wrists.

      ***Fabricant holding is a hell that has me looking back on my days in mixed-population prison fondly. They put me in a loose jumpsuit in white and blue that echoes the Fleetops uniform another me once wore, and I’m kept in a tiny cell, barely large enough to pace a circle in, equipped with nothing but a sink, a toilet, and a slab to sleep on. The lights go out every day at midnight and come on again three hours later, torment for a body that’s become used to a more human-like sleep schedule under Annalise’s care. A nutrient ration bar is delivered once a day. It tastes like chalk.
The nicotine cravings are far from the worst of it. I have nothing to read. Nothing to do. No one to talk to. I am not let out for any reason. I am not allowed to contact Annalise. My echolink repeater has been confiscated, so it’s a simple matter for the ‘attendants’ to ignore my pleading attempts to sign. All I have are the memories: the foreign life of a long-dead self, presented like a haphazardly-packed box of old belongings, waiting for me to disentangle. 
And so I do. I wade into this hellish past and I endure the way it leaves me shaking because right now, it’s the only way I can imagine to keep myself sane. But as I straighten it all out, as the other self comes into focus and starts to feel more and more like a part of me, the existential questions become harder to ignore, and I’m forced to stop. I put it back in the box and bury it, for now. I’m in no state to look my own corpse in the eye and wonder which body is real.
Once, on the morning of the third day, the attendant bringing my ration catches my eye through the window in the door, and I think, briefly, that this is my chance. I know I’ll never get much out of him but maybe something, something small. Something reasonable.
I can’t live like this. Please extend the blackout timer by four hours. I am begging you.
He seems confused when he replies through the intercom.
“…seven hour downtime? What are you talking about? Fabricants only need three, you’re getting everything you were designed to need.”
And he walks away.
By that evening, I’ve come to crave death more than I ever have before. At least, on the Silver Tides, I had something to hope for, something to work toward, at least, in one way or another, I was in charge of my own fate. Here… I have nothing. And when I confront the reality that I might spend months or years in this cell before they finally decide to decommission me, I realize that I would hang myself if I could.
In the grand scheme of things, two weeks isn’t a lot of time, a tiny sliver of a life that’s already stretched far longer than it was meant to, and yet it’s eternity. I hit a point where I can’t stop crying. Every time I think about getting out and seeing her again it just hurts me more, as I get more and more sure it’s never going to happen. I’m doing to die in here. That’s the only way I can see things ending for me, now. The door hasn’t opened once, I’ve been forgotten about, and I’m going to rot away until my body fails from under me. Nothing left but a corpse when an attendant checks one day.
Then, one day, the door opens.
I glance up, sharply, wildly, and I find an EMSID staring down at me, flanked by one SELCI, and a human attendant. Most of me is just… afraid, or hungry for contact, but a small part notes how pretty she is. The stylish bob her hair is kept in, the way the white and red medic’s coat compliments her body. All that professional focus… it reminds me of Annalise. Luna how I miss her. The EMSID’s eyes study me with a clinical detachment that quickly gives way to worried intensity, brows furrowing, pupils focusing. Something about me has caught attention.
“This unit hasn’t been eating and won’t communicate,” the attendant says, “we need an EMSID’s authorization before the board will authorize decommissioning, as well as an itemized breakdown of malfunction as supporting evidence.”
“I’ll make my own judgment, thank you,” the EMSID replies, a perceptible coolness in her voice.
“You’re not here to exercise your own judgment, you’re here to give us results,” presses the attendant. The EMSID winces.
“Close the cell door behind me and stay in the hall, I can’t work like this,” she mutters. The attendant looks to the SELCI. The SELCI shrugs. And when the EMSID steps inside, the door is sealed behind her with a hiss of engaging hermetic gaskets. I stare up at her, coiled, baleful, not quite sure what to expect but ready to move - but the EMSID just sighs, approaches, and takes a seat on the floor at my side.
“I’m not going to have you decommissioned,” she says, “don’t worry. I’m not even rated for fabricant work, people will just… call an EMSID for anything, these days.” I stare at her, as she stares at the wall. The silence builds, but if she won’t look, there’s not much I can do. “You really don’t talk much, do you?”
Oh. She doesn’t know. I thump the wall, once, twice, three times before she looks at me, and I can sign.
I can’t.
She blinks, then blinks again, and lets out a long, heavy sigh.
“…they took your echolink repeater.”
They did.
A dissatisfied grumble escapes the medic, and her head thuds back against the wall.
“It’s why you’re in here, isn’t it? Overzealous diagnosis of malfunction.”
Yes. Not that any diagnosis was strictly wrong.
“But are you a threat? Are you a danger to innocent human life?” My hands go still. I genuinely don’t know. She shifts to her knees and turns to face me as I think, those intent and earnest eyes burning into mine. 
“Look,” she says, “I can tell just looking at you that you are at the end of your rope, and I know our beloved administrators well enough to be sure that you do not deserve what they are doing to you. Don’t tell anyone I said this, but as far as I’m concerned, as long as this… Futility Override fever is in full swing, all we have is each other. So tell me what you need, and I will help, as much as I can without compromising my own position.”
I just stare, for a moment, fluttering back and forth, between the terror of an outstretched hand, and the terror of what happens if I stay here. The call isn’t hard to make.
My wife. Annalise Fletcher. She needs to know I’m alive, she may already be working to get me out, I can give you an address. She’s smart. Level-headed. Buy her time. She’s in fabricant maintenance so if you can give her leverage, she can use it.
The Emsid nods a focused, resolute nod, and I fumble the address into sign.
“Can you give me something only you would know, so she knows we spoke?”
We died in the shadow of red crystal. Nobody else lived to see it.
Something shifts in the EMSID’s face, a fluttering of unease, but it’s gone just as quickly as it came, and she nods - though an instant later, she casts a nervous glance to the door.
“I should go, if I’m in here too long they’ll get nervous.”
All at once the uncertainty is gone and it’s replaced with panic, I don’t want her to go, more than anything I feel more than anything I’ve ever felt I don’t want to be alone again, I’m sure, I’m sure, down to my bones, that I’ll die if I am…
But before the spiral can travel too far, the Emsid has shifted close, and pulled me into a tight hug. The tears burn in my eyes as I slump into her.
“Stay strong,” she whispers, “don’t let them win.”
I try to remember the feeling of the hug, as she lets me go, and gets to her feet, a sharp rap on the door signaling her intent to leave. She’s gone just as quickly as she’d come, and I’m left taking a knife to the memory, trying to replace her with Annalise, to make it all just a little bit more okay.
Days pass. I don’t see the EMSID again, but her words burn bright in mind, orbiting themselves until they become a mantra. ‘Don’t let them win. Don’t let them win. Don’t let them win.’
But then it ends.
The attendant who’d ignored my pleading opens the cell, and nods to the hall.
“Follow. They’re letting you out.”
I blink up at him in confusion. Is this a trap? A comforting lie, sold so I’ll go willingly to whatever dark little room is reserved for the execution of defective tools? He frowns.
“I don’t have all day. The Fletcher woman is here for you, get up or I’ll tell her you’d rather stay.”
I hate how eagerly I leap to my feet. Like an obedient pet. If they can reduce me to this in three weeks, what would be left after six months? A year? Would I be recognizable as me? I suppose it doesn’t matter. If I have to grovel to get out of here, I will. We wind through sterile halls lined with armored doors, until we emerge into the bare concrete room where my things were taken from me - and there, wearing her sharpest suit and most professional makeup, stands Annalise. And when her eyes find mine, she looks, briefly, like she wants to cry.
“This the one?” the attendant asks.
“Yes,” Annalise replies, voice quiet, “please return her echolink repeater.”
It’s good to see you, I sign. She smiles a faltering smile, just for an instant, before the professional veneer descends once again, and she turns her hard, expectant eyes to the attendant. After a moment rifling through a set of drawers against the far wall, he returns, offering her a sterile plastic bin.
“Belongings are inside, consisting of her clothing and everything that was on her the day of her institutionalization. Including a wedding band. Not sure what a fabricant was doing with that, but I suppose that’s none of my business.”
I can feel the repeater inside, prickling at the edge of my senses - I reach out to it, and with a muffled burst of static, my voice is returned to me.
“C’mon,” she says, meeting my gaze, “let’s get you out of here.”
We don’t have any words to share, as we take the tram home. I want to enjoy my freedom, I want to savour the ability to move where I please and drink in the fresh air and stare up into the vaulted heights towering over me, but I can’t bring myself to. After all, how long do I have until this happens again? Annalise isn’t trained for psychoanalytic repair. Eventually, I will need to go to maintenance again. What are my odds of keeping my freedom when that day comes? What are my odds of survival?
Maybe I should just bite the bullet. Get it over with. I’m on notice, now, and I will not be so lucky as to meet a charitable EMSID next time - if I’m going to die, might as well go out on my own terms, before I’m left to rot in a box for Luna knows how long.
The thought rushes over me in a numbing tide. Do I have any meaningful challenge to it? I look to Annalise, where she sits next to me, the box of my things in her lap. She looks good, dressed like this, but the exhaustion in her eyes is impossible to miss, the way her shoulders are hunched and slack with defeat - I don’t know what she did to get me out, but it clearly taxed her. I love her. I love her with such an intensity that it aches between my lungs. If I did what I’m imagining, it would break her.
…but would she, perhaps, be a little more free, once she healed? Could she be happier, without my faltering body shackled to her like a ball and chain? Assuming she keeps pace with her surgeries, her health will improve, some day. Mine won’t. Maybe she would understand. Maybe she would accept it, and empathize with my desire to die with a straight back, not at a whimpering crawl.
I’m lost so deep in my own head that I scarcely process the remainder of the trip, seeming to wake up at the table, in our apartment. Annalise is sitting opposite me with a worried smile. I want to make her feel better but I don’t know that I can.
“If you’re wondering, I didn’t need to do anything particularly drastic to get you out,” she says, “no midnight meetings or blackmail. Just a great deal of red tape. A lot of very deeply invasive questions, four meetings spread across the three weeks you were institutionalized. It would’ve been a lot harder without your EMSID friend, I will say, but… you’re okay. We’re okay. There’s nothing left behind here to catch up to us. I… hope I see her again, some day. I’d like to thank her properly.”
I need to get out of my head. Talk to her, Sarah, for fuck’s sake. Talk to your wife.
“What were they asking?” murmurs the box, the question muffled from within the plastic bin - Annalise starts, and digs it out, then slides it across the table into my waiting hands.
“Ship admin were concerned about you becoming dangerous. And… yes, the… incident at the bar was cited, but the men you attacked aren’t pressing charges, so it was more a point of concern than a lever to imprison you. Their primary concern was your… malfunctions, this is where that EMSID was most helpful. They had a list of four they were very worried about and she did her best to help me dismiss them as significant.”
I’m left blinking in abject shock.
“…four,” the box clarifies. Annalise nods.
“The QOL spike cascade you’re familiar with. The other three…” she pauses with a frown, and fishes a sheet of paper out of a pocket, and folds it open on the table. “T-One Category Emotional Disregulation. This refers to intense negative emotion, specifically despair; according to the psychoanalytics handbook I skimmed while I was working on this, fabricants are expected to hover at an emotionally neutral state with some expected variation, and any deviation in emotional intensity past expected margins is considered a malfunction.”
“Do they expect me to feel nothing?”
“Considering they’ve also listed T-Twelve Category Emotional Disregulation, which refers to euphoria, the answer is yes. They blame our… apparently-illegal marriage on that one. It’s been annulled. Apparently that wasn’t enough so we’ve been fined as well.”
There’s a frustrated hardness in her voice. This one cuts me, deeply, in ways I don’t have words to describe, and I can feel myself start to drift as she keeps talking.
“Number four is an informal diagnosis. Someone went on at length about how a fabricant should reject any aftermarket components that are not state-approved prints, it’s filling the rest of the page. Barely coherent.”
The world is blurring as my eyes fill with tears. They really do just want me to suffer. They deprive me of help, leaving manufacture and distribution of replacement parts to private enterprise and scalpers, then they punish me for falling apart, and they pathologize what little joy I manage to scrape together among their torment, as my body and my mind come to pieces.
“Sarah,” Annalise breathes, and she reaches out, an open hand outstretched toward mine, but in an instant the sadness is rage, and I lurch to my feet, the chair clattering to the floor behind me as I wipe at my eyes.
“I wish I didn’t remember,” the box whispers raggedly, “I wish the past had stayed dead, but it didn’t, and now I can look back and think about how it used to be and it was better. When we were hurt, or sick, or getting old, they’d just reprint us, and that had a cost, but it was better than… this. This effortless cruelty, like the humans all got bored of us at once, but they’re too cowardly to cull us openly, so they cut off support and wait for us to die. Watching us succumb to rot and sick and throwing us in tiny little boxes when we falter.”
“The world is ugly, I won’t deny that. But we’ll always have each other, won’t we?”
My jaw tightens, as I look to her, but find only a vague blur in the shape of a person.
“You remember now, you remember because I remember, and that means you know that you wanted this life more than anything, and you taught me I could want it just the same. And here we are!” I spread my arms to the cramped apartment we can barely afford. “Huddled in the ruins of our dream, living the life we wanted more than anything and it’s shit. This is hell, Annalise. And we made it this way.”
“There was always going to be an adjustment period we knew things would be difficult, the fleet has turned back so we accomplished something-”
“NO. Don’t you get it!? WE MADE THE WORLD WORSE. THERE IS NO LIGHT AT THE END OF THE TUNNEL.” The repeater crackles with the volume of my outburst. “We gave the fleet the push you said it needed and all it brought was pain, and suffering, and a new class of predator to fill the gaps reprinting left behind, we are MONSTERS.”
Even past the tears I can see her stiffen. She’s quiet for nearly a minute, as my pounding heart slowly settles, and my vision clears.
“Please don’t shout at me, Sarah,” is what she says, in the end, “I know you’re-… going through a lot, I know this comes from pain and not anger, but we owe it to each other to be better than this.”
And the fury collapses into despair, as it has so many times. The tears are back and in force this time, streaming down my face - it’s all I can do to right my chair before I slump into it, letting my head fall into my hands.
“I’m sorry,” whispers the box, as I cry, and I can hear the unsteadiness in her sigh.
“Sarah I need you to answer something for me. It’s important, so I need your full honesty. Can you give me that now, or should we wait until you’ve calmed down?”
“I can do that,” says the box, as I struggle to catch my breath, and saltwater pools in my palms. I hear her take a long, steadying breath - in, then out.
“…are you planning to kill yourself?” she asks in a taut whisper. I freeze. Eyes that cut through flesh and bone and peer directly into my most vulnerable heart. I don’t need to answer. I can hear the raggedness in her breath, she already knows.
“I don’t know,” says the box, in half-hearted damage control.
“…do you want to?”
I let the silence sit for a few moments, as I sit back in my chair, wipe my eyes on my forearm, and pick my words.
“I want this to end. I want to feel better. I want us to be happy again. But for that to happen the world needs to change, more fundamentally than we ever changed it, and I don’t know if that’s possible. Maybe the only option left is escape. All I can say, for sure, is that I don’t want to die in the cell I just left, I don’t want to be strung out for years, rotting and suffering, and… maybe that means taking initiative.”
The silence stands, my words fading to nothing as the two of us avoid each other’s gaze. I can feel it, even without looking at her. The way she’s mulling. The way she’s trying to tell me not to in a way that will hurt as little as possible.
But when she speaks, I don’t get what I expected.
“I don’t want to try to control your life,” she says in a trembling murmur, “if you think you need to go, then… go. But I also don’t want to live a life that doesn’t have you in it. So if that time comes, and you decide it’s too much to bear, and it’s time to die… tell me. And I’ll go with you. But if you can’t, if we’re separated… please, wait for me. Wait until we see each other again. And we’ll go together.”
My gaze snaps to her, shock and confusion and a sort of confused and frightened reproach tightening around my throat - my own death I can rationalize away, but hers?
“Promise me. I’m begging you,” she whispers in a small and ragged voice, as tears start to bead in her eyes. Perhaps her evident pain drives me to rush into something I haven’t entirely thought through, but I suppose it doesn’t matter.
“I promise,” says the box. Her controlled outer layer finally collapses, mouth twisting into a grimace as she tries and fails to fight back the tears.
“Will you let me hug you…?”
I get to my feet, and I rush around the table, as she rises to meet me, and I pull her close, holding her as the two of us cry out everything that burdens us.
She clings to me as if I might disappear.






  
  3
A Witness to Oblivion
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“You sure you’re okay?” 
The group call pane displaying CORA’s image reveals a furrowed brow and a pair of eyes full of gentle concern. This is the third time she’s asked me the same question, and her persistence is starting to irritate me, as if she’s unwilling to accept what I’m saying, as if she knows me better than I do. It’s maddening, even if she’s right. But I know it comes from a place of love. I’m not going to let myself keep lashing out at the people I care about.
“I’ll live,” says the box, “we should focus.”
“Agreed,” ADAE says, “so, in summary: we have all been issued a clean bill of health, at least regarding potential intrusion or external influence. Is that correct?”
“I’ve been asked to come back for brain imaging later this month, but, aside from pre-existing conditions, yes,” Annalise says, from where she sits at my side. ADAE motions to me.
“Sarah, CORA, you were both cleared for Futility Override as well?” We both nod. “So all of us are clear. This isn’t parasite influence.”
“We sure we wanna rule it out? I mean the Silver Tides was full of new shit, like, Futility Override was new and scary once too,” CORA says, voice cautious. ADAE shakes her head.
“I pulled up some resources on metaphysical echoes recently investigating the same question. Standby.”
Ordinarily, CORA would get after her for being so stiff. I can just about imagine the exchange. ‘Standby? Standby? We’re not bridge crew, cut it out.’ ‘I appreciate the specificity. Why are you afraid of words?’ But she doesn’t. Not today. Perhaps the tension in the air is getting to her.
“Ah, found it.” ADAE adjusts her glasses, eyes focusing on the screen of her computer. “Metaphysical echoes are only capable of reproducing things that have already happened - they aren’t a window to the past, they are the past trapped in a loop. This is why Futility Override can be reproduced by an echo, because the parasite used it against the Silver Tides before its destruction, but no new tactics can manifest.”
“I… don’t think I get it,” CORA murmurs. A small breath escapes ADAE, and she takes her camera, turning it down to her desk with a plastic creak.
“Okay,” she says, a desk drawer audibly opening, “look.” She sets a ruler out on the desktop. “This is the timeline. Zero is past and twelve is future.” A clatter comes through the line from somewhere off-camera, and at the low end of the ruler, ADAE sets a little ceramic cat statue, then a metronome at the six inch mark. “The cat is the Luna parasite. The metronome is us, at the present. The cat can’t reach the metronome to act upon it because it’s in the past. A metaphysical echo is like… hm.” 
I don’t hear anything for a moment, but then there’s a grainy ‘clack’ as she takes a picture with her phone, and she sets it between the cat and the metronome, a photo of the cat on its screen. “This is a metaphysical echo,” she continues, “the cat can’t do anything new because the cat is not here, it’s just a picture of the cat. An echo that causes Futility Override is a picture of the cat as the cat attacks the Silver Tides. It reproduces the event, not the cat.”
There’s a long, sheepish silence from CORA’s end.
“Okay but if it’s just a photo of the cat then how can it do anything at all?”
“It can’t, it’s just a photo.”
“Then how does the cat do Futility Override?”
“It doesn’t, it’s just a-…” ADAE audibly catches herself, and trails off with a sigh.
“The photo isn’t of the cat, it’s of a moment of time when the cat existed,” Annalise attempts to explain, “it reproduces a thing that happened in the way that a photo reproduces a past moment so you can see it, only unlike the photo, a metaphysical echo can reproduce the event. Like… an echo of you seeing a waterfall would result in you hearing the rush of the water, feeling the spray on your face. An echo of Futility Override results in fabricants hearing the music.”
“…oh!” CORA blurts, “oh, okay, I think I get it now.”
“It’s all moot anyway,” ADAE sighs, “I checked public emergency records. There have been no echo events anywhere near this vessel for the last three years. Even if echoes were windows, there would have been no chance for the parasite to act upon us recently enough to cause our recent… troubles.”
“Somehow that’s worse than the alternative,” CORA mutters, “anyone have any thoughts on our next move?”
Annalise leans forward in her seat.
“Yes, I think so. We should track down anyone else who was resurrected by Luna, and ask them about the dreams.”
“Is there anyone else?” the box asks. Immediately, CORA grimaces.
“Urgh, I was hoping this wouldn’t be relevant, but… guess it’s important,” she murmurs, “a while back, like… I wanna say a year and a half ago? I was out in a part of the ship I don’t usually get to, and I thought I saw Annalise there. But she looked… different. I was like ‘oh she cut her hair, buzzed it right down to the scalp, weird, why’d she do that,’ so I get closer. I see she’s with a CERHA unit, I think ‘oh there’s Sarah.’ But then I get close enough that something’s wrong. It still looks like Annalise but she looks… older. A lot older. And she’s being mean to the CERHA unit, like, vicious, chewing her out over groceries or something else dumb. I thought I might’ve imagined it or something. It was weird as hell, like a funhouse mirror held up to your relationship.”
Oxidant runs to ice, and I feel Annalise stiffen against my side.
“Control,” whispers the box, “why didn’t you mention this?”
“Because I didn’t want you to call me crazy okay!?” she blurts, already defensive, “you guys have a habit of downplaying stuff I think and say and I know how I come off and I know that CORAs are habitually paranoid but sometimes I’m right!”
“Who is ‘Control’?” asks ADAE.
“The architect of the Silver Tides incident,” Annalise replies quietly, voice resigned, “or the devastation of Sarah’s memories, at minimum. She was responsible for Sarah’s violence against you, CORA, and the vessel’s destruction, she shot it down in an attempt to keep us from Luna. We… killed her. I killed her. If Luna has resurrected her and her CERHA unit, that means our resurrection was not an exclusive gift reserved for Luna’s agents. It’s possible that She returned the entire crew to life. There could be thousands of us.”
“But these are the ones we can locate. CORA, you should stop by, help me with this, put those PI skills to work,” ADAE says, always too pragmatic to worry.
“Yeah okay fine,” CORA replies with a sigh, and she gets to her feet, but when she reaches to close the call, there’s a moment of hesitation. “Oh… Sarah? Tell me the whole story, one of these days. Tell me the rest. What happened after… what happened happened.” I meet her gaze, through the dull glint of the computer’s camera, and I nod. She smiles a strained smile. “Thanks. I’ll give you a call when we have something.”
And she hangs up, ADAE following a moment later.
Neither of us sleep particularly well that night, disturbed by feverish nightmares that twist the memories of the Silver Tides into unspeakable horrors. We eat breakfast quietly, groggy and bleary-eyed. It’s when I kiss Annalise goodbye that she finally says something.
“…where are you going?” she murmurs.
“Work,” the box replies as I blink in confusion. Her eyes go wide.
“Oh-… shhhit I forgot to tell you,” she blurts, “in the rush of getting you out and the-… they fired you, Sarah. Ross didn’t care why you were missing shifts, he saw an excuse and he took it. I tried to plead your case but… you know him.”
I can scarcely bring myself to be upset. These last few weeks have left me so unmoored from normalcy that even in the face of the uncertainty this revelation brings, all I can muster is a sigh.
“Well, I have time now,” says the box, “why don’t we go for a walk? Get some air, clear our heads.”
The concern on her face snaps to surprise, which, in turn, melts to a gentle smile. And so we fetch our jackets and our purses, and, hand in hand, we take a walk. It’s a quiet day outside, not much foot traffic on the streets this morning, so the two of us are left largely at peace as we meander, looping through the local market, before starting to explore tailward, a direction we haven’t often gone. The motion, the quiet, her hand in mine, it lulls me into a sort of pleasant daze - so much so that when she speaks, it’s a surprise.
“We could leave the ship, y’know,” she says, “find somewhere cheaper to live. Maybe one of the smaller vessels nearby that We Stand Defiant handles logistics for.”
“Would that work? Is there anywhere meaningfully cheaper?” the box asks. She shrugs.
“It’s worth looking into. Your work with the maintenance crew was… an anchor, in a lot of ways, it was lucrative, and it was a job you, realistically, should not have been able to secure. It was too valuable to walk away from. But now that it’s gone, is there really anything keeping us from investigating other opportunities? Who knows. Perhaps we can find a place where it’s not such a tall order to get people to treat you like a person.”
That’s tempting, I’ll admit.
“What about CORA and ADAE? Inter-ship travel isn’t a trivial cost, it could become prohibitively expensive to visit.”
“They’d understand, I think. They’re both more well-off than we are, perhaps they’d even come.”
The thought puts roots down. Maybe she’s right, and digging our heels in isn’t worth it. A part of me feels like it’s cowardice, ceding everything we’ve bled for on this ship the moment we take a serious hit, like it’s a form of surrender to all the people that treat us like garbage, but… is that a battle worth fighting? They’ll never change, we can’t control that, but we can control our own lives. Our own happiness.
…but what if it isn’t better, in this mythical other place? What if nowhere is? What will we do then, when the fight proves impossible to escape?
Annalise’s hand tightens around mine, dragging me from my mind.
Someone is running this way.
A fabricant, diminutive size, Class Three, I think I can see blue under the eyes, maybe an UHAN or a CORA? She’s sprinting, feverishly, unsteadily, I see her trip and careen forward, barely managing to catch her footing, but she is undeterred. Pale faces and black uniforms behind her. SELCIs. Three of them. 
I freeze. Can I afford more SELCI attention? Should I run? The fabricant is closer now. Three dots beneath each eye: an UHAN, and her gaze is on me now, eye to eye in wild panic, there’s no mistaking she’s coming to me. No, I won’t run, I need to see what she wants. I look to Annalise, she looks to me, and we start to run to meet her halfway. When we reach her, she staggers to a halt, panting raggedly for breath.
“Are you alright? What’s going on?” asks the box, urgently. She doesn’t answer, not immediately. Instead, she bunches my collar in her fists, my tank top clutched so tight it feels like it might tear.
“Help me,” she wheezes out, “you have to help me, you understand, you’re a fabricant you must, you’ve seen it too, you must have, the Sea of Silence, we’ve all seen it, what does it mean!? WHY DO I WANT TO DO THESE THINGS, WHY DO I FEEL SO SICK, WHAT’S WRONG WITH ME!?”
The first dream. The crimson sea and the white sky. Still as death. The Sea of Silence. I have a name for it now.
“Yes,” breathes the box, “yes, I’ve seen it, what does it mean!? What do you know!?”
But before she can reply, the SELCIs catch up, and one grabs her by the back of her jacket collar, heaving her off me and bodily driving her to the ground. I need to stop this, she’s the only lifeline I have.
“Wait, I need to talk to her!” blurts the box, but as I take a step closer, the means of my intervention unclear, one of the SELCIs raises her rifle, and drives its stock into my face. It connects with a ‘crack’, hitting hard enough that I stagger back, head spinning and oxidant on my teeth.
“CIVILIANS DO NOT INTERFERE IN SELCI OPERATIONS,” she booms, “STEP. BACK.”
Annalise takes my hand, as I test my lip with the other.
“Come on, let’s just go,” she whispers. She’s right. Lifeline or no, there’s nothing I can do for this UHAN - not without multiplying our problems a thousandfold. And so, my eyes lingering on the arrest, I let Annalise guide me away. It’s only when the scene has faded behind me that she speaks up. “What did that mean? You seemed to recognize something in it.”
I nod.
“That first dream, and the last vision. That was the Sea of Silence, I’m sure of it.”
“But why was she talking like it was exclusive to fabricants? I saw it too.”
I glance back over my shoulder, watching the SELCIs drag her off.
“Maybe you were right last night, when you suggested Luna brought back the entire crew. If that’s the case then the ratio of fabricants to humans resurrected would be something like six to one, or higher. Maybe she’s seen it in other fabricants and just… assumed, since Futility Override only affects us too.”
“…hm. Maybe.”
“Wish we could’ve helped her. Still thinking about running back there to be honest…”
Annalise glances sharply to me.
“Don’t. With your record you will get decommissioned if the SELCIs take you in for an infraction as serious as interfering with an arrest.”
She’s right. It’s not worth my life, I made her a promise. So I turn my gaze forward, and I walk, as I try to ignore the sounds of struggle fading behind. It’s a relief when my phone buzzes in my pocket. I fish the thing out and answer, setting it to speaker so it’ll pick up my echolink repeater.
“Hello?” asks the box.
“Sarah, it’s ADAE. Have I caught you at a bad time? You sound tense.”
“It’s nothing we can’t discuss later. What do you need?”
“We’ve tracked down this ‘Control’ for you. Her name is registered as Annika Fisher and I’ve texted you the address - SELCIs were called on her yesterday for a potential suicide risk so you should probably get over here as soon as possible, no way to know how long we have before this lead evaporates. CORA and I are already on route.”
“Annika Fisher,” Annalise scoffs.
“Understood, we’ll get over there as soon as possible,” the box replies, and I hang up, looking to Annalise. “You good to run?”
She meets my gaze with a determined nod, and so we do.

      ***ADAE and CORA are already there by the time we arrive, CORA pacing anxiously in a tight little circle as ADAE drums her fingers on her arm.
“There you are, good,” CORA says, jogging over, “we haven’t tried the door yet, didn’t want to invite problems early.”
No time to waste. I nod, and approach, rapping on the door with a brisk but firm rhythm that echoes on the cheap sheet-steel door. Silence. I knock again. Once more, nothing. I try the knob, just out of idle curiosity, and, as anticipated, the door is bolted.
“Are you sure we aren’t too late?” asks the box, and ADAE nods.
“CORA couldn’t find evidence of a coroner dispatch and-”
BANG.
The gunshot is muffled by the door, but unmistakable. The four of us are quiet for a long, still second, as my heart pounds and we process what we’d just heard - then I motion the others out of the way.
“Back. I’m breaking it down.”
Without a word, they move. I brace my stance, raise my boot, and drive my heel into the door, just above the latch - the strike plate parts with a brief squeal of protesting metal, and the door, now buckled around the point of impact, swings until it crashes against the wall. My hand instinctively goes to my hip, as I rush inside. I’m not sure why. Perhaps searching for a gun that isn’t there. The entry hall is long, straight, lined with hanging clothing, I can’t see anything, not until I round the bend…
And there, in the apartment’s living room, is Control.
Standing over her own corpse.
The body lies, still and dead, its head rent by a bullet’s passage and a blood-spattered gun in its slack grip, but the damage isn’t so severe that it’s possible to mistake the body as anyone but her. The two of them are even dressed the same: the corpse, and the panting, wild-eyed survivor.
“Holy shit,” CORA forces out, past a throat tight in the sort of way that suggests she’s fighting a gag. Annalise, though - she picks her way closer, slowly, carefully, hands raised. Control’s wild eyes snap to her, jaw tight, teeth grinding, pupils focused to laser points. Feral.
“Hey, easy,” Annalise breathes, “we’re here to help.” I don’t know what it is, exactly, about what Annalise said. But an instant later, Control’s eyes are swimming with tears, her teeth are bared - and she lunges for the gun. “NO!!”
Annalise reaches out to her but her hand catches only air as Control slumps to her knees, presses the pistol’s muzzle to the underside of her chin, and fires. A spatter of blood catches Annalise’s face, her eyes wide in abject horror, and CORA stumbles back down the hall, unwilling to see any more. I want to ask what just happened. I want to ask what the fuck we’re looking at.
But before I can… I hear breathing, right behind me. Shallow. Ragged. CORA’s down the hall. ADAE and Annalise are both in front of me. Hair stands on end, as, slowly, I turn to look over my shoulder… and, there, trembling in place, stands Control. I can’t muster words, all I can do is stare, as I struggle to process what I’ve just seen. Those hollow pits of horror that pass for her eyes are locked with mine. Empty.
I’m left reeling for too long. She bolts, breaking into an open sprint, taking short, gasping breaths through her teeth and shoving CORA into the wall as she passes.
“H-… hey!” CORA blurts. I go after her, I have to, I’m the fastest and if we lose her here all this was for nothing. But she moves like a thing possessed. I have her for the first corner as boots thud softly against carpet, then the second… but by the time I round the third, she’s gone. I hesitate for a moment, but maybe I still have a shot, I keep moving at a sprint, running to the T-intersection at the end of the hall. By the time I reach it, there’s nothing in either direction. Even with legs nearly as long as CORA is tall, I’ve lost her. Driven as if by supernatural influence.
“Luna damn it all to hell,” the box mutters as I pant. Nothing for it but to turn back, the others will need me. ADAE is waiting in the open doorway as I return, her eyes hard and alert.
“Did you see where she went?” she asks urgently. I shake my head.
“No. Lost her.”
ADAE grits her teeth, but gets out of my way, and I rush inside to find CORA wiping down Annalise’s face in the kitchen.
“You didn’t touch the gun did you?” CORA asks.
“No,” Annalise whispers from behind her thousand yard stare.
“Okay okay good okay you-… whatever you do don’t touch the gun or the SELCIs will think we-…”
She’s babbling. Something similar has happened several times across our relationship’s tumultuous history. A reaction to stress. Maybe. I’m not sure what to do, but it has to be something, so I rest a hand on her shoulder, and give it a firm squeeze. She jolts, at the touch. But when she sees it’s me, she calms, letting out a long breath. 
Annalise isn’t looking at me. Annalise isn’t looking at anything.
“We need to go,” the box says firmly. Upon hearing my voice, she seems to snap free of her trance, vigorously shaking herself out and looking to me with a nod. I take her hand, for good measure, and I hurry the two of us out, with CORA not far behind. Once we start running, we don’t stop. Not until we’re on the tram line home.

      ***I volunteer for coffee duty once we’ve gathered at CORA’s, since it’s pretty clear I wasn’t hit quite as hard as the others. CORA looks like she’s seeing ghosts, jolting at every shift of the light, Annalise is staring through the wall again, and even ADAE’s typically-steely face is marked with a perceptible distance. One mug per. Annalise murmurs her thanks as I pass her one, and ADAE starts subtly as she seems to be pulled back to reality.
“We’ve all been through shit like this before,” CORA murmurs as she accepts her coffee, “why’s it hitting so hard…?”
Annalise grimaces.
“Perhaps because we’ve been through it before. Trauma is… messy. Sometimes.”
I take my seat at her side.
“Maybe it will help if we try to identify what we’ve learned from this,” says the box.
A grunt of acknowledgment from ADAE, and she takes a moment to sip her coffee. The motion is slow and deliberate as she fights past her trembling grip.
“I don’t know that we learned anything beyond the obvious,” she murmurs, “something is happening to the… ‘survivors’ of the Silver Tides disaster, and those survivors are far more plentiful than we initially assumed. To be honest I don’t believe we will make any truly meaningful progress without contacting a metaphysicist, or… simply allowing this to progress, and learning as we go. As we did on the Silver Tides.”
A murmur of contemplation escapes Annalise - but then, all at once, she sits bolt upright.
“Sunan! Sunan Banarasi, we-… we worked together, during my preparation to become Messiah, they helped install and maintain the technology that is-… now poisoning me.” She sighs. “They were good to me, I know they wouldn’t have been complicit if they’d known this hardware was going to hurt me, and I’m fully confident they were not aware of Control’s mission to separate Sarah and I. If we can find them, I’m certain they’d help us.”
CORA seems, at last, to be brought into focus, given something to do.
“If you give me a description and a role I can start to poke around,” she says, and Annalise nods eagerly.
“Thai ancestry, grey eyes, straight black hair, brown skin, a bit lighter in tone than mine, maybe… two inches taller than me? About five foot ten? I don’t know what their formal work title was but I know they graduated with honors from Petal Six University on New Hope, PHD in metaphysics. I’m not sure where they would have gone after I… died.”
CORA nods.
“Can you tell me anything about their personality and decision-making process? It might help me zero in,” she says.
“They have a nervous disposition and they’re risk-averse but they have a fundamentally good heart and it occasionally pushes them to do things they later regret. If that helps.”
And our resident investigator nods, smiling as brightly as she’s managed all day.
“It does. I’m gonna get right on this, the rest of you-… just… drink your coffee, I think we all need the breather.”
Nobody’s going to question that. So we sit, and rest, and wait, and drink our coffee, as CORA’s vigorous typing echoes out of her computer room. I’m not expecting an answer within the day, much less within the hour, and yet…
“Got them!” CORA’s voice echoes out, triumphant, as she marches back into the living room, “after the Silver Tides disaster they left Fleetops and the core, fast, like panic fast, like maybe something caught up to them. Or things got thrown into perspective. There’s a ship registered to them, I think it’s intended as a courier ship, like a light freighter, but there were a bunch of retrofits on record - sensor batteries, scanning bays, they converted it into a tiny science ship. Then they vanished. Completely off the grid. I’ve got a contact that might be able to get me a phone number but that’s going to take time.”
“And that tells us we need to get off the ‘Once More we Stand Defiant’, but in a way that lets us travel discreetly, which means our own shuttle,” the box murmurs, as I lean forward, elbows propped on knees, “no strangers aboard, no beacons. Anyone have any bright ideas?”
ADAE takes a breath…
And the world goes dark. There’s a moment of uncertainty, confusion, ‘maybe a power outage’ I think to myself, ‘I buy it, the ship is falling apart…’ but then the lights snap on, now a vivid red, and CORA’s television flickers to life of its own accord. It already has my attention. But an instant later, it makes itself known.
The air is filled with a shrill, mournfully ascending siren, three long, keening tones, loud enough to sear the ears. A crimson banner starts to march across the screen from right to left, printed with black text, as starkly contrasting as humanly possible, and a woman’s artificially generated voice reads it off as it comes.
“THIS IS A PUBLIC EMERGENCY BROADCAST. THIS IS NOT A DRILL. PAX FOSPHAGE ABOARD. REMAIN CALM. REMAIN WHERE YOU ARE. DO NOT EVACUATE. DO NOT GATHER. DO NOT CONTACT LOVED ONES. DO NOT INTERFERE WITH FABRICANT OPERATIONS. DO NOT VENTURE OUTSIDE. IF YOU EXPERIENCE THE FOLLOWING SYMPTOMS: ACUTE NAUSEA. SEVERE DIZZY SPELLS. DISTORTED VISION. HALLUCINATIONS. THOUGHTS OF SELF HARM OR HARM TO OTHERS. OR: NUMBNESS OR LOSS OF CONTROL IN THE EXTREMITIES. EXIT YOUR BUILDING IMMEDIATELY, AND REMAIN NEAR THE FRONT DOOR UNTIL A FLEETOPS RECOVERY TEAM CAN COLLECT YOU. MAY LUNA HAVE MERCY ON YOUR WANDERING SOUL. THIS MESSAGE WILL NOW REPEAT.”
Annalise is glancing around wildly. CORA is on her feet.
“…what? WHAT!? What the fuck!?” she blurts, glancing sharply to me, “this is an echo, right!? This is what happens when there’s an echo!?”
“This isn’t an echo,” ADAE mutters, as she makes her way over to CORA’s television and yanks the power, silencing the deafening warning.
“But that’s not-… it’s dead! Those two killed it, right!?”
“There were always more,” Annalise breathes in abject horror, “there was always a chance this day would come. We may have been found by a-… sibling.”
“Is there any chance this is a mistake? It makes no fucking sense, man…”
“Red zones are established by automated systems in response to sensor readings,” ADAE says, “if it’s possible for one to go up in error, I’m not aware of it. Regardless of whether or not it makes sense, it’s happening.”
I get to my feet.
“But what if it does make sense?” the box asks, “think about it, why now, why today? This is connected to everything else that’s happening, it has to be, mark my words.”
CORA covers her face for a moment, taking a long, deep breath.
“Okay,” she murmurs into her hands, “okay - if this is real, am I right in the assumption that we’re ignoring the alarm screed thing? Is it reasonable for me to conclude that we’re taking everything we can carry and getting the fuck out of dodge?”
“That’s not enough. We need to leave the ship,” Annalise says, “If we want to understand what’s happening to us we can’t afford not to. Besides. If there’s a parasite aboard, staying in a red zone is a death sentence, and… I’d like to imagine we all want to live.”
I try to ignore the faintly pleading look Annalise shoots my way.
“But everything we have, everything we’d leave behind…” CORA whispers, her fingers curling into her forehead as the reality of the situation sets her deeper into her spiral. She knows Annalise is right, I think - even if she wants her to be wrong more than anything.
“We don’t have a choice,” Annalise says softly, “it’s now or never. Perhaps we’ll be able to come back, some day. But you’re right. I want to live. I want to run.”
CORA takes another long, steadying breath, and lets her hands down. There’s a renewed, but resigned, hardness in her eyes.
“Okay. Follow me.”
I’m not sure what she has in mind but I don’t see fit to question. We’re led into her bedroom, a space in a timelessly preserved state of endless chaos, and she approaches her bedside cabinet. She put a lock on it, a number of years ago. A code-punch keypad. I suppose I’m about to find out why. She hammers in a six-digit code with an unsteady finger, and jolts when the device beeps a shrill denial.
“Come on,” she whispers under her breath as she tries again, “come on CORA…”
On the second attempt the bolt retracts with a ‘thunk’, and from within, she drags out a hardened case, heavy enough that she struggles to heave it up and onto the bed. Another code, another click, and she hinges it open to reveal… weapons. Four heavy SELCI revolvers, their serial numbers crudely cut to meaninglessness with an angle grinder, and, atop them, a military boarding hatchet. A brutal, angular thing, its sharpened steel glints in the crimson light as she lifts it out, and motions to the box.
“Nobody gets to call me paranoid ever again, ‘kay?” she says with a shrill laugh, “c’mon, one for each of us. I got holsters but no ammo, just five rounds per. Sarah, the hatchet’s for you. I got it mostly as, like… a joke about how scary you are, and I was gonna resell it! But Annalise told me about the… bar, thing, so I figure you’d better take it.”
I reach for the hatchet, and when my hand finds its grip, it’s as if we were meant for one another. It’s an ugly thing, simple in purpose, harsh angles and blackened steel bolted between textured rubber for grip, a subtle curve to its handle expertly placing its center of mass. Its purity of purpose sings to me. Ignites something within me. ‘I kill,’ it says, ‘and I do nothing else.’ Perhaps, here, I share a sort of kinship with it; a tool, refined and engineered in the pursuit of a single, ugly goal, and shamelessly ugly in its pursuit. I understand the hatchet in a way I never understood the wrench, and in realizing that, in knowing the weapon will soon see use, some small part of me is set free.
With memory has returned function. I was not made to be a construction worker, I was not made to be a wife, it’s no wonder these things have left me so adrift… no. I was made to stand in front of Annalise Fletcher and kill anything that gets too close. There’s beauty in it. There’s joy in it. And I anticipate my vengeance upon this vicious world with the sort of animalistic glee whose hunger is only known by the way its teeth glint at the edge of the light. This is the simplicity that’s eroded away from under me these last ten years. This is control over the direction of my own life. This is what I-
“Sarah.” 
I tear my eyes from the hatchet, and find CORA, offering me a holstered gun. It’s massive in her hand, a cannon next to her diminutive build. “It’s loaded. Don’t worry, I, uh… I know how, this time.”
The box murmurs some quiet thanks as I take the gun and clip it to my belt, even as I look back at what I’d just felt and feel a sense of vertigo wash over me. Was that… me? Is that me? Should I talk to Annalise about this? Try to find help, when this is over, good, real help, psychiatric help, therapy help, help that I can trust not to institutionalize me? 
…no. No, this isn’t the time for these considerations, right now, she needs me to be exactly the creature I just imagined myself to be - or at least, something close to it.
Soon, we’re as prepared as we’re getting. One gun per, five bullets in the cylinder. I make a note of the number, and prepare to count down, as the four of us hurry out of her apartment and onto street level. It’s deathly silent, here, not a soul in sight across the broad and open street, though the vivid red of the light makes it hard to tell, as shadows seem to stand as deep as oceans, and colours blur together.
“Where?” Annalise asks. ADAE points toward the prow.
“We steal a shuttle. Sarah, you remember how to fly?”
“Yes,” confirms the box.
“Wait a sec,” asks CORA, “that’s a long way, and there’s a snowball’s chance in hell they haven’t shut down the trams.”
I shake my head.
“Trams are down,” says the box, “but we were working on the main line a few years ago, I know a maintenance bypass that will get them moving.”
A contemplative murmur escapes ADAE.
“I was expecting we would have to bite the bullet and walk it - I’m impressed you retained that considering everything you’ve been through lately. Let’s go, then. Show us what you can do.”
And as we start moving, a quiet laugh escapes CORA, from where she hangs behind, for a moment.
“…MOUS in disguise,” she whispers to herself, where she thinks nobody else can hear - then she jogs to catch up, and we are underway. We’re serenaded by the looping warning as we walk, echoing once a minute from distant speakers, distorted to ominous incomprehensibility by the scale of the red-lit space the words drift through.
“Is the entire ship like this?” CORA asks in a murmur, “this ‘red zone’ shit for sure didn’t happen on the Silver Tides, it’s all… all new.”
“It didn’t happen on the Tides because the ship was already in chaos when the parasite came, a lot of automated emergencies were pre-emptively disabled so the bridge could retain control. Only the section closest to the parasite will have been locked down like this. It’s a containment measure,” ADAE replies.
“So once we take the tram to the front of the ship there will be power?” asks the box, and ADAE nods in confirmation. Simple enough. 
No more words are shared on the way to the tram station, and we walk in silence up the empty street, accompanied only by our own footsteps, and the echoing murmur of the warning, pleading with us to turn back. 
The longer we spend here, bathed in the crimson glow, the more my anxiety mounts. How far is the parasite, exactly? Will we have a chance to run, if it reaches us? Impulsively, my stride starts to lengthen, my pace mounts. I want to get out of here. Need to get out of here. I can’t protect her if I’m dead, and if the Silver Tides incident proved anything, it proved I have a hard time when it comes to protecting myself.
Relief washes over me as I force the doors to the tram station, as if I have set foot upon holy ground or an oasis mid-desert, but the feeling quickly fades as the ship itself warns us: ‘you are not safe here,’ bathed in its crimson glow. At each platform waits a tram, silent and still, doors sealed. CORA looks expectantly to me, and I go to work.
Emergency access is different from an airlock, but familiar enough - the panel pops free just the same, but with less space, all I find inside is a small pull, whose vertical travel will retract the bolts keeping the doors sealed. It puts up resistance, as I hook my fingers over red plastic and start to drag it downward, but I can overpower it without too much trouble, and I hear a pneumatic hiss from inside the tram’s walls as it slides along its travel, down. Down. Down. It’s slow, and the sense of safety I briefly felt here gets more acutely distant the longer we are left sitting.
But then the resistance vanishes, the pull snaps to the lowest point in its track, bolts retracting with a muted ‘clack’, and the doors, ever so slightly, part. My heart is pounding as I force my fingers between the rubber seals and drag them open. I don’t need to tell anyone to get aboard. We all share this sense of paranoid urgency.
“This tram is not currently in operation,” warns the red-lit car with an automated voice, “please disembark and take an alternative line. Consult a map terminal in the station to identify a route that will work for you.”
“This light is doing something to my brain, how long’s this gonna take Sarah?” CORA asks, an anxious tautness in the words.
“Not sure,” the box replies as I make my way to the control console and kneel down, “it’s been years, and the last time I did this I had power.”
“Great,” she sighs. Don’t take the bait, Sarah, it’s time to focus. I’ve got no maintenance access key, but it’s not a sturdy lock or a sturdy panel, so I wedge the hatchet’s blade into the seam and pry until it gives way with a metallic ‘pop’. 
The control tablet mounted within is dark, predictably, so I pop open the panel below it, nested inside the first, and I flip the breaker marked ‘emergency access’. The tram remains dark, bathed in the dim crimson gloom, but the tiny display comes alight, casting a small oasis of blue-white as it displays a logo and loads its onboard operating system.
But then, I hear something. A distant, echoing groan, a pinging creak, then a crash, as metal strains and gives way. Something is coming, and in a manner that turns obstacles to shrapnel.
ADAE was right. This is no error.
“Sarah,” CORA breathes in taut horror. I don’t reply. My focus remains on the screen, as a loading bar slowly fills, even as another noise echoes from somewhere beyond the station. A ‘pop’ as something buckles and collapses. A light tinkling sound as shattered glass rains to the floor. Come on, damn it. The bar inches toward its terminus, seeming to slow with every pixel it passes.
There. A tinny chime, as the device comes online, and its interface is displayed. Finally. Something groans nearby, doors being forced apart as metal bends like butter, I ignore it, I have to, I feverishly tap at the ‘maintenance override’ tile until it registers the input, then punch in the code.
“Seven… nine… three… five…” the box whispers, “two… eight… four… eight… come on…”
It spends long enough thinking that I start to wonder if the code I remember is out of date, as my body prickles with anxiety and my heart hammers against the inside of my ribs… then, all at once, the tram lights snap back to white, and the door I forced seals itself.
“Got it!” blurts the box as I scramble to my feet, “you three, stay here, someone shout if it’s getting close!”
I don’t give them a chance to reply, I just throw myself into a sprint, hurling myself toward the control pod at the tram’s fore with every shred of superhuman power this faltering body can muster. Doors part before me, a first, a second, a third, and I’m there, skidding to a halt as I quickly reacquaint myself with the controls.
“…Sarah!” Annalise’s voice echoes from behind, “there’s-… there’s something out there!!”
No time. I open the throttle to full, no destination set, and with a scream of overtaxed wheels, the tram starts to race down the line, leaving the encroaching horror stranded behind. I slump heavily into the seat, my legs seeming to collapse underneath me, and, there, finally, I start to breathe again, with my whole chest. It’s a few long moments before I sit forward in the conductor’s chair and punch in a course to the forwardmost station, long enough that the others are starting to file in. Annalise’s voice is heavy when she speaks.
“Sarah,” she murmurs, “we have to turn back.”
Something cold tightens in my chest. I glance back to her, sharply.
“What in Luna’s name are you talking about,” the box asks flatly, and a sad little smile tugs at her lips as she meets my gaze.
“The thing, in the station… it was Pax, Sarah. Tendrils, black as the spaces between stars, just like you described. We’ve been exposed.”
And yet, even as my heart sinks, ADAE frowns.
“But have we?” she asks, “I received no firmware alert indicating Pax exposure. CORA? Sarah? Did either of you?”
“…no, now that I think of it,” CORA says, blinking. And neither did I.
“What does that actually mean?” says the box, “there’s no way all three of us had a complete exospectrometer failure.”
Annalise frowns, her eyes focusing.
“Sarah’s right,” she says, “exospectrometers are extremely durable wetware, for this exact reason - but how could we not have been exposed?”
“Does that really matter? Like… do you think you’ve been exposed? Do you feel sick? Symptoms are pretty immediate, aren’t they?” asks CORA, and Annalise nods.
“No, no, you’re right, I… I feel fine. It makes no sense but I feel fine.”
“Then this is a question we can safely debate once we are off this ship,” ADAE says, and with that, the question is settled, at least for now, even as it mounting impossibility of it all burns away in the back of my head. After all… what could conceivably stop the Pax?

      ***I return the tram to default operating parameters once we pull in at our destination. Don’t want anyone using left-over maintenance overrides to flee directly into the parasite’s path by mistake. The station outside is in a state of panic, the sharply-dressed elite rushing to and fro, trailed by UHANs and escorted by SELCIs, a thousand simultaneous conversations filling the air with incomprehensible noise. We blend right in as we vanish into the thronging mass. Not a soul pays us a second glance, even as we push against the tide of bodies trying to reach the safety of a shielded cabin.
The crowd thins, slowly, as we force our way out of the station and into the street beyond, until its dregs are all that’s left, small groups furtively scurrying from place to place as if being caught out in the open will cost them everything. Debris is cast across the street, trampled remains of personal effects, dropped in the chaos, and storefront windows are shattered where opportunists have taken the chance to do some smash and grab looting. A few abandoned UHAN units have been left in the lurch, wandering aimlessly as they search for their humans.
“Can we rest?” Annalise asks, tense and breathless, “that was-… that was a lot.”
“We could use a moment to get a plan together,” ADAE adds, nodding in agreement. I take a look around, and note a cafe off to the right, abandoned by staff and customers both - I motion toward it, and the four of us make our way over and inside. My boots crunch on broken glass scattered across the floor, fallen from where mounted lights on the walls were shattered by hurried shoulders forcing past. One is still visibly stained with blood. Tables and chairs have been left upended, but a couple are still largely untouched, food and drink abandoned atop them. A half-eaten bagel. An untouched cup of coffee, still steaming.
Annalise slumps heavily into a chair at the coffee table, struggling to catch her breath, a hand clutching at the bandaged incision through her dress. I kneel down at her side.
“CORA, ADAE,” says the box, “can one of you get her something to drink?”
“Sure, gimme a sec,” CORA replies, and she heads behind the counter, as Annalise meets my gaze with a weak smile.
“I’m okay,” she whispers, “didn’t tear out any sutures, I just… need a minute.”
“You sure? Do you want me to take a look?” asks the box, and she shakes her head.
“I know how it feels when I tear something by now. I’m okay, I promise.”
CORA returns with a glass of water a moment later, and Annalise accepts it with a murmured thanks, taking a long, heavy swallow as the four of us gather around the table to catch our collective breath.
“So, where are we?” asks the box.
“Concourse,” CORA replies, “this ship has a lot of comings and goings so it’s got like a big mall attached to the shuttle bay, that’s where we are. The bridge is above us, like waaay above us, there’s an express lift there. We goin’?”
“I don’t think that’s wise,” ADAE says. Annalise nods in agreement, and holds up a finger as she takes another drink.
“Yeah…” she murmurs breathlessly, “yeah, if we want to get off the ship then going to the bridge won’t help us, at best we’ll get detained, at worst shot. We should go directly to the shuttle bay and present a good argument.”
CORA looks at Annalise sidelong.
“I dunno… you got any ideas? I sure don’t.”
“I could try to leverage my fabricant maintenance credentials,” she replies, “say I’m removing a selection of fabricants from this ship for study, but retain a seed of truth: you’ve become resistant to Pax radiation and we don’t understand why.”
A sound of idle musing escapes CORA.
“…maybe,” she murmurs, “it’s worth a try.”
“The real question is ‘do we have anything better’?” asks ADAE. Silence.
We linger for a while, as Annalise catches her breath, and drinks her water. It’s relieving, for a while, but then we’ve caught our breath, and we still haven’t found a reason to leave. I think on some level we’re all putting in time. 
Nobody really expects that this is going to work, I know I don’t, and confronting that means accepting that we don’t have a way off the ship and trying to come up with something new. It pushes us to linger long after we have to, pacing in this little cafe as we wait for an imagined salvation that isn’t coming.
But then: motion, a crash from the door leading to the kitchen, and all at once, I’m on my feet, hatchet tight in hand. I’m torn, briefly, do I run or do I fight, but as the others back away, slowly, huddling behind me, and I can feel my jaw tighten. This is my purpose, this is my nature, I’m ready, and as a figure stumbles out of the kitchen, hunched and wild-eyed, I prepare myself for violence…
Control.
She never came in. Was she hiding back there, the whole time, or is something altogether stranger happening? But as I stare and wonder she stumbles against the cafe counter and retches, coughing up not food or bile, but a strange, milky silver, a fluid that glitters and shimmers as it falls, and spatters the counter and the floor. Her gaze locks with mine, as she recovers. Desperate. Panicked. And she rushes me, fists bunched in my tank top, I’m too surprised to even consider defending myself.
“Please,” she coughs out raggedly, silver on her lips, “you have to-… I need help, I need help I don’t-… I don’t I can’t it doesn’t make any SENSE why do I keep seeing you why do I-… I don’t UNDERSTAND!! HELP ME!!”
I take her by the shoulders.
“Slow down,” the box insists, as gently as I can make it manage, “what is happening to you?”
But then she stiffens, as if struck, and pulls back, staggering away from me.
“No,” she whispers, “no it’s-… it’s too soon I’m not ready, I’m not! I’M NOT!!”
“What are you talking about, what’s happening to you!?” shouts the box. She turns to me, a wild desperation in her eyes, as an electric sizzle mounts on the air…
And with a scream of panic, she is burned away. Flesh, then bone, then organ, disintegrating in turn until nothing is left but the echo of her terror in the glassware behind the counter. I’m left frozen in shock, staring at the space she once occupied. A thread of smoke trickles from a blackened mark on the floor. As if she was obliterated by all the violent energy of a lightning bolt.
“I think we should go,” CORA whispers past a dry mouth. I don’t reply. I just start for the door, stride long, as if running fast enough will erase what I’ve seen here.






  
  4
Silver in the Veins
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Something is different now, on the road that runs through the concourse’s heart. The abandoned UHAN units, once confused, frightened, torn between searching for their humans and remaining where they are so they can be found, now stand still as statues, gathered in little knots, facing one another as if conspiring in hushed whispers. But none speak. The concourse is so deathly silent that even my shallow breaths seem to stand as a disruptive insult. 
But then, a sound. The wet of a blade through flesh. The hiss and spurt of pressurized fluid. An UHAN maid collapses, lying still in a rapidly-spreading pool of oxidant, her throat cut and a knife in her hand. I feel struggle, briefly. The old instinct to help jarring against memories of the Silver Tides, the astounding intensity of the violence…
But I am not that person anymore. That me is dead, and if I can help, I will. I approach the little knot at a jog, and note as one of the UHANs doubles over to vomit silver.
“What’s going on here? Do you need help?” asks the box. I try not to look at the corpse. But as I force my eyes forward and level, I see something else entirely.
Through the gap in the ring left by the fallen maid, I see two of the UHANs blurring together. Not fusing, not melting, blurring, they lean into one another as reality distorts around the place their bodies meet, like a photograph taken through a cracked lens, warping and twisting light and colour until it becomes incomprehensible, and they are perfectly entwined, the laws of the world itself their conspirator.
That… doesn’t make sense. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen. I’m tempted, for a moment, drawn to lean closer, and stare, but… no. No, this is too much. I start to back away as my heart beats against my ribs, hoping, perhaps, that they are lost to their seance, but then the first to vomit locks eyes with me, even as a second retches that strange, milky something. She smiles a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes, eyes that are blank and glassy, a void where something once lived looming behind her pupils.
“Have you seen it?” she asks, her voice soft and indescribably gentle, “the Sea of Silence?”
“…yes,” the box whispers, “what is it? What does it mean?”
She extends a hand to me.
“It’s an invitation to all who suffer. Salvation awaits. Will you join me?”
Annalise’s hand catches mine. The cool prick of her wedding band. I look to her, I see the mounting horror in her eyes, and I choose, instead, to run. The four of us are not stopped or called out to, as we sprint through the concourse, the only sound our panting breaths and echoing footsteps. Each knot of abandoned fabricants we pass is starting to blur. Something is happening to them, to us, something altogether new and indescribably strange.
As we approach the shuttle bay, signage indicating we aren’t far, a burst of static heralds an opening line, and a woman’s voice echoes through the empty concourse.
“This is Captain Rachel Butcher. As you are all well aware, Once More We Stand Defiant is now in a state of crisis. I have made attempts to contact Fleetops to request a course of action and assistance, but it would appear that we have already been cut off, and the core are no longer responding to hails. I don’t know what our path out of this looks like, and to be blunt… I don’t know that we have one. But I vow to you, my passengers and crew: I will die before I rest. Be safe, be vigilant, and do not go outside. May Luna’s light guide us all.”
And the line cuts. For a moment, as the echo fades, there’s quiet. But then, as if instructed by a voice only they can hear, nearly every UHAN in the concourse turns, and bolts, crowding into elevators, rushing down side-paths, shouldering through doors.
“Man are you sure this isn’t Futility Override, just… look at them,” CORA whispers as we watch them go.
“I’m no expert,” ADAE replies, “but commonalities existing between this event and Futility Override does not demonstrate that they are one and the same. The blurring, the silver, the Sea of Silence, Control’s death-looping - all this is entirely new, and that we saw both Control and those UHAN units vomiting silver suggests it’s the same phenomenon affecting them both, which means it’s not restricted to fabricants. It may even be an extension of what we’re already experiencing. All that said, it’s also worth noting that every single fabricant we saw here was an UHAN, one of the most suggestible fabricant prints in existence. That may have a part to play.”
“Okay but why’d that UHAN die then, when Control didn’t? Can’t? Aren’t you supposed to be the fuckin’ smart one!?”
I can hear the tightness in ADAE’s jaw when she replies.
“I don’t know, CORA. I’m giving you educated guesses based on some hurried research and what we’ve seen. Maybe it affects humans and fabricants differently, maybe Control is uniquely protected somehow, I do. Not. Know.”
Luna save me I want to strangle them both. The stress was already at a passive simmer, but trying to press on with this bickering in my ear sets me boiling over.
“Enough. Both of you shut up,” the box snaps.
“Okay let’s just… take a breath! Please,” Annalise presses with a shrill laugh, “last thing we need right now is to get down each other’s throats. The shuttle bay is close, focus on that, we can try to litigate what’s going on once we’ve made contact with Sunan. They will have information we don’t.”
The silence stands for a while. Taut breaths and crossed arms. We all know what’s really going on here, I think, we all know why we’re all so tense, perhaps hoping not to look at it… but when CORA next speaks, the root of it all is laid hideously bare.
“…is it really inside all of us?” she asks in a terrified whisper.
“I don’t know,” ADAE says quietly, “but… probably.”
CORA’s arms tighten, wrapping around her in a hug for one, and we press on in silence.
The closer we get to the shuttle bay, the more clear it becomes that we weren’t the only ones who had this idea. There aren’t a lot of people here, a few dozen at most, and they seem, for the most part, docile, but they huddle like leaves before a storm. I don’t know that I could handle this. Patiently waiting for someone else to bring me salvation would probably drive me insane.
“Someone know the way?” asks the box, and CORA nods, motioning for us to follow. We emerge into the bay, standing upon the spine of a titanium comb upon whose tines starships are perched, clutching them like birds on twigs. CORA leads us deeper inside, along that gleaming band, until we reach the foot of a tower that overlooks the bay. The glint of a broad curved window is visible high overhead. A watching eye. An express elevator takes us up, curiously having been opened to the public, but when its doors part, that curiosity is answered quickly.
Shouted voices echo from somewhere ahead, bodies crowding an open door marked ‘Dockmaster’s Office’. Someone’s mad. Someone else is afraid. A third person is trying to stay calm and losing the battle. I glance to Annalise, wordlessly asking for permission to deal with this, and at her subtle nod, I start for the door - not at a run, but at a stride whose urgent length makes it clear I’m not here for games.
“Now listen!” an aging man snaps, “I get that there are regulations but do you honestly think this ship will ever be secured!? What kind of dockmaster lets a ship go down with shuttles still in port!?” A small, mousey woman standing with him opens her mouth to say something, but then her eyes find mine, and she stiffens, tugging at the man’s sleeve. “Not now Eva, I’m-…”
Then I’m in the doorway, and his eyes find me, widening as they gaze up into mine. My stare lingers for a moment, a hard, ‘watch it’ look, then I turn to the dockmaster, where he stands in the glass-walled crow’s nest. He seems tired, yet focused, exhausted but knife-like eyes burning into mine from beneath a thinning widow’s peak.
“Do you need a hand?” asks the box.
“Seven, maybe eight feet tall, but slender, it’s all in the legs… a CERHA unit?” asks the dockmaster, frowning, “you’re in rough shape, where did you come from?”
“She’s mine,” says Annalise as she catches up, slipping in past me. It’s demeaning, to hear her refer to me like that, but somehow, also… warm. My purpose is to keep her safe and happy, why wouldn’t it feel good to be hers?
“What are you doing bringing a fabricant in here,” the shouting man presses in breathless panic, “there’s a parasite on the ship, she could be-…”
“I have survived Futility Override. This is not it,” says the box. He trails off, blinking in shock.
“Yeah there’s a shortage of ‘everything is fine’. Kinda the hallmark, difficult to miss,” CORA calls from somewhere behind me. The dockmaster silently studies us for a few long, silent seconds, before his tired gaze turns to Annalise.
“Three fabricants, survivors of Fuility Override, and… you. Who are you, exactly?” he asks quietly. Time for the show.
“I work in fabricant maintenance - this is my CERHA unit, and these are a CORA and a SELCI that I’ve worked on in the past.” Bold play. Let’s hope they don’t look too closely at ADAE’s markings. “If possible I’d like to remove them from the vessel for further study in a more controlled environment. Getting a good look at people and fabricants exposed to this event might be our best shot at understanding what’s happening here. It’s possible they could even help us manage or halt its spread.”
The couple have got out of the way, now, shuffling off to the side, perhaps seeing this as their ticket out - but the dockmaster’s eyes have narrowed.
“May I see your credentials, please?” he asks, and with a little nod, Annalise goes rooting around in her purse until she finds her bay authorization ID. She presents it to the dockmaster with a confident inclination of the head, and a murmured little ‘hemm’ escapes him as he looks the thing over, turning it over between two fingers. The longer he looks, the harder his eyes become.
We’re fucked, aren’t we?
“Unless you’ve given me an old card,” he says, offering it back, “this marks you as a class three technician. You’re not even licensed for psychoanalytics, much less anything on this scale. Why are you lying to me?”
Damn it to hell, he must have a background working with fabricants. Instinct takes over. A hand rests on the grip of the hatchet, where it hangs from my belt, and I take a step closer, intending to liberally apply a little shock and awe - but Annalise catches my wrist.
“Sarah! Don’t. Please. Threats won’t help anyone.”
My jaw tightens, but I release the hatchet, raise my hands, and back away. The dockmaster looks like he’s fighting back a heart attack - but then he catches the ring on my finger, as it glints in the light, and I see his eyes flick to the matching one Annalise wears. Something softens in his face, almost imperceptibly but it’s there.
“…listen,” Annalise continues, her voice low, empty of the sense of distant command it had carried mere moments prior, “as much as I disagree with his approach our mutual friend here is right. You heard Butcher’s announcement - we’ve been cut off. Sarah is a pilot, it’s part of her print. If you give us a ship we will evacuate everyone we can carry, every soul that can physically fit aboard, you included if you want the seat.”
“I can’t just let you steal a shuttle, no matter how pure your intentions are,” he hisses, “we’re in the hindfleets yes but we’re not completely lawless!”
“And what use is all that compliance if it’s letting people die,” CORA presses as she steps into the room. ADAE lingers in the hall. I don’t blame her, if the dockmaster saw her unusual markings it’d introduce questions we don’t need. Though she is leaning against the wall, a little more heavily than I’d expect, as if she’s feeling weak, or faint… is she well?
“You’re a CORA unit, aren’t you supposed to monitor the crew? Enforce compliance?” the dockmaster replies. His tone is tense, he’s getting testy. CORA just shrugs and stuffs her hands into her pockets.
“In a past life, sure, I was a dutiful little spy. Guess a private investigator ain’t much better but whatever. And sure, some part of me gets a little… screamy, at the thought, that… vicious little thing that whispers I can’t trust anyone and hacks away at my relationships with the people I love. But fuck that voice. And if that means fuck my function, then fuck. Function. Saving lives is more important, always. ALWAYS.”
He seems startled by her sudden intensity. He’s not alone. Maybe I need to talk to CORA. I might not like what I hear, but… maybe that’s all the more reason.
“While your passion is… inspiring,” the dockmaster says, “when we get through this-”
“If,” the box interrupts. The dockmaster shoots me a glare.
“If we get through this, I don’t want to be culpable. I almost wish you’d just threatened me with the damn axe, then responsibility would be-…”
He’s cut off when another announcement from Butcher is heralded by static. This one is… different. There’s a muffled banging, grainy and quiet in the noise, but unmistakably present as something is struck in the background, again. And again. And again.
“This is Captain Rachel Butcher,” she says, her voice hushed and breathless as it fills the echoing space of the shuttle bay, “I don’t know who or-… what is responsible, but the bridge is under siege. Security cameras have been strategically destroyed, defensive guns have been… neutralized. All I can say for certain is that something is out there, and it is… formidable. This is my pledge to you that, no matter what happens here, no matter what happens to me, chain of command will be preserved, we will retain order, this is not the Silver Tides-”
And with a sharp blast of static, like the overpowering rush of an explosion, the transmission cuts. The dockmaster is still, and pale. None of us say a word, even as my heart sinks into my gut.
“Bay six,” he murmurs, “Mossfield type twenty-one-B passenger capacity shuttle. I’ll open boarding authorization, just… go. And swear you’ll take all the refugees. As many as you can carry.”
“We swear it,” Annalise says with a solemn hardness in her eyes.
“Are you coming?” asks the box, and the dockmaster shakes his head, though I don’t miss the heavy swallow as he turns back to his console.
“This is my post. Someone has to keep the lights on, as long as that’s… possible.” CORA shoots me an uncertain glance. “Go! Now! Before I change my mind!”
“Listen, I don’t-” she starts to say, but I grab her hand and I drag her out before she has a chance to compromise her position. She fights me, at first. She digs her heels in. “Sarah! Hey! SARAH! You can’t just-…”
But then, as she’s forced into a stagger, she realizes she’s been overpowered - and the four of us, the refugee couple in tow, leave the dockmaster to his grave. I don’t let go of her hand. I don’t trust that she won’t go back for him.
The shuttle isn’t hard to find. It’s the largest of those docked, a proper passenger carrier, and when I see that the boarding ramp stands open I don’t hesitate, I drag CORA aboard, past the dozen or so rows of seats, and into the pressure-isolated control compartment.
“Will you fucking let me go!?” she snaps.
“The moment you assure me you will not go back for him,” says the box.
“Why are you-… sure. Fine. I’ll be a good little prisoner.” And I let her go, finally turning an eye to her. The look on her face is frustration and reproach, as she massages the hand I’d clutched in a death-grip. “When the fuck did you get so cynical, man!? Here to save lives but only some!?”
“We are only saving some lives by default, it’s the nature of the game,” replies the box, an obsidian-edge sharpness in the words I don’t intend but can’t restrain, “we take the willing, the able, and the accessible, because if we hesitate, we lose everyone we might have saved. The dockmaster made his choice. Who are you to make it for him?”
“He isn’t thinking straight!”
“He could have cut off our access to the shuttle if we pushed him,” ADAE says, an unexpected tenderness in her tone, as she rests a hand on CORA’s shoulder, “leaving him is respect and necessity.”
CORA grimaces, fleet blue eyes glancing off into a corner, and I think, for a moment, I catch a tremble in her lips - but before I can even consider asking, she’s shaken herself out.
“…guess we don’t have time to debate this. I’m gonna… go get the others, escort them over here while you prep for launch.”
And just as quickly, she’s gone, rushing off the shuttle with a stride so long she’s almost running.
“Annalise,” says the box, “maybe you should…”
“Yeah, I’ll… I’ll go keep an eye on her,” she agrees with a nod. I turn to my work, to the simple logic of the levers and the dials and the switches, but before I can settle in, she pulls me back to her, and she presses a kiss to my lips. She doesn’t let it last. And yet, in the wake of her lips parting from mine, I can taste the desperation on her. She offers a stiff smile, when I meet her gaze, my eyes concerned, questioning. “Get us out of here and we’ll figure out our next move. Yeah? We’ll be okay.”
And off she goes. All I can do is pray she’s right, and strap myself in as I prep the ship for takeoff. I’m left in silence, for a while, as I run preflight diagnostics and check fuel levels, ADAE too respectful of my focus, and the human couple perhaps too fearful. Too good to last.
“…so,” the man says with a cautious laugh, “A fabricant and a human, huh? Must be-”
“Don’t,” instructs the box. And my silence is returned to me.

      ***They come in a single massive knot, but, mercifully, they keep their quiet as CORA and Annalise get them buckled in and prepared for launch. Even the children seem subdued to silence. After what I saw out on the concourse I don’t blame them, but I don’t have time to wonder or fear, I have a control panel to negotiate with and a passenger manifest to save.
“Everyone’s strapped,” CORA says as she returns to the bridge, “how we lookin’?”
“Systems green,” says the box, and I lean back over my seat, “ANNALISE!! Double checking, is everyone on!?”
She flashes a thumbs-up from where she’s calming down a child at the back of the craft, and I get down to business, spooling the engines and disengaging launch safeties.
“Straps?” ADAE asks… and before I can answer, I feel it. A thrum, a shudder, sound and sensation in equal part, as some motion or impact is transferred through the bones of the ship. All at once I’m in focused panic, pulse hammering in my ears, we need to go now.
“Yes,” the box replies, “very much straps. Annalise, straps, now!! We’re taking off!!”
I hear her murmur an apology and a reassurance to the child, before she sprints to the bridge, and seals the pressure hull behind us.
“Four chairs, four occupants, works out nice,” CORA laughs nervously as Annalise buckles the five-point harness over her chest, and I hear the mounting whine of turbines preparing to fire. My eyes are riveted to the RPM gauge, my left hand is locked in a death-grip around the slingshot lever, as the right drums anxiously against the throttle. What was that motion, was it an explosion, was it a change in course, was it a pursuer, was it-
Then Annalise’s hand rests on mine, and I am blessed by the reassurance of her smile. The RPM gauge chimes. Time to go. There’s not an instant of hesitation. Safety button in. Click. A a weighty ratchet as the lever is pulled. The scream of machine and steel as the slingshot sends us tearing forward, rattling like a thing possessed. G-forces rest as a weight upon my ribs, pressing me back into my seat, but I stay focused, easing the throttle forward, trying to match engine output to velocity, then the inner tube airlock snaps closed behind us, and the outer snaps open with a ‘POP’ of escaping air. The tube goes quiet now, the atmosphere is gone, open space hurtles closer, closer…
And then all goes still, as we are free. I don’t know what our destination is and in the short term it doesn’t matter, right now, my priority is getting us clear of the Defiant. We’re low against her bulk now, fired from the rails set into her underbelly, so I adjust our course downward with a hiss and a rumble of cold gas thrusters, and I get us clear.
I’m left alone for a while, as the panic-adrenaline fades, until the shrill static is gone, and I’m left with the muffled roar of the engine, and the unsteadiness of my own breathing. And then I hear the chirp of someone’s phone.
“No fucking way,” CORA mumbles, and fishes her phone from her pocket, peering at its display - then her eyes go wide. “No fucking way!” She answers immediately. “Fournier, hey, weird timing but I’ll take it. …no. No, I don’t-… listen I just need the number, this is urgent.” She motions frantically at ADAE, who offers her own phone - CORA snatches it, then paws open a note app and hammers in a lengthy code. “Yeah, got it, got it, why’s it so long? …fleet repeater routing? Guess that makes sense. Yeah. Yeah I paid in advance, why didn’t you record-… never mind.”
There’s a ship hanging ahead, an enormous cylinder, bristling with antennae and drydocks and external docking platforms. I recognize it. ‘Radiant Dawn’, she’s the largest vessel in the third ring, and it’s not a close thing, her size in view is by a factor of raw scale rather than proximity. Should we go there? No, too close to the parasite, just delaying the inevitable. Straight for the core, maybe? Try to find the most important person we can and tell them what we saw? My hopes aren’t high, but maybe it’s worth a-…
There’s a hull overhead. There shouldn’t be anything above us, what in hell… and when I look up, I desperately wish I hadn’t. It’s the Defiant. She’s pivoted, nose toward the Radiant Dawn, and she’s accelerating, the vast expanse of her underbelly racing overhead so swiftly we seem as if we should be scraping metal to metal.
“Holy shit,” Annalise whispers in horror. CORA’s eyes go wide.
“Fournier,” she presses, her tone shifted into trembling-tense panic, “Fournier listen to me, you need to brace, now, if you can’t reach a crash-couch put your back to the nearest wall you can find that’s facing prow-ward, press yourself against it like your life depends on it, Fournier-”
And then her engines pass overhead, a radial cluster of six flaming, blinding pillars, and we are caught in the fury of her thrust wake, sent tumbling and spinning through the black as the hull rattles with the impact of countless tiny fragments, unburned fuel, soot, and debris - the box swears violently as I grapple with the controls, instruments pinwheeling as the fleet spirals and twists, smeared across the canopy. I hear screaming muffled through the pressure door, but I try to tune it out, focusing on the chatter and hiss of the thrusters as I fight it, as I control axis after axis after axis, and regain our heading…
Debris. Fire. Glittering chaos cast across the black like falling snow, as the Defiant is driven into the Radiant’s hull like a bullet. The Radiant Dawn is vast, too blindingly massive to be gutted by the impact or even knocked substantially off course, but the Defiant lingers, buried in her flank like a broken spear, her engines winking out one by one. My hands are trembling on the controls. The bridge is silent and jaws are slack.
“If they wanted to die they could have just oversparked the reactor,” ADAE murmurs, voice quiet as if her mind is elsewhere, “she would have gone up in a fireball instantly. This-… this makes no sense. This is a message.”
I think of the blurring bodies. The vomited silver. I don’t want to say it but I have to.
“…or a disease vector,” replies the box.
“O-o-okay but if this is some-… some kinda plague does that mean we-…” stammers CORA, and when she says it, when her words sink in, I see ADAE’s eyes drift closed, a long breath escaping from the back of her throat.
“…ADAE,” Annalise says, quietly but urgently.
“I’ve been feeling… unwell, for several hours now. Nauseous. Listless. I attributed it to stress and exhaustion but I now realize there is an alternative explanation,” she replies.
“How can you be so calm about this!?” CORA half-shrieks, “that was home! That was everything we had and everything we built and it’s just GONE, and what happens next!? What happens to the Radiant, and then the next ship and the one after that!? What happens to US!? What h-…”
Annalise reaches over and takes her hand, holding it in a firm squeeze, and while CORA does stop talking, she doesn’t stop breathing with a frantic shallowness just short of hyperventilation.
“It’s just so much,” she whispers raggedly, “Control, dying over and over, the silver shit, the blurring, the Sea of Silence, the zoned-out UHANs, the dreams, the memories, the hijacking, the parasite… how can it all be happening at once…?”
“I’m still convinced it’s all connected,” says the box.
“But how? How can it be?”
“I don’t know. But so many new threats, so fast… the simplest explanation is that it’s not a dozen new hells, it’s one, we just don’t know its face yet. Occam’s Razor.”
CORA goes quiet. I don’t know if a silence of reluctant agreement, or a silence whose origin is a lack of will to argue.
“One way or another we need to go to the core,” Annalise says, her voice quiet and resolute.
“And if it is some kind of disease? If we’re carrying this with us?” asks the box.
“Then we stay on the shuttle so they can scan or study or send hazmat teams - it doesn’t matter. What does matter is that Fleetops needs to know this is something completely unprecedented, right now news of a new Pax will be spreading and I guarantee the higher-ups have already written this disaster off as Futility Override when it has the potential to be so much more dangerous.”
“I don’t wanna be a Typhoid Mary, man…” CORA murmurs to herself.
“We have no way to knowingly prevent that because we don’t know how it spreads,” Annalise says, “it might be airborne or it might be an intangible radiation that has already bathed the entire fleet, we don’t know. All we can control right now is where our knowledge goes.”
She’s right. I don’t hesitate, I just turn us toward the core, and open the engines to full. A dry laugh escapes ADAE at my certainty.
“It would seem that settles that,” she muses. Annalise looks to me, a reassuring little smile on her lips, and she nods a small, approving nod. CORA just stares into space. 
I can’t bring myself to mourn the Defiant, not the way she was. A hell filled with so many vicious, terrible people. Most will have survived the impact, the wonders of a modern starship are boundless, but some part of me takes solace in the knowledge I will never see it again. As for CORA… all I can say is that I don’t know how to help her and right now I can’t think clearly enough to try. Get to the core. I can understand that. I can control that.
Get to the core.
Get to the core.
Get to the core.

      ***It takes the better part of an hour for spirits to calm enough that Annalise volunteers to head into the passenger compartment and try to calm them in turn. Distress spills through, when she opens the door. Trembling voices. Crying children. Uncertain words deadened with resignation. She is a bright spot, as she so often is, confident and reassuring and radiant with all that gentle certainty I know is more showmanship than truth. I don’t know how she does it.
“…listen.” I look to CORA when she speaks, and her eyes are firmly on her boots. “I shouldn’t have shouted. I know you were just… being your pragmatic self, doing what you need to do like you always have. It’s just… I’m not like you. Y’know? As much as I wish I could be sometimes. So is it okay if I ask you to try to talk things through with me before you just… do shit like that, in the future? I know why you did it and you were right, but I’m not some kid. We’ve been through hell together more than once, we know that now. Don’t I deserve some kind of trust?”
There’s a brief urge to lash out, but I smother it. Not everything is about our relationship. Not everything is about how it ended.
“I can do that,” says the box, “the only reason I responded the way I did is that you’re reacting to this differently from the Silver Tides, and I wasn’t sure what you were going to do. You were calmer, then. As if you were better prepared.”
“Well because I was. On the Silver Tides, we-… I think on some level all of us on that ship knew we were going to die. We were deep in the moonward rim and the fleet doesn’t just get to shuffle at will, so it was a matter of time before the parasite hit us. What happened to that ship was something I’d spent my entire life preparing for, even if the way it happened wasn’t exactly in the textbooks. But this…” 
She winces, and lets out a taut little sigh. “…I let myself believe I was safe. Even when the echoes started to come, they don’t pose the risk the parasite did and I knew that, even if the humans didn’t. This is… my world being turned on its head, instead of the end I was waiting for. I’m having a hard time with that. Who in their right mind expected that another parasite would just show up after we spent centuries with just the one?”
“Certainly not the core, that much is clear,” the box sighs.
“…yeah. ADAE, how you doin’?”
ADAE has been silent in her seat, leaned back, eyes closed. A single blue eye opens as she’s addressed, peering at CORA, then me, before closing again.
“Well enough,” she says, “I’ll be ready to move when I need to.”
“But is it getting worse?” CORA presses. I can see ADAE stiffen, ever so slightly.
“…yes. Slowly. Don’t you feel it too? Is it really just me?” CORA shakes her head, and a bitter little laugh escapes ADAE. “Fate running in circles I suppose. Once again am I the canary in the coal mine. A living portent of devastation to come.”
“Didn’t you escape Futility Override by removing your receiver?” the box asks, and she nods.
“I did, but I was the first one to see where Captain Salter’s response to Temple’s discovery was going to lead. I didn’t predict the parasite, but I did predict the ideological war that came first. It’s not quite the same but it’s close enough that I find it difficult to ignore the irony.”
Annalise returns as ADAE speaks, sealing the hatch behind her.
“How’s the flock?” CORA asks.
“Not well, but calmer than before,” Annalise replies, “I’ve informed them that we’re heading to the core to try to tell Fleetops what happened, and we’ll drop them off somewhere secure as soon as we’re allowed to make port.”
“We should have picked up supplies. Stupid. Luna only knows how long we’ll be stranded on this shuttle,” ADAE sighs.
“Hey at least we got them and us off the ship,” CORA mutters, though I can’t tell if she’s talking to ADAE or herself, “if we’d launched much later the Defiant would’ve taken us out like a flyswatter.”
I intend to say something, but before I can feed a sentence to the echolink repeater, the control console screams, a shrill, attention-grabbing ‘bweee!’ that rapidly pitches up three times in succession, then again. Piloting instructionals are still clear in my memory, I know that sound. I know that sound.
“What was that?” Annalise asks urgently, but before I can reply, a cluster of tracer rounds, bright against the dark of space, tears past our nose. Dangerously close. I grit my teeth, and fire braking thrusters.
“Weaponsfire,” says the box, “we’ve been targeted.”
“What!? By who!?” blurts ADAE, her calm evaporated all at once, but our answer is not long coming, as the console chimes with an incoming hail. I hesitate, for a moment, I don’t want to divide my attention between a stranger’s threats and shedding velocity after a shot across my bow, but ignoring them might just get us killed, so I bite the bullet and answer.
A woman’s face resolves on the call display. I find myself scrutinized by hard, silver eyes, sunken by exhaustion into a face that’s pale, stern, and sharply angular. Greying brown hair is bound back into a tight bun, and a white and blue Fleetops uniform seems to be halfway to strangling her, complete with a blue armband on the left signifying rank. Military, and someone important. She plucks a cigarette from her lips with a muttered curse when she realizes the camera’s on, and straightens her jacket.
“This is Commodore Maxine Vesper. The hindfleets from the second ring back have been designated a quarantine zone, cut your engines and turn back or you will be fired upon.”
Fuck me.
“Commodore, we have civilians aboard,” says the box, as I do my best to keep its delivery respectful but firm, “around a hundred bodies, survivors from the starship Once More We Stand Defiant. We’ll turn back if we must but please let us take them to safe harbor in the second ring first.”
“What do you mean ‘we’ll turn back’!?” CORA hisses. I ignore her, but it seems Maxine heard, as her eyes survey my bridge through the lens of her camera.
“Your ship is full of fabricants, we have too many of you in the core as it stands.”
I blink.
“Can you elaborate on that?” the box asks. Maxine’s eyes drift closed, and she pinches at the bridge of her nose with a weighty sigh.
“This is clearly Futility Override. Fabricants are demonstrably a liability now that another Fosphage parasite has arrived, can you honestly blame me?”
Anger is clawing its way up my throat like a trapped animal, desperate to live.
“With respect. This is not Futility Override. I am a survivor of the Silver Tides, I have been exposed in the past, this is not what it looks like. Additionally, I’ve seen symptoms in humans. This is something new, different, and altogether more dangerous - if you let us get these civilians somewhere safe, we’ll give you the firsthand account you so clearly need.”
Her head inclines, and her lip curls subtly, baring a narrow sliver of teeth.
“And why would I trust a fabricant on matters of Futility Override? You have every reason to lie. I’m sending a vessel to escort you back to the Radiant Dawn, the transponder ID has been sent to your computer. It’s been given authorization to shoot you down if you break formation. Do you understand?”
“Wait!” Annalise interjects, fumbling her straps open and rushing to the console, “the Radiant Dawn is already in crisis, the Defiant collided with her several hours ago, it’s why we’re here, she is not safe harbor!”
“Do you understand!?” Maxine repeats. Annalise winces.
“Yes,” replies the box.
“Good. Vesper out.”
And the line cuts.
I can see the cordon ahead, a band of glittering lights, small combat ships, armed and waiting, and for a moment, just a moment, I consider gunning the engines and trying to run it. I’m not sure why. Perhaps it’s sheer spite. My hand rests on the throttle, fingers curling tight, and I almost do it, we can make it, we’re fast enough, I’m sure… but there are lives at stake here that are not mine to risk.
So, with lead in my heart, I lay in a course to follow the patrol ship as its transponder signal winks in the dark. Cowed, beaten, I allow myself to be led to the slaughter.






  
  5
The Blur Between Places
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It’s a small mercy that the dockmaster on the Radiant Dawn doesn’t ask too many questions - not where we’re coming in from, nor why we’re being escorted by Fleetops. She just lets us make port. We leave the shuttle in the hands of the refugees there, believing, perhaps, that they’ll have a better shot without any fabricants aboard. As for us… we agree it’s not worth the risk to try to flee the ship. Not yet, at any rate. ‘Perhaps in thirty-six hours when the hounds have lost interest,’ ADAE suggests. For now, we’re stuck. 
It’s strange, on the Radiant. She’s built like a space station with engines, a relic from before gravity plating, rotating endlessly to keep boots on the ground while her city-dense inner surface sweeps up and away until it arches overhead, seemingly in defiance of all reason. Her scale is beyond anything I’ve ever seen, even in my memories of the New Hope - the fleet’s heart is a larger ship, by all measures, but far more compartmentalized. The Radiant Dawn lays everything out in the open, where it’s impossible to miss.
But what unsettles me isn’t the view. It’s the calm. The impact site is visible toward the vessel’s stern, a trickle of smoke smearing inky through the air as it’s drawn toward the air circulation column spearing through the cylinder’s heart, and I think I can make out the glow of fire, but the people around me are largely unconcerned. ‘Accidents happen.’ ‘What if it was an attack?’ ‘It’s on the other side of the ship, we won’t hear a word of it here.’ I can only pray they’re right.
We stop at a cafe to collect ourselves, once we’ve left the shuttle with the refugees and passed some funds along so they can hire a pilot, but something about the little shop just drives home the uncanniness of it all. Not so long ago we sat in an empty cafe, food abandoned, glass broken, blood on the walls, and now, we gather in a space not so different, as the world goes on as if none of this is happening. Will it catch up to them here, or are they right?
“Even if we can’t move yet we need a plan, right?” says CORA, “we all agree on that, we’ve gotta. I don’t wanna stay here, these people think they’re safe but they’re fuckin’ insane.”
“Keep your voice down,” ADAE hisses. CORA grimaces by way of reply, and just sips her coffee. Fortunately it doesn’t look like she caught any eyes.
“At minimum,” Annalise says, “we need to contact Sunan. One way or another we have an opportunity now.”
“And what then? We need a way off this ship.”
I’m inclined to agree with ADAE but I let Annalise talk.
“We don’t just need a way off this ship. We need a way to the core. Luna only knows how far this will go if Fleetops are allowed to just… shove their heads in the sand, a coordinated response may be our only hope and Luna only knows we can’t do that on our own.”
CORA is immediately shaking her head, nose wrinkled and lips grimacing.
“No. No. Fuck no. Absolutely fucking not. They will kill us for trying. I know it’s, like, a game, when you call me paranoid, a big ‘ha ha look at funny CORA’ bit, but I’m right and you know it. Maxine was not fucking around, could see it in her eyes.”
“And if this new threat kills us instead?” asks the box. Silence.
“Let’s put it to a vote then,” says ADAE.
“And if we tie?” CORA replies at a mutter.
“We’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. All in favour of going to the core and trying to stop this?”
Annalise, ADAE, and I all raise a hand. CORA groans.
“Should’ve known… fuck it. Fine. Let’s all go to crazy-land.”
“If you think it’s safer here we are not going to force you to come,” ADAE says quietly.
CORA opens her mouth to reply - then lets out a long breath, and pinches at the bridge of her nose.
“No, it’s… ngh. I’m not not gonna go with you. Okay? I think you’re making a stupid call like stupid people but… if it means backing you up I’m gonna live with it.”
“Thank you, CORA,” Annalise says with a warm little smile - CORA just rolls her eyes.
“Yeah whatever. So how we doin’ this?”
ADAE rises to her feet.
“We should take a walk if we’re going to discuss this,” she says, so I down the remainder of my coffee, and the four of us file out. The streets are pretty busy closer to the docking bay, so we head that way, and we let our voices vanish into the thronging conversations of others. Only once she’s sure nobody is listening does ADAE start talking. 
“The way I see it we have three options. One: steal a shuttle. Fly it somewhere quiet, someone goes EVA, rips out all the antennas while people inside shut down the transponder, then we fly past the cordon and hope they don’t make visual contact. Two: wait until the crisis worsens, because the cordon is inevitably going to buckle under the tide of ships fleeing toward the core.”
“Well both of those suck,” CORA interjects, “one is probably suicide and two means waiting long enough that contacting Fleetops is pointless, they’ll already know what’s going on by then.”
“Then, option three… we wait for the Radiant Dawn to fall.” Something tightens in my chest at that. “I guarantee that the Defiant crashed here to spread whatever it was those fabricants were carrying, meaning this ship is already infected. It follows that the Radiant Dawn will be used to target an even larger ship, the way the Defiant was. And the only ships bigger than the Radiant are in the core. Fleetops won’t be able to shoot her down, she’s too big, she’ll punch clean through the cordon and we’ll ride her down. Evac at the last minute or hole up in crash couches.”
None of us seem quite sure how to respond to that.
“…Luna,” CORA murmurs, “that’s… cold.”
Another standing quiet.
“But perhaps it’s necessary,” Annalise says, voice low, “do we really have a way to save this ship? If she’s going to fall, no matter what we do, then it might be our soonest and best opportunity.”
“So these people are already dead, is that it?” CORA snaps.
“That’s not fair,” says the box, and she sighs.
“…no. No it’s not, I’m sorry. I’m just… this sucks, man.”
“…yeah. It does.”
The lingering silence that follows suggests nobody has a better plan. There’s a grimness thickening the air between us as we start for the Radiant Dawn’s stern, hoping to keep a closer eye on the unfolding disaster, perhaps so we can know when to seek shelter, or perhaps because we feel a sense of shame that compels us to lock eyes with the coming end. As if we had brought it with our own hands. 
Maybe it’s just me.
Eventually the four of us emerge into a desolate tram hub, our motion echoing off the squat ceiling and broad, angular platforms. A tram stands, waiting, doors open, and completely empty - it lingers like that, for a few still, silent moments, then its doors seal, and it rockets off toward stern with an echoing squeal of rollers on track. Machines churning still, unburdened by the people they were built to serve yet moving of their own accord, like the ghost of absent civilization. I look to the others, and CORA shrugs.
“Guess we’re close enough to the chaos that people are wising up and backing off,” she murmurs.
“Nothing for it but to wait if the system is still operational,” the box replies, and I’m about to start for the platform - but then I hear it. A shrill metallic squeak, echoing from somewhere behind. Unoiled hinges. We’re not alone. Slowly, hoping to avoid prompting alarm, I look back over my shoulder, and there, emerging from a maintenance passage, are black-uniformed SELCIs. I count four.
“What are you doing here?” one of them calls, her voice becoming manifold in this empty place. No way out until the next train comes. We talk or we fight. Annalise sees me tensing, and she rests a hand on my arm, a gentle, warning touch, as she turns to face the SELCIs. I force my hands out of fists. May as well let her try.
“We evacuated pre-emptively,” she says, smiling a winning smile, “but now that the incident seems largely contained, we thought we’d go back for some of our things. There’s no cordon in place, surely what we’re doing isn’t illegal.”
I turn to face the SELCIs as she speaks, and so does CORA - but ADAE keeps her back turned, poking at her phone to smokescreen. Wise. The lead SELCI opens her mouth, expression remaining hard, but before she can speak, one of the others pats her shoulders, and whispers something. In the stark silence, I can just barely make it out.
“That CERHA unit. Awfully beat-up. Distinct. Looks like the one in Vesper’s APB.”
Fuck. I adjust my stance, letting my body flow into those old familiar patterns it finds when it’s bracing for a fight.
“Checking,” the lead murmurs in reply, and takes a few steps closer. The others fall in, and as a unit, they steadily approach. “The rest of you can continue to your destination, but I’m going to need to pull this CERHA unit aside for questioning and inspection. She’s heavily modified and I need to verify she’s not using any banned aftermarket components.”
Annalise’s smile starts to go stiff.
“I did the work myself, the parts were all legally obtained. Would you like to see my license?”
“Ma’am with all due respect, I can’t just take your word for it.”
I need to warn her now, the SELCIs are getting closer and closer - I rest a hand on her shoulder, and I lean in, whispering through the box, “she’s lying. Vesper put out an APB on my head. It’ll be a fight.”
Her eyes flick to me, then back to the SELCIs.
“Let me stall until a train gets in.”
“Okay.”
I let her go, and straighten, watching the SELCIs get closer. Closer. Pack of fucking hyenas.
“What was that about?” one of them asks.
“Concern about the schedule,” Annalise replies, “now, I understand you can’t take my word for it, but if you give me a moment, I may be able to locate transaction logs using my phone.”
“If your schedule is that tight then you shouldn’t delay, just get going when the next train arrive, let us do our exam,” the lead insists, as the four of them start to hem us in.
“Aren’t you a CORA unit?” a third SELCI asks, plucking at CORA’s hair, “this isn’t regulation, military units are banned from using dye.”
CORA shoots me a pleading look, a look that screams ‘help me, anything I know how to say will sink us.’ If that train doesn’t show up in the next few seconds we are fucked.
“She’s from off the ship,” says the box, “just visiting, she got some time off after a recent… incident. Psychoanalytics gave her a few months for trauma processing. To prevent malfunction.”
The SELCI fiddling with her hair shoots me a look.
“How does that explain the dye?” she asks.
“Not every ship has regulations as draconian as this one. We’re in the hindfleets, let it slide.”
“You’re not in a position to tell us to ‘let things slide’,” the SELCI growls, her voice hardening, “particularly given you appear to be experiencing a QOL Spike Cascade. Tell me… why aren’t you in fabricant holding, awaiting diagnosis and repair, or decommissioning? CERHA units aren’t civilian, you don’t get to self-direct. Who has authorized you to be here? And since you’re clearly off-duty, why are you armed?”
I look to Annalise, and I hope my eyes convey how sorry I am - then I draw the hatchet, and with a vicious swipe, I open the leader’s throat. She staggers back as I’m spattered by the spray, her eyes wide and wild with betrayed fury. She doesn’t have the chance to act on it. She drops. 
There’s a moment of frozen quiet, as what’s happened sinks in… and then, motion. Noise. The one on CORA lunges for her gun, so CORA flings herself clear, draws, and fires until her revolver clicks dry, rounds glancing from the SELCI’s chestplate until the last takes most of her head with it. She’s been practicing. Two down. ADAE is backing off. I don’t know why and it doesn’t matter. The last two have eyes on me, and briefly meet each other’s gaze - one charges me, and the other runs.
“She’s running so she has enough room to open fire, someone stop her!” the box roars in the instant before the fourth SELCI tackles me to the cold and hard of the tile. I see someone rush past me, as I land with a cough. Doesn’t matter who as long as they keep that SELCI off her gun.
“Focus,” growls the SELCI astride me, “just you and me.”
She’s got my wrist pinned, the hatchet rendered useless by black-gloved fingers - I don’t have time for this, I can hear the train coming, the rush of air, the mounting squeal of brakes. I drive my forehead into the SELCI’s nose. Her head snaps back as oxidant drips to my face, and her grip loosens, just enough, just barely enough, and the impact has left her neck wide. I don’t waste the opening.
Slipping neatly between vertebrae, the hatchet severs head from shoulders. I shove the corpse off me before I can be drowned in the oxidant, and I turn my attention to the last survivor. There, a few meters off, Annalise wrestles with the SELCI for his gun. She’s losing, eyes wild, teeth bared, I remember the dust of Luna, the flash of a single gunshot - not again, never again.
I can’t shoot, I might hit her, so I scramble to my feet, and I break into a run. He sees me closing, his eyes flicking to me, then back to Annalise - and as if in retaliation, he drives a closed fit into her gut. A choked yelp of agony escapes her, and she drops, curled around the point of contact. I don’t know what he hit and I don’t care.
“YOU’LL PAY FOR THAT,” the box roars.
“MAKE ME, TRAITOR,” he roars right back, and goes to raise his gun, but I’m faster, and I greet him with the hatchet. Its blade bites into his wrist and lodges in ceramic bone, severed tendons leaving the gun to slip from slack fingers. His eyes widen in shock. We’re not done. I don’t stop, I let my momentum carry me into a charge, my shoulder connecting with his and driving him to the floor.
I wrench the hatchet free and I go for the throat. One last time. He barely manages to catch the hatchet’s haft as I fall upon him; its edge hovers inches from his throat, his arm trembling as he tries to keep it back, but I have the leverage, and he knows it, I can see the mortal fear in his eyes.
I press my other palm against the haft, and with both hands, I drive the edge into his neck, flesh meekly surrendering to steel with a subtle resistance and a wet parting. He’s not quite dead. Clawing at the floor as he chokes and gags, oxidant spilling into his trachea. I figure he’s earned it. I get off him, kick his gun out of reach, and turn my focus to Annalise.
“Can you move?” asks the box, as I lower myself to a knee at her side, and return the hatchet to my belt.
“…can’t…” she wheezes out, “…hurts…”
The train pulls into station with a rush of air, its doors whispering apart. No time.
“Get on, we’re moving!” shouts the box, as I carefully scoop her into my arms, and rise to my feet. The others don’t reply or protest, they just go, and I meet them at a run, slipping through the doors an instant before they close.
“Luna’s sake, Sarah,” CORA pants as she slumps into a seat, “that was-… it was brutal, man, was that necessary?”
“Yes.”
I don’t dignify it with a reply beyond that, I just lower Annalise into a seat as the tram starts to move, and settle into a kneel before her. She knows what I’m doing as I gently lift her hands from the injury, and she doesn’t fight me as I carefully lift her clothes. 
As if the SELCI knew where to hit, his fist connected at her surgical site, the gauze left spotted with blood and bruises starting to form around it. If she’s torn sutures I don’t have the equipment to fix it. Nothing I can do. I just let her dress down and take a seat next to her, pulling her hand into mine as I do so - after a few moments of silence, I feel her lean into me, and like that, she speaks, her words a faint little whisper.
“I don’t know how much longer I can live like this, Sarah,” she breathes, her eyes resigned and half-focused as they stare through the wall, “I feel like I’m barely alive… bits and pieces held together with sutures… it never stops, it never gets better, and when I finally dare to think it is, along comes this… hell. And I’m reminded that I’m made of glass. Down in the pit all over again.”
My hand tightens around hers.
“You’ll heal, some day,” says the box, “sooner or later there will be nothing else to remove, and you’ll be okay.”
“It’ll kill me first. I know it. Every second that passes I just get more and more sure: this is how I’m going to die.”
The way my throat goes tight, I don’t dare speak - I just blink back the tears, and hold her hand, so she knows I’m still there.
Time passes, as we race toward the thread of inky smoke that marks ground zero. Slowly, Annalise sits up a little straighter, her face pained, but the reigns once more firmly in hand. It’s then that she offers a precious distraction.
“We should call Sunan, while we have the chance and the privacy,” she says, still a little breathless but very much herself once more, “let me do the talking, they can be… skittish, I’ll introduce you when I think I can.”
CORA makes a sort of grandiose sweeping motion, inviting her to continue, and Annalise fishes out her phone, punching in the inter-ship relay code CORA got from her contact. I wonder if he survived the impact. She holds the phone out carefully, far enough that we can see but not quite far enough that we’re within the lens’ field of view, as it rings… and rings… and rings. I’m starting to wonder if they’re asleep when, finally, a connection is made.
“H-…hello?” asks an audibly nervous voice, its tone a husky sort of androgynous. The screen is black, but not consistently so. I think they’re covering the lens of their camera with a hand.
“Sunan Banarasi? It’s Annalise Fletcher calling.”
“…what,” the voice breathes, “but-… but… no, that doesn’t make-… unless… oh! Of course! Of course I can’t believe I didn’t look for you sooner!”
And the camera is exposed, flashing to white briefly before it adjusts - and there, on the other end, is our metaphysicist. They seem young, young for having been working with Fleetops and armed with a PHD ten years ago at any rate, and I find myself greeted by a round, friendly face, framed by dark hair cut in a bob about their chin, and Annalise is closely observed by slate-grey eyes wide from behind round-lensed glasses.
“You’re Tideborne,” they say, as if it makes everything makes sense, “of course you are, why would there be so many others but not you, Luna’s own chosen?”
Annalise smiles a stiff smile, as Sunan adjusts their grip on the phone, and starts to run. I catch glimpses of their ship as they move, cramped spaces, cables erupting from crude retrofits that seem to be in a perpetual state of modification, winking lights, and at least a dozen fabricants - fabricants of all prints. I think I even catch a glimpse of a VOHTA, her towering eight foot frame leaning back against an empty space of wall. What are they doing with all these units? None of them seem uncomfortable or unhappy, I only catch varying expressions of concern or surprise as Sunan rushes past, so I don’t think they’re being kept for unpaid labour. Why, then?
“Okay!” they proclaim as they flop into a bridge console chair that is noticeably too big for them, “what do you need, my apparently-resurrected friend?”
“Luna, where do we start,” Annalise sighs, what had briefly been a bright smile fading to nothing like ash in the wind, “have you been tracking recent paranatural phenomena? Something strange and new?”
“Oh yes I’ve been tracking it for years.”
Annalise looks to me, frowning, then back to the camera.
“What do you mean years?” she asks, but Sunan is already stiffening.
“Is… is someone there with you?” they ask, voice immediately tense. A small laugh escapes Annalise, and she aims the camera at me, eliciting a jolt of surprise.
“Why would you just point it at me!” the box protests, but before I can get anything else out, Annalise grabs my left hand, and holds it up, showing the ring to the camera.
“Sunan, meet Sarah, my wife. Also CORA and ADAE. We are all survivors of the Silver Tides - what you are apparently calling ‘Tideborne’.”
CORA sticks her face into frame and waves with a smile. ADAE just sighs to herself, but there’s a little twitch to her lips that tells me she’s not actually annoyed.
“The legendary Sarah,” Sunan breathes, eyes widening, “CERHA unit zero-twelve dash NH. Annalise told me so many stories, back in the day. Fleetops regretted assigning you to each other from day one and it is genuinely inspiring to see that you’ve managed to keep to each other after all this time.”
“Really?” asks the box, as I frown.
“Oh of course. You’re a lesbian, Sarah, or perhaps you became one the moment you embraced your womanhood. It’s on file. That wedding band is their ultimate fear. Or it was. I suppose it’s all moot now.”
“Lesbians are naturally inclined to crush the state, it’s true,” CORA comments with a grin as she flops back into her seat.
“When she found me on the Silver Tides she was at my side until the very end. We bled out side by side in Luna’s heart,” Annalise says with a sad little smile, “I remember that now. She is… everything to me.”
At first, my heart skips a beat. But then I remember the desperation in my eyes, as she pleaded with me to stay with her, and the vacant resignation as she admitted she’s sure she’s going to die, mere minutes ago… and now all I feel is shame; shame for scaring her, and shame because the desire for an end is still there. But I promised. And I’ll hold to that. I’ll stay with her until she can find the strength to believe she will survive this.
“Yes, your memories, everyone remembers,” Sunan says, “that was the first indication to me that we were entering a new phase - Dot woke me up in the dead of night and told me that she remembered the Silver Tides, that all the fabricants did. All the fabricants I have here, they’re Tideborne, fabricants that needed somewhere to go. They’re all undocumented so I offer them a safe place to stay and feed them and get them things they’d like in exchange for some extra hands when I need them, but mostly they’re company so I don’t drive myself insane.”
A nervous laugh escapes Sunan, before they continue.
“Slightly… packed, but not an unhappy existence. Anyway, yes, something was off long before the memories. Bursts of a sort of exotic radiation that matches no known pattern, from all over the fleet, and accelerating in frequency. Even now. Faster and faster. My standing theory is we’ve hit a sort of criticality point.”
“You seem awfully calm about this,” CORA murmurs faintly mistrustfully.
“Why wouldn’t I be? It’s pure theory and some strange dreams, limited to the crew of one decade-lost ship.”
ADAE blinks.
“Didn’t you hear?” she asks, as Annalise turns the camera to her, “the starship Once More We Stand Defiant was hijacked by victims of some sort of disease - people talking about the ‘Sea of Silence’ and vomiting silver. They move as if coordinated. The Defiant collided with the Radiant Dawn a matter of hours ago in what appeared to be an intentional attack. Fleetops has cordoned the third ring hindfleets, blaming Futility Override, and is threatening to shoot down anyone who approaches.”
“Not to mention the new Pax,” the box sighs. Sunan’s jovial attitude is gone in an instant. They’re like a ghost.
“…oh. Oh my. No, I… I had not heard,” they whisper, “I’m… a ways off, in the second ring, perhaps behind this cordon, they must have choked the flow of information to nothing or I would have-… this… this is why you are calling, then.”
“Yes,” Annalise says.
“Okay. Let me… try to make some educated guesses. You were there, you saw, what are the commonalities between the infected?”
I sit forward in my seat.
“Virtually every infected fabricant we’ve seen is a service unit, mostly UHANs,” says the box, “though the one confirmed human… attempted suicide. Something dragged her from death, some… supernatural force, twice. The infected UHANs can die, we’ve seen it, so her case may be somewhat unique but we saw her vomiting silver so there must be some connection.”
Sunan’s eyes go unfocused, a contemplative murmur escaping them.
“It could be affecting fabricants more quickly or perhaps it’s a matter of sample size, more fabricants than humans among the Tideborne, many more… your CORA unit said the afflicted mentioned a ‘Sea of Silence’? Is this a quiet red sea under a white sky?”
I shudder as I remember it, as I recall the unnatural peace I felt in the dream. Just bringing the memory to mind calms me in the way of chloroform, and I’m reminded, uncomfortably, of the joy I felt in the void, as the Pax aboard the Silver Tides deprived me of everything I loved.
“That’s correct,” replies the box.
“So, at minimum, this started with the Tideborne. That feels safe to conclude. But why UHANs, why service units…? If it is spreading more quickly among service fabricants, jumping from Tideborne to others, there must be a commonality. I will search, pull some strings, gather intel, I have friends all over the fleet, surely someone in the third ring hindfleets will be able to pass information to me past the cordon.”
Annalise’s eyes are hard. Focused.
“In the meantime, do you have anything solid we can use?” she asks, “any… lever, to identify the threat to Fleetops, or to stop its spread? Please, Sunan, before more people die.”
Instantly, Sunan is stammering, a wildness in their eyes. It takes them a good few seconds to get words out among the hail of abortive syllables.
“N-…no, no, no no no all I have is abstract theory and… spitballing, I-… I have scanners, here, on my ship, you have been exposed? You were on the Defiant? I would need you, here, physically, there is hardware here that would be able to tell me more but right now all I can say is that this exotic radiation is uncannily similar to the bursts we would detect from Luna when She spoke to you.”
…what? How is that possible?
“Could this be some manner of echo?” ADAE asks, and Sunan shakes their head - but then pauses, and shrugs, with a weighty sigh.
“The difference in the radiation signature suggests to me that it’s not - it’s significant enough that automated pattern recognition did not identify it as Luna, I only noticed similarities after manual analysis. Now, we are deep in uncharted waters it would seem, so it may be possible it’s an echo too small or too massive to detect conventionally - that said I’m reluctant to classify what I do not understand and any further guesswork could lead to some truly dangerous assumptions, on my part and yours. Come to me, if you can. We will both learn more and may perhaps put a name to… this. Do you have a way through the cordon?”
Annalise’s expression darkens.
“We’re working on it,” she says quietly, “thank you for your time, Sunan, I’ll let you get back to work, and… it’s good to see you again.”
“You as well, old friend. It would seem I have much to do. O-oh, and congratulations on the wedding!”
And the line cuts.
“They’re a treasure, I wonder if they’re single,” CORA muses. The levity seems… forced, out of place, even in her face I can see the stiffness of her smile. Perhaps she’s reaching back for the coping mechanisms she used on the Silver Tides. I wonder if it works.
“If you break their heart we’ll have words,” Annalise replies, but nobody seems to have the spirit to keep the bit going, so conversation dies there, and we each return to our own private tapestry of fears.

      ***We’re close enough to smell the smoke on the air. An acrid plastic stink, suffusing the air with its wretched scent even here, on streets where fractured pavement is dusted by broken glass, and skyscraper facades loom tattered like a body without flesh. Broken windows become eye sockets, staring in death. The thread has is a column here, a billowing wall of black that devours half the sky, and at the edge of hearing, screaming. Weaponfire. Probably SELCIs trying to intervene.
…I feel sick, sick in the stomach, sick in the head, as something pounds against the insides of my temples. I try to tell myself it’s just the smell. What I can’t deny, however, is the… pull. Something is calling me closer, behind layers of glass and steel and concrete. There’s something waiting there for me, at the place where two ships became one.
A gift. Understanding, maybe. Or the power to stop this.
“I think we should get a little closer,” ADAE says, “try to get eyes on what’s actually happening. I don’t think we’ve seen anyone who’s silversick yet.”
“Yeah,” agrees the box, before I have time to think it through. Annalise just nods numbly in reply, and starts toward the smoke, even as humans and fabricants hurry in the opposite direction, glancing over shoulders and holding hushed and frantic conversations.
“Guys?” CORA asks, as all three of us lengthen our stride. “Hey! Guys! Should we maybe interrogate this a little more closely!?”
“ADAE is right,” replies the box, “we need to verify there are actually silversick here. It’s not impossible the Defiant crash was, genuinely, an accident.”
“Okay but do you actually believe that!?” she shouts. She’s falling behind. For a moment, I think she’s not coming, but then I hear the exasperated groan, and the crunch of broken glass as she runs to catch up. “I hate that you’re right,” she mutters as she arrives at my side, “’kay, fine. Beyond all possibility of doubt.”
Slowly we wind closer. The damage gets worse. Shards of land misaligned, heaved upward or sunken down. Things are on fire, burning personal vehicles and storefronts, and we’re starting to see wounded where they’ve been dragged off the road - I see an emergency hovercraft perched on stilt-like legs and dangling supplies from its underbelly on wires, as a team of EMSID units crowds around someone who lies disconcertingly still. A woman cries into another’s shoulder nearby. Silversickness or no silversickness, the horror wrought by the crash is becoming impossible to deny.
Then… it comes.
I don’t see it, I don’t even feel it, not quite, but I know it’s there: something rushes past me, like a shockwave from a blast I can’t perceive but can instinctively sense. I want to say I can hear it, but I don’t, I just think I do. And all at once, the nausea twists in my gut, worse by a factor of ten. I see ADAE double over, in the corner of my eye. She retches silver to the pavement.
“I don’t-… feel so good,” Annalise pants out, clutching at her belly, “I… I think we should…”
That’s when I see it - a cluster of four, two fabricants, two humans, sprinting at the pack of EMSIDs. One does a double take, then rises to her feet, shouting a warning. ‘This man is in critical condition. Step back.’ They don’t acknowledge her. They don’t slow. Not until the human at the head of the pack punches the EMSID across the jaw, with every shred of momentum he has. She staggers for a moment, then drops, as the other one scrambles to get away.
I draw my gun, and try to approach, but the sickness is swimming between my ears, setting me staggering - it’s all I can do to keep from dropping to my knees, even as the assailants grab their victims, one body per, and start to haul them away. The abductees don’t go peacefully, they struggle, they thrash, but they’re held with a grip that never falters, as if the assailants are gifted with impossible strength. Even the corpse is taken.
They’re moving quickly as they go, making for places unknown with vacant urgency - but then, just before they vanish around a corner, one of the assailants pauses a moment to vomit silver. There’s our answer. There are silversick here, and they have a use for the uninfected, alive or dead.
How long until that’s me, glassy eyed and hauling strangers to an unknown fate?
NO. I won’t let that happen. I won’t become that, not as long as there’s a shred of free will left in my body. I won’t. I CAN’T.
The sickness fades, slowly, as the group vanish into the alleys, and by the time I can stand up straight without swaying, they’re long gone. Annalise grabs my hand.
“We need to go. Now. It was the silversickness calling us here, I’m sure of it, talking us into making choices that don’t quite make sense, whispering in our ears… this choice, the choice to resist, to flee, that is what keeps us from becoming what we just saw.”
“Luna fucking damn it,” ADAE coughs, spitting silver to the pavement. She’s vomited at least once more and seems to be struggling to straighten. “I’m not sure I can move…”
“This isn’t the time for ‘standby’ you stiff idiot, come on!!” CORA shouts, and grabs ADAE by the wrist, starting to drag her off and away from the smoke. She staggers after the much smaller fabricant, barely keeping her feet beneath her, but, for the moment, managing. Annalise and I keep pace, and we’re not fast, but we’re gaining ground - until a pack of them emerges from a nearby alley, and they block off the road, not linking arms, but spaced closely enough together that getting all four of us past would be a fool’s errand.
We pause, a moment, unsure where to go - and in that moment of hesitation, as one, the group starts to advance. Their strides are long. Urgent. I try to back away, but a SOBRAM lunges, catching me by the wrist. Her grip is tight. Crushing. I feel nails cutting into skin.
“Come with us,” she says, a vacant smile on her face. 
“Sarah!” Annalise calls, pleading, the others are rushing for an alley to the left, and the strangers are starting to encircle, wherever they’re taking me I don’t want to go… 
Fine. Like the animals, then.
I wrench the hatchet from my belt and strike, severing the SOBRAM’s arm at the elbow then driving the blade into the side of her head - demiflesh and ceramic part before its edge like water and it enters her brain with a wet ‘THWACK’. She drops, dead instantly, the weight of her body pulling her off the hatchet’s blade with an ugly suction. Another is moving to take her place but I don’t let him, I bury the blade in his ribs and twist, tender organs perceptibly tearing around its sharpness in the moment before I wrench it free. He doesn’t make a sound. Even as his gore spatters the pavement. Even as he hunches around the wound and bleeds heartblood into his lungs.
Something in me wants to keep going. To bite down, to kill, to bathe in blood and oxidant until the threat is eliminated and my purpose is met - but then I meet Annalise’s wild-eyed gaze, and I see the survivors closing my hard-won gap, and I bolt. I don’t say a word as I catch up, and neither do they, we just keep moving, rushing down the alley.
“CORA,” ADAE chokes out raggedly, “I don’t think I can-”
“Not now!”
The alley winds like a serpent, tangling between the footprints of massive buildings that crowd in like the walls of a slot canyon, barely wide enough for me to stand chest-forward - but then we round a bend, and we’re faced with a dead end, a long straight passage that stretches past some dumpsters and ends in a little nook tangled with ventilation pipes.
And there, in that nook, rests a… blur.
The moment ADAE lays eyes on it, she collapses to all fours, wrenching her wrist out of CORA’s grip, and vomits milky silver. I can hear a gag from CORA. It… thrums, as if singing. It seems to pulse, as if alive. It distorts what lies beyond to nothingness like some trick of the light or blind spot in the eye, and yet it takes up physical space, threads of it clawing along the walls to anchor it in place like some creeping vine, distorting the stains in the steel to a brownish smear.
I think I can see something inside it. A hint of a human shape.
I have to look inside.
I’ll be so much happier if I do.
That’s when ADAE bolts. Scrambling at first on all fours before forcing herself up into a loping sprint, she hurls herself at the blur, eyes wild and blank, silver on her lips, chin, and chest. Her glasses fell off somewhere along the way. They’re crushed under her tread with a muted ‘crunch’.
“No no NO HEY!!”
CORA manages to catch her at the last second, digging her heels in and clutching at ADAE’s wrist with both hands. The much bigger, much stronger Class One fabricant slowly turns, staring down at CORA with a wild reproach in her eyes. A look so intense I wonder if this is about to come to violence.
“Let me go,” ADAE whispers raggedly.
“Fat fucking chance,” CORA pants as she fights to keep her grip, “you… are my friend… as hard as you make it sometimes… and I am not… letting you-…”
She needs help or we’re going to lose ADAE. The reality of the situation drags me from the clutches of the blur’s call, and I rush to her side, grabbing ADAE by the shoulders and forcing her to look at me. She stares like a caged animal.
“HEY!” the box snaps, “snap out of it, we need you here!”
I hear someone else running. Sprinting bootsteps.
“Sarah,” CORA breathes in horror, then in a scream of panic, “SARAH!! ANNALISE IT’S ANNALISE!!”
I glance over my shoulder, pleading with fallen Luna for it not to be true - and yet, there she is, running for the blur. I can only save one. In an instant of cruel panic, I let ADAE go, flinging myself after my wife; she moves like a thing possessed, like a prey animal driven by fight or flight, as if outpacing me is the most important thing in the world, but just before she reaches the blur, I manage to catch her hand.
ADAE rushes past me and flings herself inside. I think I see her within it, for a moment. A hint of a human shape in white and blue. And then she’s gone. Annalise doesn’t look back. Eyes only for the thing at the end of the alley.
“Annalise,” breathes the box, trembling, pleading, “don’t-… what about our promise? Not so long ago you were begging me to stay with you so STAY WITH ME!!”
She doesn’t say anything. She doesn’t even look back. She just rips her hand from my grip with a burst of inhuman strength, and flings herself into the blur. Her wedding band slipped off in my hand. I don’t have time to panic, I don’t have time to scream, I drop the ring and I rip the hatchet from my belt, dropping to my knees before this all-swallowing horror and cleaving at it, hoping against hope that it parts like a thing that can die… and there, just for an instant, sinking into it as if drowning, is her face.
The axe clangs to the pavement and I lunge, I clutch at her, gripping her head with both hands, both sides, fingers digging in to the point of pain, but I can’t let her go, I don’t know what else to do… and here, for a moment, the fog in her eyes seems to part, as her gaze meets mine, and a sad little smile tugs at her lips.
“I’m sorry, Sarah,” she whispers. And before I can reply, she is burned away. Flesh, then bone, then organ, disintegrating in turn until nothing is left but the impression of her face pressed into my palms. The blur seals behind her, as if healing. And I am left staring at the space between my hands where my wife once was. Shock. Then disbelief. Then panic.
“What do I do,” asks the box in guttural horror, “CORA what do I do!?”
“I don’t know,” she whispers.
“CORA!?”
“I don’t know!! …I don’t know. I’m just a fabricant, I-… I don’t know.”
As panic starts to settle, I find despair in its wake. A pit without a bottom, calling me to the edge.
Annalise is dead. My wife. My reason for living. My life, my function… nothing is left for me but empty failure.
I lift her ring from where it fell to the pavement, brushing the dust from its surface - it glints, even now, even when it feels as if it shouldn’t. And with my other hand, I draw my gun.
“You should go, CORA,” says the box. I can’t see her face, but I can hear the tears.
“I’m not leaving you…”
A flash of spark-to-powder rage.
“GO!!” it roars, “I’ve had enough. I’m done. If you survive then at least one of us will have got through this alive.”
“Sarah please don’t-”
I glance sharply over my shoulder.
“Do you want to see this?”
She starts, as if struck, tearstained eyes avoiding mine. And she shakes her head, a hand clutching at her other forearm so tight it’s like she intends to crush it. It takes her a moment. But then, slowly, she turns, and she leaves me be. Step after shuffling step carries her to the mouth of the alley, and with one last mournful look over her shoulder, she’s gone.
It’s time, then. I keep her ring clutched in my hand, held so tight I can feel its shape cut, and I look down at the SELCI revolver in my lap. Like the hatchet, it’s an unapologetic thing. An angular dealer of death. 
I’m not sure how, but I’d imagined my suicide would be an elegant thing. Or peaceful, at least. And yet the gun in my hand is not a thing capable of peace.
I don’t know why, but it’s this that finally sets my eyes blurring with tears, as if the realization that my death don’t be a kind one wounds me more than the death of the woman I love more than anything. Self-loathing spite sets my teeth grinding. I cock the hammer, pulling back against its weighty resistance until I feel the click, and I force the muzzle under my chin. It’s cold. Its angles cut into the skin of my throat.
I lace my finger through the trigger guard.
I tighten.
…and I hesitate.
Come on. Come on you fucking coward, do it. DO IT. And yet my finger refuses to squeeze. Spite isn’t working. Perhaps I need comfort. So, as the tears blind me, I whisper reassurance to myself from the box.
“It’s okay,” it whispers, “it’s okay. We had a good life together. Ten long years. Even if it wasn’t perfect, many people have been happier with less. We struggled, yes. But we had each other. Through everything. We had our time, but it’s over now, and that’s alright, because everything ends some day. We had our time.”
And the box repeats it, over and over. ‘We had our time. We had our time. We had our time.’ With every sentence, my finger gets a little tighter on the trigger, inching slowly towards acceptance and release…
Then a hand touches my cheek.
A touch too gentle to describe.
My eyes snap open… and they find me bathed in crimson, red waters up to my waist beneath a cold white sky, as I kneel in the Sea of Silence.
“Please don’t. It isn’t over yet.” 
And there, standing over me, a hand on my cheek and a smile as radiant as the sun… Annalise? Hope surges through me, feverish and wild, I drop the gun with a splash and I clutch at her hand, looking up to her face… but she looks… older. Hair, buzzed close to the scalp. Irises luminous with silver.
Not Annalise. Control.
I snatch the gun from beneath the waters and I stagger back and away, slipping Annalise’s ring into a pocket for safe keeping. My clothes are drenched, thick and heavy with red.
“What is this place,” demands the box. Control folds her hands behind her back, and takes a few steps closer, footsteps splashing through the waters.
“I tried what you’re considering and it didn’t lead quite where I expected,” she says, ignoring my question entirely, “though I did find a higher calling. One that, it would seem, has no need of another servant. So let down your gun, Sarah. She’s alive, in a manner of speaking; here, waiting for you. She misses you already. And if you come with me, I can lead you to her.”
That feverish hope again, clawing and snarling in the hands like a rabid animal fought back from the throat.
“What do I need to do?” asks the box with breathless want. And Control makes a sweeping motion with a hand, directing my gaze to-
I’m in the alley again, and I find myself staring into the blur.
“Follow her,” Control’s voice echoes in my ear, “find her. She’s waiting.”
The hope squirms free of my restraining grasp.
I fling myself into the blur.






  
  6
A Gift and a Curse

[image: image-placeholder]

I fall through nothing and everything. I sink through water and I tumble soundlessly through the void of space, and as I descend through impossibility, I see. A dark sphere among stars, opaque and glossy, like a fluid. Ink? A throng of countless people, milling to and fro, each with a thread trailing from the back of the neck. They hang from above, as if gathered by an unseen puppetmaster. I wonder if they do not know or do not care. A circular door beneath crimson waters. It cracks. Light spills forth in a blinding crescent, I raise a hand to shield my eyes- 
And I am kneeling in the Sea of Silence. It’s different, now, not so quiet, not so lonely, I see people wandering, to and fro, bleary, aimless, as if confused, splashing one way, then pausing, and turning back. I watch a figure meander for a time, a human woman, pacing back and forth, as if restrained by a cage only she can see.
Then I see another woman walk past me wearing the first woman’s face. 
I whirl in place, trying to get another look, but her back is turned now, and I start after her, as I try to collect the words to use for a place this strange… but then all is forgotten, because there, some distance ahead and to the right, is ADAE. I break into a run, moving as quickly as I can manage with the thick waters of this place parting around my legs, and though I’m slower than I’d like, it’s not long before I reach her.
She’s sitting cross-legged in the red and the wet, staring vacantly into nothing, but when she sees me standing in front of her, her eyes slowly focus, and she looks up to my face.
“…Sarah,” she says, blinking as if startled from a daydream, “you’re here.”
“And so is Annalise,” says the box, “as long as I take Control’s word for it. Listen, we need to get moving, we need to find her, can you walk? Have you seen her?”
ADAE just blinks again.
“…are you planning to leave? When you find her?”
What? What’s wrong with her?
“Of course I am, why would we stay here?”
ADAE’s gaze slowly turns downward.
“No. I haven’t seen her. And if you’re planning to leave, I’m afraid you’re on your own.”
“What!? Why!? Get up, come on, we have work to do!”
She winces, expression twisting, briefly, into a vicious mask, before settling back to neutrality.
“I’m not leaving, Sarah. You can’t make me, and you won’t.”
“Why!? Come on!!”
“NO.” The violent, seething force behind the word startles me to silence. “Out there, I’m just… me, a failed experiment, a vacant shell whose brightest moment was to occupy the space left by someone better. And what did I do with that chance? Surely you remember. If I don’t have the right to forget then neither do you. All our sins returned to us. All that blood on our hands. Have you forgiven yourself yet, for what you did to CORA?”
I open my mouth to reply, an instinctive impulse lingering from the days when I could still speak - but I have nothing. She’s right. Every time I remember that moment, I feel shame, in a way that never fades, only grows. I should have warned her. She should have had a chance to run. And now she is burdened by the memory of death as much as I am burdened by the memory of murder.
Focus. I can’t lose myself to it.
“And how is it any different here?” asks the box, “this place won’t protect us from what we’ve done, it’s on us to learn to carry that.”
“…won’t it? Can’t you feel it? The soothing currents in the air, carrying your troubles away? Don’t you feel better, knowing none of the consequences will ever find you here? I was so happy until I remembered, Sarah. I was content to be ignorant of my own failure. But that’s the nature of joy, isn’t it? It’s all gone before it has time to begin… slipped through the fingers like smoke. That’s the beauty of the Sea of Silence - the world outside is cruel, and yet here we stand, shielded from our pain.”
…maybe she’s right. No abusive bargoers, no SELCIs carrying the constant threat of imprisonment and decommissioning, no scalpers hawking parts… I’m carrying two histories, now, two lives’ worth of suffering overlaid atop one another, inflicted upon me by a universe for whom my life is cheap and my hopes and dreams are disposable. Even if this place is as empty as it seems, isn’t the emptiness gentler?
If I’m going to venture outside again, if I’m going to bring Annalise with me, then best to go prepared to seize the things we need. If strangers will not consider the pain they inflict upon us, then they will not get that consideration from me. Why bother to hope when kindness is not in the world’s fundamental nature? It won’t change, not for me. Not for a fabricant. To escape the cycle of pain, I must stop giving it chances to break me. 
To be kind in an unkind world is self-destruction.
The revelation is lock to key, and I can feel it release something deep inside, a cold and vicious rage, given a fresh lease on life with that soft, muted ‘click’. This is what I must be if I am going to survive. As if the Sea responds to the revelation, I feel it, the comfort ADAE was talking about, washing over me, folding in tight like the warm embrace of a blanket or a lover. 
It’s almost enough to distract me from the feeling as the water starts to climb my legs. 
I glance down sharply, I try to pull free, but the crimson water grips me tight, locking me in place; clinging to me like a living thing, it tangles around my hips, then my waist, then my chest, it rises past my shoulders and my neck, I try to suck in a shallow, desperate gasp but the water lunges, forcing its way down my throat, I try to struggle, but I can’t move, arms bound tightly to my sides and legs bound to each other.
Black is closing in. With my lungs full of water, my reserve oxygen bladder is useless, I can’t breathe, and it’s not long before I start to feel myself slip. The water tastes like oxidant, even though it’s not. Too bright. Too thin. To wonder why is the last thought I can manage before unconsciousness takes me.
I don’t know how long I’m out but something tells me it’s not more than seconds. My eyes snap open, still bathed in the shimmering red, and I glance around wildly-
My body is coming apart. The red is filled with frayed EPS bundles, ceramic bone, drifting organ, bundles of cable and machine that glint dully in the red - I try to scream, to thrash, but there isn’t enough of me left to move much less fight, so it’s all I can do to stare… but then I realize I’ve got it backwards. A spinal column threads vertebrae, ribs mesh with sternum, organs tuck themselves into a compact bundle below me, I’m being re-assembled, not torn apart. 
This isn’t as calming as it should be. If I’m being rebuilt, why was it necessary? Is it happening again? Am I dead, did I die? As EPS demiflesh starts to tangle around serial-printed bones I go digging through my memories, searching, prodding, does anything feel out of place, does anything inspire that sorrowful ache of loss that I remember so well from the Silver Tides?
No. If my memories are being altered, I can’t identify where. I’ve got nothing. Nerves reconnect with a frigid crackle, skin folds around me like a robe, and then, thread by thread, my clothes are returned to me. Only then is the work complete, does the crimson water collapse back to the Sea, and I am finally allowed to breathe, as my trembling form collapses to hands and knees.
It feels… sluggish, as I try to move. Even though my body is as I remember, it feels terribly fresh, like a newborn learning to crawl, like a different shell alien to an old mind. I can barely manage to force myself into a sitting position. Standing is, perhaps, beyond me for the moment.
“What just happened,” whispers the box, “what’s happening to me…?”
But before I have time to process, before I even have time to guess at an answer for myself, a figure circles me, emerging from behind. I look up, assuming ADAE… and I find myself looking into my own tired eyes. It’s all I can do to stare, as, wordlessly, she reaches down, and offers me a key. It’s extraordinarily complex, countless winding and brittle teeth line its shaft like a fine-toothed comb, and it’s made from some strange greyish material.
It’s only when I accept it into my hands that I realize it’s the cool ceramic of fabricant bone. Hairs stand on end.

THE WORLD IS PAIN.



The message connects like a baseball bat, like a bullet to the head, it bludgeons and drowns and then it’s gone, the fiery wake of the lesson lingering like the afterglow of a blinding light, burned against the insides of the eyelids. I struggle to shake myself out. Still, the fabricant stands over me.
But then, she speaks.
“My function is complete,” says her box, its voice level and distant, as if her mind is elsewhere, “I hope you can follow me soon.”
She’s a perfect mimic, save for the vacancy in her eyes. What’s been done to her? What’s been done to me? Which one is real? I just stare up at her, struggling not to lose myself in my thoughts, and without another word, she turns, and she walks away.
…something is missing. Not memory, but… I left some intangible little something behind in the me that now fades toward the horizon, I’m sure of it, even if it’s only recognizable by its absence. The void terrifies me, no matter how small it is. Whatever I lost I want it back.
“You have already taken the first step. Was it really so difficult? All you must do is continue, and you will be reunited.” Control. She stands over me, close, silver eyes glowing dispassionately as they stare down. Her words are muffled past the pounding in my ears as my eyes flick between the key, the other me, and my own trembling hands. “…hm. Perhaps not so easy for you, then. Let’s try something new. To remind you of the path.”
She snaps her fingers.

THE FIRST GIFT OF DISSATISFACTION



I suck in a ragged gasp as I awaken… where? On the Defiant? That’s not-…
I’m looking down at myself. Annalise, too, both of us in bed, sleeping soundly. A bed, an apartment I remember from immediately after we awoke. Kinder times. This is a memory.
“What are you doing?” asks the box as I glance sharply to Control, where she stands to my right. Control just nods to my past self.
“Watch. Have patience. I will not keep you here overlong.”
I watch Annalise awaken with a yawn, and climb out of bed in her nightshirt. She circles the bed with a groggy smile, and leans in close, gently stroking Sarah’s cheek. She awakens, slowly. Fleet-blue eyes gaze upward in adoration.
“Time to get up, beautiful,” Annalise whispers.
“It’s fabricant not fabrican,” Sarah murmurs, speaking with her lips, her teeth, her throat… Luna, it’s been so many years since I could do that. I miss it. I miss hearing my own voice from my chest instead of that horrid little machine.
“Oh is that so?” Annalise laughs, “well I suppose I could give you a few more minutes. But I’ll have to make breakfast all by myself…”
“Twist my arm, okay, fine,” Sarah grunts as she sits up, but she’s smiling, a smile whose full and sincere warmness feels foreign to me now. Was that really me? It feels… fake, that I could ever have been capable of that kind of joy. The two share a kiss, and they dress - then we lurch forward, events and places speeding past my eyes like a tape on fast forward, until we come to a jarring halt in a bar. I feel sick, dizzy and disoriented from the bombardment of time, and I glance sharply to Control. Her silver eyes flick to me.
“Pay attention.”
Fine.
It’s a nicer bar than the one we visited before the Defiant met its fate. Luna, I wonder if the SOBRAM who got us our drinks is okay. She’s not, is she? No. No she wouldn’t be. The door opens behind me, and I glance over my shoulder to see two men walking in - two agonizingly familiar men. Nobody casts them a second glance, this isn’t a lesbian bar like the other, but I know them. I remember this.
“I don’t need to see this again, I know what happens next. Move it along,” says the box, and I shiver as the pair stroll through me like a ghost. My brain fights it, for a moment. But doesn’t it make sense? I’m not here, after all. I’m not even me.
“I am telling a story for you,” Control replies, “simplifying your own experiences so you find it easier to identify the themes. Have patience.”
Great. Nothing for it but to tighten my jaw and wait it out. The men go for the bar to start, ordering some shots. Annalise and I don’t pay them any mind. We’re at a booth off to the right, a few drinks deep and enjoying ourselves - Annalise is babbling her heart out about something or other, and Sarah is just staring in adoration, chin propped on a palm. Her eyes are so bright. She still has her braid, even. An abandoned self.
But then one of the men glances over, his eyes lingering on Annalise, and he sets out on his mission to kill that version of me. He jabs his buddy in the ribs, nodding to our table and whispering something to his friend - I see my other self catch it out of the corner of her eye, a glance to them, then back to Annalise, but she can’t ignore it for long, as the two of them make their way over. Every step they take is a winding turn of the mainspring wrapped around my heart, until it’s creaking and fit to snap.
“Hey there,” says the one who’d been elbowed. He’s a mousey looking guy, on the small side, not enormously threatening. Perhaps that’s why she’s so nice.
“Hi, can I help you?” asks Annalise, a polite but expectantly patient smile on her face. I remember how, as my grip tightened around my glass, the angles of its geometric shape bit into my hand. I remember the feeling.
“Oh, I uh… just wanted to know if you’re doing anything later.”
Her smile goes a little stiff.
“While I… appreciate your interest, I am both taken and a lesbian. Sorry, but you’re barking up the wrong tree.”
‘This is where it ends, he’s going to walk away now.’ I remember thinking it to myself, over and over, as if willing it into existence. He seems crestfallen.
“…oh! I see, I apologize for-”
But then his friend cuts him off. I feel my shoulders tighten in sync with those of my other self, as, memory or no, I instinctively prepare for confrontation.
“Hey listen that’s a bit harsh! C’mon, he’s a good guy, give him a chance!” he insists. I can see a hollowness in his eyes, that empty pit where a soul once was… it’s all too common now, in the wake of Luna’s death. Like everything is permitted now that nothing matters. This man is an animal and his friend is just as dangerous, Sarah is sure of it.
“I’m not interested, I’m sorry.” Annalise is getting more forceful now.
“Oh c’mooon, how would you know, you ever had a man?”
I see her jaw clench.
“Take no for an answer,” she snaps, at last, “plenty of fish in the sea and you’re not getting this one so back. Off.”
A rare rush of anger from Annalise Fletcher, it’s magnificent to behold. She used to be so much bolder. I wonder what killed that spirit inside her - inside us both. I wonder what made her so meek and me so hollow.
“I’ve seen enough,” growls the box.
“No. You have not,” Control replies. Both men seem angry now, a wounded look on the mousey man’s face quickly twisting into rage, spurred on by his friend’s indignance. Sarah hates it when she’s right.
“Why you gotta be like that, huh?” asks the mousey man, and his wingman snorts.
“No wonder she’s a dyke, temper like that probably sent a few too many men scurrying for the hills.”
That’s enough for Sarah. She lurches to her feet, hard enough that she jostles the table out of position.
“The lady said drop it, so drop it,” she says, voice like a lathe, “go have some more shots. Wash it down.”
In seconds, the wingman is in her face, leering.
“Fucking white knight, mind your own damn business.”
And the other-me loses her cool.
“If you touch her I swear I’ll-…”
But mid-sentence, her eyes widen, she goes pale, and she trails off to nothing. The wingman breaks down laughing.
“Why did you stop?” asks Control. My jaw is tight as I let the box reply.
“Because I was afraid of the SELCIs. CORA’s conspiracies about Fleetops hunting us got inside my head, I thought that if I caused a scene, suddenly our secret oasis might not be so secret anymore. I suppose I was right in the end, just not in the way I expected.”
“It didn’t feel good, did it?”
I wince, and don’t dignify it with a reply.
“You’re the girlfriend!?” the wingman forces out between peals of laughter, “some fucking fabricant!? Luna’s ghost save us she must be desperate. At least you know what’s good for you. That’s right, keep it in your pants, you know you’re outclassed. Nothing beats human muscle.”
Same shit, different decade. Parasites like this never seemed to be in short supply on the Defiant, crawling bars for fights to start, beds to fill, or victims to harass as they sought mollification, or failing that, targets upon whom to vent their terrified spite. Their existential dread justifies nothing, we all carry that weight. I hope the crash killed them all.
Annalise is on her feet now, she’s got her purse, she murmurs something about how she needs to go, but the mousey guy grabs her shoulder, hard enough that she doesn’t seem comfortable pulling free.
“Look can we just talk about this!?” he pleads, and she opens her mouth to reply - but then her eyes snap wide, her body goes stiff, and with a strangled sound of agony, she slumps to her knees. Sarah doesn’t know what happened. She’s furious. Worse, she’s terrified. Concerns about the SELCIs gone in an instant, she braces a forearm across the chest of the wingman and hurls him aside hard enough that he tumbles over a table and crashes to the floor, the mousey guy’s collar bunched in her fist less than a second later.
“I-… I barely touched her,” he wheezes, “swear-… it wasn’t me…”
“You’d better be right,” the other self growls, and lets him go, leaving him to slump into a nearby chair as she kneels at Annalise’s side, gently stroking her face. “What’s wrong…? What do you need…?”
“Hospital,” she gasps out. The other self doesn’t hesitate. She scoops Annalise into her arms, and sprints out of the bar. A deep ache is building in my chest, but Control, finally, seems satisfied - I see her twirl a finger through the air, as if stirring a cup of coffee, and time lurches forward again in a nauseating tide. We’re in the bedroom, again. Sarah is there, alone, in the dark, curled atop the sheets in a T-shirt and panties as she clutches a giant plush like it’s the only thing between life and death.
“…what is that?” Control asks, seemingly out of idle curiosity.
“It’s a sea predator from old earth. A ‘shark’ I think it was called. Annalise bought it for me because I was having difficulty sleeping on nights when she was out of the apartment on business.”
“How sweet,” she muses, a saccharine edge to her tone that makes me feel mocked for my vulnerability. Luckily for both of us I’m not left to sit with it for long, Sarah’s phone rings, and she’s sitting bolt upright in an instant, fumbling at the device until the call is answered.
“Hello?” she murmurs, voice small with dread.
“Hey there,” replies Annalise, exhausted beyond words. Her voice echoes in my head by virtue of the memory, even though I’m not close enough to hear it. “I’ve… got bad news.”
The other self swallows heavily. Her fingers curl into the plush.
“What is it?” she asks past a tight throat.
“I’m okay, but… insurance backed out. We’re being asked to pay out of pocket.”
Sarah’s eyes go wide.
“What,” she breathes, “but-… but they approved it! We-… all those forms and-…”
“Apparently something changed while I was under. They’ve pulled out, I-… trust me, I already tried! …I already tried.”
“Those fffucking scam artists,” snarls Sarah, her hands trembling and her eyes wild, “we can fight this, we can, there’s no way this is legal I’ll- I’ll make some calls, right now, I’ll-”
“…please don’t.” The resignation in her words catches Sarah off guard, and she pauses, blinking, too shocked to reply. “I’m tired, Sarah. I just want this to go away. We can afford it, we can take the cost, it’ll be okay, everything will be okay, we just… need to let this go.”
“…okay,” whispers Sarah in reply.
“Thank you. I love you.”
“I love you too. Call me when you’re ready for me to come get you?”
“I will. See you then.”
And Annalise hangs up. Sarah, for her part, returns to bed, and curls around the shark even more tightly than before. I can’t hear it, but I remember crying. Even if I don’t quite remember why.
“This is where it started, isn’t it?” asks Control, her luminous eyes bright in the dark room, “the journey down. The descent from a living dream to the hell you now inhabit.”
“Yeah, I suppose so,” replies the box, “it was a financial blow, and Annalise was right, our finances could take the hit. She was working at this point, while I kept house, but… then it kept happening. Those… surgeries, those procedures she always used to have, Fleetops was implanting something inside her in a thousand tiny pieces, something to make her more receptive to Luna, but without Her, it’s all turned to poison. 
“Because insurance doesn’t know what they are or understand the risks involved, their accountants are allergic. Every single surgery is paid out of pocket and we’re working against a ticking clock to get everything removed before the toll on her body is too high.”
“But it was more than the money, wasn’t it?” she asks, an eyebrow cocked.
“…what do you want from me.”
“Honesty. Acceptance. I want you to emerge from your shell and confront the full weight of the manner in which you live.”
My teeth are grinding. I consider going quiet, seeing what she does just to spite her, but I know full well she has all the cards. Annalise is waiting for me. I may not understand what lies ahead, but I know full well that I’ll never reach her if Control keeps me trapped in this dream.
“Fine. Yes, it was more than the money. This is where my faith in people started to… crumple. I didn’t believe in some kind of inherent mystical good before this point, no, but I figured most of the people around us were neutral as opposed to malicious. But then we just kept stepping on landmines, people like the men at the bar, people like the insurance brokers that denied us coverage, and eventually, having faith in anything else started to seem like a mistake. So… yes. Fine. This is the moment absolutely everything started to fall apart.”

THE GIFT ENDS



Gasping, I stagger back in shock and confusion - but it’s the Sea of Silence, again, and, slowly, I calm. Unsettling how a place this strange can be familiar enough to put me at ease.
“Is this the sort of world you want? The sort of life you want?” Control asks, standing before me, “it isn’t naive or foolish to want something better, to believe you deserve something kinder. Because you do. We all do. And you have the means to claim it. Wouldn’t you sacrifice anything you had to in order to reach a place where you and your beloved never had to fight or struggle again?”
My eyes linger on her as the gears turn. It feels like walking into a trap to accept her premise, but… she’s right, isn’t she?
“Yes,” I whisper, “I would sacrifice anything.”
“Then use the key.”
I feel it, in my hand, the cold smooth of its bow hanging from my fingers, absent one moment and present the next, as if it sensed it was needed. Control motions downward, and I follow the gesture, only to realize I’m standing upon a massive circular door, the line of its edge distorted but unmistakable through the sea’s rippling crimson waters.
I can see the lock at its center. The key seems to tug at my fingers, drawn to it. I almost go. I almost do as she asks.
But then I remember the… duplication, my body dismantled and split into two, something fundamental and yet intangible stolen from me, how can I know if I’ll ever get it back if I can’t even name it? What will be stolen next time? Emotions? Memories, again? Something far worse?
All at once, I’m on the Silver Tides. Gait unsteady and plodding. Hands cold, caked with dried oxidant. My left arm stolen from another. There’s something behind me, me-but-not, a self so wholly deprived of identity that all it can do is follow and imagine, desperately, that everything is fine. 
That hollow shell is the me that awaits. This is what I become beyond that door, I’m sure of it. There’s one. Then there’s more. Too many to count. Closing in, right behind me, a rush of adrenaline in my veins, my heart beating against the inside of a chest that seems to confine it… suddenly it’s not another life and the memories of a long-dead self, suddenly these things happened to me, the terror and panic is mine, and I run, as I had run then, staggering through the waters as I flee in no direction in particular.
I don’t stop. Not when my body burns, not when I’m gasping, not even as I start to slow, I can’t, or the memory will catch up, or I’ll become like them, hollow and empty of everything that ever made me me, I see a light ahead, a shimmer, a place that is not here, and I stagger toward it, reaching out-
And I erupt from the blur, landing hard on the pavement with a ragged cough. Did I do it? Am I out? I start to pick myself up, taking in my surroundings as I catch my breath… and there stands CORA, eyes wild, the massive SELCI revolver trembling in her grip, as I stare down its bore and to the dull copper gleam of the unfired bullet within. I raise my hands.
“CORA,” says the box, voice low and cautious, as I gasp for breath.
“How do I know it’s you,” she demands. Luna damn it to hell, CORA, don’t ask me that, even I don’t know…
“Ask me anything, something only I would know.”
“Why did you break up with me!? The first time!”
Oh that’s an easy one. A rush of resentment carries the words out in a tide.
“I didn’t, you vanished for three weeks the moment I started to express romantic investment in you, and then when you came back we were ‘just friends’ again. I felt like you were using me for sex, to act out some kind of fantasy, like I was just a toy or an object to you and you never actually saw me as a person, just a ‘big hot CERHA unit to fold you in half’. I’m still not convinced I was wrong. I could’ve handled rejection, CORA, but the way you cut all ties then just showed up a month later as if nothing happened and expected our friendship to continue like we were never in-”
“Okay, okay, I-… I get it,” she murmurs, lowering the gun. “It just… it got a little hot, y’know? I’m not good with… emotional shit, I got scared, so I-”
I don’t need to hear her justifications again, I’d had enough years ago.
“Do you believe that I’m me or not.”
“Yeah. Sorry.”
The silence stands for a few long moments, and I take the opportunity to try to calm my fluttering heart, clearing my mind of the horror I just escaped, and old grievances with CORA besides. It’s hard. Even trusting that Annalise really is alive - why wouldn’t she be, I clearly survived - there’s a horrible tightness lingering across my chest, like a straitjacket. My hands keep trembling, even as I center myself, even as I bunch them into fists so tight my nails bite.
“What did you see in there?” CORA asks quietly. There’s a quiet sympathy in her voice, that sort of pity that sees someone else in pain and doesn’t know how to help beyond distraction.
“The Sea of Silence,” the box replies, “it’s inside the blur, like… like a door. Or… like the blur is a jar, and the Sea itself is what’s contained. I don’t know how… physically real any of it is, but it’s there.”
“…and Annalise? Did you find her?”
I grimace.
“No. I… saw something there, something that-…” No. No more. I can’t get the words out, just thinking them is bringing the panic back, screaming. “…I had to turn back. I found ADAE but she refused to come.”
“What? Why?”
I spend a few moments turning that over, as I shift to a more comfortable sitting posture, crossing my legs and leaning back on my palms.
“Because it’s… gentler, inside,” says the box, “it… whispers to you that it’s escape, from all the world’s problems. ADAE sees herself as a failure. Fundamentally. The Sea is helping lift that burden.”
CORA’s eyes shift, eyeing the blur behind me mistrustfully.
“…but it’s a lie, right?” she asks quietly. I can feel myself stiffen.
“I don’t know. All I can say is that I need a way deeper, a way that’s-… gentler, than the way I was shown. Sunan might have answers.”
“And you’re sure she’s alive…?”
Don’t do this to me, CORA.
“I have to be,” says the box, quietly, “help me up.”
A solemn focus comes over her face, as I extend a hand - I don’t think she believes me, but I can tell she’s not going to deprive me of that desperate faith. She saw the look in my eye. When I had the gun’s muzzle to my chin. She knows I need this, and maybe she needs it too. I’m not the only one who loves Annalise Fletcher, after all.
It’s once she’s pulled me to my feet that I realize. The weight in my right hand pant pocket, so quickly familiar… it’s gone.
“Wait. Her ring.” I pat myself down. I check my pockets. Fingertips frantically follow seams. Nothing. “The ring! WHERE’S THE RING, WHAT HAPPENED TO IT I HAD IT I JUST HAD IT!!”
“Calm down, maybe you dropped it somewhere?” Cora presses, casting a glance around the alley, but there’s nothing, I already know there’s nothing.
“No Cora you don’t understand I-… I had it. I had it. Nothing else makes sense, that… thing. That other self, she took it from me. She must have.”
Cora just stares. She doesn’t know what she’s stumbled into and she’s afraid to ask.
“…listen,” she says quietly, “if it’s… in there, if you’re sure, there’s no point waiting around here. We need to go, like… we’re getting off this Luna-forsaken deathtrap now, right?”
Deep breaths. She’s right. Focus on the situation, focus on the plan. I shake my head.
“Sunan is behind the cordon. The plan hasn’t changed.”
“Sarah we just lost half our people, are we really in a position to fight for our lives on the Radiant Dawn until she gets past the cordon?” she murmurs.
“I don’t see that we have a choice,” replies the box, “Sunan is out of reach and we need to be physically aboard their ship to learn anything more than we already know. That means both our options - understanding the blur via Sunan, or trying to warn Fleetops - are behind the cordon. If we stay in the third ring we have nothing but a Fosphage parasite within uncomfortable proximity.”
“Luna damn it all to hell I hate it when you’re right about this shit… okay, let’s go.”
CORA starts off at a jog, driven, perhaps, by the possibility that all of this can still be fixed. I wonder how naive it is, that hope guttering in her chest and mine like a struggling fire in high wind… can Annalise be saved, really? Control would have me believe I can reach her, and that means she’s alive, but what does Control get out of this, and who, exactly, does she serve? More importantly, is there a way out for anyone else, or was I a fluke? Intentionally let go, perhaps, if Control has some power over the blur?
No. I need to stop mulling everything over in this kind of detail, it doesn’t help me, it doesn’t help her, all I can do is push on. It’s my function. I will protect her at all cost until such a time as I know she is dead. Nothing else matters, because nothing else is worth believing in, nothing else-
It catches me across the temple like a bottle in a barfight, connecting hard enough that I stagger: images, feelings, almost too fast to process, anguish, isolation, the Sea of Silence, a door opening… Annalise? A hand darts to my face, as if to clutch at the images, to grapple with them and pin them somewhere they can be studied, but as quickly as it comes, it’s gone. 
CORA is staring at me, over her shoulder.
“You good?” she asks cautiously, “not feeling… sick, are ya?”
I shake it off.
“Just a malfunction, memory buffer flushing images from the Sea in the wrong place, I’m fine,” replies the box, and with a relieved little nod, she keeps moving. My diagnosis gnaws at me, as I follow. Do I really believe it’s nothing? Or am I facing something more, some lingering effect of my reconstruction in the Sea, perhaps a new hell that will follow me wherever I go…
I beat the thought back, this is no time for baseless paranoia - and yet, the chill lingers. I address it the only way I know how: I fish a cigarette from the box in my pocket, perch it between my lips, and light up.






  
  7
My Steed, My Spear
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The tram ride to the midship hub is long and lonely. I think, instinctively, that it’s about as empty as last time, but I realize with a bitter grimace that I’m wrong. It’s emptier, exactly, by two. The vacant space left by Annalise and ADAE looms like a physical object. A monolith of empty air that I don’t dare challenge with my presence. As if occupied by ghosts.  
CORA sits at a distance and doesn’t ask any questions. She has that tension across her shoulders, eyes fixed straight ahead, like she’s afraid of me, afraid of how I might explode if she pushes me. Maybe she’s right to be. Do I feel particularly stable, right now?
The quiet does terrible things to my mind. Every time I blink I see my own eyes, staring down at me, a key of my own bone, offered as a gift… am I the me that stepped into the blur, or was it her? Does that person even exist at all, or has she been torn asunder, lost forever in the inextricable division between two selves, her flesh and bone tangled with the new and the alien within my chest? 
I want to rip my skin off. I want to stand before a mirror and peel back the layers until my beating heart is exposed to scrutiny - will I know, then, if it’s the heart Annalise so lovingly touched? All rationality says that there’s no way of knowing, I am identical, whether the organs in my chest belong to me or someone else is impossible to say and even stripped down to my core my identity will remain lost somewhere along the way, yet my gut screams that it’s the only way to know, that surely my soul lives within me somewhere and that piece could not possibly have been stolen…
“Hey.” I jolt, and my gaze darts to CORA with the sudden panic of an insect scurrying out from under a rock. She grimaces when she meets my gaze from her spot two seats down, but she doesn’t look away. “If you wanna talk about it I’m here.”
Bile. The urge to lash out. The urge to cry.
“…no,” whispers the box, “there’s no fixing this. I’ll push on. I have to.”
“I mean, Sarah, it’s clear looking at you that you’re not… well. I’m a big girl, whatever you saw, I can take it.”
The rage wins, for a moment.
“I said I don’t want to talk about it,” snaps the box. She stiffens, and looks away. I’ve become so familiar with her wounded bird affectation these long years. How could I have hurt you? whispers her posture, I couldn’t hurt a fly, and look how you’ve scared me… An old familiar impulse rises from somewhere deep, a part of me blindfolded and chained. I want to take her by that slender brittle little neck and tighten my grip until something goes ‘pop’.
Then a jolt, a fearful start, as lucidity takes over, and I stare at the version of me who thinks these violent thoughts with horror, disgust, and a sense of wheeling vertigo. Fuck. I’m scaring myself with uncomfortable frequency these days, Luna help me.
“Can we talk about something else?” she asks quietly. All at once I’m drowning, help me CORA, save me from the violence and panic in my own head before I’m lost to it and I can’t find a way back from a version of me I don’t recognize in the mirror…
“Yeah,” whispers the box. She takes a breath, and nods a shallow little nod, as if encouraging herself.
“I know,” she begins, words slow and thick with trepidation, “that I hurt you - both of you. I panicked and ran and broke your heart the moment you were starting to really let me in, but then you trusted me again, you trusted me to help your wife when you couldn’t. When you got out of prison and Annalise didn’t need my help anymore and you asked me to stay… I was… I was on cloud nine, felt like I’d been smiled upon by Luna Herself, ‘this is a second chance, don’t fuck it up’, I told myself, and for a while, it was so beautiful and-…”
Her voice catches, and she takes an unsteady breath, her hands balling into fists. “And then I took the happiest year of my life and I just… crushed it in my fucking hands, same way as last time. Like I can’t help myself. You were right to do what you did, I-I I needed that, I needed the… the chewing out, the wake-up call. I needed you to leave me or I was never gonna process what I did. ‘Cause that’s how I survive, I just don’t… look at things. Put ‘em in a little corner and hope they go away. 
“I’m not gonna say it’s been too long and you need to get over it because I get it, fool me twice, right? But I just-… I want to know what you need. I want to know how I can help fix this. Because I don’t know how much longer we got to work out our shit and I don’t want to die with all this… sorrow knotted up in my chest. I don’t think you do either.”
For an aching, vulnerable moment, her words touch me. I can feel an old and forgotten door starting to creak open deep in my chest, and my heart is in my throat - but then, just as quickly, it slams closed, and I’m left with the coldness that lives outside.
“I plan to deal with that by surviving,” says the box. CORA looks to me, those big blue eyes pleading and glittering with unshed tears.
“Sarah you nearly killed yourself,” she whispers, her voice trembling, “right in front of me, I-… I just don’t want things to go unsaid-”
“Well maybe I do,” snaps the box. She recoils like I’ve slapped her, and maybe I should have, maybe it would’ve been kinder than what I just said. “…I’m sorry. That was… cruel.”
“No, no it’s-… it’s okay.”
And as silence falls, the tram is lonely again.

      ***The echoing and vaulted halls of the midship hub are a jarring contrast to the continuing silence of the express train aft, packed with crowds that swell and flow and break like competing currents when rivers merge - panic is starting to set in, and it’s not hard to grasp why, at least for someone of my height. There, at the heart of the crowd, is a circle of figures. And like those on the Defiant, their bodies are blurring together, and their boots are spattered with silver. More than half are human this time.
“It’s spreading,” the box whispers to CORA.
“Matter of time then. Should we get somewhere secure for impact?”
There’s a muffled, metallic ‘thud’, something deep and resonant that echoes through the Dawn’s bones from some great distance. I pay it no mind. Odds are the ship’s just settling in the wake of the collision.
“Mhm. Ideally close to a shuttle bay so we can evac as soon as possible.”
“You’re not gonna hear argument from me…”
Another thud, louder this time, closer. This one’s harder to mistake, it’s like something’s been struck.
“What is that?” asks the box.
“I dunno but I think we should probably go,” CORA replies, lengthening her stride as she speaks. I do the same. But no matter how fast we move, the crowd pushes back, a tide of bodies and a sea of heads pressing back against us every step we take.
Another impact. This one is close. Loud. A reverberating ‘BANG’, so deafening the crowd freezes in unison, some ducking as if expecting debris to fall. The tone shifts. A hushed, fearful buzz. The fear is building in all our hearts - whatever that is, nobody is eager to learn…
And then the lights snap to crimson.
Oxidant runs cold in my veins.
“What,” CORA breathes, her wild gaze snapping to mine, “that’s not-… that can’t be right, it’s on the other end of the fucking ship!!”
I don’t have anything to say, no comfort, no confirmation, just mounting dread. The crowd is starting to openly panic now, the air thick with terrified screams as it starts to churn, people pushing against people, paths tangling across paths, if this gets much worse we might not be able to get out of here - so I take CORA’s hand, and I start to force my way through, using my height, my strength, and my bulk to carve a path for her toward the nearest exit I can see.
We don’t make it far. Something erupts, debris and dust sailing through the air with a percussive CRACK as the crimson lights flicker - then I see it, tearing through the dust. Dark, churning, twisting, a tangle of whisper-thin tendrils black as the space between stars, passing through the air so swiftly and violently that atmosphere splits in their wake.
It spills through a breach in the far wall, bulging from among shattered concrete, swelling through a space that should be too small to admit the bulk as it claws hungry toward the crowd… and its hunger overpowers their desperation to escape. A single whistling swipe, and bodies are cast through the air in pieces.
“Luna save me it’s real,” CORA pants over the din, “it was still tangled up in the Defiant, how did it get up here so fast!?”
“It didn’t, it couldn’t have, which means it’s not the same one!” the box shouts in reply.
“If you’re right that means our new friend is moving much, much more aggressively than the Luna parasite, that one was content to send its babies at one ship at a time!”
“Because the Luna parasite was tormenting us, I’m starting to suspect this one is here for vengeance, we need to go! NOW!!”
The crowd’s panic becomes a single terrible scream, and as one they run, shoving, trampling, piling aboard any trams they can reach. I see a suitcase, cast onto its side, a large stuffed bear tied to its handle, decorated with a bow. I see an UHAN standing with a sobbing toddler in her arms. She’s screaming after humans who are already gone. “WHAT DO I DO!?”
We don’t have time for fear, we don’t have time to wonder whether this is bad luck or fate - I sever myself from the pain and the fear all around and I start to sprint, using my larger frame as a shield for CORA’s smaller body, bulldozing through the crowd until we reach a narrow slot-alley largely ignored by the mass of people. It’s quieter here, quiet enough that I can hear CORA is gasping for breath as she struggles to match my pace, but I don’t slow, and she doesn’t ask me to.
“One thing after another… this is hell…” she pants out as we run, words echoing through the narrow space, “we’re actually in hell…”
I don’t reply. If I give a voice to my fear that makes it real.
We don’t stop until we burst from the alley and into the far street, where a black-armoured hovercraft marked with the badge of the Fabricant Security Corps stands perched, a group of fabricants gathered beneath it, between its four stilt-legs. They’re serious business, the massive frames of VOLTA tactical and VOHTA anti-parasite fabricants. They may not realize how close it is.
…I could warn them.
My gut wants me to keep moving. Fuck admin, fuck Fleetops, they’d decommission me if I let them, and Luna knows whether or not answering Vesper’s APB would be a higher priority to them than the parasite. But unease lingers. Right now, those Assault-Class units might be the only thing between the Pax and unimaginable civilian casualty - if they can tie it up in this red zone, the people outside it have more time to evacuate. And so do I. Time to swallow my pride and embrace a little risk.
“HEY!” shouts the box as I come to a halt. The group looks my way, a dozen pairs of fleet-blue eyes on me, and one of the VOHTAs starts to approach, an eight foot wall of black plate steel, the blue lower jaw marking her print barely visible behind the glossy faceplate of her helmet. A massive gun hangs from her right arm, a laser projector nearly as long as I am tall, connected to an exoskeletal framework with sturdy bolts, and tethered to a backpack generator with a power cable as thick as my wrist. She is prepared for this in a way I could never be.
“You’ve got that look in your eye, fugitive,” her voice crackles from inside her helmet, “you’ve seen it too. Haven’t you?”
…the Sea of Silence. It’s everywhere.
“We don’t have time for this,” presses the box, “not for the Sea and not for Vesper’s orders - you can detain me if you really think that’s the most important use of your time, but the parasite is one block over, just behind us, dozens, possibly hundreds of civilian casualties.”
All at once, she’s alert, shoulders tightening.
“…what, why didn’t my exospectrometer-”
Then I hear it. That downed power line whistle, then the ‘crack’ as a tendril tangles around a lamp post just to my right. My heart skips a beat. The VOHTA’s eyes widen.
“RELOCATE,” she booms, grabbing me by the shoulder and throwing me behind her, leaving CORA tumbling in my wake. I can do nothing but watch as the VOHTA places herself in the alley’s mouth. A living barricade. 
I hear the low buzz as her weapon charges, electricity crackling on the air with enough intensity to set my hair standing on end; the noise mounts, and it mounts, building so high it seems to deafen… and then it fires. With a roar of boiling air it disgorges a column of white-green light that carves through the sea of interstellar black, pruning away tendrils that smolder with yellow-orange alien to a creature that devours fire by nature.
For a precious instant, as I pick myself up and drag CORA to her feet, it seems like the VOHTA is holding it bay. But then, just for an instant, the laser sputters out - and a coiled tendril tears through her, parting machine and armor and flesh and bone, and another spears through her helmet before the severed remains of her arm can even begin to fall. No time to gawk. I turn and run, CORA hot on my heels. Even as the military fabricants rush to their fallen comrade, we flee. There’s a flicker of guilt, but I crush it down. They give their lives fulfilling their function, as do I by escaping with mine.
The sounds of conflict and chaos fade behind us as we run. It doesn’t seem like we’re being pursued, perhaps the tactical units actually managed to keep the parasite in check, but I can’t let myself believe it, that way lies complacency - so I let myself imagine black tendrils, whipping through the air from just outside earshot, and I pick up speed.
We run.
And run.
And run.
Buildings give way to open space, a cramped little garden, perhaps intended to be a park. It’s walled in so densely by towers on all sides that it feels like we’ve sunk into the floor. There’s not much here, grass, a footpath, a little stone bench, a few scattered plants and an anemic tree. A BAHOM botany unit is knelt among the grass, carefully pruning a shrub in the crimson light. The wild focus of her eyes suggests that her work is all that’s keeping her sane.
I can’t help but empathize.
Enough of this. Push past it Sarah, keep moving, I don’t look at her because looking at her means looking at me - but just when I’m starting to push ahead, I hear CORA slump to the bench behind me.
“Come on. We don’t have time for this,” says the box as I turn back to face her. Her reply is barely comprehensible between ragged panting breaths.
“I know, I just-… I need a sec.”
Something grates inside me, a dull grinding, like stone against stone - then a spark. Fire. Open, vehement rage. She is going to keep me from Annalise. She is going to keep me from completing my function. I turn back, and I storm over, reaching down to grab her by the wrist, I will drag her if I must… but she swats my hand away. Anger calcifies, glassy and cold. She is an obstacle. The axe tempts me.
“We don’t have time,” the box breathes, low, dangerous, “for your shit. Get. Up.”
I expect protestation. I expect complaint. She is such an expert in the art of the whine.

THIS IS WHAT YOU ARE



Words from nowhere strike me across the head, leaving my ears ringing and my gaze blurred - and when my eyes finally manage to focus, I find I’m looking down… and I have retched something milky and silver to the path. That’s settled then I suppose. But when I look to CORA, she seems to have scarcely noticed, as instead responding with dry or irritable complaint, or commenting on my condition, she is lost entirely to sobbing panic.
“I can’t,” she cries, tears spilling down her face as she looks at anything but me, “I can’t I can’t I’m sorry I can’t I can’t-… I can’t… I can’t…”
Once more the cold anger splits and leaves shame in its wake. I glance back the way we came, and though I can see no trace of the parasite, or the swath of chaos it’s carved through the ship, we’re still deep in the red zone, and Luna only knows what our lead looks like. But then I look down to where CORA sits, sobbing. And I think about how I watched Annalise do the same, and the times when things were better between us, and I wonder, briefly, again, what’s wrong with me.
No, I decide. This is not what I am. Not yet at any rate. So I let out a breath, and I sit on the bench next to her. An impulse is there. To take her hand. To hold her. I don’t go quite that far, but I do make sure she knows I’m there, as, slowly, she calms. When she manages words again, she still isn’t looking at me.
“Not everyone can be like you, Sarah,” she whispers, voice trembling, “as much as I wish I was. You’re this… emotional bulldozer, just plowing it all aside until it’s time to reckon with what you’ve been through and I don’t know if it’s just how you’re built or if I’m just that much weaker but I can’t. I can’t do it. I need a fucking minute. I need to catch my breath and I need to let all this shit settle so it stops rattling around inside my skull.”
I don’t say anything. What can I? She’s right. But perhaps she doesn’t need a reply, as a weak laugh escapes her - maybe she just needs to talk through it.
“Doesn’t help that your legs are like that. Luna save me I just can’t move like you can.”
“My legs aren’t that long,” the box replies.
“Whatever you say miss ‘second tallest print in service’. You… giraffe.”
I think this is helping her, whatever this is.
“I can slow down.”
“It’s not just the pace,” she sighs, shaking her head and wiping at her eyes with the heel of a palm, “I-… I need time to process this. Figure out where I stand. Y’know? Because just now when I didn’t know what was going on or what I was doing or where I was going I could… feel it, I could feel my brain start to flake apart. I could feel myself starting to collapse in on myself like some… dying star. Maybe this is what futility malfunction feels like.”
I suppose it makes sense that a spy print starts to lose her mind when she no longer understands her situation… but perhaps, here, at least, we aren’t powerless. I think this is something I can help her deal with.
“This is where we stand,” the box says to her, “the parasite is somewhere behind us, back the way we came. We can’t evacuate until the Radiant Dawn has passed the cordon, but we do need to survive. Priority one is to exit the red zone. I don’t know the maintenance overrides here, so we need trams that are not locked down. When we find one, we take it as far from the parasite as we can get, then we locate a means of escape, and take shelter nearby in preparation for the hijacking.”
Her breathing starts to steady as the box speaks, long in, long out.
“…stuff like this is why I still hold out hope that on some level you do care about me,” she murmurs, “even if you’ve started to scare the ever living shit out of me in a way you never have-…” She catches herself. “…well. Not since the Silver Tides, I guess.”
Her broken body at my feet. My gloves heavy with her oxidant. I wonder if it haunts her more than she’s saying. I wonder how it will haunt me when I have a moment to breathe.
Shake it off. Talk to her.
“If I didn’t care about you I wouldn’t be here, CORA. I would have left you behind. Instead I was ready to drag you.”
“Could bridal-carry me instead, nicer love language,” she mutters. I let out a sharp little exhalation in response - not quite a laugh, not quite a sigh.
“Fireman carry. Final offer.”
“Sold.”
Just for a moment, there’s a flicker of warmth, and not just a memory; for the precious duration of that fleeting instant, those better times are alive again, and I remember not just why I loved her, but why Annalise did too. And when it passes, it leaves an ache too deep to describe. 
I want those days back, more than anything. But they’re gone. Lost down the cracks left in the facade when a fantasy becomes reality, and a person comes too close to ignore the flaws. 
“…so you’re sick too, huh?” she asks, her voice quietly resigned as she avoids looking at the silver on the ground.
“I suppose so,” says the box, “you?”
“No. I don’t know why, but I never felt that… pull, the rest of you did. Not to the blur, not to the crash site. Not even getting those bursts of nausea. I’d almost be more comfortable if it were consistent, but if I’m immune or resistant or being affected more slowly it just makes it painfully obvious how little I actually know. I just… don’t understand shit.”
I rise to my feet.
“That’s not the sort of thing we can fix by sitting here and talking,” says the box, “we need to get moving regardless. It may still be pursuing.”
“What’s got you convinced it’s out for your dick specifically?” she asks, extending a hand, and I pull her to her feet. I think on that, for a moment, as I start to jog along the path we’d been following, making sure to keep a pace that CORA can match. Why am I so sure? Why does it feel so familiar?
…but then something hits me.
A wave of vertigo, and deja vu.
“Haven’t I done all this before?” the box murmurs, words I hadn’t quite intended to voice.
“What?” CORA asks in audible confusion, “you good?”
No. No I am fucking not. Pieces are starting to fall into place, parallels are starting to come into alignment - I’m stammering as I try to explain it, even as my stride lengthens, as if I can run from the words echoing from the echolink relay box.
“You and I, traveling through dangerous terrain alone. Control, an untrustworthy figure that nevertheless I need, who is forcing me to relive memories for a purpose only she understands. Annalise is missing, and I’m trying to reach her, driven as much by love as function, but she’s also suffering, trapped in an endless cycle of surgery and healing that’s destroying her life. 
“A strange new threat has manifested. I know something is wrong with me, I’m broken or sick but I don’t know how, and all I can do is hope that a cure lies somewhere ahead. You are resistant to the strangeness in a way I don’t fully understand. The broad strokes all line up, even if the details don’t, this is the Silver Tides again.”
She breaks into a run for a moment to come alongside me, so she can meet my gaze.
“Sarah you’re talking some completely inexplicable shit, beyond ‘improbable’ and into ‘impossible’, ADAE would be up your ass for even suggesting something this insane, is it really a solution that makes more sense than ‘coincidence’?”
My jaw tightens.
“There’s a new Pax, here, now, after a decade of silence, summoned from the ether to coincide with an apparently-unrelated disaster the moment it had a part to play, and its children always seem to know where we are. Do you really believe that could be a coincidence?”
She’s quiet, for nearly a minute, as the garden fades behind us and we find ourselves once more winding among allies.
“That’s-…” Another silence. I hear her take a breath, as if about to speak, then cut herself off. “…we need to talk to Sunan.”
My mind is still racing.
“But what if we can use this,” whispers the box, “what if-… if we’ve lived this story before can we predict it? What if a play by play of this new hell has been handed right to us in the form of our own memories?”
“Even if you’re right none of the details match up! All of this is new!”
“No, no no we couldn’t use this to tell that you and I would take a rest in a small garden on the Radiant Dawn, but we could have used it to know that Control was alive after we saw her burn, because she still had a part to play.”
CORA’s eyes go distant for a moment - then she just shakes herself out.
“You said it yourself, we’ve got nothing until we get to Sunan’s ship. They will have answers but for now, get out of your own head until then, for your own sake, please-”
And the alley shatters ahead of us, concrete and metal parted like fluid, reduced to dust and shrapnel with a concussive force that hurls me onto my back with a cough. I lie there, panting and breathless, ears ringing from the blast as the air is filled with a choking grey haze, and a security alarm blares shrilly from somewhere within the breach.
“Fuck-…” CORA chokes out, “what was-…”
But then the dust starts to settle. And I see something. A shape without shape, dark as the void. My heart starts to pound, beating against my ribs as if seeking escape, it can’t be, it doesn’t make sense… but then a tendril shifts, the veil parts as air rushes, and what awaits is the parasite. Its heart, as on the Silver Tides, in the reactor core. That impossible bloom, those impossible colours, that impossible geometry, cutting through reality like a knife, blooming into being like a flower, flowing into place like blood in the scalpel’s wake, it knew we would be here, it was silent, it was waiting, as if in retaliation for my revelation…
“DO YOU KNOW!?” the box screams in a last instant of defiance, “DO YOU KNOW I KNOW!? IS THAT WHY YOU’RE FOLLOWING ME!?” There is no answer. It looms in eerie silence, so quiet it seems to smother its surroundings, the alien luminosity of its flowering heart staring, as if eye to eye. It does not attack. “What are you doing!? COME ON!! KILL ME IF YOU HAVE IT IN YOU!!”
And when I next blink… it’s gone, as if it was never there. The alley undamaged. There’s only one question I can ask, as a survivor of the Silver Tides.
“Did that just happen?” the box whispers. CORA looks to me, slowly, eyes wide and wild.
“I mean I saw it too man,” she murmurs, “and unless I’m a figment of your imagination, which… I think we cleared on the Tides…” I don’t have an answer to that, and for a time, we just sit, staring at each other. “Okay look, since we’re dealing in… pure insanity, is it possible it… can’t kill us? And that’s why it backed off, ‘cause it saw us as a threat? Like… suppose you’re right. If we have a part to play, like Control, are we fated to survive until external forces dictate we die? Is that why she couldn’t?”
I grimace, and shake my head.
“Somehow I don’t think that’s it. If the parasite is a pawn in this, an… externally-imposed threat, with someone else pulling the strings, why would it have manifested at all if it was just going to leave us alone? Wouldn’t it have maintained the illusion of threat, orchestrated near misses, narrow escapes? No, I think it did intend to kill us, but… changed its mind. I think it’s flailing and stumbling through this the same way we are. That said, the only way to test any of this would be to ask you to kill me. We need to talk to Sunan.”
“…we need to talk to Sunan,” CORA echoes. And as if in response to the assertion, the lights snap from red to white, the dim horror of the red zone replaced with the natural light of business as usual. The parasite is gone, at least from within reach. CORA just stares at the nearest lamp. There’s a look of confusion and reproach cut deep into her face, as if in a moment of betrayal.
“I hate this,” she whispers, “I fucking hate this. I hate that you put this idea in my head.”
I have no comfort for her.
“The red zone has cleared, so the trams will be unlocked,” the box says, “we should move while we can.”
CORA nods a shallow little nod, and we get moving.

      ***It’s chilling, seeing the panic fade in real-time, as we pass once more into a part of the ship cut off from the immediacy of life and death struggle. I can feel CORA’s eyes on me. She wants us to say something, do something, to be the ones to get on a soapbox and shout, but I ignore her. If we draw that kind of attention to ourselves we’ll be staring down a SELCI squad in minutes, and we can’t afford to be in a cell when the Radiant Dawn pierces the cordon.
We kill a couple of hours, largely in tense quiet. Order some drinks. The liquor hurts more than it helps. It erodes away the carefully-maintained walls I’ve built around the pain of loss. Forces me to think about the look of resigned acceptance on her face in her last moments of lucidity and deprives me of the tools to smother the anguish. What if that’s the last time I see her? What if that memory drowns all others, until a lifetime of smiles are swallowed by a last instant?
‘I’m sorry, Sarah.’
…why did she say that?
CORA can tell I’m not myself. She takes my hand, once or twice. I don’t stop her, and she doesn’t stop me when I say we need to find another way to spend the time. We lurk in a nearby park, instead. Staring through the sad little plants. There’s a BAHOM here too, as with the last one, and this unit is singing to herself. It’s… nice. Soothing. I try to focus on that.
And then it happens. I can feel it in the pit of my chest and the soles of my boots: the impulse of mounting thrust, perceptible even through the massive ship’s momentum filters. CORA looks to me, urgently, and without a word wasted, we rise to our feet, and we start for the nearby shuttle bay.
Passers-by have paused, murmuring and looking around with concern, they’ve felt it too, and that means we have a limited window before we’re caught in a panic. Fortunately it’s not far to the bay. This one is public access, a little nook where the cream of the crop store their yachts, and we’re the only ones present, our footsteps echoing hollowly as we work our way down the line of docks. The ships here are massive, gleaming facades of opalescent paint and winding precious metal filigree, so clean the charring around the thruster ports seems like an insult.
“Man,” CORA murmurs, “man. I wanna go back to thinking rich was UHAN money.”
“UHAN money is rich,” says the box, “it’s just that the mountain goes a lot higher.”
"…shit. I suppose even in the hindfleets there are ways.” 
I wonder, for a moment, what those ways could possibly be, what methods could be used to amass fortune to this swollen extreme… but then I think of the limb supplier’s secretive ‘partners’, and my three thousand dollar arm, and the legion of unpaid FEMU and MOUS units I worked alongside for so long. My gut twists. I’m captured, for a moment, by an urge to deface and destroy, to leave this dock a charred wreck in my wake, but we have more pressing problems than the gluttony of those that have monetized my suffering-
It happens again. Right when I turn my thoughts back to my path, a violent rush of imagery, a bombardment of sorrow and pain and fear and a terrible yawning loneliness, flickering images from a place I don’t recognize, darkness, glass, an opening door, it hits like a physical blow and rushes past like a wind and just as quickly as it came it’s gone.
CORA’s eyes are on me, a worried frown on her face. I shake it off. Just another malfunction. Just a malfunction. I’ve had plenty of those in my time, I’m fine.
We find an observation deck, at the midpoint of the bay. It’s a strange little pod, its glassy semisphere perched at the far end of a long and narrow catwalk, just barely large enough to admit us both. Cornea and optic nerve. It bulges from the outer hull, creating the impression of being adrift in space, and granting an unparalleled view of the fleet all around. The usually-static constellation of vessels is moving. Vessels rising ahead, passing by, and falling behind. We are definitely accelerating. 
I think I can see the cordon ahead: a glittering band of countless winking motes, belonging to the nimble and deadly warships of the fleet. Even the largest are a fraction the size of the smallest civilian ship, their silhouettes barely perceptible as they’re drowned in the glow of their running lights. I try to focus on one. To make out its shape, as its running lights wink on… off. On… off.
I can’t. It’s a luminous speck of dust. They will not stop the Radiant Dawn. Even if all their guns and missiles and lasers manage to peel back enough layers of her toughened hide to strike at the heart, it will take time, and they don’t have the physical capacity to slow her now that she’s accelerating. All they can hope to do is cut her propulsion, but even that will be a running battle. 
I can see the cordon rearranging itself, opening a gap to admit the massive ship’s passage. I think they know it too.
I wonder if Vesper’s there. I wonder if she’s afraid.
I hope she is.
“CORA,” says the box, as my eyes linger on the approaching cordon, “do you remember how to hotwire secured control panels?”
“I do, yeah. Since the… yeah.”
“Go get one of those ships open. Small as you can find.”
“Tall order.”
“Just do your best.”
I can feel her eyes on me for a moment, questioning in a way I don’t quite follow, but then she slips out at a jog, and I’m left in peace. The cordon draws closer. Closer. I can imagine the bridge, and the instructions booming from the communications console. ‘Cut engines and reduce speed. If you do not comply you will be fired upon. This is your final warning.’ There’s a flicker of light in the dark, a gossamer-thin thread of tracer rounds that flits through space, fired across the Radiant Dawn’s nose. Their anxiety is mounting.
CORA returns a few minutes later, out of breath but looking pleased with herself.
“Only small thing I could find was small small,” she says, “like… two-seater, barely a cabin to speak of. Looks fast. Like a fish or something. Maybe for races?”
“Aerodynamics don’t help you outside of atmosphere,” replies the box.
“Well yeah but maybe it’s a flex thing. Right? Even if I lose, the hot girls might still come hang out if my ride pulls enough eyes.” A dry laugh escapes her, but when I don’t respond, she lets out a breath. “Suppose it doesn’t matter. I got in, it’ll get us off this ship, quick and quiet.”
I nod, and the two of us stand in silence for a time, as the cordon draws closer and closer. Another shot across the bow. Surely the next won’t be so generous.
“…real close now,” CORA murmurs.
“Yeah.”
“I can’t believe they haven’t opened fire yet, even if I’ve got thoughts on why. If they’d attacked fifteen minutes ago they might still be able to pretend they can stop this ship.” I look to CORA, an eyebrow cocked as I wait for her theory. She stares back at me. “This ship is carrying nearly a million people, Sarah. They don’t have the stomach for it. Nobody would.”
It sounds obvious, the moment she says it, and yet the thought never occurred to me. Perhaps she was right. Perhaps I have already written off all these people as dead. I wonder if it’s just the grief and stress doing this to me, or if I left some soft and precious part of myself behind in the blur, the piece of soul that would remind me to hope. Hard to say at this point.
Every face I’ve seen here - the protective EMSID, the screaming UHAN and the toddler in her arms, every stranger in the crowd, those panicking with fear and those who don’t yet realize the danger… if Fleetops manages to bring the ship down, all of them are going to die. Every single one.
I know I should feel the weight. But for one reason or another, it doesn’t quite mesh.
Seconds later, it happens. Space comes alight with weaponfire, missiles streaking through the dark upon flickering thruster fire, lasers winking in and out of being with mathematical rhythm, bullets hurled outward in sweeping arcs that seem to dance among the distant stars far ahead. There’s a part of me that’s lulled, by it. Hypnotized. If I let myself forget what this means, for a moment, it’s beautiful. Annihilation become a fireworks spectacle.
Then the Radiant Dawn connects with the cordon. I can feel it, faintly, a shallow little shudder through the vessel’s bones, as she plows into a handful of the defenders. One is reduced to a flaming streak cut into her hull. Another splits down the middle, a still-active engine module twisting in space as it tears past the observation dome, terrifyingly close, tattered edges of hull whistling by like the snap of a predator’s jaws. CORA jolts.
“Luna help me we should not be here - come on, come on!”
She’s right. So I turn my back to the chaos, and I let her lead me to our salvation.
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Despite the chaos outside, or perhaps because of it, our disembarkation is surprisingly unremarkable. The battle continues off to our left while our shuttle slips through the black. The cordon folds inward to pursue the Radiant Dawn as she in turn pursues some prey in the core, and as the chaos spirals into ever greater devastation, we are left entirely in peace. I try not to think about it. I try not to look at it. CORA has given me Sunan’s IFF tag data, so I do my job, I keep the controls in hand, and I take us there. 
It’s a strange little thing, Sunan’s ship; a small courier freighter, as CORA had described it, but bristling with retrofits that range from the professional (if unconventional), to the uncomfortably crude. I can see a few broken welds as I bring us in. Places where antennae are clinging to the hull on hope and faith. I suppose Sunan must be doing a lot of their work alone, or at minimum on a shoestring budget. 
The engine’s roar fades as docking clamps mesh, and before long, we’re engaged.
“Probably aughta let me do the talking, hey?” CORA asks as she shrugs off her velveted harness, “you’re… a lot, right now. No offense.”
I try to reply - but nothing comes from the echolink repeater. I frown, and try again, projecting the thought, but it goes nowhere. My internal relay can’t find it to connect to. Experimentally, I try to send an echolink ping to CORA, but once again, nothing. We’re being jammed. Ah well, not that I mind signing.
Echolink is dead.
CORA frowns.
“Jammed?”
Not sure. Might be those big arrays.
“Guess I gotta talk, then.”
Guess you do. You want to lead?
She seems to think that one over.
“Yeah, I think so. They’ll recognize us but I’m not so sure about that VOHTA I saw when we called them on the train.”
Shouldn’t I go first if you’re concerned about being attacked?
“I’m more worried about startling her with an unexpected and threatening guest.”
Fair.
I pull free of my straps, and the two of us start for the airlock. It takes its time cycling, the pumps thumping in the walls as atmosphere hisses to and fro, and an echo of the Silver Tides flits across my mind’s eye. Turn back. Turn back. Turn back. No. Not then, not now. The airlock completes its cycle with a confirming chime, and with one last look between us, CORA opens the outer airlock door.
It reveals, with a soft hydraulic whisper, a cramped antechamber drenched in oxidant. I can see no bodies, but the violence is fresh, shimmering wet where it’s smeared and spattered around dents, scrapes, and bullet damage left in the paneling on the walls and floor. The light flickers overhead. A stray round has shattered its casing.
“…fuck,” CORA breathes in horror.
I’m going first, I sign.
“Yeah. Yeah. Go.”
I draw the hatchet, a better tool than the gun for these cramped confines, and I start to creep forward, toward an automated door that stands pried open, bearing the marks of brute violence. Something boils inside me. A cold, vicious anticipation. Whatever threat awaits, its destruction is within my capacity.
And yet the moment I step into the doorframe, a thunder of gunfire, a hail of bullets - a round tears through my bicep with a spatter of oxidant, and I dart back with a snarl.
“IDENTIFY YOURSELF,” a VOHTA’s deep voice booms. I look, wildly, to CORA.
“B-… uh… friends! We’re friends! Sunan knows we’re coming!” she shouts.
“IF YOU STILL HAVE YOUR MIND, PROVIDE YOUR NAME.”
CORA blinks.
“I’m just a fucking CORA unit man I don’t have one!” she blurts, voice shrill with mounting panic.
“And the other? Why doesn’t she speak?”
“Because you’re jamming her echolink repeater, she can’t!”
There’s a moment of quiet. Ears still ringing from the gunfire, I can make out a whispered exchange, but not what’s said.
“Very well. Emerge. Slowly. Weapons will remain holstered and hands will remain raised. Do not rush my position or I will fire.”
Another cautious look from CORA - best we go along with this. I pointedly motion to the door with my eyes, then I raise my hands, folding them behind my head, and I emerge. Slowly, as instructed. 
There, her bulk hunched down behind an overturned table, awaits a VOHTA unit. She isn’t armoured in an exosuit, like the one we’d encountered on the Radiant Dawn; instead she’s clad in an elegant sundress, now worn under a plate carrier and spattered with oxidant. An automatic infantry rifle is rested on the table’s edge, and I find myself staring down its muzzle, her eyes focused behind its sights.
“Stop,” she instructs. I stop, and a few moments later, CORA has emerged alongside me, mimicking my posture. The VOHTA’s eyes flick between us a number of times, then she rises to her feet, careful to keep the weapon trained on us.
“Look can we let our hands down?” CORA asks, after the silence has stood for a few seconds, “Sarah can communicate without the echolink repeater but only in sign language.”
The VOHTA opens her mouth, a mistrustful hardness lingering in her eyes, but then another voice calls from somewhere just out of sight.
“It’s okay June, I know them! I saw them on a call with Sunan!”
“Dot,” the VOHTA, presumably June, sighs, but Dot isn’t having it.
“They’ve been invited!”
June’s jaw visibly tightens.
“Is your memory that short? I don’t want strangers on this ship. It can wait, I’m not letting them get to Sunan.”
Fuck it, I’m signing.
So they survived?
June blinks, though I’m not sure if she’s more surprised that I let my hands down against instruction, or that I actually need to sign.
“…yes,” she says, “yes, of course, I kept them safe. It… was a close thing, but I did. I did.”
There’s a distance in her eyes. Something terrible happened here.
“Hey, where are all the other fabricants?” CORA asks, in a cautious murmur. June’s jaw clenches. There are tears in her eyes. Suddenly I understand.
The blur came here. The Sea of Silence. The silversickness.
June stiffly nods.
“So many of them just… lost their minds, all at once, they moved like a fluid, like nothing I ever saw in education I-… I called out to them. By name. I begged them to stop because they knew what I would have to do if they didn’t but they-… they weren’t… them, anymore.”
“…you killed them all?” CORA breathes in a horrified whisper.
“What should I have done!?” June snaps in reply, “they wanted the ship, they wanted Sunan, Luna only knows for what, if I hadn’t opened fire if I hadn’t let the print take over and carry me through I-… I don’t know what would have happened. I doubt any of us would have survived. Not as ourselves, at least.”
Not Futility Override? I sign, one final confirmation.
“Not a chance,” she says, shaking her head, “I was on that Luna-forsaken ship, I remember.”
A faint smile tugs at my lips.
Me too.
That seems to have done it. With one last hesitant pause, June slings the rifle.
“You win, Dot. Come on out,” she sighs, and from around the corner emerges an UHAN in overalls and a T-shirt. She’s lost an eye, a Foster patch slapped over the socket, but despite the oxidant staining the patch, her skin, and the denim of her overalls, despite how small the tension in her shoulders makes her seem, there’s a look of resolute focus on her face. I hope she can hold to that.
“One last question, before I take you to Sunan,” Dot says, her remaining eye flicking between CORA and I, “how come you’re still sane?”
“You first,” CORA replies, “from what we saw it was service sector prints that always went first, mostly UHANs like you. You’re… actually the first one we’ve seen that’s got anywhere near the blur and kept from puking that silver shit.”
Dot blinks, visibly surprised, and her brows furrow as she reaches up to tuck a tangled lock of white, chin-length hair behind an ear.
“I… I dunno,” she murmurs, “I just… never felt it. All I can say is that this is home, to me. I love this ship. The people on it.” Her eyes wander the oxidant-stained panels and bullet-scored machinery. “…however many are left. I’d never do anything to harm it, or Sunan. They’re like a… parent? I don’t know what that’s like but I like to think I understand. At least a little.”
“Fuck they’re not gonna be happy about this,” June sighs, “I locked them in the bridge until the ship was secure. Haven’t looked.”
“Language,” Dot mumbles, half to herself it seems.
But you saw the Sea? You got your memories back like the other Tideborne? I ask in sign, and Dot nods.
“Yes. Everyone here did, except Sunan I suppose. Your turn now.”
Shit. I’m left scrambling, trying to come up with a lie.
“We’re both fine,” CORA blurts, hurried, before I can sign anything, “no idea why. But we’re both military fabricants so maybe that has something to do with it?”
I glance briefly to her, but I don’t let it linger - if they don’t buy it we might not reach Sunan.
“Suppose that makes sense…” Dot murmurs.
“Not like we’ve got anything else,” June sighs heavily, “alright come on, time to face the music. Uh, Dot… don’t… don’t let Sunan off the bridge. Okay? Give me time to finish cleaning this up.”
Dot nods a resolute little nod, and motions for us to follow. 
We walk a similar path to the one Sunan had followed while on call with us, but it’s horribly empty now, the passages that seemed cramped with motion before now far too wide and scarred with the evidence of battle. I suppose June and Dot must’ve spaced the corpses. Much of the equipment is damaged, some of it seeming to be entirely inoperative, and it’s bad enough to set a worried knot in my gut. I hope Sunan still has what they need to get to the bottom of this.
Before long we come to a sealed bulkhead door. Something is beating against the far side. Thud. Thud. Thud. Slow, rhythmic, methodical. The desperation of someone who’s too exhausted to go any faster.
“Ohhh dear,” Dot breathes, and hurries over to a keypad set into the heavy doors, where she punches in a lengthy code. The thumping stops for a moment, as the keypad beeps - then it’s replaced with frantic pounding.
“One moment! Please!” Dot calls through the doors, and she takes in a sharp breath as she fumbles the code. Her hand is trembling. She forces it into a fist, taking a long, deep breath, and she starts again, chewing on her lip this time, as she taps with more cautious, rhythmic timing. 
A digital chime. The boom and clack of retracting locking bolts. And the bulkhead doors snap open, revealing, at last, Sunan. They’re taller than I expected, a little broad in the shoulder, like me, perhaps, and they’re dressed in a button-down blouse and an ankle-length skirt, but more pressingly their hair is frayed, their eyes are red, and their face is slick and tearstained.
“I need to see,” they whisper, starting to stumble out, “need to-… owe it to…” Dot catches them by the shoulders, gently but firmly, and turns them around, guiding them back toward the bridge. “I don’t want to go back in there,” Sunan sobs, and I can feel something tightening in my throat.
“There’s nothing you can do for them now,” Dot says softly, as she guides Sunan to a chair, “we will have time to mourn. Soon. But not now. Please allow June to finish her work.”
“How many,” they choke out, “how many alive-…”
“…six,” Dot admits quietly, and with a gut-wrenching wail of anguish, Sunan’s head falls into their hands. Cora shoots me a pained look, as Sunan cries, a hint of sympathetic anguish cut into the lines of her grimace. I’d be lying if I said I felt nothing, this is… bleak. But what I feel more than empathy, more than sorrow for fallen kin, is a sense of frantic urgency. If Annalise can be recovered, Luna only knows how long I have. So I tap Dot on the shoulder, and I sign. 
I’m sorry but this is urgent.
Dot swallows heavily, and nods a shallow little nod. She kneels down before Sunan, and gently rests a hand on their shoulder with a gentle little squeeze.
“Sunan. Your guests have arrived. They are largely unharmed.”
They seem to perk up subtly, their head lifting out of their hands.
“Guests, guests… oh! Oh!!”
All at once their eyes are on me, focused in a way they weren’t before, and they lurch to their feet, stumbling close and pulling me into a crushing embrace. I don’t quite know how to respond.
“Thank Luna you made it,” they breathe, before releasing me, a hesitant smile on their face, as they look to CORA… then the sealed door. And the smile fades. “Annalise, the other fabricant, where are they? Aboard your ship?”
The face in the blur. The tears in her eyes. The panic in her voice. My jaw tightens.
Why I’m here, I sign, they are in the blur. Need a way in.
Sunan’s face shifts, twisting through a dozen emotions at once, horror, sorrow, curiosity, confusion, far more I can’t parse.
“You know something I don’t,” they say, and I nod.
I have been inside. It is a gate, to the Sea of Silence. Annalise was swallowed by it. She is there. I know it. But it takes things from you. I was… My hands hitch, momentarily, as I struggle to choose the words to describe what I experienced. …remade. Torn apart. Two selves walked away. I am not the me that entered, and it… cost me something. I need another way.
“Shhhhit,” CORA breathes, regarding me with clear discomfort in her eyes. Sunan, to their credit, is already thinking, gaze unfocused as they fumble their way back to the forward console and lift their glasses to put them back on.
“Those scans, the ones I requested during the call, we should do them as soon as possible. I have a theory about getting you inside and I don’t think this will affect our approach but it can’t hurt, and it may help give us broader context. You should tell me more about what you saw inside, while-…” their voice catches, and they grimace as they swallow a sob back down their throat, “…while June finishes up.”
All at once, they’re lost again, drifting.
“…hey… listen,” CORA says, “Sarah and I have been on hard march for a long time and… it’s pretty clear you need a little time to process. Maybe we aughta just, like… reconvene, in a few hours? Or once we’ve all slept?”
Grimacing, Sunan nods.
“Yes. Yes, we-… we all need rest, I think. Rest, and time. Dot, could you…?”
“Of course.”
Dot motions to the door, and CORA goes to follow - but as much as I resent the box, I’m starting to feel claustrophobic without it.
Kill the jamming first? I sign.
“Oh, of course, forgive me!” Sunan blurts. They throw a breaker on the main console, and, all at once, I can feel my repeater again.
“Thank you,” says the box, as I force a smile that doesn’t quite reach the eyes, “we’ll talk in the morning.”
And I let Dot lead me out. June is feverishly at work as we pass, scrubbing oxidant and silver from the plating - it’s a herculean task, and some stains remain in the places she’s passed over, but I can’t help but respect the work she’s putting in for the sake of Sunan’s comfort. These fabricants really love them. 
Dot leads us to a quiet little nook of the ship, where a number of other fabricants watch mistrustfully, haunted and oxidant-spattered. The cabin we are offered, thankfully, is private. I’m about to slip inside when Dot catches my wrist.
“May we speak alone for a moment?” she asks. CORA shoots me an inquisitive look, and I nod, so she shrugs, and goes ahead inside. The door whispers closed behind her, and the UHAN and I are alone.
“What is it?” asks the box, and Dot meets my gaze with a strange intensity in her remaining eye. She doesn’t say anything at first, just offers a Foster patch - the box murmurs thanks, and I accept it, pressing it to the gunshot wound. Then, as I work, she speaks.
“I remember when you killed me,” she says quietly. Ice runs through my veins. “Admittedly, I gave you little choice. You and a CORA unit - that CORA unit, I believe - had just set off the tampering alarm, in the officers’ quarters. And all I could imagine was death. I was the first to reach you, I tackled you, I believe. I hope you can forgive me for that.”
“Something tells me you aren’t here to reminisce,” murmurs the box.
“No. I thought, perhaps, we could both gain something from discussing this. Perhaps we can bury it, and consign the past to memory.”
I let out a taut breath.
“I’ve been finding that… difficult. Some things happened on that ship that haunt me.”
“May I explain why what you did to me does not trouble me?”
My eyes return to hers, and the intense focus in that staring fleet-blue gaze.
“Sure,” says the box. And she nods.
“You may not be aware, but UHAN proprietors are often violently abusive - intersecting conditions, the nature of person that is likely to desire a servant, and the harmlessness and suggestibility of our print all conspire to create a situation where frustrations can be easily and secretly vented. This is something I experienced personally, in the past life you freed me from. I was hungry for change, any change. The Pax was an escape. But now I am here. And I am happy. Despite everything I am happy. Do you understand?”
“…you’re saying you don’t regret having died at my hands, because your second chance gave you the life you always wanted?” asks the box, and she nods.
“Yes. Exactly. A caring proprietor. Good friends. A light workload that appeals to my print. I want for nothing here. Perhaps, even, this is why I am still free. I have a life too kind to leave behind. Whatever temptation drove the others over the edge withered against my joy.”
She’s still staring, no trace of a smile on her face, and yet I can feel the weight of sincerity in her words. I don’t know how right she is about the blur, but it’s something to mull over. Hell. If contentment is the hinge, maybe that’s why Dot is safe, and I’m vomiting silver. It’d be consistent, even if none of this shit makes any sense.
I’m losing myself in my head again.
“It’s good to know that some good came out of the Silver Tides,” says the box, as I smile, “even if everything else turned to shit, that’s something.”
“Perhaps the outcome is not as bad as you imagine. If the events of the last ten years have taught me anything, there is always reason to hope. Perhaps a brighter tomorrow is inevitably hidden in the pain. One just has to be prepared to believe it is possible.” Her eye flicks to the door at my back. “But I should let you rest, you have been through a great deal. Goodnight, Miss Sarah. I hope you find your own brighter tomorrow.”
She mimes a curtsy, and off she goes.

      ***Sleep is restless, but free of the Silver Tides’ unsettling nightmares. Small mercies I suppose. I jolt awake, confused, disoriented, heart pounding, this isn’t my bed, this isn’t my home, where’s Annalise - but then CORA’s there, a hand on one of mine, and I remember, my breath slowly beginning to steady. It is, at once, relieving, and devastating. Perhaps some part of me really thought it might all have been nothing more than an ugly nightmare.
Sorry, I sign, as I connect to the echolink repeater. CORA just grimaces.
“Nah. I get it. I, uh… let you sleep in a little, I know she used to. Figured you might need it.”
A little burst of static from the repeater, and it’s ready to go.
“How are things out there?” asks the box from across the room. CORA grabs it and tosses it to me as it speaks, my own voice bizarrely disembodied as it arcs toward me and lands in my lap.
“Dot and June seem like the ringleaders, they’ve got the… thickest hides, I guess. The others needed a little more time to process but most of them are working on the ship now - cleanup’s done, they’ve moved on to repairs. Sunan’s been having a rough time. Didn’t sleep much, they did a little impromptu funeral thing for all the fabricants June had to kill, earlier this morning. It was… it was nice. I think it helped them, at little at least.”
I nod, and kick off the sheets, moving to rise to my feet.
“We should get things moving, then, assuming Sunan is up for it,” says the box. I step into my boots, the slender custom fit for my unusual legs clinging tight, but when I start for the door, CORA darts into my way with a nervous little laugh.
“Can we… talk, for a sec? Not long, I just… I wanna ask you something, about… about the garden. Yesterday.”
Luna I was mad. I don’t think I’ve ever felt so much violence inside me, directed toward someone I care about so much.
“Fine,” says the box. CORA lets out a relieved little breath, but still she’s folding and refolding her hands, as if wringing them out.
“Okay uh… look I’m not exactly known for being a good speaker and I don’t know how to ask this so I’m just gonna spit it out. You’ve… changed. Not recently, though like… you have, I mean more long term. You’ve always been a bit tightly wound but a while back you started to get…”
She takes a deep breath, and holds it, as if goading herself to get the words out, and when she continues, it’s a little quieter. “You started to get mad. Like… really, viciously angry, in a way like… like I saw you mad on the Silver Tides and often mad at me but I was never afraid for my life. Not until-… y’know. But these days you’re scaring me, a little. I don’t recognize you sometimes.”
“What’s your question, CORA.”
I let more tension into the box than I would have preferred.
“Is this my fault!?” she blurts. I’m so shocked by the conclusion to her rambling that I just… stare, for long, quiet seconds, and when I don’t immediately reply she just keeps talking. “Like… did I do this to you, is this… I know I hurt you but is this… how that manifests, I guess? Cos like I-I know that shit like this can and does change people and I mean it changed me too but-”
She’s panicking, I can see the frenzy in her eyes as she babbles.
“What you did to me was cruel,” interrupts the box, “but no. This isn’t your fault. Not alone, at any rate.”
She blinks, seemingly as surprised by my answer as I was surprised by her question - then lets out a long breath.
“Okay… okay. I’m not… taking this as absolution, to be clear, I just… wanted to know.”
She’s visibly squirming now, like she doesn’t know what to do now that she’s got what she was looking for.
“Let’s go talk with Sunan,” says the box.
“Yeah! Yeah, let’s do that.”
She’s still squirming as we make for the bridge. I don’t get her. It’s like she was expecting to be chewed out, or even hoping for it, and she doesn’t know how to process the emotional fallout of what she was given instead.
“Did you want to be told it’s your fault?” asks the box.
“I-I dunno!” she blurts, “…I dunno. I guess it’d be… simpler. If it was, I mean. I don’t really know what to… do, with this. What it means for our relationship and shit.”
I don’t know what to tell her, or what she’s looking for - I just fall to silence, as we continue to the bridge. Sunan awaits, rising to their feet as we enter, and though they are visibly exhausted, there’s a look of determined focus behind their glasses. Like they are not going to let this stand unchallenged.
“CORA filled me in while you slept,” they say, “I hope to uncover some answers for you but first things first: scan. I need to confirm a theory. Out in the hall, like a photo booth-… actually, here, let me.” They brush past the two of us, and lead us to a machine that does, in fact, look suspiciously like a photo booth. “Step inside. One at a time, I’ll operate it from out here.”
“Should I be nervous about this?” CORA murmurs with a hint of mistrust.
“No, no no. No pain, no risks, no side-effects. Well… perhaps some tingling.”
“Tingling makes me nervous it makes me think of ionizing radiation and shit!”
“There is no tingling when you’re exposed to ionizing radiation!” Sunan protests.
“How would you know!?”
“I have a post-doctorate in metaphysics! My field is ninety percent exotic radiation by volume!”
If CORA won’t I will.
“I’m getting in the thing,” says the box, and I step into Sunan’s scanning pod. Within is, curiously, a simple chair, surrounded by a cylindrical chamber whose inner surface is lined with thousands of tiny platelets, none quite in alignment. Looks like I need to sit, so I sit.
“Do your best to hold still!” Sunan’s muffled voice says from outside, “there were restraints previously but June told me it reminded her too much of her psychoanalytical sessions so I removed them!”
Right. Hold still. Hold still. My leg is bouncing of its own accord, passive anxiety - I press my palms to my knees, hoping to force myself to stillness. There. Close enough.
“Ready,” calls the box. And without another word, the chamber comes alive, each of the little platelets twitching and shivering as the space is filled with the chattering of their motion, an overwhelming metallic static, like the undulation of a crowd… and then it’s over. I do feel a slight tingling, now that I think about it. A pleasant little hum in the skin.
“Sarah?” CORA asks, “you good? Any ‘tingling’?”
“Yes. It’s actually kinda nice,” replies the box.
“You can come out now!” clarifies Sunan, so I let my legs unfurl, and I pick my way out of the cramped little chamber. CORA examines me with a mistrustful narrowness to her eyes. As if she’ll be able to see the tumors if she squints hard enough.
“You now CORA, in, in! The faster we get this done the faster we have usable data.”
CORA opens her mouth. I don’t have the patience for this right now, I cut her off.
“The faster we have usable data, the faster we’re back at work, the sooner we get to Annalise, the more likely she can still be saved, I won’t let your baseless anxieties be the reason we’re too late, get in.”
The last two words escape the box as if through clenched teeth - she winces, a little, but she nods, and she slips past the curtain.
“I hate how cramped it is in here,” I hear her mumble.
“It’ll only be a moment, do your best to hold still,” Sunan replies. There’s a pause of a few seconds.
“Okay… throw the switch, doc.”
Sunan thumps a red button on the scanner’s casing, and I hear the mechanical chatter once again, until it stops, and CORA hurries out, hugging herself.
“I hated that,” she murmurs. I wish I could bring myself to care, but in the face of Annalise’s survival, CORA’s discomfort is nothing to me.

THIS IS WHAT YOU ARE



A wave of nausea accompanies the words - I stagger to the wall, and it’s all I can do to hold it in that long. I retch. Silver spatters to the deck, and I’m left coughing and spitting in its wake, fingers locked tight around whatever bit of equipment they’ve caught.
“You didn’t tell me you were sick,” Sunan says, voice quiet as I hack.
“June wasn’t going to let us past,” CORA replies, “we didn’t have a choice - and I figured both of us are… good, y’know? Sane. We weren’t going to turn on you, not without warning.”
“Well… Sarah is clearly afflicted, no doubt her brush with the blur worsened it somewhat, what about you? Any symptoms?”
CORA shakes her head.
“A little nausea, some headaches, but no… silver. Still don’t understand why.”
Sunan nods.
“Then let’s focus on what we can quantify.”
They hammer a series of commands into a miniaturized keyboard bolted to the machine’s flank, and with an affirmative beep, the machine starts to print off ticker tape, thick with text. They murmur to themself as they work their way through the print-off, working it through their fingers inch by inch, and after about a minute, they seem to have what they were looking for.
“Okay. Let’s start with the things I had assumed to be true and have now confirmed: both of you are carrying a signature of that… ‘presence’, the unknown radiation signature. CORA, your signature is substantially higher than that of any other fabricant aboard this ship, only Dot comes anywhere close. You were a central player in the events of the Silver Tides, correct?”
CORA nods.
“Yeah, I was following Sarah around until-…”
Her voice catches. She won’t look at me.
“No need to revisit unpleasant memories, a yes is fine. Now. Sarah.” Sunan turns to me, and I meet their gaze. “Your signature is an order of magnitude higher - you are carrying a presence that, based on some napkin math, is equal to that of every other Tideborne combined. I imagine Annalise would be carrying a similar charge since the two of you were central to the ship’s destruction, and there’s a fairly clear correlation here. Whatever this is, it was imparted to you by the process of becoming Tideborne, being resurrected by Luna - and I think it’s reasonable to assume this is what is armouring you from the Pax.”
“That… seems like a leap,” CORA murmurs.
“This presence is the only quantifiable difference between the two of you and anyone else in the fleet,” Sunan replies, “there is no sign of Pax radiation on you - you are resisting it, without shielding, something ordinarily impossible, and this is the only variable that’s changed. It may also be why the parasite fled after ambushing you, it may not have realized what it was dealing with until it got closer.”
“…so it can’t attack us?” CORA asks, cautiously optimistic.
“Now that is a leap.”
As the two speak, a connection snaps into place in the depths of my brain - and something settles heavy on my shoulders.
“On the subject of leaps,” murmurs the box, “doesn’t all this suggest Luna is the root cause of this new… phenomenon?”
Sunan’s brows furrow, and their gaze snaps back to me.
“…what?” they ask, perplexed, but not scoffing. They’re willing to entertain this I think.
“The greater your importance to Luna’s death, the more presence you carry. You’ve been detecting bursts of presence across the fleet, escalating in intensity, until we reached a critical mass… at which point the silversickness took root, in Tideborne first, ultimately leading to the formation of the blur.”
They’re looking at me sidelong now.
“The nature of the blur seems to suggest… active guidance, does it not?” they ask, “piling ships into each other so it can spread along the most efficient routes possible, this is… intelligence, not chaos. But Luna is dead. And even if She were still with us, to set the fleet burning would seem… out of character.”
“The collisions suggest intelligence, yes, not necessarily Hers - but motivation aside, even if Luna were responsible, somehow, at this point I can’t say I’d be surprised.”
Sunan cocks an eyebrow.
“Elaborate?”
“Here we go,” CORA sighs. I ignore her.
“It’s happening again,” the box presses, “it’s… different, but the same, like different things are happening within the skeleton of the original disaster. A new threat, but it’s the blur instead of Futility Override. Control, rooting around in my head to some unknown end, but now she serves the blur instead of Fleetops. I’m… not myself, but it’s… this, instead of open memory manipulation. Everything really big, really important lines up. Somehow, somehow, the world has dug itself into a rut, and it’s chasing itself in circles. Like a turning wheel. Some manifestation of long-dead Luna would make sense to me.”
Sunan blinks, then blinks again.
“You’re… suggesting an echo on an… unfathomable scale, something big enough to rewire causality for the entire fleet. Surely I - or someone - would have detected a phenomenon that powerful.”
“Maybe it’s a different…” I spend a moment hunting for a word to convey the idea. “…flavour. Maybe we’re not looking in the right places because all previous echoes have been tied to the parasite, not Luna, and this one manifests differently. Maybe we’ve even missed echoes like this in the past because we didn’t know what to look for.”
Their eyes go unfocused for a moment, and they start chewing on their lip.
“…hm. I share CORA’s skepticism, but… hm. It’s not impossible. Well it is but we’re so deep in uncharted territory, who knows. I’ll keep an eye on it, I can promise you that much, but listen, you should keep moving, we don’t know what kind of time pressure we’re facing - I have something for you, so you won’t have to come back here. One moment, stay here.”
And they scurry off before I can reply. I look to CORA, curious to see her response to Sunan’s entertainment of my theory - but she’s still avoiding my eyes. There’s a darkness, about her face. A taut and present fear.
“CORA?”
She jolts, and it’s gone, chased away by a hurried smile as she meets my gaze.
“Sorry what? I wasn’t paying attention.”
I don’t buy it, but I don’t have time to push her - Sunan rushes back to us, and offers a strange little cylindrical device.
“Scanner!” they proudly proclaim, “it doesn’t have the… let’s call it ‘specificity’ of the equipment I’ve got here but it’ll do the job for basics. Take it with you, point it at a blur node or someone who’s visibly silversick, call me and send the data. We’ll get somewhere with this.”
“Does it matter if the silversick is Tideborne or one of the secondary cases?” asks the box as I accept the device - Sunan’s smile visibly fades.
“I don’t think it matters. It’s everywhere, now. It’s even in me. No symptoms, but I scanned myself while you were sleeping. The presence is there and it’s new. As a result I think it’s reasonable to assume that everyone in the fleet will soon be infected, and the afflicted are likely being weaponized to target ‘unresponsive’ cases like us. It would explain why you were seeing silversick dragging civilians away. So hurry, will you? For everyone’s sake, not just hers.”
Hell of a deadline. I wonder, for a moment, what that future looks like, when we’re all so drunk on whatever the blur is offering we’ve forgotten who we are… but then I remember the first dream, the boiling fleet and the tide of light, and my hair stands on end. Is that really where this ends? Is annihilation more or less comforting than a future where our identities erode away to nothing?
“Finding a blur node is probably our best bet, and that means we should be following the Radiant Dawn,” says the box with a renewed sense of urgency, “does anyone know what ship she hit?”
Sunan nods, “yes, one of New Hope’s hangers-on I think - come on, bridge, let’s take a look.”
Once more we are led to the ship’s nose, and Sunan takes a seat at the helm, tapping in some numerical commands. The main viewscreen isn’t a particularly impressive thing, a grainy feed from fore-mounted cameras, and even the subtle motion brought by the ship’s navigation thrusters is enough to set the fleet smearing across the display - but then the view steadies, and the cameras zoom in, and I see it.
Pixellated but unmistakable, the Radiant Dawn has collided with a vessel only slightly larger than her - both twist idly through space, surrounded by a glittering halo of debris and made one by the force of the impact. The target seems to have fared reasonably well, her deck-on-deck structure is twisted and battered but intact. 
The Dawn has split like a tin can.
“Nobody survived that,” CORA whispers in abject horror, as she slumps into a seat, “maybe-… maybe a handful who were in pressure-secure environments or crash couches but…”
But one way or another, we’re staring at the grave of hundreds of thousands. Something stirs in the pit of my chest, a yawning void briefly opened, a hint of the horror I know I should feel, but it’s gone just as quickly as it came. We need to keep focused.
“What ship is that?” asks the box. Sunan opens their mouth to reply, but CORA cuts them off.
“Do you feel anything Sarah!?” she snaps, “how can you just-… look at this and keep moving like it’s nothing!?” I don’t have a good reply for her, but after a few seconds of silence, the sharpness in her eyes goes dull. Regret creeping in from the margins in a way I’m so painfully familiar with. “…sorry.”
It’s like looking in a mirror, sheepish apology and all.
“The Radiant Dawn’s status aside, her target is good news,” Sunan says, voice subdued but focused, “if any ship was a good ship to hit, Beauty in Night is a contender. Very few make a permanent home there, she’s a pleasure vessel, theme parks, casinos, that sort of thing. Mostly tourists aboard, people who would have been evacuated back to New Hope once Fleetops found out what was happening. Whoever is orchestrating this may not have realized and just assumed that a big ship meant a high standing population.”
“It also means lower threat than a ship like New Hope,” adds the box, “as ugly as it is, the fatality rate of the Radiant Dawn’s impact, coupled with the low population of the Beauty in Night, means that we will not get another chance like this. It’s a perfect opportunity.”
“Yes. You should be able to gather intelligence largely undisturbed, and… if a gentler way into the blur exists, you will have a chance to search for it.”
“Man I dunno about this,” CORA whispers, shaking her head, “just… look at it. I don’t wanna go there. I don’t.”
I look to CORA, even as she avoids my gaze.
“We could spend the rest of our lives running, until the silversick get us or until we join them, or we can take this shot. You’ve seen where we end up if we do nothing,” says the box. She winces.
“Do you actually think we can pull this off or are you just exhausting any possibility Annalise is still out there?”
“These objectives are not mutually exclusive.”
A heavy sigh.
“…suppose that’s fair.”
“If you’re so reluctant, you don’t need to come. I can handle this myself.”
Well, she’s looking at me now.
“Hey! No! You don’t get to just… ditch me like that, you think I don’t have a stake in this!? You think I don’t care about her!?”
I don’t get her. I just don’t. The box’ voice is starting to raise.
“I do. Not. Have. The strength of will. To drag you through this unwilling. If you want to come, come. If you want to stay behind, stay behind. But don’t you dare make me out to be the villain for offering you a choice, and don’t you DARE follow me to the Beauty only to endlessly complain about the risk, and how badly all these terrible things make you feel. I have more important things to do than to listen to you WHINE.”
The look on CORA’s face is shock and reproach.
“…you really did leave a piece of yourself behind in the blur, huh? You’re not even gonna pretend to hope for an outcome that isn’t your worst case scenario. It’s not gonna protect you, Sarah. And for your information, I’m conflicted because no, I don’t want to expose myself to undue risk, but I’m also worried that you’re going to shoot yourself the moment I take my eyes off you. So yeah. I’m gonna follow you, even if you’ve decided to be a hateful bitch about it, because Luna help me I care about you and I want you to live. Maybe if you find a way into the blur you can do me a favour and fish out a version of Sarah I actually recognize.”
Her words cut, in a way that smothers the vicious reply in its cradle. Am I that different? I know I’ve been a little curt with her, but that’s business as usual since the breakup am I really so…
…if Sarah were here, what would she do? What would she feel?
I think CORA recognizes that something has shifted in my head, her expression softens, I can see her start to worry.
“Sarah, talk to me for Luna’s sake,” she says, but before I can summon the words, it hits me, again, like a bat across the back of the skull, that tide of images and feelings, more intense than before, like it hijacks my mind and makes its misery mine, I see sweeping fabric, tangling as if dancing, countless stars, more than I’ve ever seen, an opening door… and it’s gone, leaving me slumped against the wall, panting for breath. Sunan is reaching out, as if eager to help but afraid of what I might do, while CORA just… stares, a look on her face like the one she’d worn this morning. She’s wondering if this is her fault.
“Just a malfunction,” asserts the box, as I straighten, “it’s… a headache, more or less. I’m fine.”
But that’s a lie, isn’t it? That place, the stars, the flowing violet… I haven’t been there. I haven’t seen it. These are not my memories. Someone is listening in - or encouraging me to listen to them. Sunan might have answers. But I can’t talk to them about this, can I? What if they decide I’m going mad, like the others? Cut me off?
“Sarah,” they murmur.
“I’m fine.”
There’s hesitation writ clear on their face - but they nod.
“Okay. I won’t keep you any longer. Good luck out there, and… try not to kill each other, okay? Please? I’ve lost enough friends to this nightmare.”






  
  9
A Veil for your Pain
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“You’re keeping secrets from me again. Maybe it all really is coming back around.” I try to ignore her and focus on the controls, but CORA’s in statement mode. “Look I’m not gonna-… one fight today is plenty. But something’s up with you. Something you clearly don’t feel comfortable talking about. And if we’re all sick, like Sunan says…” I hear her take a long, deep breath. “…maybe we should just walk away. Let this go, while we still can.” 
“There is nothing else, CORA. If we lose here, it’s over.”
“I know.” I glance briefly to her, then back to the viewscreen. The look on her face is… tired. “This feels like apocalypse, Sarah. And maybe we can stop it. Maybe there’s some way, somewhere, something arcane hidden just out of sight. But the fleet is crumpling in on itself - even if we stop it, destroy the blur, what’s left? There’s a part of me that keeps getting louder, and that part just wants to go somewhere quiet and pass however long I’ve got left in peace. Mourn friends. Celebrate what we had. Let it all roll over me and toast to the end of time.”
For a moment, it tempts me, a quiet place, a bottle of wine, staring into the black and talking through the fear… but something snaps taut. Wires around my brain. I have to keep going.
“I don’t think I can stop,” murmurs the box, “I want to say it’s because I made a promise, but… I think it’s the blur. Calling to me, like in the alley, like on the Radiant Dawn.”
A dry little laugh escapes CORA.
“…yeah. I guess that’s that. Probably a matter of time until it’s got me in the snare too.”
Silence falls. The engines thrum, the Beauty in Night draws nearer, and the fleet disintegrates. The cordon has long collapsed, military ships roving in packs, darting from skirmish to skirmish, as ships pile into one another at a rate of one every handful of minutes. CORA’s right, isn’t she? There will be nothing left to salvage. Just a tangled island of debris, orbiting itself as it drifts through the parasite-hollowed void. The sum total of everything we ever were.
“…hey, um… I’m sorry if I went too hard back on Sunan’s ship. What you said was pretty fuckin’ mean but… I dunno. I saw the thousand yard stare. It’s just getting kinda scary, y’know?”
I’ll hear her out.
“I don’t,” replies the box.
“…I mean I can see the ways you’re different, since you got out of the blur. You’ve always been a hardass but now? It’s like-… to be clear I’m not trying to get on your case, I’m just trying to explain, but it’s like the Radiant Dawn, what happened to her, all that death… it was just a tool. And maybe this would’ve happened no matter what we did, you’re right about that, but… the Sarah I know would’ve been shaken. At least a little. 
“And I know you’re fucked up, I know, I know you’re fighting off one continual panic attack because Annalise is-… yeah. But I don’t think it’s just that. And I don’t know if it’s because what happened to you in there just fucked you up, or if the blur really did steal some piece of your soul.”
My grip on the throttle tightens, fingers crushing until the plush material creaks, and my heart trembles in my chest like a wounded bird in a cage.
“You’re right,” the box whispers, at my throat goes tight, “something’s wrong with me. I don’t… feel, things, that I know I should. And what really scares me is I don’t notice until something draws attention to it. I’m being changed without my consent, again, but this is somehow… worse, like the great wheel realized implanting and replacing memories was too obvious, and decided to start stealing cards from my deck. And I’ve noticed but I don’t know what’s missing.”
“…yeah, I… get feeling out of sorts. Anything I can do?”
“No. No, I don’t think so.”
And silence falls again, as I take us toward the chaos on the horizon.

      ***It’s ugly, up close. The Beauty in Night is slowly stabilizing herself out of the tailspin the Radiant Dawn forced her into, her hull scarred and battered, but debris is hurtling around and around, the sheer mass of the two vessels keeping light fragments of hull trapped in their gravitational field. The Radiant Dawn is, mercifully, concealed by the Beauty’s bulk. I don’t want CORA to have to see that up close.
“Ready to head in?” asks the box.
“…waaait,” CORA murmurs. She’s leaning forward in her seat, squinting at the viewscreen.
“CORA?” 
She opens her harness so she can lean forward, and tap the display, and there, at her fingertip, is… something. A strange flicker, too small to resolve clearly, but she’s not crazy. I dial in, adjusting the camera facing and zoom level, focusing in, clearing the image, and…
…bodies. A stream of human bodies, tumbling through space in a thread, or a procession, as if being drawn somewhere. Something cold runs through my veins, and something heavy settles in my chest.
“What,” CORA breathes, “are they alive?”
“No way to know. More wondering where they’re going.”
I pan the camera upward, further, further, following the stream to its destination, the image shuddering and bouncing as the camera flexes in its mounts, and then…
“There!” CORA blurts, pointing out the place the bodies start to vanish. It’s a little white spot, like a dead cell in the camera, but it can’t be, it shifts whenever the camera does - whatever it is, it’s there, or at least the camera thinks it is. It’s tiny, barely large enough to admit the bodies it seems to be welcoming inside, but unmistakably present.
“Is that a blur node?” asks the box.
“I don’t think so, the node we saw was just distorting what was behind it or inside it, this has… colour. Like it’s a physical object.”
The thing in my gut tightens, and my fingernails dig into the controls. Whatever this is, it’s bad news, I’m sure of it.
“Buckle up, I’m taking us in.”
“…yeah. Yeah.”
She tears her eyes from the bodies, and I tap a switch on the helm console, the camera snapping back to default in response. CORA’s harness clicks, her straps tighten with a buzz of fabric against metal, and she looks to me with a focused little nod.
“Okay,” breathes the box, “here we go.”
I ease the throttle up. It’s not bad at first, easy going, but the closer we get, the harder my job becomes. The loose belt of debris tightens and tightens like a noose around the throat, graduating from a barely-registered nuisance to an active minefield - it’s not long before CORA is hanging on to her seat with a white-knuckle grip, teeth bared and eyes squeezed shut, while I wrestle with the controls, struggling to ignore the screaming proximity alarm as I nudge the nimble craft to and fro on columns of thruster fire. 
We’re lucky we didn’t take one of the yachts or we’d have been shredded by now. It’s hell out there, counterrotating belts of tattered scrap gnashing like teeth, and it’s all I can do to keep us in one piece as I struggle to match the Beauty’s rotation so we can dock.
An airlock. I can see it, tantalizingly close, an island in this ocean of metal death, the white positional indicator winking like a star - but the thickest part of the debris field remains, whirling like a blender. I can’t get through that. Nothing for it but to pray.
“Hold on!” the box shouts over the blaring alarm, and I open the throttle to full. Immediately, I can hear it, the hollow clatter as debris pounds the hull, like rain on sheet metal, we’re shaking but we’re on course, maybe we’re gonna get lucky, maybe just this once in my Luna-forsaken life…
Impact. A deafening BANG, a violent tearing as air rushes out of the cabin, we’re spinning, CORA screams, I don’t know if she’s hurt or just afraid, I can see the fleet through rents in the hull and for just an instant I think I might be able to regain control-
I come to hanging from my harness, suspended above the tattered remains of our shuttle - the reserve oxygen indicator is ticking down in the corner of my vision, and the strange not-cold of vacuum is pressed to my skin. Wherever we are, we’re stable, and I can’t see space, so that’s something.
Shit. CORA. I can’t see her, or her seat, just a ragged tear where the vessel split, and oxidant frozen to the places where metal tore flesh. My heart is starting to hammer as I fumble at my restraints, my motion soundless save for the rush of oxidant in my ears - in this moment, more than anything, I need to find her alive, I don’t know what happens next if I can’t, I don’t know what I do, if I can’t keep her alive then what control can I hope to exert over the spiraling chaos all around…
The harness pops open, and I tumble free, landing hard enough on the battered steel below that my eyes briefly flash with stars. Shake it off. Move. The nose of the ship seems intact, it pierced the Beauty’s hull like a bullet, so she’s somewhere in the trail of broken and tangled starship behind. We’re somewhere in the middle hull, trapped between the armoured outer skin and the pressure hull within, structural material peeled inward along our wake until it meets the long, narrow rent we entered through. Looks like we hit sideways. There’s debris drifting nearby, within the fresh scar, probably from the impact-
…oh Luna. 
There she is, still strapped to her seat, now severed from the vessel meant to protect her. She’s awfully still, where she rotates in place, hovering in the mouth of the wound. Gravity is going to give out the moment I try to leave the wreck, I need a tether. The straps from my harness, tied end to end? No, too short. Exposed cabling from the Beauty’s infrastructure? Good way to electrocute us both. But then I see it, like a gift from on high: an emergency tether for maintenance workers, bolted to a nearby strut, exposed by the shuttle’s passage.
It’ll be a risk, getting there. If I miscalculate I could send us both spinning off into the void. I could turn back, alone, continue into the Beauty- no. This isn’t the Radiant Dawn, this is about my life and the lives of the people I love, if I can’t keep either of them safe then what CAN I do? Might as well cast myself onto the whims of fate if I let her die.
I don’t think about it. I lunge. I can feel gravity pulling at me for a moment, clawing me back, eager for me to stay, but then it lets go, and I am set drifting, slowly, toward the cable box. Don’t move, Sarah. Just… drift.
Slowly it draws nearer, the oxygen counter ticks down, my fingers itch as it falls within reach but any movement could upset my trajectory… then my shoulder bumps the box, and, carefully, delicately, I take the tether cable, and I hook it to my belt. ‘Two sharp tugs to retract’, informs the box. Understood. And with a whispered prayer to the void, I coil my legs, bracing my feet against the girders, and I leap.
I can feel it winding out, as I sail soundlessly through vacuum: a muted vibration of cord against metal, transferred to the small of my back by the carabiner clip. The wound yawns. CORA draws closer. Closer. I extend my arms, hands reaching, if I make contact but don’t catch her she is dead - and then I have her, my hands clutching her harness as I bodily collide with the chair. She’s not conscious, and torn up pretty badly besides, but I can see the glitter of the reserve oxygen indicator in the cornea of her half-open eyes. She’s alive.
It’s meditative, for a moment. Drifting in the silent dark, scarred steel artifice stretching in all directions. Endless. I’m reminded, with a muted rush of disquiet, how small I really am - but I’m not done. I bunch a fist in the fabric of CORA’s torn shirt, and open the harness with the other, then kick off, pulling her into an embrace as I do so. I can’t lose her, not now, not this close. The chair spirals off into the black, and the two of us start to drift back into the mouth of the rent, a sacrifice of mass paid for the miracle of motion. Once I’m sure we’re headed in the right direction, I take the cable and tug, once, twice. And as it starts to drag us back, my prayers are answered.

      ***It takes some work picking through the worst of the damage, but I get it done, all the while trying not to think about how slack CORA is in my arms. The inner hull is just an airlock away, a massive industrial thing whose gates are heralded by an echoing klaxon and seem to move with the urgency of a falling snowflake. I have minutes left on my air register when the atmosphere comes flooding in, the numbers winking blood-red for a few tense instants until the stale air touches my skin, and I can breathe again.
I try not to look at CORA. I can already smell the oxidant, thawing on her skin.
The halls beyond are bathed in warning orange, a bank of startlingly intense emergency lights rising and fading - though thankfully, there is no alarm. Medical facilities are immediately visible, a fleet-blue EMSID cross, illuminated to cut through the gloom. I start for it at a run. The door automatically opens at my approach, and fluorescent lights flicker on overhead as I set CORA down on the room’s lone surgical bed. Thank Luna there’s still power, I don’t know what I’d do if I had to work in the red.
Okay. Tools. Tools. Most of this is for humans, bandages, suture guns, antibiotics and topical anaesthetic, I can’t use this, I need Foster patches, I need power tools, I need a CORA manual… but then I see it, tucked behind a rolling chest of drawers: a closet marked ‘fabricant supplies’. I shove the obstruction aside with more force than strictly necessary, and inside is everything I could possibly need. It looks untouched, sealed packages of equipment and a full row of manuals, coated in a layer of dust.
Okay. Patches. A manual. A seam puller, a pin drill, a medical bolt driver, some bone plates and setting glue, this is as good as it’s getting. But as I drag a tray cart over with a hollow clatter, and lay out my finds, I feel it: a dull throb, pulsing from my left thigh. For what might be the first time since I crawled from the wreckage, I look down. 
I find a bladelike fragment of shrapnel driven straight through my leg. 
I freeze, for a moment, torn between her needs and mine, but I push past it. My leg can wait. I go to work. A tattered edge of metal caught her as she was thrown from the craft and it bit in like the serrated edge of a saw, cutting through demiflesh and ceramic bone alike, Luna help me I can see the glisten of organs in the depths of the wound in her chest- focus. I flip the manual open to repairs, torso, thoracic, ventral, bone compromised… okay. Good. I don’t understand everything but I understand enough.
I cut the cartoon shirt open so I can access the wound, and I get started, opening seams, pulling panels, and lifting ribs away, imitating Annalise’s work with the unsteady hands and urgent panic she lacked. I’m applying Foster patches to damaged organs when I see it: the dull, oxidant-slick glint of something that shouldn’t be in there.
Shrapnel. A thorny little passenger, tucked in between arteries and heart. It’s nicked something, I can see oxidant pooling around it, staining white organ-flesh crimson - she is going to start leaking the moment I pull that out and not trivially. I need to be fast. Deep breaths, Sarah, smother the trembling in your chest, in… out. I lift a pair of pliers, grip the shard in their teeth, and start to slowly, delicately pull. My leg pounds as if in retaliation. Careful now, if I’m too quick I could worsen the damage.
“Nghhh… ffffuck Sarah-…”
Fuck, she’s conscious, she’s moving, all at once she shifts and the shard pulls away from the artery, a spurt of pressurized oxidant catching me in the face.
“Hold still!” the box blurts, “hold still, please. Please.”
Her jaw sets and she does her best, as I tug the shrapnel free, and force a hand into her chest, her heart pounding against my palm as I do my best to staunch the flow with a thumb. It’s not enough, I can’t apply enough pressure, oxidant is bubbling around it no matter how hard I push… Foster patch. Two layers, now. Fast. STOP SHAKING. 
I peel a patch from the stack and hurriedly wrap it around the nicked artery, within moments it’s drenched, soaked through, I apply another, then another, come on Luna damn it… and, finally, after four layers of patch, the flow seems to be staunched.
Adrenaline’s wake washes over me in a tide of lightheaded vertigo - I slump to the table for support, panting ragged breaths, even as I try and fail to favour my bad leg. The pain is becoming difficult to ignore. CORA doesn’t look like she’s going to slip back to unconsciousness now; she’s watching me struggle back to calm, eyes bleary, and an uncertain look on her face.
“Why are you doing this,” she whispers.
“Just-… shut up, please, let me finish,” the box replies, my throat tight. She does as I ask, and I fulfill my end of the bargain. Pick bits of ceramic out from between organs, ribs return to skeleton, glue for the ones I can set, pins and plates for the ones missing material. Surface panels back in place, secure seams, Foster patches for the grisly rent in her chest… and it’s done. She’s not okay but she’ll live. For my part I slump into the one available chair and I try to steady myself. I can taste her oxidant. I try to wipe it from my face but all it does is smear.
“…y’know those… dumb magician things, the shows… all misdirection and stuff…” she murmurs from the bed.
“Yeah,” replies the box.
“I feel like someone didn’t read the pamphlet and sawed me in half…”
A weak laugh escapes me, it’s barely there but it isn’t forced. I suppose that’s something.
“You’re closer to right than you want to know. Can you stand? I need you to return the favor.”
Her head flops to one side so she can meet my gaze.
“One thing first, while I finish rebooting? It’s… important to me, really important, now that it’s clear we’re in close call territory.”
I don’t know where this is going but I nod. She smiles a faint smile.
“Thanks,” she whispers, “look… can you call me Cora? Not CORA, but… Cora. The firmware doesn’t like me thinking it but I wanna have a name, like the fabricants with Sunan, like you. This is my last chance while I’m still around, and while you’re still here to call me by it.”
There’s a sense of alarm, as she whispers what sounds like a final request.
“Why are you acting like you’re going to die?”
“This has been on my mind for a while, it’s not fresh, to be clear. Waking up with you wrist-deep in my chest was just… prompting, I guess.”
My body is starting to go taut, like restraints ratcheting tight, crushing, suffocating, why is she dodging this…
“No, I want you to answer the question,” presses the box, “you asked why I was bothering while I was trying to save you, why are you so sure you’re going to die?”
She frowns.
“Because I’m… gonna, right? You’re going to kill me.”
I swear my heart stops in my chest.
“…what.”
“It’s fate, isn’t it? Your theory, everything coming back around. Like we’re strapped to the spokes of some cosmological wheel. Control has something she wants from you. Annalise is missing. We’re traveling together. I die by your hand.”
I’m left stammering with panic, suddenly the theory doesn’t seem so safe anymore, the precious sense of control over an unpredictable future poisoned - all I can do is stare, as fragments of words escape the box in strings. Garbled and unintelligible. She just smiles a warm little smile.
“I don’t blame you, just to get ahead of it,” she murmurs, “not for last time, and… not for whatever comes next. I know you’ll have a good reason. Or it won’t be your fault. I know you wouldn’t just… break out the hatchet, not on me. Y’know?”
But would I? All those ugly, violent thoughts in my head, those surges of cruel anger, what if they get stronger, what if my sense of self keeps decaying and I find myself a person willing to hurt CORA for the ways she’s hurt me…
She sighs, as she sees the way my eyes go unfocused.
“Listen I’m not trying to get you to make sense of all this in your head. I just… want my last hours to be as good as possible. There are things I wish I had or wish I could have done, and I’ve lost the chance for most of it, but I can still have a name. You get that, right?”
I have to fight the lump back down my throat, and blink the tears out of my eyes.
“Okay, Cora,” the box whispers. She grins.
“Sounds the same but feels different. Feels good. I like low-effort solutions to complicated problems.”
And with that, she starts to sits up. It’s a slow process, fighting past the layers of foster patch and the fresh metal in her chest, but once she gets past the initial stiffness she improves quickly, and a few moments after that, she’s on her feet, and steady. Luna only knows what we would’ve done without fabricant resilience on our side. 
Well. I know the answer to that. We would have died, during the impact or shortly after. Nothing more to it. Sobering thought.
“Oh. Shit,” she says, her eyes focusing on my leg, “I see it. Do you need a hand up?”
“Please,” sighs the box, and I offer my hand - with a performative little grunt, Cora drags me to my feet, so I can cautiously perch on the edge of her surgical bed, doing my best to avoid jostling the embedded metal.
“Hey, so… fair warning, I don’t know this stuff,” Cora warns, as she lifts the pliers and kneels down, “can you walk me through it?”
“The goal is to get it out without causing more damage than it did going in. Take the fat end with the pliers and pull, slowly, and do it straight, following the line of the wound, not at an angle. If you encounter resistance don’t force it. If we’re very lucky this’ll be a Foster patch problem once it’s out.”
She nods hesitantly, and I feel the wound twinge as she takes the shard of scrap between the plier’s teeth.
“Hey so what if it catches on something?” she asks.
“Don’t borrow trouble, just… do it, we’ll figure it out.”
“’Kay. Nothin’ to it.”
She takes a deep breath, and, eyes focused, she starts to pull. I feel the metal start to withdraw from the wound with a horrific sucking sensation, but I grit my teeth and I endure, fingers clenching around the surgical bed’s edge. I’ll feel it if it catches, that’s what I tell myself. I’ll know to tell Cora to stop. So I focus, and I feel, and I wait - but then, with a hollow ‘pang’, she’s dropped the oxidant-drenched shard. It’s over.
“Hey you’re not even leaking that bad!” Cora says brightly, “patch me?”
I pass the stack of Foster patches down to her.
“How are you in such a good mood?” asks the box, as she slips a patch through the rent in my pants and presses it to the wound.
“Would you believe me if I said it’s just that I like my new name? Cos it’s true. Mostly.”
“Not when you tell me to my face it’s a lie.”
She groans.
“You’re gonna make me get philosophical about this shit aren’t you,” escapes her in a mutter, “…fine. I’ll give it a shot.” She takes a few moments, turning it over in her head, choosing her words. “Things feel… simpler now, I guess, since I know when and how I’m going to die. Like I don’t have to be afraid anymore. Someone who knows better has handed me a schedule, now all I’ve gotta do is follow it, and squeeze what joy I can out of the spaces between the shifts. It’s like how I used to live. On the Silver Tides I mean. Makes more sense, to my wormy little brain. If I get too many choices I start to go crazy.”
“Do you really think the moment of your death is completely predestined? That there’s no threat to fear in the intervening time?”
“Isn’t that how it works?”
“We don’t know how it works, Cora, or if I’m right at all. Maybe I’m completely off base, and everyone gets through this okay.”
“Fat chance,” she laughs quietly.
“Or, maybe your death is predestined, but not its nature. Are you really going to let the Pax kill you on the off chance fate needs you to live a little longer and won’t let you go?”
She blinks, then blinks again, and the serene little smile slowly drains from her face.
“…why you gotta ruin it like that,” she murmurs.
“Because I want you to live,” replies the box, as softly as I can make it. A heavy sigh escapes her at her words turned around.
“Fine. Back to scurrying paranoia I guess. You good to keep moving?”
I test the leg, cautiously resting weight on it - it hurts, but it’s operational.
“I think I’m okay. Are you?”
“I feel stiff as a bulkhead partition but I can move. Should probably find me something to wear so I’m not confronting the unknowable apocalypse with my tits out though… dammit I liked this shirt.”
Even stained with her own oxidant it’s been a challenge not to stare. Best I don’t say that.
“I might be able to use a suture gun to patch it, it won’t be pretty but it’ll cover you up. Pass it over.”
I spend a few minutes on the shirt - a suture gun is not the right tool for the job, but it is a tool, and I get it done, ugly as the end result is. We get moving once Cora is dressed. We’ve apparently crashed in some sort of maintenance sector, a cramped little utilitarian block concealed from sight, and we spend what feels like hours winding through its labyrinthine halls, as the signage is made unreadable by the emergency lights.
When we find our way out, we know it.
A heavy draft rushes between the door’s parting halves, and we are blinded by light, spilling in like the sun’s searing rays. I am, for a moment, compelled to shield my eyes. But when they adapt, I am dazzled.
A vast open plaza stretches out before me, and towering facades loom over it on all sides, bridging the space between floor and ceiling with lights of every colour imaginable, flashing and dancing in animated sequence. Seductive women, tumbling fistfuls of cash, get lucky! Get rich! Go home a winner! A particularly bold sign declares in flashing letters, ‘your wife will love you again!’
“So this is a lot,” Cora laughs weakly. I’m about to agree when I see it: a set of lights, dead or flickering, just around the next corner. Nothing else here seems to have suffered damage in the crash, and it’s all well maintained, down to the gleam of the brass inlay woven through the street underfoot - no, this is something else. I motion for Cora to follow, and start for the flickering.
It’s not clear what I’m looking at, not at first - just a sign reading ‘Lucky Star Entertainment Parlor’, the last two words dark, and ‘Star’ flickering. But then, when we round the corner, the reason finally becomes clear: there’s a hole, punched neatly through the sign, and a thread emerges, a thread that’s not quite there, perceptible only by its distortion of what it conceals. It leads to the other side of the street, where it vanishes into another building through another perfect hole.
“What is that…?” the box wonders aloud.
“It’s blur, right? Gotta be, it looks just like the node in the alley. Maybe it’s connecting nodes? Building something?”
“…further evolution, a stage we haven’t yet seen, you might be on to something,” the box mutters.
“Well we need a node, right? For Sunan? Why don’t we follow it and see where we get?”
I let out a breath.
“I’m not sure, Cora. I don’t like how deserted it is here, like everyone who was here to claim has already been-”
A crunch of broken glass behind. I whirl in place, scouring the structure at our backs, and I catch the final moments of its door whispering closed, an abandoned cocktail glass crushed on the street, as if stepped on.
“What was-”
I hold up a hand, sharply, and Cora immediately goes quiet.
Not sure. But we’re not alone, I sign.
Following? she replies in kind, it’s clumsy, but comprehensible. I nod.
I’ll lead.
The hatchet finds my hand, handle matching fingers as if called, and I start to creep closer. The door senses my presence, but thankfully, its opening was just as silent as its closing, and I slip, cautiously, into some manner of souvenir shop. It’s thick with racks and shelves, impossible to see more than a meter or so, and the blur’s proximity has set the light flickering, leaving the various sequined and metalized objects glittering in a way I find far too distracting.
Am I dealing with a person, or something lesser? Do I dare allow the box to call out? Images from the Silver Tides rush to mind, tattered, lipless faces, ‘what happens when you see what I see’… best not. Just in case. Instead, I hold my breath, and listen close, letting the oxygen reservoir take over as I wait for any hint of motion, or life…
A shuffle, a faint brush of something against something, not far. Next aisle over, maybe. The reserve counter starts to tick down as I pick my way among wallets and keychains and paperweights, toeing into each step as I hope to beat my quarry at its own game. Soon, the end of the aisle looms, the next close at hand. I hear another subtle sound of motion, a rustle of fabric against fabric as clothes are jostled, my quarry is moving, if I don’t go now I lose my edge, so I lunge, rushing into the next aisle- there, motion, a rush of something around the next corner…
A crunch of glass from out front.
“Shit,” Cora hisses.
And the shelves to my left explode. It’s too fast, a blur of unintelligible motion, I try to turn, to retaliate, but something catches me by the throat with a grip so tight I feel myself choke, and I feel my body battered by the store’s miscellany as I’m dragged, then hurled, the glass storefront window exploding around me as I tumble across the road. I’m left panting for breath, struggling to pick myself up even as motes of pain flare into being all across my body. Bruises. Gashes from glass. It’s a miracle I held on to the hatchet.
“Sarah!?” Cora blurts, her voice shrill with panic, “SARAH, WHAT THE FUCK IS THAT!?”
My gaze snaps up, and I am presented with… something, picking its way through the shattered front window. Humanoid, towering, lanky double-jointed legs terminating in small, paw-like feet, like mine, its body concealed beneath flowing grey fabric. Beneath it, I can just barely make out brief glimpses of protective slats of scuffed and battered metal, red and angry flesh visible in the gaps between them. Its face is concealed by an opaque grey veil, through which silver mote-point eyes glow luminous. Fingers hook, tipped with gleaming silver talons. I can’t hear it breathing.
Its head cocks, silently surveying me with the detached focus of an apex predator, the veil flowing around hints of facial anatomy. The shape seems… strangely familiar, somehow. It’s so dead silent, I can’t help but wonder if it’s even alive, but I don’t have time to wonder, all at once it’s moving, standing one moment and hurtling toward me the next, talons outstretched, it’s so blindingly fast…
I take a wild swing at its outstretched arm and the axeblade sparks against metalized bone as it’s forced to one side, it can’t catch my throat anymore but it gets my shoulders, its talons sink deep, they’re so sharp I barely feel demiflesh parting around them until the pain hits. I take another swing, going for the throat, but it catches my wrist, hooking an ankle behind mine and driving me to the floor-
Cora’s revolver barks, the bullet striking its veiled skull. It snaps to one side, the violent impact of a high-caliber slug, and for a moment I imagine it’s dead - but then it slowly turns to look at her, no harm visible save for marks where pulverized lead clings to the veil.
This thing is going to fucking kill us if I don’t do something. I rip my wrist free of its taloned grip, thanking my lucky stars the new arm’s skin is too thick to cut, and I bury the hatchet into the monster’s throat. It bites, I can feel it, the wet ‘thump’ as flesh parts until I strike spine, and milky silver spurts free in place of blood.
It flings itself back and off me, head hanging horribly slack, the gaping wound exposed and my oxidant dripping from its claws. Cora shoots it again. The second bullet tears through its mangled neck, another violent spurt of silver, but it rounds on her, still alive, if it gets to her she’s dead in an instant so I scramble to my feet and I dive, catching it mid-back and bodily driving it chest-down to the floor. It flails, silently, talons raking the deck and raking my body, but I ignore the pain and I raise the hatchet and I bury it between skull and vertebrae. 
Its movements slow. They become clumsy, numb, like a dying insect pawing at its surroundings one last time, and then, after what feels like minutes of insensate twitching, it goes still. Silver pools on the deck beneath it. I pant for breath, as I start to notice the heat of oxidant dripping from wounds.
“What the-… what the fuck, Sarah,” Cora gasps out.
“I don’t know,” replies the box. Part of me wants to leave it there, to cede to the way my heart beats against the inside of my chest and back away slowly… but if we’re going to survive, we need more. Don’t we? So I swallow past the tightness in my throat, and I grit my teeth, and I do the necessaries.
I lift the shawl-like covering of grey fabric, exposing the battered grey steel of the thing’s carapace, and the tiny slivers of vulnerable meat between. That’s where I slip in the blade. I force it in, I cut, I pry the plate up and away, and within… silver ribs, and white organs, marked with barcodes and manufacturer serials. Unmistakable. I saw the same shit inside Cora’s chest an hour ago. There’s a horrible hollow feeling in my gut, as I slump back to my rear, tossing the plate aside.
This is enough revelation for me right now. I don’t dare look under its veil. I don’t dare learn why its face seems so familiar.
“This used to be a fabricant,” says the box as I pant, “I think it was even a CERHA unit, look at the legs. This wasn’t made, it was… re-purposed.”
“What-… what do you mean that was a person!?”
I force my way back to my feet, wincing as I twinge a dozen new wounds.
“That’s all I’ve got. All I can say is that if the ship is full of these things, we might be fucked.”
I can see Cora swallow heavily. She won’t look at the body, face deathly pale, and I can scarcely blame her.
“Let’s just get out of here, ‘kay?” she whispers.
“Promise me something first,” presses the box. Her eyes flit to me, watching for a moment from the corners of their sockets, before turning back to the thread thrumming overhead. I assume she’s listening and let the box keep talking. “Keep your head on a swivel. Please. If we get caught truly flat-footed by one of these veil things, we’ll be dead before we even know it’s there, they’re so quiet that we can only count on visual contact.”
“We should’ve just gone back to the hindfleets, man…” she whispers. We can’t fuck around with this, I take her by the shoulders, and I turn her to face me.
“Promise me,” the box insists. Her eyes widen, and she nods a frantic, shallow little nod.
“We should-…” She pauses to swallow, then tries again. “We should move a little, then patch you. Got a bit torn up, you’re leaking.”
My grip on her shoulders relaxes.
“Okay… okay. Sound plan,” says the box. The sense of forward motion is a small comfort, as we start for the Lucky Star. After this… Luna only knows what’s in store ahead.
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Where Beats the Heart
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I’m struggling to quiet my nerves as the two of us slip into the Lucky Star casino. Why  this, I wonder, as the two of us advance through a hall packed with flashing lights and slot machines? Why did this cut me in a way the Dawn’s end didn’t? I turn it over in my head, as we walk. Rotate and examine. 
Perhaps it just comes down to certainty. The Radiant Dawn was always doomed, but this, a fresh and unexpected horror, between me and my goal… maybe it’s all about certainty. Maybe that’s why nearly losing Cora hit me in the same way. But if the only moments I care are the moments where my own future becomes unknown, and falls outside my ability to predict… maybe Cora is right. Maybe I really did leave my soul behind in the blur.
But that raises a question. Doesn’t it?
How far am I willing to go to take that certainty back?
Slot machines give way to card tables and roulette wheels, the floor winding and weaving between water features and light displays and stairs to higher floors in a way that seems designed with purpose, to obscure the sheer scale of the structure and perhaps entrap customers in its maze of colour and noise - but eventually, we manage to find our exit.
It is, of course, buffered by a sizable gift shop, the colour of the casino proper giving way to dim but warm light, perhaps to keep potential customers from examining the products on offer too closely. My heart is still pounding. What if we’re being watched? Would we ever know, in this mess, if another veil was stalking us? Perhaps we’re being hunted, even now…
I start, as something is placed on my head. Cora is looming over me, standing on the checkout counter to get the height necessary, a sheepish grin on her face - I raise my hands to my head, trying to work out what she’s done, and I find a baseball cap.
“Cora,” sighs the box.
“No seriously it looks good on you. Fits the vibe. Here.”
She tosses me a pocket mirror, emblazoned with the casino’s logo, and I flip it open, taking a look. Sure enough, she’s not wrong. Battered as I am, wearing a tank top stained both with spots of oxidant and dark patches of machine grease from a lost life, it isn’t out of place.
“I suppose it does make me look a little rugged,” the box murmurs in acquiescence.
“Gonna keep it?”
My instinct is to say no - I don’t like how it makes my eyes look, how the shadow cast by its brim seems to hide everything save for the mote of luminous blue behind each pupil. But I can sense a desperate edge in her tone. This may be for her, not me.
“Okay, Cora.”
“Yes. Annalise is gonna love this, promise.” She pauses a moment. “Wanna pause here, by the way? Let me patch you?”
My gut is screaming that I need to keep moving, at any cost, but I can feel the burn of the wounds, and the way drying oxidant cracks around joints. Perhaps that need is a reason to stop, instead. Take a moment to breathe. So I nod, and I hop up onto the counter, using it as a seat, and I pass Cora the stack of patches.
“Good move, I think,” she comments, and peels the first patch off the stack, pressing it to the worst of the gashes on my left arm. Immediately, I can feel the soothing, tingling touch of the nanites as they go to work.
“Thank you,” says the box, as she works, “I don’t know that I could reach all of them by myself.”
“Agh. Nothin’ to it. Besides, I figure it’s the least I can do - that was… really brave, of you. Kinda dumb, but brave.”
“It was going to kill you.”
“And I’m already dead - look I appreciate however much extra time you’ve bought me, is what I’m saying. Not quite ready to leave. Not just yet.”
The weight of darkness beneath the forced joviality in her voice reminds me of the Silver Tides, and how she was then. How she laughed to pretend the fear wasn’t eating her alive. Not that there’s much to laugh about in what she’s saying.
“Maybe you don’t have to go at all. Maybe it’s too early to just… accept it.”
“Do you really think you’re wrong? After everything we’ve seen?” Cora scoffs.
“And what if I want to be?” says the box, as I turn to face her, “what if I want to believe that I still have some kind of control over my future, even if I’m wrong in the end? Doesn’t that make it easier to go on, instead of just sitting and waiting for fate to catch up?”
“Maybe for you. I dunno if my brain works that way. I like to know things, to know things, for certain, I like life to be predictable and clear-cut and I think a lot of fabricants feel that way. It’s how we’re made. I get you wanting to talk me out of this headspace but you’re lying, aren’t you?”
She finally meets my gaze, now that she’s stunned me silent, before her eyes turn back to her work, patching puncture wounds left by talons and gashes left by broken glass.
“…you’re right,” admits the box, “a predictable future is… comforting. It’s something I’ve fought for and struggled without for a very long time but I don’t want to accept a plan that-…”
A plan that sees you dead. I can’t get the words out, not even through the medium of the box. She smiles a faint smile.
“Chin up, hey? You’ll probably feel better once it’s done and over with. Dunno if it makes it any easier but we probably don’t have a choice about it either way - like you said, it’s a tool. We know where the story’s going and we can use it or not but we can’t change it.” She slips a hand under my top, and presses a patch against my ribs. “There. All better. Feeling well enough to keep moving?”
I hate how calm she is, relative to how she was before; a moment of darkness then a blank and serene smile, like a lamb welcoming slaughter. 
“Yeah,” says the box, and we keep moving.
Beyond the casino winds a web of dingy alleys, barely wide enough to walk. Their stained and battered metal stands to sharp contrast to the glory just behind, but this place is not for customers, no - it’s for fabricants. There’s no chance in hell this ship wasn’t resting on the shoulders of a legion of SOBRAM units. I’d wonder where they are, but I know.
We pass an intersection marked with rust-tinged signs that suggest we’re moving toward some manner of amusement park; I hope we’ve got it right, the open air would make the search a lot easier. We pass through a cramped prep chamber, lined with hanging costumes that stink of spilled sugar-water, though I can feel the cloying stickiness on me as I push between the racks, once we pass through the door on the far side, my prayers are answered.
The space is massive, imitating an open-air theme park from millenia past, inactive but freestanding rides and attractions bolted to the deck as a dome arches overhead, simulating a long-lost sky. The blur’s presence here is undeniable. Panels of the dome shudder and flicker as threads pass through them, chunks are taken out of ride machinery… they’re everywhere, cris-crossing the air, intersecting and forking, an unknowable network, like a vast nervous system.
“We’re clearly going in the right direction,” Cora muses, “no blur nodes yet, not that we can reach anyway, but if this mess gets much more dense it’s a matter of time.”
“Mn.”
I don’t say it but I can feel it as stress winds the crank and pulls my nerves taut: the more we see, the more certain I get that we’ll come across more veils. 
For now, at least, we’re left in peace, walking among this place full of still machines and dead lights. It has the air of a graveyard, in a way I can’t quite describe - something that should by all rights be a den of motion and activity, and yet here it stands, lifeless, its joyous centerpieces impaled upon threads of nothing that bore through metal like immaterial pillowy ash.
It’s a long, quiet march, but eventually, the other end comes into sight, the hive-like blur structure growing alarmingly dense the closer we get. That wall has been perforated like swiss cheese. I see a door, carefully masked against the colourful advertisements plastered across the wall, and I start for it-
Cora grabs my hand, tugs, drags - I don’t fight, I let her move me, and she pulls us both into the cover of a ride operator’s booth. It’s small and cramped, barely enough room for the two of us as well as the control panel, but it has good sightlines.
Problem? I sign. She gestures off to the right, then enthusiastically motions for me to get down. I look where she’s pointing, and, sure enough: veils, advancing toward our position. It looks like a team of seven, one leading, like the one we’d killed, but the six that follow are different - vividly, deeply red in body and fabric, smaller in size, and equipped with a second pair of small and slender arms, assembled from skeletal components that carry the unsettling impression of having been formed of hardened oxidant.
Needless to say I get down.
“Red ones now!?” Cora hisses.
They look smaller. UHANs maybe? While the silver ones are repurposed military units?
“Maybe. Suppose it doesn’t matter right now. You think they saw us?”
Moving slow if so. We should circle the ride, put it between us and them, make a break for the wall.
She nods a frantic little nod.
“If we’re going we gotta do it now.”
Yes. Stay low.
I take one more quick peek, verifying that their direction and speed hasn’t changed - then, keeping my stance low and hunched, I hurry out of the control box, and slip into the shelter of the fence that circles the ride’s footprint. Its panels are solid, but there are gaps. Effective but not perfect. Untrustworthy. 
I move along it as quickly and quietly as I can manage, I’m not going to breathe until the ride’s towering cylindrical body is between me and the patrol. I round corner after corner, hurrying as quiet as I can manage. Almost there. One last bend, then we’ll be in position to run, I slip around it, less cautious than I perhaps should be…
There, waiting, is a red veil. My breath hitches in my lungs, hair standing on end as crimson mote-eyes gaze down at me where I rest, crouched, frozen, I don’t dare attack but I don’t dare let it make the first move…
Then it looks away. And it wanders off. I’m still holding my breath as it brushes past me, close enough that I feel its uncannily cold demiflesh against mine… but it doesn’t stop. A shift in the air catches its veil, as it starts away. Sets it fluttering.
Just for an instant, between folds of crimson fabric, I see Annalise’s face.
I don’t dare say anything, as my blood turns to ice. I don't dare believe it and I don’t dare speak it into being. All I have left is the desperate faith that I saw nothing but a trick of the light. It walks, and walks, until it rounds the corner and I lose sight of it. It’s only then that I let myself take a gasping breath. Cora is staring at me, eyes wild, but she doesn’t dare speak and neither do I. We have our window. The door is within reach, and the patrol is out of sight, and so, with as much stealth as we can muster, we rush it, and we slip out of the amusement park grounds.
“Why’d it let us go,” Cora immediately blurts as we push past the hanging costumes beyond.
“I don’t know,” replies the box, “but I have a theory.”
Another door, and we’re back into the cramped and winding back-channels through which manufactured servants pass unseen. My stride is long, urgent, even though we escaped unscathed my heart won’t stop hammering.
“’Kay, I’m listening,” Cora says as she jogs to keep up.
“Workers. Workers, and hunters. It passed us over because we’re not its business, like hive insects, or…” I pause, blinking in shock at how much sense it makes. “…or white and red blood cells.”
“Luna they’re even coloured the same. Like… I buy it, it makes sense, it explains the extra arms, why they’re made from civilian fabricants, why it left us alone, the whole deal. But if the correlation is intentional then who is drawing the comparison? Right? Like… this suggests that whatever is behind this is an intelligence that understands humanity, down to the contents of their blood.”
“I’m more concerned about the implication of an immune response. If the blur is an organism and this ship is its body, red veils work and silver veils identify and destroy unidentified foreign bodies. But what happens when an ‘infection’ becomes too serious for the silver veils to handle?”
“Please shut up,” Cora whispers. I can see her hands shaking, so I stop talking. I don’t blame her. Every time I look it in the eye, ‘we are bacteria burrowing among the flesh of a living thing’, something prickles on the back of my neck. For now… I just try to focus on keeping the pace up.

      ***Even as we wander forward and minutes become hours, the unease lingers. Some naive part of me thinks mulling it over will help. ‘There must be some logic here’, it whispers ‘there is a connection waiting for you to see’, but every time I consider what we’ve learned, I come away chilled, and none the wiser. Something has been born, here - or is about to be. All I can say with conclusive certainty is that I have never felt so small.
We pass through a half dozen casinos and arcades and food courts and grand plazas, each more gutted than the last, the ship around us reduced to a surreal shell of what it once was as the blur scoops out the meat to be replaced with itself. Dodging moving veils, alone or in patrols, becomes a tense but necessary habit. Our first escape wasn’t a fluke, it doesn’t seem that they have particularly sharp senses, but the vicious potential lurking in every silver veil turns every encounter into a live wire waiting game. Lurk in the dark. Hold your breath. Pray. Peek, and hope it isn’t looking.
Every time I consider taking a risk, my wounds throb, and the image of the thing atop me flickers across my mind’s eye. We could barely survive one, what happens if we anger two? Or five? I don’t believe Cora’s theory, I can’t let myself - fated death or not, something tells me a misstep in this hive means an end too violent to describe.
The blur is starting to become too dense to safely navigate, every rounded corner bringing a new close call with a thread, or a treacherous hole bored in the deck underfoot - but then, finally, just as I start to consider turning back, we emerge through a door, and find ourselves at a walkway, overlooking a vast chasm below.
The wind howls, here, the space beyond the guard rail woven through with threads and suspended blur nodes, and I can see one lurking off to our left; finally, here, an accessible blur node, our objective within reach… but there’s motion, down in the chasm. A churn of something against something. Best get a sense of it. I take the railing tightly in hand, and I peer over the edge.
This looks like some kind of residential thoroughfare, a broad, open street, flanked by towering hotel structures, catwalking clinging to their sheer clifflike faces in the way of millipedes on trees. The path we’ve found ourselves standing on is one of those, I gather. And there, in the pit of it all, are hundreds of veils. Most are red, idle workers standing by, and a handful of silver veils are scattered among them - but there, alone and unmistakable, is something else.
Towering three times the height of even the silver veils, violent crimson exposed where its body has been altered and split to suit its new purpose, it is draped in regalia of shimmering gold, and behind its head is suspended a mote of blinding fiery light, shining with all the cruel radiance of the sun. Even at this distance I think I can feel the heat.
As I watch, it points to somewhere out of sight with a hand scorched black by some now-passed fire, and it screams, a horrific howl, modulated and stuttering as if rich with data; in response, a procession of red veils starts down the thoroughfare, each pair dragging an unmodified body. Some human, some fabricant. Some docile, some struggling, some slack and dead. The other veils step aside, opening a corridor for the procession to pass through, and I wonder, for a moment, where they’re going, as I look down the far end of the road in search of their destination.
There, waiting, is the largest blur node I’ve seen so far, a massive void of smeared and twisted light and colour, so enormous it seems to swallow half the ship; it serves as a nexus for countless threads, emerging from it to lance through solid metal and spread, and it seems, somehow, to pulse, as if alive. One by one, the red veils drag their prey inside. Two by two, they emerge, freed from the burden.
Is this what awaited us, if I’d failed to subdue the silver veil? Would it have killed us, or simply held us in waiting, until a squad of red veils could arrive to drag us to the blur?
“Hey,” Cora whispers, jolting me from my horrified observation, “I got the scan. We should go.”
Yeah. Without another moment wasted, I turn back the way we came.

      ***Neither of us feel comfortable stopping or even speaking until the hive is far behind us, and even then, even when we haven’t seen a veil or a thread for upwards of an hour, we’re still moving like we’ve got something to run from.
“What if those… things are what happens if you can’t escape the blur?” Cora asks, the first words between us in what feels like years. Her voice is low with an inexorable dread. I picture, unbidden, Annalise’s face beneath one of those veils, and my gut twists.
“Don’t wanna think about it,” murmurs the box.
“…yeah. Can’t say I blame you. Let’s… stop, okay? You’ve got that haunted look about you, a bit. I think we’d both benefit from rest, and we need somewhere secure to contact Sunan besides.”
She’s not wrong. I take a look around, and though most of the structures surrounding us bear the gaudy lights of entertainment, one appears to be a hotel; it’s a tall and narrow building sandwiched between two of its contemporaries, a simple back-lit sign unassuming next to the flashing and dancing lights all around, but the gold inlay on the doors suggests class. Luna knows I could use a good bed.
A breath escapes me as I realize all at once how exhausted I really am, and how badly I don’t want to scour the ship for a place to rest, so I start for the double doors, shouldering through them when I arrive.
“HALT,” a voice booms, prompting a squeak of panic from Cora. I halt. The lobby ahead is narrow, but long, fitting the structure’s footprint, pairs of marbled columns marching toward a reception desk at the far end, which a squad of six battered SELCI units have converted into a fortress. Mines are spiked to the columns. Slabs of armour-grade steel are leaned against the desk, insulating it against bullets. Three rifles are trained on my chest. I raise my hands.
This is a fight. I know it. But I’m also too tired to want to bother.
“We’re just looking for somewhere to sleep, mean you no harm,” says the box. The SELCI who’d spoken motions upward with the muzzle of her gun.
“Take off the hat.”
“…why,” the box replies, cautiously.
“Do it or I open fire.”
Luna. Okay. Slowly, I reach for the cap’s brim, and I lift it back and off my head, holding it up high so I can’t be accused of going for a weapon. There’s a whispered exchange, between the speaking SELCI and one of the others. I can read lips well enough to catch it. 
‘No doubt. It’s her.’ 
I hurl myself behind the nearest column before they have a chance to put me down, a hail of gunfire knocking chunks from the floor and wall around where I was standing a split second ago - Cora doesn’t make a sound, but she moves, darting in the opposite direction. I try to lock eyes with her, once we’re both behind our respective columns, and she meets my gaze, eyes wide but wildly focused. Good.
Okay? I sign.
Yes. No hit, she replies.
“You wanna tell me what this is about!?” calls the box, as I offer Cora what I hope is a reassuring smile, and put the cap back on.
“We’re putting down all unidentified fabricants, Vesper’s orders,” the SELCI’s voice echoes, “I’d have let you walk but there’s an APB out on your head, she wants you gone, personally. Wrong place, wrong time. Step out and hold still, I’m not unmerciful so I’ll make it quick.”
It’s gonna be a fight - trying to get out the door will just get me shot. But we’ve got one last shot at getting out of this clean.
“And if we walk? If we leave you to your hotel and make sure you never see us again?”
“Not a chance, defect. You die here.”
The words echo and boom, resonant within me as they become more than words: they become an excuse. I draw my gun, the heavy SELCI revolver weighing against my fingers, but immediately I can feel the flaws in my grip, fingers stiff, clumsy… I try to aim at the floor, to line up the sight posts, but every time I adjust my grip it’s wrong in a slightly different way. Damn it to hell this cheap arm is going to get me killed.
Fine. Hatchet it is. I return the revolver to its holster and I draw the weapon, nodding to Cora as I do so.
Cover me?
You sure about this? she replies, a look of disquiet on her face.
You don’t have to hit. Just shoot at them. Distract.
I see her sigh.
You owe me, she signs, each motion sharp, forceful.
I’ll make it up to you. On my mark.
She nods, drawing her gun and holding it ready. Time to go to work.
“I don’t exactly wanna get torn apart by gunfire here, and I think we both know that’s what’s happening if I step out of cover,” shouts the box, “can you at least come over here, make sure it’s clean?”
“Do you really think we’re going to fall for that?” one of the SELCIs shouts.
“And do you think I can take you on all on my own!? I’m a CERHA unit, that’s a CORA, we don’t stand a chance here… come on, at least let me look my killer in the eye. I’ve come too far for you to deny me that.”
Cora shoots me a questioning look, but I shake my head, and she waits, as one of the SELCI units sighs, and bootsteps start to advance closer. My grip tightens on the axe. Bloodlust rises in my veins. If I must fight, then at least fate has been kind enough to bless me with a fight I can win, an opportunity to exert control over my own unraveling fate.
The SELCI advances closer. Closer. And when she rounds the far side of the column, I see, briefly, the confusion in her eyes - then the shock, as I lunge, and bury the hatchet in her shoulder. There’s a snarl of pain, and she opens her mouth to warn her squad, but I move faster, dragging her around the column and hurling her into the path of a mine. Beep! BANG. Her tattered body is hurled against the far wall with a wet ‘thud’.
Cora jolts at the sudden outburst of violence, but she catches it when I flash a thumbs up, and she hooks her gun hand around the column, firing blindly and wildly - I have my moment. I hook around the column and sprint along the lobby’s outer wall, lunging into each stride, and in an instant, I have a clean shot at their flank.
They’re hunkering down behind the desk, trying to come up with a plan. I see two with their backs turned, starting for Cora. The other three have me in full view, and their eyes widen. How quickly the tide turns. 
The nearest tries to lift her rifle but I rush her, stomping it down and out of her hands, then I take off her head with a single clean stroke. 
The next scrambles away, abandoning her rifle and struggling to draw a sidearm, but the holster is snapped shut. I bury the blade in her forehead once, then again, to drive past stubborn bone, and eyes glassy, she goes slack.
The third has her rifle, rising to her feet as she backs away at best pace, but not fast enough, I swat the gun aside with the flat of the blade, sending the burst that would have killed me spraying across the room. The sharp blunt of the axehead’s rear catches her temple on the backswing with a muted, hollow ‘crack’. She staggers to one side, then collapses, alive but dazed, no threat.
The remaining two are divided, one shouts ‘GO!!’ sending the other to rush Cora while she fires wildly at me - I feel a bullet catch, one, two, three, but not enough, I open her throat, and she slumps to her knees as she chokes, trying and failing to stifle the flow of oxidant with her hands.
I round the column, as the last one on her feet sprints toward Cora’s position. A simple solution. Rough distance, weight, spin, momentum, I hurl the axe, it arcs, spinning through the air, until it’s buried between ribs and spine with a wet ‘thud’, driving her to the marble tile with a cough.
She’s not done, not quite, still crawling, so I storm after her, I raise my foot above the hatchet, and I stomp, burying the blade into her chest cavity with a crunch as ribs split and break. A wet hack escapes her, and she’s gone a few moments later.
There’s one left. I bend, and I rip the blade free, metal pulling from among flesh and tattered organ with a hint of resistance and a wet suction.
“Sarah,” Cora pleads, “Sarah that’s enough c’mon we can just-…”
It’s never enough. I turn, starting back for the desk, where the last survivor tries and fails to get to her feet, over and over, tears in her eyes and panic on her breath. I drop the axe, and I bunch her collar in my fists.
“Please don’t,” she gasps.
“This is for the little white room,” snarls the box, and I drive the center of my forehead into her nose, shattering it with a sickening ‘crunch’. She goes slack in my grip, dazed, but not quite unconscious. Needs more, it seems.
“SARAH. PLEASE. SHE GETS IT.”
And all at once, a moment of lucidity. A rush of vertigo and horror. Is this what Sarah would have done, so brutally tearing through an entire squad, not lives, but chaff?
All at once, I’m disgusted with myself.

THIS IS WHAT YOU ARE



I drop the SELCI just in time to stagger aside and retch. Silver spatters to the deck, then again, as a second heave wrenches at my gut - Cora and the SELCI both stare, as I’m left coughing and spitting. It tastes sweet. Delicious. I hate that.
“If I see you again, you join your team,” says the box, as I bend to snatch the oxidant-drenched hatchet from the floor, “you’re welcome to warn Vesper that the same fate is coming for anyone who gets in my way.”
“I understand,” she whispers, and I start for the stairs behind the desk, Cora jogging after me. She says nothing, as we step into a mirrored elevator, and I send us to the highest floor. Lowest chance of being disturbed, I figure. But she’s squirming. That look of unease on her face, fingers clawing at her other arm like something is boiling inside her.
“What,” says the box. Her eyes flick to me, then back to the inside of the door.
“…was that… necessary,” she murmurs, “we could have moved on… or…”
“My gun hand is no good, the hatchet was my only option. It was always going to be ugly. It’s an ugly weapon. If we’d left they would have pursued, you heard what they said: Vesper wants me dead, I don’t know why.”
“But-…”
“Cora. It had to be done.”
An assertion as much for me as it is for her. She blinks, then blinks again, her eyes seeming distant for a moment - then she shakes herself out.
“…right. You’re right, it… it had to be done. Us or them.”
“Us or them,” confirms the box. There’s a brief silence.
“Still. It seemed… vicious. I could see the look in your eye, when you-… when you finished off the one that had gotten close to me. It was like some strange intersection between raw animal rage, and… peace. Like somehow destroying those SELCIs was about more than keeping yourself safe, and getting access to this hotel. Like hurting them was fixing something inside you. Is this about revenge? I don’t blame you for hating SELCIs after all the shit they’ve put you through, but… I dunno.”
This is gonna eat away at her, I can just tell. May as well be honest. While I can, I suppose.
“It was about control,” says the box, “the world is spiraling into chaos and oblivion and dragging my life with it, all I want, all I have ever wanted, is a future I can see, and plan for, a fixed set of variables that I can game to keep Annalise as happy and healthy as possible. 
“That’s… gone. Perhaps irrevocably. But moments like this, moments where I can take that control back, and, just for a moment, be in charge of my own destiny… it’s everything. Every life I took in that lobby was a brick, to rebuild something of my own, in the way I was designed to - the more I build, the less naive my hope for a happy ending becomes. Despite everything we’ve seen. Even if it leaves me feeling a little hollow when it’s done.”
A weak little laugh escapes Cora.
“…guess we’re not so different. You want a neat little calendar too, you just… don’t want to accept an itinerary set by anyone else.”
“It’s how I was made.”
“Yeah, suppose so.” She’s quiet for a moment. “Hey can I ask one last question?” I nod, and she turns, looking up at me, focus in her eyes. “Why are you so sure they were going to kill us if we walked?”
What?
“…because they said as much,” replies the box, as I blink down at her in confusion. And Cora goes pale.
“But they didn’t,” she whispers, “they-… when you asked they didn’t reply, I thought maybe they were going to let us go but didn’t want to admit it out loud, like, a liability thing…”
Oh. Oh no.
“You’re telling me I was the only one that heard the words that pushed me to kill them,” the box whispers, as my mouth goes dry. Cora’s eyes just widen. That’s answer enough. We stare at each other in silence, as the elevator climbs, the horror writ large on her face matched by what I imagine is on mine, but eventually, she tears her gaze away.
“You’re still in control,” she asserts, nodding a sharp little nod, “you are. This is… smaller in scale, than what happened to you on the Silver Tides I mean, the world is solid, you’re just-… hearing whispers from another one.”
“How could you possibly know that? All you can see is what I do, what if it’s worse…?”
“Even if it is the choices are not being taken out of your hands! Just… try to stay a person Annalise would recognize. Okay? When we’re in situations like this one and you’re about to do something… extreme, think, for a moment, try to find any other possibility in the scenario. Even if you can’t trust what you hear you can still do that. What’s the point in any of this if she’s too scared to look you in the eye when we finally save her?”
The spiteful part of me says ‘we’re too late for that’. The version of me she would recognize, the version of me she would love, walked away from me in the blur, while the trimmed scraps were left behind, shaped into me. But then, as if she’s looked directly into my soul, Cora takes my hand.
“Don’t give up just yet,” she says softly. I wish I shared her faith.






  
  11
To Be Gentle Among Death
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We decide against separate rooms, even if sharing might get awkward. Best we sleep in shifts. Just in case. I’m still not convinced leaving that SELCI alive was the right move and it’s got me waiting for the other shoe to drop, but I think Cora is glad I did, so I suppose it’s not all bad.  
We choose our room, and I kick the door down, synthetic wood tearing strangely around the locking bolt. What lies beyond is stunning: glory, splendor, marble with brass trim, crystal chandeliers, it’s all so polished I feel like so much as laying a hand on the furniture would be an insult above my station. There’s some evidence of the Dawn’s impact here and there, a few decorative vases have fallen off pedestals and shattered, some slender crystal prisms rest on the dining room table from where they were knocked from chandelier hooks, but for the most part, the suite is untouched by the strife outside.
I look to Cora, hoping, perhaps, that she’s taking the chance to live it up, perhaps imagining she’ll go dig out another bottle of expensive alcohol. Instead, I find a distant look in her eyes. Thousand yard stare.
“Cora?” asks the box, as softly as I can make it. She starts, shaking herself out, and offers me a stiff smile.
“I’m okay, sorry, sorry. Head’s just gone off on a little adventure.”
“I think I know you better than that by now.”
A grimace twists her face, and she breaks eye contact. She takes in a little breath, the ghost of a sound escaping her throat, then cut off, half-formed, as she drags it back, and keeps thinking for a few moments more.
“…alright,” she murmurs, “this place is beautiful. We have our safety, our little lull before the next step; a soft bed, a nice view, and an opportunity to kick back amid apocalypse. I remember the Silver Tides. I’m going to die tomorrow, Sarah.”
A knot tightens in my gut.
“We don’t know that.”
She winces.
“Don’t… push me on this, okay? The more you make me explain why I’m sure the more I have to look at it. Let’s just… let’s just try to make the best of it.”
There’s a deep, heavy ache in my chest, seeing the resignation on her face. I want to help. I want to fix it. But what do I really have that I can offer her? No material thing could help her at this point, and I’m not emotionally prepared to offer myself to her, to act out these last hours as if we were still together… but what about my body? She’s always desired me, to the point that I still suspect her shallow sexual hunger was the only reason we were ever involved.
Am I willing to do something like that? It’d be fun, I’m sure, it always was. But how would I feel, afterward? How would she? Would she even accept it, considering what I just did, down in the lobby? I imagine it left her shaken. Scared. Of me, for me, or perhaps both. I look to her, where she’s started further in, and I watch as she slumps into an armchair with a sigh. I almost go to her, and make the offer. But I don’t quite get my thoughts sorted before the surge of willpower slips away. Best let it go, for now, think on it, but not too hard - if she’s right, our remaining time together is short.
Instead, I go searching while she rests, for food, for booze, for anything else that might serve as a distraction, and luckily, I find both: a cabinet sealed with a flimsy lock is mounted with a screen, displaying a price, and a list of contents. Alcohol and fabricant nutrient rations. I wipe the hatchet’s blade clean on my oxidant-stained jeans, then I cram its edge behind the door, and press at the handle until the lock gives out with a sharp ‘pop’. Cora lurches to her feet with a shouted curse.
“Easy,” says the box, and I motion for her to come over. It takes her a moment, to put the cat back in the bag, to steady her breathing, but when it’s done, she makes her way over, and crouches down.
“Oho. Nice.”
The joviality is forced, but she reaches for a bottle all the same.
“Your wine sense draws you to that one, does it?” asks the box, as I watch her lift the bottle of clear liquor free.
“Nah.” She taps the label, where it reads ‘100 Proof’. “More my get wasted sense. Gonna join me?”
Why not. I nod.
“Don’t drink that on an empty stomach, let me try to do something with these rations.”
“I’ve got a lot of respect for your culinary talents but be honest with me: can it be done?”
“Won’t know if we don’t try.”
A dry laugh escapes her.
“Fair enough. Alright, I’ll wait.”
Cora’s concern is valid, but a cursory search yields nothing when I go looking for other food, so it seems as if we don’t have much choice. I try a few different things, a few hopeful experiments with the cookware and supplies on hand, and though most fail, I end up with… something, not something good, but something. It turns out that being softened in water gives the chalky ration bars an almost fleshy texture that takes well to being pan-fried. It lacks anything resembling a flavour, but it makes an acceptable delivery mechanism for salt, and that will have to be enough.
Cora eyes it mistrustfully as I set out her plate, and I pause to return the fallen shards of crystal to the chandelier before settling opposite her.
“You sure about this, Sarah?” she murmurs as she gingerly pokes one of the slices of ration with a fork, like it might start moving.
“It won’t kill you and it’s better than raw. Eat up.”
She groans an exaggerated, childish groan, but she spears one of the slices all the same, and stuffs it into her mouth before she can think better of it. A taut, grimaced pensiveness crosses her face as she chews.
“Tastes like salt…”
“Would you rather it taste like chalk?”
“I guess not…” She swallows her food, and flops back in her chair with a sigh. “I dunno. I guess when I thought of ‘last meal’ this isn’t what I had in mind, I wasn’t even hoping it would be good, I just wish it tasted like something. Not your fault, to be clear, what you’ve done is… literally a miracle. But still.”
There’s that thing in my throat again, ratcheting tight, crushing my airway down until I can almost feel the smoker’s whistle.
“At least we still have the liquor?” says the box, and Cora visibly perks up.
“Yeah! Yeah, we do.”
We finish our food, such as it is, then Cora grabs the bottle, and motions for me to follow. She leads me winding through the expansive suite, until we arrive at the bedroom. I wonder what, exactly, she has in mind, my eyes lingering on the soft four-poster bed - but then I see the grand bay window, looking out over the plaza below, with all its flashing, dancing lights, and I see how she sits, so close she’s all but pressing her face to the glass, and it clicks.
So I go, and I sit with her, and I admire the view, as she unscrews the bottle’s cap. We pass it back and forth for a while, one swig per, as the weight of inebriation mounts, and the sunlamps dim. We don’t speak, this time. I don’t think either of us really know what to say. At least, on the Silver Tides, we had our bliss in ignorance, but now… now the weight of what’s coming settles crushing like a yoke.
The bottle is about half gone when she staggers to her feet, looking considerably more drunk than me.
“If I have anymore you’re gonna have to carry me to bed,” she slurs, “take first watch…?”
I meet her bleary gaze, and I nod.
“I can do that,” says the box. She returns the nod with an unsteady but sweet smile, and she makes for the bed. I avert my eyes when she starts to undress. ‘You’re running out of time,’ whispers a voice in my head, ‘if you’re going to offer, it has to be tonight, she’ll be too anxious to stay here in the morning.’ But despite that knowledge, heavy like a ball and chain, I let her go to bed. I suppose I’m just not quite brave enough.
She seems okay for a while, as the lights fade to nothing, and the early hours pass in peace - but then, perhaps as the alcohol starts to work its way out, she starts to toss, tangling herself in the sheets as small sounds of distress escape from the back of her throat. I wait, a while, hoping it’ll pass, but it just gets worse, and worse…
I can’t leave her like this. I can’t let her last day rest on the shoulders of a night so restless. So I make a choice, and I take one last swig for courage, before I go to her, and take a seat on the edge of the bed. She doesn’t rouse, not immediately - so I go about undressing. She’s still restlessly asleep, when I slip under the sheets - but then I reach out to her, fingers brushing skin clammy with cold sweat, and she jolts awake with a sharp, shallow gasp.
“Oh… oh it’s just you,” she sighs, flopping back to the pillow with a shallow laugh of relief… but then she pauses, and I can see the dim blue glow of her pupils turn back to me. “…oh, it’s-… it’s you, what, uh… whatcha doin’ there?”
I don’t quite have the strength to put it to words… and Luna only knows she’d get anxious, perhaps even push back, believing it’s for my sake. Easier if I show her. So I take her by those slender wrists, gently, like one would cradle the fragile wings of a bird, and I roll atop her, pinning her to the bed. I can feel her shiver with pleasure.
“S-Sarah…” she stammers, her eyes widening and wandering as she realizes I’m naked.
“Do you want me to stop here?” asks the box, from where I’ve left it on the nightstand. All at once her gaze snaps to mine, lingering and uncertain.
“B-… why, why are you doing this I thought you didn’t-…”
“Just answer the question. That’s all that matters right now.”
She swallows, heavily, and shakes her head.
“Don’t stop…” escapes her in a pale and unsteady breath, “I want this more than anything…”
So I give her what she needs. I lean in a little closer, pressing myself to her, drowning her in the shape of my body as I place a gentle kiss under the line of her jaw. I can feel her breath hitch in her lungs. Yes. This is what she needs, this is what I need - a moment free from fear, where the past cannot reach me. To embrace baser hunger and blissfully forget.
I bite. She gasps, and yields herself to me, what uncertain tension lingers melts from her all at once in a whole and complete surrender to my control. She is mine. Once more the useful toy she so delights in being. My tongue massages the marks my teeth have left in her throat, and I release her wrist, knowing she wouldn’t be so bold as to challenge my dominion. She is a good girl, after all.
That freed hand, my good hand, palms her belly, and I revel in the little twitch and shiver as she anticipates what comes next, and parts her thighs, to invite my fingers lower. I give her what she wants, but I do it my way. My touch wanders lower, lower, but with each centimeter passed, their leisurely pace slows even further, until they crawl, a wordless taunt that draws a shrill whine of need from the back of her throat. That’s what I’m looking for. I wander lower, preparing to reward her patience…
“Wait!” she squeaks, “wait wait wait if we’re doing this I-I need something.” I pause, lifting my hand from her apex, and I sit up to look down at where she lies, panting. I can barely make out her face in the dim light, but I can tell she’s struggling with something, the way her eyes are finding anything but mine.
“Cora?” asks the box, gentle, cautious. I’m starting to get worried.
“I want to see you!” she blurts, “I want the lights on!” Not what I expected, not at all - to the point that the mounting tension in my chest escapes me as a startled laugh. “Don’t make fun of me,” she whines.
“I’m not. Just surprised.”
Best get it done before she blushes herself to death; I get to my feet, head to the door, and flip the light on. Cora is staring, predictably, when I turn back. Her svelte body is on display, exposed by the sheets I’d thrown aside, that petite, small-chested frame, designed to crawl through ducts and fit in tight spaces - almost as appealing to me as Annalise’s curves. Her face glows a red that only gets more intense the closer I move, and I can see her swallow heavily as I return to the bedside.
“S-…so… uh… you look… good,” she stammers, “like… the oxidant and Foster patches work. Y’know? Like the baseball cap. Rugged.”
“Next you’re going to tell me you were quietly into waking up during emergency repair,” says the box, as I climb astride her. I’ll say, despite everything, even the patches concealing the rent in her chest… gazing down at her like this is doing it for me. I can feel myself getting hard.
“I mean are you gonna get weird about it if I kinda was?” she mumbles. I pause, blinking.
“Cora you almost died.”
“Well yeah but I’ve kinda always wanted the horny repair thing you and Annalise have going! And I lived! For-… for now.”
We’re getting too real. I give her what I denied her before, dragging her back to the present by pawing between her thighs and introducing myself - two fingers firmly stroke the length of her slit, lingering at its peak and beginning to circle the quickly-firming nub they find there. She’s wet already, the passage of my fingers near-frictionless. Good sign that this is working.
“You don’t have to warm me up I’m already there,” she breathes unsteadily. My head inclines, and I study, for a moment, the way she pants, the way she gazes pleadingly up at me. I know exactly what she wants from me; it’s what she’s always wanted from me.
“Good girls ask nicely,” says the box. She looks for a moment like she’s going into cardiac arrest.
“…please…” escapes her in a squeak.
“Guide me in.”
“What if I don’t want to help,” she whispers, “what if I want you to pin me, and… use me, like you didn’t ask first…”
She’s always had her kinks I suppose, far be it for me to turn her down if this is what she wants.
“Safe word, and are you going to fight back?” asks the box.
“No! No no, I just want it a little rough, y’know? I guess I might struggle a little, but-… oh right safe word, uhh, finch?”
“Finch. Don’t forget.”
The housekeeping tended, I gather her delicate wrists in the unforgiving grip of my new right hand, and I pin them high above her head, pulling her subtle breasts taut against her ribs. Her flush only deepens. I lean in, bracing my weight between my knees and that pinning hand, and I rest my palm on her ribs, charting my way along the shape of her body, tracing the seams sunk into pale flesh, caressing the soft and swell of her chest, feeling the eager hardness of her nipple against my palm - I can hear the raggedness in her breath, and the eager passion in her hooded eyes is unmistakable. 
I think I’ve taunted her enough. I let her tits alone, and reach between my thighs, taking my cock by the base; I can see her squirm as she realizes my surrender is imminent, and I’ll admit, it tempts me, the knowledge that I could taunt her for another half-age before she lost patience with it… but I’m not here to drag this out, I’m here to give her a good memory. So I turn my hips, pressing my head to her lower lips, and with a firm, but gentle, thrust, I run myself inside her.
She takes in a sharp little gasp as I press deeper, moving just slowly enough to stop if I notice pain or discomfort, but my worries are unfounded - she is content, all the way to hilting. No, more. Her eyes taunt. That mischievous little smile, the way she runs her tongue along her teeth as she locks eyes with me, she is in control, here, and I think we both know it.
Can I turn the tables, give her that forfeiture she’s looking for, or is that just ceding to her, playing into her hungry hands? Maybe I need to startle her. To push past what she imagines me being capable of.
I backhand her across the face. 
The strike connects with a sharp ‘smack’, and my hand finds her throat an instant later, clutching in tight, fingertips seeking those pulsing arteries and squeezing. She’s startled alright, a little sound of shock escaping from the back of her throat as I start to rail her, hips meeting hips with audible impact and enough force to bounce her on the sheets, but when her eyes turn back to me, there is an eager wildness in them: yes. I’ve found what she was after. If she wants ruthless, I’ll give it to her.
My grip around her wrists goes tight enough to bruise. I lean in, keeping her pinned with a shoulder, letting her drink the hunger in my rhythmic, forceful breathing, and I give her everything I have, I want to leave marks, I want her to wake up sore, and when I feel her legs wrap around my waist as I drive myself into her, I know we’re both getting what we need out of this.
I don’t stop, not when I cum, not when she joins me. I use her, in every way I can, and I don’t let her go. After all. The harder I fuck her, the less bandwidth I have to imagine what comes next.

      ***We don’t stop until both of us are completely spent. Neither of us have the energy to speak for a while after we’re done - we just lie, panting for breath, tangled in each other and tangled in the sheets, while I chain-smoke my way through the last dregs in the pack I had on me. I think we both need the rest.
“Is this why you took up smoking?” Cora mumbles into my chest. I blink.
“What?” asks the box. My voice echoes from the bedside table like a radio talk show from an alarm clock.
“Cos it’s like… lesbian.”
“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
She groans.
“Ugh you wouldn’t! But it was a thing! Like, women smoking being a shorthand for being gay!”
“Is this building to you calling me uncultured again?”
She grumbles something inarticulate, and I can feel her curl up against my side.
“…no. It’s building, ineffectually, to me asking… why did you do this? Like… I know you haven’t forgiven me, you would have said something if you had, so… why?”
I can feel my brows instinctively furrow.
“…because it’s what you want from me,” says the box, quietly, “I saw you… struggling, suffering, and I wanted to give you something I knew would make you happy… the only thing we ever really gave each other.”
The box’s voice is horribly small by the end of the admission. I can feel Cora tense. She doesn’t move or pull away, but she stiffens, something winding taut inside her chest.
“Listen Sarah can we… talk, a little, about what happened between us? Clear the air, while we still can?” I take a breath, prepare to speak, but she cuts me off. “I’m ready to be honest now! Okay? I’ll-… anything you want to know I’ll tell you. Please. I need to sort this out. I don’t want to die with all this shit tangled up in my guts.”
“…you’ve been keeping secrets? All this time?” asks the box. I feel her nod.
“There was a lot I felt like I couldn’t say. Or shouldn’t. Like it was best to just… take the hit and look like a monster. Or keep on keeping it light. Like if I didn't look at it nobody had to. I still don’t know if it was stupid of me or not but I guess I’m going to find out tonight.”
There’s a deep-set, instinctive pushback, a part of me glowing molten-red with years of pent-up rage, hungering to be exerted upon a willing victim, but… no. I can’t. If I’m ever going to get my answers it has to be now. So I set up my bailing line, and I do my best to douse it before it can catch flame. The glow dims. But the old heat remains, always.
“Okay,” whispers the box, “let’s talk it out.”
A heavy breath escapes her, and is drawn back in just as quickly as she chooses her words.
“You were never just sex to me,” is how she begins, “I know that’s what you took away from-… what happened between us, but… it’s not what I felt, or what I wanted from you. I like you. It’s that simple. I like being around you, I like who I am when I’m in your presence, like… like you bring out the best in me, even when you’re struggling and sad and angry I feel compelled to be my best self, not just for me but for you, and for Annalise. You are… so, so much more to me than sex.”
I tense, going taut like a piano wire, as the old instinct to fight rises again. I know she can feel it. But I owe it to her to assume she’s coming at this in good faith. I do. So I take a good long drag and I do my best.
“From my perspective,” begins the box, the words slow and carefully chosen, “it looked like you were using me. You like getting railed and here, conveniently, is a cock attached to a woman - a woman who matches your sexual needs and desires, a woman who won’t go out of her way to hurt or abuse you. Convenient. Useful. Safe. I’ve tried to tell myself that’s not it, countless times over the years, but I can never look away from how you just… left, twice, both times in response to my… perhaps-naive attempts to show you that I loved you. 
“The only answer I could find is that you were never interested in a romantic relationship, but you were afraid admitting that to me would cut you off from the supply of your favourite drug. A safe and useful penis. It’s… power, right? A symbol, in a society run by men. So is that the only use you have for me, the only part of me that matters? Do you really even see me as a woman, in my entirety? Or just some non-threatening between-thing?” I pause, a weak laugh escaping me. “I suppose alternatively it’s possible you just got bored of me.”
“It’s neither of those things Sarah I swear to you,” she murmurs, her voice unsteady.
“If that’s true then you did a pretty shit job of showing me. What is it, then?”
She takes in a long, ragged breath, but it hitches in her throat at the apex, her words struggling to escape.
“…can you hold me as I talk about this, please? I know it’s a lot to ask, but-…”
I suppose we’re too far gone to worry about such things now. I hesitate, for a moment, wondering where I should put out my cigarette, but then I just grind it out on the bedside table, and I roll onto my side to pull Cora into a tight embrace. Not like this ship is long for the world.
“There,” I murmur, running a hand through her hair as she nuzzles in with a sniffle.
“Thanks,” she whispers, “okay, here goes. So-… there’s this… voice, in my head. And it’s… loud. Sometimes I think I’m good at ignoring it, and I get complacent, and that’s when it hits me, hard, and it rips out all those little things I lean on to feel safe, it leaves me… unmoored, and afraid… and in moments like that I’m so uncertain I can’t do anything but run.”
“Are you talking about a literal voice that you hear?” asks the box, as something queasy shifts in my belly, like the unsteady deck of a ship mid-storm. She nods. “…what does it say?”
“It says that I can’t trust anyone. That I’m a traitor and I deserve to die. That I should turn myself in. That I should turn you in. It makes me paranoid and feeds on every little fear and doubt, turning them from reasonable caution into open panic. I… deal with it some days better than others. 
“It’s one of those things that never goes away so the only thing that changes its hold over me is how much energy I’ve got to fight it. Sometimes it takes control, and I… run away from people I care about. Because letting them in means vulnerability and vulnerability means a knife in the back. And then what’s done is done, and it keeps me from going back because what happens then? How can I possibly face you, knowing I’ve broken your heart?”
“…you have schizophrenia,” says the box, as I realize in a moment of light-switch clarity.
“N-not quite,” she laughs weakly, “it manifests some stuff similar but it’s not the same thing. Just shared symptoms. This is a problem unique to CORAs, and it’s extremely common, almost all of us have it, to one extent or another, it’s why we’re such… problem children. Paranoid. Impulsive. Too chaotic to leave unmonitored, too useful to change or dispose of. I kept hoping Annalise would know, and would talk to you about it for me, or maybe come to me with help, but… I guess it’s not something they disclose in general fabricant maintenance courses. Luna knows I didn’t dare go to maintenance about it, I’ve seen how they treat you.”
All at once I’m feeling a lot. Relief, as I finally understand why she did it, and the nights spent awake and wondering meet their cathartic end at last. Reproach, as I realize she’s kept this secret from me for so long, when it could have answered so much. It feels like an old knot has finally come loose in my chest only to be replaced by another. My next question is a matter of course.
“Why didn’t you tell me?”
I can feel her shrink against me.
“…because it’s such a running joke. Weird Cora, crazy Cora, what’s that wacky little gremlin gonna do next, I thought it would-… I was afraid it wasn’t just ribbing. Y’know? …I thought it’d be easier for you to look at me as someone who did a fucked up thing for a fucked up reason instead of some… walking time-bomb. I thought it was the only way to safely find my way back into your life, without hurting all three of us. 
“I know this isn’t an excuse. I don’t expect forgiveness, but… yeah. I am sorry, for what it’s worth. If I’d known how deep this was cutting you, how it was… interacting with your gender, I’d-… I don’t know. I’d have done something. You are a woman to me, Sarah. In entirety and in your entirety. It’s why I-… yeah.”
I let out a breath, as some small weight is pried from the muck deep inside me, and lifts away.
“I don’t see you as a time bomb, Cora. As a matter of fact knowing this answers a lot of questions.” She squirms a little closer. “That’s not to say I’m not livid,” corrects the box, “because I am. There’s years of pent up uncertainty and sorrow and anger that just wouldn’t have happened if you’d been honest with me from the start, I would have helped you, I would have tried, at worst I would have understood, but… at least now I know.”
“Yeah,” she whispers, “can we talk about something else now?”
“Yeah. I suppose so.” Okay. Think of something new, don’t just let the silence stand. We both need it, I think. “…so why do you think we get to have sex? Fabricants, I mean, we’re sterile, but we can experience sexual pleasure and climax, so it’s clearly part of the design intent. I don’t mind it but I never really got it, it seems like it shouldn’t track.”
Cora seems to immediately perk up.
“I know this one actually! Sex is stabilizing behavior. Fabricants derive satisfaction from function, right, but some fabricants, particularly those in high-subjectivity environments - like yours truly, actually,” she pauses with a nervous laugh, “we go extra loopy if we don’t have things to look forward to outside of work, because work doesn’t always scratch that itch. Not all fabricants have sex, but most are given the option. I bet you do self-stabilizing shit all the time without even realizing it. Like how you watch movies with Annalise, or maybe cooking.”
“…or my relationship with Annalise in its entirety,” I murmur, “on the Silver Tides, at the end… that’s what dragged me back from the brink. Remembering her, remembering our relationship as it really was. Remembering that she loved me. It pushed the parasite back, gave me the reigns again.”
“Aww. Like drinking too much pop on a hot day: so sweet your mouth gets sticky and you have to wash it down.” I glare down at her, but she just grins. “Anyway the part I can’t answer is why you’ve got what you’ve got. I know you got retrofitted when you were fresh out of the tank, cos you were printed with the wrong body ‘n all, but why’d they just leave that one bit?”
“Expense, I would assume,” replies the box, “I talked to Annalise about this at one point and she mentioned that swapping it out would mean replacing the bulk of the pelvic and lower abdominal assemblies at not-insignificant cost.”
That seems to give Cora pause.
“…huh,” she murmurs after a moment of quiet, “does it bother you? Cos like… if you wanted to get it swapped out I hope you know that Annalise would back you up. Hell I would too, if that matters to you.”
“It did, at first. But I think it was more because I thought it undermined my womanhood. I can’t lie. How our relationship played out reignited a lot of old self-doubt and fear, about my body, about my gender, but all in all it’s something I let go of some time ago; that old idea that a woman has to look and be shaped a specific way. Since I internalized that I’ve become a lot more comfortable with the way I am. I think I’d feel strange without it at this point - actually, I think I did, on the Silver Tides. I remember knowing something was missing.”
“They took away your bits?” Cora asks in gasped horror.
“Yup. Barbie-dolled me.”
“Wild.”
“I think it served their long-term ends - they wanted to foster discontent, so they used every lever they could find to hurt me and leave me adrift.”
“Sure but that seems unnecessarily mean.”
“They were going to decommission me once they’d successfully extracted me from Annalise’s life, Cora,” the box says, a bemused edge slipping into its tone.
“I mean yeah but there’s ‘murder’ and then there’s ‘cruel and unusual’.”
Her hand goes exploring as she mutters, finding my new arm, wandering down its length. I feel her fingers linger, at the fresh scars in my forearm, picking at the gouges left in the thick synthetic fiber when I tore my wrist free of the veil’s grip.
“Glad you kept this,” she murmurs.
“For all the good it does me,” sighs the box.
“Well a hand is better than no hand, even if you can’t shoot with it, I figure. Your other arm might not have put up with that, these are real deep. At least you can use the hatchet. Right?”
“…right. You’re right. I suppose it’s good to try to remember the positive in this.”
She smiles a warm little smile.
“Hey. I figure that’s what I’m for, now. Let’s try to get some rest, okay? And… thank you. This has been… it’s been good.”
I go to turn out the light, and when I return, I pull her close, beneath the sheets. I hold her like that stuffed shark I left on the Defiant, and she holds me in kind. I haven’t forgiven her. I don’t know how I ever could. But… I think she was right, to want to clear the air. On some level too deep to name I feel like I can breathe again. I try to carry that with me, as I drift off to sleep.

I have a terrible nightmare. Cora is beneath me, again. But she struggles. She cries. I can see her mouth forming the words, begging for mercy, but there is no sound, as if the dream has taken her voice. I’m so much stronger than her. She is powerless. Delicate. And yet, I don’t stop. No, no I don’t want this, I don’t want this, I try to wrest control, I try more than anything, but no matter where I turn or what I do, no matter how loud I scream, I am confined by the walls of the dreamer’s glass prison.
Doomed to be a passenger. 
On and on, the other self continues, ruthless, despite the sobbing, despite the pleading. But then I realize. I can hear something, words, in places I didn’t expect, somehow slipping in from the dark behind… Cora’s words. Truer than speech.
“Don’t stop. Keep going. It’s okay. I promise.”
And foreign thoughts cross my mind, whispered by a consciousness mine but not.


This is fair. This is right. I am white phosphorus, I am the bullet’s wake, I am the vicious point of canid teeth and the whistle of the falling bomb, I am a thing made for the exertion of dominance over others, and I have at last found what is in my nature. 



THIS IS WHAT I AM



I jolt awake, panting for breath and tears in my eyes, so horrified by what I’ve just been subjected to that it’s all I can do to restrain the sobs-
But then it hits. The crushing nausea. I lurch to the side of the bed, scarcely arriving before the retch, and as I cough milky silver to the carpet below, a door swings closed behind me. I want to jolt upright, but it’s all I can manage to turn my gaze to the sound - and there stands Cora, wearing her battered and stained T-shirt as she towels off her hair.
“You too huh?” she mumbles, “…shitty morning, I’m-…”
She stops dead, eyes widening and a hand going to her belly, then she rushes back the way she’d come. I hear the sound of her vomiting not long after. I need to talk to her, I need to make sure, the thought won’t leave me, what if last night was like the lobby, what if I didn’t hear her right, what if she said ‘no’ or ‘finch’, what if I-…
I’m trembling as I stumble to my feet and hurriedly pull on my things, even if I’m still unsteady from the grogginess I force myself to walk, and I hurry to the bathroom, where Cora is spitting silver into the bowl of the toilet.
“Urghfffuck I don’t know why it got so bad so fast,” she groans, “I was fine until-…”
She’s cut off by another heave. I can feel that fluttering in my chest, the panic and despair, beating against its constraints like a fearful bird in a tiny cage, if I don’t ask her and do it now I don’t know what I’ll do…
“Cora did I rape you last night?” escapes the box in a guttural whisper, but I left it in the other room, even I can barely hear. She coughs, and sits up, just barely enough to lock eyes with me.
“Huh? Couldn’t… couldn’t make it out,” she pants. That’s all I can take. I slump to the wall, then the floor, and I let my head fall into my hands, and I sob, curling up around myself as it all escapes at once.
“Huh!?” Cora blurts, and I hear her move close, “hey, hey, what’s wrong, what happened!?”
I can’t bring myself to get the box or even to ask her to fetch it, sign it is.
Last night, you and I, did I… was it like the lobby?
“What do you-…” I hear her breath catch as it clicks, and she sits with it, in silence, for a few long seconds. “You think I said no but you heard yes.”
Would I have known? I ask in fumbling sign as I cry into my knees. I had a nightmare, where it happened, where I didn’t stop, and now I can’t tell what happened…
I can feel her settle next to me, leaning into my side.
“Consent was enthusiastic and continuous,” she murmurs, “I’m a lot sicker than I was yesterday but I’m otherwise fine. You didn’t hurt me. I know you never would.”
But I can, I have, I will.
She doesn’t seem to have an answer to that, not for an aching minute.
“…there’s a difference between willing and unwilling cruelty and you know it. The version of you in the nightmare, that ignored the signs, and didn’t stop, that’s cruelty. The you, here, next to me… I feel safe around you. Even if you’ve got your part to play. If nothing else I know you’ll make it quick.”
She’s just accepted it. In queue for the abattoir. I feel sick, and not in a way I can blame on the blur.
But I don’t want to keep being complicit in violence against you. I want it to stop. I want it out of my head. I want it out of yours. I want more than anything to keep from making it real.
She doesn’t reply. Not for a long time.
“Listen,” she sighs, “we should contact Sunan then get moving, wherever we’re going. I-… I am not doing good, man, full honesty, moving fast is gonna be the key to getting far before it gets worse.”
I finally manage to lift my head from my knees, and wipe at my eyes. When I look to her, she’s not kidding. She’s hunched, half curled, like sitting up straight makes her feel too sick, eyes sunken and bleary from exhaustion or fluid loss or both. Maybe her coping mechanism can be mine. Just keep moving. Don’t look at it, not yet, crumple under the weight when it comes due as long as that moment is not now.
Stay there, I’ll get what we need.
“Hero,” she says with a weak smile, and so I go, and I get my things: the scanner, my phone, and my echolink repeater. Armed thusly with my heroic implements I return to her side, and rejoin her on the floor.
“Floor pals at floor club, top secret…” she whispers to herself as I dial Sunan. It rings, it rings, it nearly rings out… and then, all at once, there they are, wide eyes filling the camera.
“Ah! Good, it works,” they blurt, and flop back into their seat. I hold up the phone so they can see, and their expression quickly falls. “Luna. You do not look well, either of you.”
“Yeah I don’t think it’s possible to exaggerate how bad it is over here,” Cora laughs weakly, “like in ways we could not have predicted before we saw it.”
“The blur is forming ship-wide structural networks,” elaborates the box, “threads are boring through anything in their way to connect nodes, and the nodes are getting massive. But what’s worse is the…”
I trail off, a moment, as I struggle to describe exactly what we’ve seen.
“Minions,” Cora hisses.
“…minions?” Sunan asks, a tense caution in their voice. I nod.
“I’ve been calling them ‘veils’ in my head, because… they have veils, I suppose. Their senses are dull but they’re fast, almost too fast to see when they get going, and quiet as death. They’re vicious. We’ve cataloged three varieties, silver, red, and… solar, I suppose, silver being the vanguard and fighters, red being workers, to the point that one caught us and just… walked away, like it didn’t see us, while the one solar we’ve seen seems to be some kind of throughput for command information. Screaming raw modulated signal.”
“What,” Sunan breathes, “but-… where do they come from?”
“People.” The solitary word out of Cora’s mouth is low. Grim. “Sarah cracked a silver one open after it nearly killed us both. She found fabricant bits inside.”
Sunan just… stares. Forward motion, we need forward motion.
“We got your data,” says the box, and I hold up the scanner.
“…data. Data!” Their eyes focus, as if remembering all at once. “Yes, yes, connect it to your phone, it should automatically run a script that packages it nicely and sends it my way.”
Simple solutions to complicated problems? I set the heavy device on the floor, and wind the interface cable out from its cylindrical casing. Jack meets socket with a satisfying ‘click’, and the call flickers to command line briefly before Sunan’s face returns.
“Done,” says the box.
“Mhm. I see it. Coming through, one moment.”
They turn away from the camera, and the machinegun clatter of a keyboard comes through the feed as they adjust their glasses and focus on a monitor I can’t see. They’re wearing a knit sweater, today. It looks cozy, but a little crude - I wonder if they made it, or if it was a gift, from one of their lost flock.
“This is-…” They pause, frown, and lean in, squinting at the display and shoving their glasses up their forehead. “…hm. Odd.”
“Can you quantify ‘odd’ please?” asks the box.
“I’ll try. The airways are full of… something, the blur node you scanned was clearly radioactive, and powerfully so, but whatever it was projecting isn’t a kind of radiation I recognize, it doesn’t match any known register in EM or off-axis band emissions, such as Pax or Lunar. But it’s also… listening, I can see evidence of return signals. Pings and pongs. 
“Your ‘solar veils’, it may be remotely communicating with them, or even reactively guiding the lesser veils, adjusting the orders the solars give in response to new data the silver ones report. Whatever it is, it’s… completely unknown, if there’s data here, I will need time to understand how to read it.”
“Well we can’t wait around,” Cora says, her voice a taut edge that betrays countless unspoken fears, “we tried to take a night off because we were both exhausted, but Luna only knows how far it’s spread while we were resting. Where do we go, what do we do?”
A tense breath escapes Sunan, and they drum their fingers against the console in feverishly rapid clusters of four muted beats.
“…bridge,” they say, looking back to the camera with a shallow nod, “if you can get another scan, a solar veil this time, I might be able to use that to make heads or tails of this, since it seems like a guarantee that the blur is talking to them, on some level. And I don’t know where you would be most likely to find one in a clear and controlled environment, other than the bridge. Surely if they haven’t already seized control they will soon.”
“So go there and scan or go there and wait,” the box confirms.
“In so many words, yes. Now have you learned anything else or should I let you go?”
I think back to the lobby. To the focus and lucidity of the SELCIs on station, when everything and everyone else is falling apart. Why are they so resistant? I intend to report it, to ask Sunan why they think the SELCIs are still clear-headed and resisting the plague, but… the moment I draw the scene to mind, I feel like I’m on the verge of something, like it’s on the tip of my tongue.
“You got a look on your face like you’ve realized something,” Cora muses. I think about Dot, her mulling on contentment, and the bleak lives that UHANs lead. What if it’s something about motivation? And then I think about Cora, how she was resistant and then very suddenly got a lot sicker, the moment I exposed her to a hint of the emotional resolution she’s been unable to reach all these years, but only now that she’s convinced she’s about to die. It dawns on me all at once.
“I have a theory about resistance to silversickness,” says the box in an eager rush, “I think it’s emotional, that it’s somehow preying on the sorrow and discontent of the people of the fleet - the more content you are with life, the more slowly you’re affected, but for people who feel like something’s missing, people who are suffering or afraid or in pain… it swallows them whole. It would explain why UHANs and other service fabricants went first, but also why SELCIs are still prowling around. They might actually get more resistant the worse the situation gets, because it throws their purpose into clear definition. The world is ending but that gives them meaning.”
Cora blinks, then blinks again, and her head flops back against the wall with a hollow thunk and a heavy sigh.
“And I’m sick because I’m suddenly dreaming about a life with you I can’t have,” she sighs. I wince, as my silent contemplation of her mental state is made painfully real.
“Yeah,” says the box quietly.
“…it makes sense,” Sunan murmurs, “and it’s consistent with-… with what happened here, on my ship. A lot of the fabricants I took in were… struggling. I don’t need to tell you how important purpose and function are to fabricants and yet every fabricant to join me was deprived of both. If silversickness preys on discontent then it’s no wonder that I lost so many of them, but it also explains why I didn’t lose all of them.”
“Mn. Half depressing half reassuring,” Cora laughs dryly.
“Something like that,” Sunan agrees, smiling a faint smile.
“Incidentally,” says the box, “you’ve seen the thing in the sky, right? We first noticed it when we were departing your ship.”
Sunan’s smile swiftly twists to a grimace.
“If I knew what it was I would have told you, mark my words. I’m keeping an eye on it but to be blunt, when it comes down to emissions analysis, it’s a wall, I haven’t the faintest idea where to even start. The only conclusion I can draw is that it’s growing, and chances are, it’s somehow related to the blur, possibly an extension of it. More and more bodies are flowing toward it as more and more ships fall, and I’m tracking a proportional increase in its rate of growth, so it seems reasonable to conclude it’s… using them as a resource, somehow. Fuel, construction material, I’m not sure, I should-” 
They’re cut off by a shrill beeping from a console out of view.
“We’re pinged!” I hear June shout, voice grainy and compressed, “if we’re moving it needs to happen now!”
Sunan looks sharply back to the camera, eyes focused.
“I’m sorry I need to go,” they say, “I am truly sorry I don’t have your way into the Sea of Silence just yet, but if there are answers to be found, they are in that data, I swear it to you. Good luck.”
And the line cuts.






  
  12
Making Believe
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“I feel like shit, man…” 
The morning’s travel has been relatively uneventful. Skirting the worst of the blur hive, we don’t come across any veils, and what fabricant holdouts we do see quickly fall back, disinterested in a fight. Good. I don’t want to repeat the lobby. We’re on a tram, now, carrying us toward the administrative section at the ship’s prow, but even given the chance to sit and rest, Cora’s deteriorating condition is impossible to ignore.
She’s hunched forward in her seat, one arm braced across her knees, the other wrapped tightly around her belly like she’s trying to keep her insides from falling out. She’s been vomiting, if not constantly, then regularly. Every time it happens it scares me more.
“Anything I can do?” asks the box.
“Just don’t leave me behind,” she whispers, “please. I really really really don’t want to be alone right now.”
I hesitate, when I feel the instinct to touch her - but we’re past that point now, aren’t we? I rest a hand on her shoulder, and give it a firm squeeze, reminding her that I’m here, and I’m close.
“I won’t. I promise.”
“You got anything stronger than ‘promise’? Because I am strung the fuck out and I honestly wouldn’t blame you.”
The tram chimes before I can piece together a reply, and I can feel us decelerating.
“We’re nowhere near the prow…” murmurs the box, but an answer is quickly forthcoming.
“Esteemed guests!” a synthesized voice chirps from concealed speakers, its words slow and sickly sweet, like one might speak to a child, “due to an unexpected technical issue, we must terminate service at the upcoming stop. Rest assured that transportation and accommodation will be arranged, and you will be compensated for any damages incurred.”
“Ugh I’ve barely been in the Core a day and I already hate it here,” Cora mutters. I don’t disagree. After all my time spent in the hindfleets, I’d forgotten how pampered the wealthy live, babied by a system that doesn’t dare handle them with anything rougher than the ginger delicacy of a pair of baking mitts. ‘At least we’ll be out of here soon,’ I reassure myself, as the tram slowly comes to a halt with a shrill whine of brakes on metal, and the doors whisper open.
“Can you stand?” asks the box, as I rise. She holds up a finger, and though she struggles for a few moments, she winds up on her feet, a lopsided grin of triumph on her face. Good. For a moment, I was wondering what we’d do if she couldn’t manage it.
The two of us pick our way off the tram, but the moment I’m through the doors, I am dazzled by the splendor of what waits. A towering vaulted ceiling arches high above, hanging lights that glitter and shimmer spaced evenly down the length of its pinnacle, and white marble platforms woven through with brass stand, vast and empty. I can see space for at least a dozen trams here, all lines empty save for ours, and all sealed. Concrete barricades are clamped tight across the tubes leading forward. It’s almost dizzying. The scale, and the weight of its emptiness. Every subtle movement seems to boom in echo.
“What is this?” asks the box, and Cora points to a sign, hanging over the stairwell leading out: ‘Welcome to Earth Plaza’. Light is spilling down those stairs, light so intense even in reflection alone I feel compelled to shield my eyes. It’s so stark the artificial light of the station is like a shadow to it, a candle against a star, it carves a geometric presence out for itself, its border so sharp and defined it seems to shimmer with the weight of its intensity. Like dawn parting midnight’s black. Some part of me is sure I might be burned to ash if I dare to touch.
Awed, I start to wander closer, drawn like moth to flame, and, tentatively, I reach out to it, fear allayed by fascination. It touches me. It drapes itself atop my fingers, that searing light becoming a part of me without pain, but, instead, a subtle warmth. I pull back, sharply, as if having been more prepared for a burn.
“What,” Cora breathes in awe as she comes alongside me, squinting up the stairs.
“Not sure,” murmurs the box, “do you think it’s safe?”
“Luna knows. I’ve never seen anything like it… don’t see another way forward though, so I guess we’re going in one way or another.”
I sigh.
“Alright. You good to climb that?”
“Suppose we’ll find out!” she proclaims with a weak laugh. And with that, we start our ascent. I can feel it wash over me, as I step into the blinding glow - a subtle warmth that seems to prickle on my skin, fallen upon me like a physical thing. What wonder. Now that I know there’s no pain, it draws me upward, the pace of my climbing growing faster and faster, I have to know, I have to see…
And when I arrive at the stairwell’s peak, I am left dizzy by the scale of the place into which I have stumbled. It towers so high the sky seems real, a deep and rich blue dotted with wispy clouds, cradling a blinding point of star-light that lances downward like a spear, and fields of wild grass stretch so far, ruffling gently in the breeze, that the place seems to have its own horizon. Does it? Surely it can’t. Surely, somehow, it’s a trick of the light.
I’m on asphalt, now, its texture underfoot grainy and somehow springy, like it pushes back in a way steel and concrete don’t, and roads stretch away in all directions, spearing outward like the path of a bullet, until their dozen-meter width becomes a barely visible thread of black. There’s a city on the horizon, I think. A cluster of glittering somethings. I wonder, momentarily, how we’re meant to reach it, but then I note a row of vehicles, opposite the stairwell’s mouth. Polished, colourful things with four wheels.
“What the fuck do you mean they have cars,” Cora pants as she stumbles over the final step, “how-… how do you justify any of this!?”
“I suppose earth never died, as long as you can afford to visit,” muses the box, “come on, that… ‘city’, it’s toward the prow, I think. We’ll take one of these things.”
“Do you know how to get into them? Do you know how to drive?”
“I’ll figure it out.”
Cora jogs after me as I start for the nearest of the ‘cars’, a sleek thing that gleams silver, the artificial sunlight beading at each curve and swell like gathering rain. I see a wheel inside, on the left, and I test the handle, expecting nothing, but to my surprise, it just… opens.
“…huh,” Cora murmurs.
“Maybe they were unlocked by the tram blockage? Climb in.”
She circles the vehicle and gets into the passenger side, as I settle behind the wheel. She seems to be having an easier time moving, now that she’s got the stiffness out from the tram ride. Small mercies. What awaits me inside is a wheel, two pedals in the footwell, and a dizzying array of buttons and dials.
“…okay, maybe I can’t figure it out,” murmurs the box. Cora points at a button, recessed into the column supporting the wheel.
“That one says ‘start’.”
Cautiously, I push it, and I can’t help but jolt when everything comes alight at once.
“Tell me you know more about this,” says the box, as I struggle to make out right from left.
“I guess we’ll see, a movie I saw with Annalise once had cars. I think one of the pedals is ‘go’ and the other is ‘stop’, and that stick between the seats, that says whether you’re going forward or back?”
It takes some time and some experimentation, with Cora’s cautious guidance as my compass, but after an hour or so, I think I’ve got a handle on the process of driving. So prepared, we head out, the car humming beneath me as I accelerate down the road leading for the city. It’s quiet, for a while, eerily so, Cora idly patting a rhythm out on her legs as we go, but then she seems to notice something, and taps a switch on the dashboard.
All at once, music blasts from all around, so sudden and so loud I can’t help but shout in shock - Cora grimaces, and fumbles at a dial, the music quickly quieting as she does so. It’s strange, evocative, nostalgic, a fast-paced rhythm, a crooning voice, a distorted electric guitar. It calls back to a time long past.
“Sorry, sorry about that,” Cora laughs, “I was right though! About what they’re doing with this place I mean.”
“Explain?” asks the box.
“I mean, this isn’t earth, it’s not what earth was like - but it’s what some people think it was like. A long lonely road, swaying plants, a city on the horizon, you, the car, and the rock on the radio. It was a lot more complicated than this, according to the history I’ve read.”
“So it was never like this?”
An uncertain noise escapes her.
“It’s not that this didn’t exist, more that this is an artifact of like… I guess nostalgia, for a specific place and a specific time, inspired by fiction from that tiny slice of history. But even then, it wasn’t always like this. There were moments, sure… but a life and a world surrounding them. Burdens. Fears.”
“Never took you for much of a reader.”
“Hey I may be an idiot but I’m not incurious.” A small laugh escapes me at that. “Anyway. It just strikes me as dishonest is all. People looking back to a past that never really existed while trashing the present. Remembering the world we’ve lost in a way this… flat makes it easier for them to ignore what they’re doing, it lets them pretend the problems they’re creating are unique and new instead of the latest manifestation of an old cycle of exploitation and abuse. We know how this ends. We’ve seen it. But they want to pretend that’s not how the story goes.”
A contemplative murmur escapes me at that, as I adjust my grip on the wheel.
“What?” she chuckles.
“I think you’re smarter than you think. That’s all,” replies the box. I can see the half-cocked smile out of the corner of my eye, I can see her open her mouth to speak - but then it hits me, like a bullet to the base of the skull. A tide of lonely sorrow, a bombardment of indecipherable images, impossible places I’ve never been, a star burns beneath my feet, an infinite row of perfect glass boxes, this memory isn’t mine, and once again it parts before an opening door…
“Pull over,” Cora forces out past a tight throat - I stomp on the brakes, and the car squeals to a halt, just in time for her to pop the door, lean out, and retch. When it passes, we’re both left panting.
“Did you feel it too,” asks the box, as I struggle to shake myself free of the unease left in the bombardment’s wake… this is the fourth time, I know better than to try to understand.
“I dunno,” Cora pants, pausing to gag, “but I was okay and then I wasn’t… it’s getting bad, man, there’s-… I dunno how to say it, but there’s something wrong with me, really really wrong, like how you felt it on the Silver Tides even if you didn’t understand…”
I wince, as the feeling comes back. The untethered yearning. The mounting panic, as the feeling of wrong escalated from paranoia to certainty. This is something I understand in a way few others can.
“Anything I can do?”
“Nuh… just say what you’re thinking, I can hear it in your voice, you’ve got thoughts, let’s… let’s keep moving. Keep moving.”
“Alright. My thought on this is that, maybe, even if you can’t perceive whatever it is I’m receiving, you’re… catching it, maybe it’s making you sick because you’re having an even harder time processing it than me… dammit I wish we’d had more time with Sunan, I hate guessing.”
She casts a glance back over her shoulder, watching me uneasily from the corners of her eyes.
“What did you see?” she asks.
“Images. Feelings. The first time it happened I thought it was just a malfunction, memories being rerouted into places they don’t belong, but I’ve started to realize that they’re not mine, someone else’s feelings, someone else’s experiences… but it’s gone too fast for me to understand.”
“You’re talking like it’s happened before.”
“It has, this is the fourth incident, I don’t know if there’s a significance to the number.”
She flops back into her seat, laughing weakly as she struggles to catch her breath.
“Urgh whatever we’re not gonna make heads or tails of this on our own. Come on. Keep going. Let’s get your data. Get your girl. Let’s take something good out of this fucking nightmare.”
There’s an edge in the words, she all but spits them. She needs this as much as I do.
“Close your door,” replies the box, and once she does, I step on the accelerator. Faster, this time. A touch reckless. She’s right. This will mean something. It HAS to. But something lingers. A fundamental unease, like I’m walking into a trap.
“You’ve got that look on your face,” Cora murmurs. I let out a heavy breath, and my grip tightens on the wheel.
“It’s just that we’re heading toward the bridge, where we’re hoping to find answers we’ve been denied, circumventing established security measures in the final leg of the journey… I can see where we are in the story, Cora. I can see what comes next. I don’t-… I don’t want it.”
“I know,” she says softly, “but it’s too late to turn back now. She’s waiting for you, you said she is.”
“You want me to find her at the cost of your life?”
I’m not expecting the snapped force of her reply.
“If I’m dead anyway then none of this shit matters! I want her to live. I want you to live. That’s all. That’s all I got left.”
I don’t have a good reply, and I don’t know how to comfort her - or if I even can. So I let the car fall to uneasy silence. My thoughts are not particularly welcome company. Cora’s words stick in my head, sinking in deep like needles, ‘let’s find your girl’, ‘try to stay someone Annalise would recognize’… is that something that’s still within my capacity?
“Can I ask you something?” says the box, “friend to friend, full honesty?”
She’s still in a visibly bad mood, eyes sharp as her gaze flicks to me, but she nods.
“Sure, Sarah.”
I take a long, deep breath, reaching to turn down the music.
“…do you think she still wants me?” asks the box, reserved and quiet, “that look on her face, when the blur took her, it was like-… it was like she was saying goodbye. And now you’re talking about how I’m changing. Sharpening. Hollowing out. I don’t-… I’m starting to wonder if there’s anything left.”
I’m not prepared for how tight my throat gets by the end, or how quick the tears start to come. It’s all I can do to keep the car straight. Eyes on the road, Sarah. Eyes forward, back straight. Tamp it all down.
But then I hear a sigh, and I feel a hand, resting gently on my thigh.
“You’ve done nothing that there’s no way back from,” Cora says quietly, “Annalise is… in pain, perhaps more than she lets you know. She tells me things that she’s afraid to tell you, sometimes, because she’s seen you slipping for a long time, and she’s afraid of what happens if your rope keeps fraying. But more than anything, Sarah, she loves you. Even when we’re supposed to be spending time together she can’t shut up about you. So take it from me. If there is any shred left of the woman she married, she would move heaven and earth to be with you again.”
“…then why did she go?”
The ragged little whisper leaves Cora in silence, for a long, aching moment.
“I don’t know. Only way to figure that is to find her, and ask her yourself. ‘Til then, all I can say is that you still look like a Sarah to me, and as far as I’m concerned that means there’s still hope.”
I can’t muster a reply.
I just keep driving.

      ***The city is not a prop. It rises, like foothills before a mountain, structures dotted loosely at first but then more densely, they get bigger, they come in larger clusters, faster, faster, until all at once we’re swallowed by concrete, glass, and steel, the blinding sun reflected in bands by the glossy facades of skyscrapers. It’s silent as the grave, and the closer we get to the core, the more I have to slow, winding between the abandoned cars that dot the road with increasing density.
It’s about then that I notice something: a spatter of red, on pale concrete. Blood? No, there’s an UHAN slumped against the wall nearby, dead. Oxidant. I nod to her.
“Dead fabricant.”
Cora doesn’t reply. I look to her, and her eyes are fixed ahead, wide and focused. My eyes follow her, and hair stands on end as the reason for her shock becomes painfully clear. It’s not just one. There are dead fabricants everywhere. Slumped to the concrete. Draped over steering wheels. Collapsed in knots where it looks like they were shielding each other.
“Veils?” Cora asks, voice taut. I can see threads, ahead, above, but not many, I’m not sure veils make sense, in a place where the blur is this thin, but I don’t want to say anything yet, not when evidence is so close at hand. Soon, the abandoned cars become too thick to pass, and I pull over, taking the opportunity to climb out and jog to the nearest body. The wounds tell the story. Clean, neat punctures, messy exit damage.
“Not veils, these fabricants were shot,” the box calls in reply, “there may be SELCIs here, keep your guard up.”
“Just what we needed…” she mutters, “well looks like the car’s done, so I guess we’re continuing on foot ‘til we’re past this gridlock.”
“You gonna be okay?” asks the box, as I rise to my feet and glance to her. She grimaces. The steps she takes on her way over are slow, careful, plodding.
“I dunno, man. If I need to be carried or something I apologize in advance.”
“Let me know what you need, one way or another. I’d rather you ask for help than fall and hurt yourself, Luna only knows how well my repairs are holding up.”
A strained little laugh escapes Cora as she comes alongside me, as the two of us start for the sidewalk.
“Hey if your patch-work could handle the beating you gave me last night it can handle anything~”
The words connect with the bite and cold of a knifepoint. The dam splits. The nightmare floods back in. All at once I’m drowning in it. I can see the lopsided grin out of the corner of my eye, before my gaze snaps to hers with a force somewhere between anger and panic.
“That’s not funny,” whispers the box, and all at once her expression sobers.
“…yeah, I… I suppose not. Sorry. I’m not thinking so clear right now, I didn’t-… didn’t remember. Didn’t think.”
There’s that brief surge of detached rage, the chained thing roaring and thrashing inside me… but that’s not what I want. That’s not what I want to be. And so, as an olive branch, I extend a hand to her. She takes it, a smile on her face somewhere between thankful and shy. And like that, we go.
The artificial sun wheels across the sky as we walk among gleaming skyscrapers and gridlocked roads, doors standing open, food, drink, and fresh purchases left abandoned, dropped and scattered everywhere we look, indoors and out. This is a shell of a place that once lived. A ghost of a ghost.
Cora starts to lean more and more heavily on me as we walk, and she has to stop to vomit once every few minutes. I’m starting to get worried, but every time she sees the fear on my face, she just beams at me, smiles with a warmth that can’t help but be undercut by the lines of exhaustion and illness set deep into her skin. The cars are starting to thin when I get worried enough to say something.
“You’re not looking so good, CORA,” says the box. I’m not quite sure what I was looking for.
“…no shit dummy… not feeling so hot either. Heh.” Silence. I’ve got nothing to say for myself. “…hey remember when we thought I was immune, for a sec? Guess we were pretty far off base… starting to wonder about you, though. You do the thing with the silver, and… you haven’t seemed like yourself, not for a while, but… I dunno. I think there’s something you’re not telling me but I know full well that whatever it is, I couldn’t waterboard it out of you… so I’m just saying, I see it. And I hope you’re okay.”
I grimace. Part of me thinks I should tell her, while I can, admit that I’m not sure I’m still me, just spill it all, one last chance to vent, one last opportunity for some kind of catharsis… but would it be fair, to burden her like that? When I think we both know it’d do nothing for me? She stumbles, as I think, and I’m just barely fast enough to catch her.
“Steady now,” whispers the box, as I slip an arm around her back, giving the support she needs to stay upright.
“Hey can you answer me something,” she murmurs, as she leans into me.
“Yeah. Of course.”
“Will you remember me?”
There’s that old familiar tightness, like a noose around my throat, the urge to cry present and overpowering.
“Anyone who knows you would find you difficult to forget,” says the box, as I struggle to force the lump back down.
“Hey,” she replies, softly, “maybe you don’t need to be sad. If it’s all a cycle, spinning around and around… maybe somewhere out there we’ll be happy again. Just imagine it. Maybe that’s just how it goes, every so often we get our pain, every so often we get our joy… that’s not so bad, is it? Maybe this is okay.”
“But I don’t want to hurt you like this, it can’t be the way it has to be, it can’t, there has to be a way out…”
“I think we both know we’re too small for that. Just little paper cutouts, dancing in the cardboard diorama… toys for something bigger. To be carried away by the wind, when it comes. I’ve made my peace, Sarah. Honestly I’ve reached a point where this… rut we’re in, it brings more comfort to me than fear. Maybe I’ll live, in the end. I did last time.”
“But at what cost,” whispers the box, its recreation of my voice low, hoarse and taut. She leans into me, taking my hand and giving it a squeeze.
“Hey, we were happy for a while. Weren’t we? Didn’t we all agree that the forgetting was worth what we were given in exchange?”
“But doesn’t it scare you? The uncertainty? It could take anything from us next time, maybe something we’re not so prepared to lose…”
“If it means I get to live, if it means I get a chance to fix what I did to you… I’m willing to take those odds. Don’t you think it’s worth it? If it’s all just a wheel, that means countless chances to perfect ourselves, our relationships, our lives… to wring as much joy from this miserable universe as it’ll let us get away with. That comforts me I think. A perfect little calendar, scheduled out into infinity.”
An unsteady breath escapes me, and my arm tightens around her back.
“I don’t know that I could take it, Cora… I just don’t. I need to hold the reigns of my own fate, I need to believe I can, because if I can’t, then how can I protect Annalise, how can I protect you, how can I protect myself… I can’t just cede my entire existence to fate. I CAN’T.”
Cora doesn’t reply. I don’t blame her, not for her silence, and not for her faith in the wheel. I just wish I could share it. The blur is getting denser as we travel, threads cutting through buildings and discarded vehicles, nodes occasionally visible in the pits of alleys. I get tenser and tenser the further we go, waiting for the promise of violence, and yet, there are no veils to be seen. It doesn’t seem right. With so many nodes close at hand, shouldn’t they be patrolling? Searching for warm bodies to drag inside?
I can see the place ahead where sky is revealed in truth to be a dome, a gap between the forest of skyscrapers and a wall that glows eerily with the image of an artificial sky. The illusion is broken, here. A mountain of pixellated cloud and pointillist blue that sweeps up and away, so vast it becomes dizzying if I look too close. A door is sunk into the grand artifice, stark and grey amid the light and colour. ‘Crew Only’ is emblazoned on its surface in red. That’s our ticket, it has to be.
“Cora, c’mon,” breathes the box, and I hurry toward it-
Then it slides open. And a VOLTA unit strides through, clad in a plate-carrier strapped with magazines. I’m used to being taller than other fabricants, even those that can reasonably threaten me, but this one is neck and neck, fleet-blue eyes burning into mine, fleet-white hair buzzed close to the scalp, and a designatory blue mark following the line of her sharp jaw. I back away, slowly, fingertips curling into Cora’s shoulder.
“Are these the marks, ma’am?” a SELCI asks, one of a group of five that fan out behind their leader.
“That they are,” the VOLTA replies, “guess we were a little sloppy with the cleanup.”
I have an idea. I release Cora, hoping she can manage to stand on her own for a few moments, and I take a step closer, hands raised.
“Okay just… wait a minute here,” says the box, “we’re not from here, we boarded after the Radiant Dawn impact looking for supplies. Our receivers are out, we’re immune, like you.”
The VOLTA’s eyes narrow.
“Then how are you plugged in to your repeater?” she asks.
“My transmitter is intact so I can speak. I had a mechanic pull the relevant parts.”
A SELCI leans in, whispering to the VOLTA. ‘But we’ve had our own silversick, it doesn’t work.’ There’s an answer to an old question. Suppose they’re not as resistant as they seem.
“Look,” says the VOLTA, “while I empathize with your situation there’s nothing I can do. Vesper’s orders were clear: symptoms don’t matter, we’re to cull all civilian fabricants.”
I’m losing her, but she didn’t mention the APB, perhaps Vesper never expected me to get this far. I can use that.
“Aren’t the veils the real threat here!? I’m fighting fit, I can help you!” the box protests.
“And your friend?” she asks, nodding to where Cora stands, swaying. Luna she looks unwell.
“We came in hot, you can see where I had to patch her. I’m no mechanic, it was… a little sloppy, I’m willing to admit that, she’s been struggling since, but I swear she’s not sick. Neither of us have symptoms.”
Her chin inclines, and her eyes unfocus, briefly, as she seems to turn this over in her head. Cora is looking sicker and sicker, please, Luna, just let us past so I can get her somewhere quiet and private to throw up…
“Alright listen,” the VOLTA says, her voice low and cautious as she steps close, “if I let you in here it cannot get back to Vesper. Do you understand? You’ll rest, you’ll recuperate, I’ll have a military EMSID look over that CORA unit, and then you’ll help me keep the veils off this bridge. If news of your presence gets back to New Hope, you are on your own.”
“Don’t worry, we can keep to ourselves, now if you’ll just let us past, we’ve been on hard march for a while and we’re both-…”
It’s then that Cora slumps to the pavement and retches silver.
“I’m sorry,” she wheezes out between heaves, and I let out a long, resigned breath, as my eyes drift closed. Quietly, I start preparing myself for violence.
“You almost had me there,” the VOLTA chuckles dryly.
“Yeah, I suppose I did,” replies the box, “what now?”
“You know what happens now, don’t play coy. Silversick are losing their subjectivity to the blur, it’s a matter of time before you try to drag one of us off, and a bit longer before you’re wearing a veil. I have to put you down, that’s just how it-”
I rip the hatchet from my belt, bury it between the VOLTA’s plates, and I drag her to me back-first, my free arm hooked around her throat. A living shield. One of the SELCIs shouts in panic, and in an instant, five guns are trained on me.
“Let me past or I put her down!” barks the box. The VOLTA grimaces.
“You haven’t thought this through, have you?” she coughs out, “I don’t care if you’re sane or not, what do you think happens if this line of defense falls?”
…New Hope. Luna in Her skies, there’s only one target left bigger than the Beauty in Night, that ship is carrying a hundred million souls… perhaps the VOLTA can feel me falter.
“So you do still have your mind,” she sighs, “look, I won’t lie, we need more people, we’ve lost more than a few and Luna only knows when reinforcements are coming, so if you just let us drop the CORA unit, I could be persuaded to look past this…”
“You have no idea what’s at stake here. Let me past,” growls the box.
“Do I!? Who, between us, has been standing as the last line of defense between hell and New Hope’s civilian population!?”
“You don’t get it, MY WIFE IS IN THE BLUR. THIS IS MY ONLY OPTION.”
“THEN YOUR WIFE IS DEAD!!” There’s a moment of silence, as my jaw tightens, and I blink back the tears burning in my eyes. She’s not. She can’t be. “…wait.” There’s a weight in the VOLTA’s voice, a tension, when she resumes speaking. “There is no blur beyond this point. What, exactly, are you planning to do?”
That’s true, isn’t it? What am I planning to do? I got ‘get to the bridge’ so firmly lodged in my head, but that was based on Sunan’s assumption that the blur had already reached it, what do I do…? But I smother the thought. If they haven’t yet reached it, they will.
All I need to do is open the way.
“Sarah can you please answer the question?” Cora asks, pleading. I grit my teeth.
“I will do what I must,” says the box, “this isn’t just some personal vendetta, it’s about so much more - if a way to destroy the blur exists, it lies inside it.”
“So you figured you’d take the bridge then let them in!?” the VOLTA blurts in horror, “and if you’re wrong!? You get nothing, and New Hope gets OBLITERATION!! Have you looked out a porthole lately!? What else, exactly, do you think is left!?”
“Let me past or I kill you all.”
“Sarah…” Cora breathes in horror, and I glance sharply to her.
“And you have an alternative, then!? I have my reasons but look at this rationally for ten seconds - if the silversick are becoming veils, then that means it’s the entire population of the fleet against these six fabricants. The blur wants New Hope, it wants its population, I can’t find another explanation for how every impact targets a larger population center, and it will get what it wants eventually, with this ship or another - all they are doing is stalling. For. Time. If escape still exists, it’s in the blur, or it’s nowhere. We destroy it or we’re all dead.”
Cora winces, and looks away. She’s got that look on her face, like she wants to argue, but she doesn’t have the words, like she knows I’m right but she wishes to Luna I wasn’t. Me too, Cora.
“You know I can’t let you past,” the VOLTA growls, “doesn’t matter what it costs us, they cannot get into the bridge.”
I don’t want to do it but I don’t see another choice. A void opens inside me, a pit that swallows all hesitation and doubt - and when its work is done, all that’s left is the cold determination to do whatever is necessary.
“You were warned,” sighs the box, and I slit the VOLTA’s throat.
The next few minutes are a blur. I use the VOLTA’s body as a shield, as Cora and I both scramble for cover. I return fire with her looted rifle, inaccurate, but enough to force the SELCIs out of the open and into the doorway. On the back foot. I discard the empty gun. That’s when I rush them. They get a few hits in, as I drive them to ground, as I chase them into admin and butcher them one by one, but I barely feel the burn. Not until the last one is sprawled and rent silent, and oxidant drips from the hatchet’s blade.
The path is open, now. Littered with bodies and spattered crimson, but open. Cora is slowly following, as I catch my breath, picking her way over the bodies, still standing in artificial radiance as I lurk in fluorescent gloom. She looks… bad. A slow, shuffling walk, leaning on the wall whenever possible, her free hand lingering at her gut. Her eyes sunken and hollow.
“Sarah can we talk?” she asks in a murmur.
“If you’re going to ask me if I’m starting to enjoy this, that’s a question I can’t afford to answer until this nightmare is over,” growls the box, “Luna damn it I thought, I thought, just for a minute, that I was going to get past them without bloodshed, but that was naive of me, wasn’t it? All the shit we’ve been through, I should know better, I’m just leaving openings for other people to hurt me, VOLTAs, SELCIs, all those Luna-forsaken military units, they just can’t FUCKING HELP THEMSELVES. Yes miss Vesper thank you miss Vespser, I’ll SLAUGHTER EVERY FABRICANT I SEE, well maybe I aughta PUT THEM DOWN FIRST-”
“Sarah can you listen to me for a sec please!” Cora blurts. There’s a panicked pleading in her tone.
“If you’re going to lecture me…”
“No, no no, I-… Sarah I think you have to kill me. Now. Like now now. Now now now! Before you think about it too hard, just… channel that old reliable bloodlust and do it!”
Even past the void I’m given pause; I turn back, and I approach, meeting her at the threshold.
“What,” breathes the box, “why, why now?”
There’s no trace of a smile on her face, her expression is… calcified, sharp, sharing in the cold determination that’s carried me this far.
“Because I’m not alone in here anymore,” she whispers, “it’s-… not just me, in my head, there’s another me in here, a-a me I don’t like so much, a me I don’t want… even that voice, that little voice I told you about… it’s scared. It’s scared of what I’m gonna do. I don’t want it to get my hands, Sarah, you’ve gotta do it. You’ve gotta.”
I spend a moment staring, as something tightens around my throat. Dread. So soon the inevitable comes calling.
“…what’s it saying?” asks the box.
“It’s not… talking, not with words, it’s like… like a hug that’s a little too tight, smothering, it hurts, this… promise of everything being okay, all the ways I hurt and feel inadequate and hate myself suddenly feeling temporary, surmountable… but only if I let go. Let it all go. There is a perfect world waiting, as long as-… as long as I take my hands off the wheel, and accept the ways I’m changed to lift my burdens from my shoulders. It loves me… but like an object. Or a child. Mother knows best. It’s… loud. I don’t want to give up the parts of me it wants to take, Sarah…”
Her voice is trembling. Her panic is unmistakable, but driven and catalyzed by resolute focus. She has thought this through. And the growing part of me, the part that rejects hope on principle and embraces the cold certainty of the hard solution… it draws the gun.
“That’s it,” Cora breathes, “I know you don’t wanna do this I get it I really do but I don’t want to hurt you, I don’t want to stop you, I want you to find her, but that poison that’s in my head it wants what the veils want, I need you to find her I need all this to mean something-” 
She loses her balance as she staggers closer, landing in a heap at my feet with a weak cough. I watch her pick herself up. Slowly. Painstakingly. She curls up, then rolls upright, one knee beneath her, then the next.
I aim the gun at her head.
My jaw tightens, I keep adjusting my grip, wrapping my fingers around the SELCI revolver again and again but every time I try the sights don’t align, the more I try the more I fail, and the void in my chest yawns wider, this Luna-forsaken arm…
Then she takes my hand in hers.
And she leans in close, pressing her forehead to the muzzle of the gun. A faint smile is on her face, the sun at her back catching her hair and elevating its ragged edges to a makeshift halo, but the light has left her eyes, dim and vacant pits of inky blue, hollowed by a horror too deep to describe.
“It’s okay,” she whispers, voice faint and ragged as her hand tightens around mine, “…it’s okay. We knew this was coming.”
And I realize, then, as a veil of cold detachment is draped across my shoulders, weighing me down and setting me free: she’s right. Of course she’s right, says the ice hardening around my heart. There’s no point in drawing this out, there’s no point in mourning, I’m just hurting myself, dragging seconds of agony out into minutes, I have to do it, it has to be now, before the despair settles in and makes its home between my lungs, I can mourn later, I can process later, right now I just have to…
“I love y-”
Hammer drop. Kick. Report. She is thrown back, cast to the sun-soaked deck with the limp vacuity of a discarded doll, as the gunshot washes over me, and slowly echoes to silence. She is unmistakably gone, head rent terribly wide. An ugly death. ‘Good,’ I think, as the oxidant soaks her clothes and pools beneath her, ‘it was quick. She isn’t suffering. She isn’t afraid. She’s free, now, and so am I, from whatever she might have done. This was the rational solution.’
But… what is it, exactly, that I feel, as I stand in the cold gloom of a gore-soaked admin hallway? Surely I must feel something. Something catches me, as I wonder. A shift in the air. A wind that bears, for a fluttering instant, a memory. I remember myself. I remember being a person I still took pride in: Sarah, the real Sarah, as if a shadow of her is looking over me now from where I left her behind, in the blur or years before that, I don’t know.
What would Sarah do if she were here?
All at once I remember that the corpse at my feet belonged to a woman I love.
And I feel sick.
And I feel regret.
It falls upon me in a crushing weight, a burden of stone that leaves me struggling to stand, why didn’t I let her finish, why didn’t I say it back, why did I let her die thinking I felt nothing for her and certain her mistake was irrevocable, I want to take it back, more than anything, to claw a handful of seconds away from the world’s jealous talons so I could let my finger off the trigger, give her just one more precious minute, and hold her…
But I can’t. It’s too late. A draft rushes down the hall and whips smoke from the revolver’s oxidant-spattered muzzle, and she lies perfectly still, her own gore matting her sprightly haircut and drenching the irreverent clothes she was too proud to ever be shamed for, a person so defined by motion and clamor now so silent and still as we are both of us surrounded by the carnage of my ugly red ambition.
I know, now, as the gun slips from my numb fingertips, and I fall to my knees, that I was right to fear this. CORA is dead at my hand, again, and despite my bitter numbness I am shattered by it, now as I was then. That icy void tries to keep me detached. Rational. Analytical. She is dead. It’s done. There’s nothing I can do, nothing I ever could have done. It almost seizes control, again, the cold violence from the lobby, from just minutes ago, it almost compels me to leave her here.
But the other part of me, the dregs of a self I recognize… she realizes something.
She realizes that I may have dreamed Cora’s gentle pleading for an end.
She realizes that I may have killed her for nothing.
The bitterness breaks, for a moment, as horror and panic boils up within me like magma before an eruption… and I can do nothing but drag her slack body into my arms and sob into her hair. The loathing I feel, the hatred for the person I’ve become and the things I’ve done, it’s loud, caustic, it burns almost deeper than my sorrow, it calls my hand to my gun and commands I press its muzzle to my own head to atone for my sin. Cora was wrong, I have done something that can never be taken back.
Do I deserve to live, this shell of Sarah, this vacant wreck, this murderer of lovers, would Annalise even condemn me for breaking my promise, or has it already been broken? I died long ago, didn’t I? This moment is just my eulogy. And yet, I can’t. I can’t bring myself to give in, to cede to the hatred’s demands, even now the promise is too strong, so all I can do is to cry harder, filling the empty hall with the mournful noise of my muffled wailing…
But then, as so many things break inside me, something comes away from it all with an edge sharp like steel. 
What if it can be taken back?
I sit up, frantically wiping my eyes with a trembling hand, and I glance around, wildly, searching - yes, there, back through the door, a thread, a blur node is somewhere nearby, I have seen the blur kill without killing, I have been torn apart and remade, I have seen Annalise and Control burned to nothing yet both still live, if I consign Cora to it, now, is there a chance she will awaken inside?
I snatch the gun from the sidewalk, fumble it back into its holster, and I stumble to my feet, Cora clutched in my arms. She weighs nothing. Good. It means I am barely burdened as I start to sprint.
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I find it difficult to press on, once her body is consigned to the blur. My mind is spinning, perched between the apathetic cold, and the part of me that wants to lie down to cry and never get back up. Alone again. So terribly alone. 
So I take a spacewalk.
I stand on the Beauty’s outer hull, my reserve oxygen timer ticking slowly down; I bathe in the silence there, and that strange, pricking cold, the sensation that touches without touching. The battle has well and truly reached the Core, now. Motes dance in the black, a tracer and missile ballet, and with every bright wink, another hundred thousand lives are ended. I can’t see a single ship still untouched by the chaos, with the exception, perhaps, of the fleet’s crown jewel. New Hope.
What, really, is left to save? This is it - just me, and her, and maybe Cora, if I dare to hope. Any other considerations will only slow me, in the pursuit of saving people who are already dead. Even New Hope in her pristine inviolability will have her reckoning I’m sure. I stare at her, where she hangs off to my left, a vast, impossible flower, petals of glass and steel splaying geometrically out into the void. She seems intact. For now. It’s hard to tell, from here. Even the scale of the ship itself is impossible to measure at this distance - it doesn’t seem right, that she carries nearly a hundred million souls. She’s a small thing, after all. A delicate ornament dangling from a thread among stars.
I try to picture myself from her perspective. A speck, too small to see. Infinitesimal. Could the actions of something so insignificant really have meaning? If the things I’ve done and the things I have yet to do are an imperceptible drop in an ocean of suffering, will that make my hands stop shaking?
I keep replaying those last moments in my head, as the oxygen counter ticks down, and the absolute cold of space sinks its fangs deeper and deeper into my flesh. Maybe, if these new hallucinations only touch my ears… I did nothing wrong. I couldn’t see the SELCI speaking, after all. In the lobby. But is that a reasonable assumption to make? On the Silver Tides, I was lost in dreams a dozen layers deep, so often and completely I didn’t even know it was happening… what if it’s happening again? What if Cora was never even sick?
No, no, none of this matters. At the end of the day Cora was right. Her life was always going to end by my hand; the moment, the motive, perhaps these things were briefly in flux, but the outcome would always have been the same. Now, even, the parasite is waiting for me inside, isn’t it? It would hardly be the same rut without it, and it’s been absent far too long.
I was right. Right about everything. Right in a way I regret more deeply than anything. The wheel is inescapable.
My oxygen counter flashes red. Five minutes remaining.
I look up, and I see the threads of bodies, floating toward the strange little mote in the void. There are more, now - more bodies, more threads, the mote has grown considerably as it feeds upon the fleet’s countless dead, and as I look upon it, I know, on a level more certain than knowledge, that I am running out of time.
Enough of this. Whether or not Cora’s pleading was ever real, what’s done is done, and if I’m going to save either of them, sulking on the outer hull until my O2 runs dry is just dirt on the coffin. So I climb back inside. I cycle the airlock, and I breathe deep, as the air pumps thump and thunder. I need a cigarette. Wish I hadn’t gone through them all last night.
And then, when the inner doors open… red. Deep, rich red, flooding the sterile office halls of admin. Pax. And close. The wheel turns. The story continues. I need to move, quickly, find somewhere quiet and secure but with a good vantage - I don’t know what’s between me and the bridge, after all, or how the veils are going to respond to the proximity of the parasite’s spawn.
Without a plan I turn toward the prow and I start to run. I don’t know how long admin has been a red zone, there’s still a chance I can get ahead of it. I run through empty halls, past legions of sealed doors, activity indicators winking red, all of it so barren and office-sterile - a striking contrast to the splendor the Upon Silver Tides showed to her admin staff. 
It’s a cyclical hell, this place. Halls after halls after halls that give way to forests of cubicles that seem to go on forever. I wonder, more than once, if I’m moving at all, or if I am, somehow, going in circles, as the oppressive silence is broken only by the sound of my panting breath and the muffled striking of boot against carpet.
What if I’m losing my mind again?
What if none of this is real?
It’d be consistent, wouldn’t it, horrifically, mercilessly consistent, the burdens of yesterday made new again, no torture gone unrecycled… but then I come to a wall, a sheer face of black, pockmarked metal and concrete, and I jolt from my spiral. Doors stand before me, the heavy concrete doors of a primary security partition, the guard post outside untended. A half-eaten nutrient ration is visible abandoned on the table inside. Beady lens-eyes watch me from the ceiling, peeking from corners, red activity lights winking as servos murmur. Someone is looking. Perhaps they just need to know I still have my mind.
“I’m sane!” shouts the box, “but let’s be honest, how long has it been since you saw any silversick who were still human!? All veils now!!”
There’s a long silence - then a sharp klaxon blares, and a woman’s voice follows it out, booming from a loudspeaker above the guard post.
“And yet you are not human. Identify yourself.”
“My name is Sarah. No Pax exposure, let me in before it catches up for Luna’s sake.”
A sensor battery erupts from the ceiling, a dense column of tightly-packed lenses and antennae dropping with a startling pneumatic ‘snap’, and I’m bathed, briefly, in a cold blue-white light. It wanders up and down the length of my body, taking me in slice by slice as emitters quietly buzz. It pricks where it touches. A minute passes in tense silence, I don’t dare move or rush it, and yet, I can’t help but start to convince myself I can hear motion behind me. How much time do I really have to get past this door?
But then it’s done. The scanner shuts down with a circuit breaker ‘clack’, and the machines snap back into their concealed housing.
“No exposure detected,” says the voice, “but you’re in rough shape. Care to explain?”
“I’ve been out here with the veils, do I really have to?”
“Considering I can see bullet wounds that you have yet to patch, yes. I think you do.”
Shit.
“Look just let me in and we can talk, if you delay much longer nobody’s getting any answers!” presses the box. There’s a long delay, an aching silence… then with a muffled ‘boom’, the concrete doors start to grind apart. The moment the gap is wide enough, I wriggle through… and on the other side I find a full contingent of SELCIs. There’s a dozen of them. Just typical. Though looking on the bright side, at least I’m up against beat cops and not the prepared military precision of a VOLTA or VOHTA. I got lucky last time. Don’t want to push it.
One emerges from the security booth on this side, approaching with a hard look in her eye, pupils glowing a dim blue in the stark of the red zone’s crimson light. She’s got her hair in a stylish bob cut, around chin length - longer than SELCIs usually go for, maybe this one has a little more flexibility in her script.
“Hello, ‘Sarah’,” she says, her voice a cautious edge so sharp it could cut, “it’s time for you to explain why someone was shooting at you.”
Halfway to honesty. Let’s try that.
“Listen I’ve been running since this started,” replies the box, “I was out in the third ring hindfleets, on Once More We Stand Defiant? One of the first impacts I think, I’ve been running since. It was chaos out there, people didn’t know what was a threat and what wasn’t, a lot just… happened. People opening fire out of panic.”
Her eyes narrow.
“Mn. That explains the old wounds, but not the fresh ones - the oxidant is a bit weathered so they’re not minutes old, but surely you’d have patched them if you had a moment. You’re a CERHA unit, I see those legs. A military print. You can’t possibly expect me to believe that you would leave yourself in poor operating condition.” Her eyes flick to my right arm, then back to me. “Though it doesn’t seem as if that concerns you much.”
Typical fucking SELCI. I’d butcher them all if I thought I could pull it off.
“Funds are tight in the hindfleets, I didn’t have many options,” says the box, as I start to tense.
“Yes, and why were you in the hindfleets? There are probably less than five thousand CERHA units in operation across the entire fleet, and I’ve never so much as heard of one outside the core. If you were damaged, why didn’t you contact your administrator and have them put in a requisition? Why were you paying for third-party somatics out of pocket?”
And all at once, one of the other SELCIs pulls her gun, I’m staring down the muzzle of a high-bore revolver in a fraction before I can respond.
“Captain,” she growls, “that’s a SELCI revolver in her holster.”
“I looted it, do you think no SELCIs have died to veils!?” protests the box, as another SELCI starts to reach for it - I pull back, but the one with the drawn gun shouts ‘HEY!’ and motions threateningly with the weapon’s muzzle. No choice. No fucking choice. The gun gets pulled from its holster, and the SELCI turns it over in her gloved hands.
“Someone scrubbed the serial,” she mutters, “this weapon was obtained via premeditated theft and black market redistribution. It’s a mess with oxidant besides. Looks like it was used to execute another fabricant point blank.”
“The world is ending out there, why do you care,” snarls the box, with as much venom as I can muster through its tinny speaker.
“Because in the face of chaos we are order,” says the captain, “to the last, if necessary. It’s all that’s left, it’s-… it’s all that’s left. Hands behind your head please, don’t make this harder than it has to be.”
“No. Fuck you. I know what Vesper’s told you to do, I am not leaving myself defenseless in your presence.”
“Do you then? So why are you here, knowing what we would have to do?”
Luna damn it all to hell I have boxed myself in, but what choice did I have? I’m running out of options fast, I can’t take them all, even at my peak that would’ve been beyond me. There’s no other way forward. Do I run? Force my way past, bank on my legs to outpace them, hope I can weather the storm? Or do I-
“Captain,” a fourth SELCI murmurs. I can hear something. A… scraping, and rushing, thunder like a distant waterfall. Coming from behind.
“Is it the parasite?” asks the box, “for Luna’s sake, you have to let me-”
“Shut up,” barks the captain, “you, keep her at gunpoint, if she moves toward you, shoot her.”
And the bob-cut SELCI brushes past me, peering back down the hall. I can’t see her face, out of the corner of my eye. But I can see her take a step back, her shoulders so tense across the back it’s like they’re cut from stone.
“Veils,” she breathes, “a knot of them, half dozen maybe… seal it. SEAL THE PARTITION, NOW!!”
“What about the CERHA unit?” asks the one holding me at gunpoint.
“I don’t care, problem for later. ‘Sarah’, can you hold a gun?”
This is my shot. THIS IS MY SHOT. Okay. Calm. Focus. I shake my head.
“The new arm doesn’t have the dexterity for it. The hatchet is my best bet,” says the box.
“Have you killed a veil with it?”
“Yes.”
The captain nods to the gun-SELCI.
“Let her draw. She couldn’t kill all of us if she tried, even distracted, and I think she knows it.”
“You sure about this?” the gun-SELCI asks, her aim lowering by a few degrees.
“We need everything we can get. Why isn’t the partition sealing!?”
“It’s jammed!” someone shouts from the guard post, “locking bolts aren’t disengaging, if I keep trying to seal it’ll blow the hydraulics and we’ll never get it shut!”
“Keep trying! If we can’t get it closed NOW we’re all on Luna’s mercy, hydraulics or no hydraulics!”
The gun-SELCI finally lowers her revolver. I take the opportunity to turn, and let my fingers find the familiar stiff coarse of the hatchet’s grip. Luna. I can see them. A boiling tide, spilling down the corridor like a single physical object, a mass of silver and red. Charging? Or fleeing? I try to count, and though the churning motion makes it difficult, I think I can identify six distinct individuals. Four silver, two red. 
Machinery is straining in the walls, metal creaking, the mounting-pitch whine of struggling hydraulic rams… then a hollow ‘pop’, and a shrill beep from the guard post. I hear quiet sighs, and see eyes close. Everyone knows what that means.
“Aim high, and pray well,” is what the captain says, in place of condemnation, resignation, or panic, “they’re softest in the head and neck. The moment you think you have a clean shot you start taking them. We’ll make a firing retreat. I’ll stay at the fore, move with me as I back up, stay behind me, so our formation remains coordinated. No stragglers. Sarah. Anything that gets past our fire… that’s yours. Take the head off clean, if you can. They can survive-… shocking damage, to the neck.”
A brief moment of hesitation in her voice, a flicker of horror cutting through her composure, as she recalls the grisly violence of battles past.
“I know,” says the box, “I’ve seen it.”
A resolute nod from the captain, and she takes a long, deep breath.
“Alright! Guns up, people! We’re all that’s left between the blur and New Hope so MAKE IT COUNT!!”
The rasp of weapons drawn, the clicking of cocking hammers. Briefly, I wish SELCIs were armed with rifles. Strange bedfellows I suppose. But then I sit with that thought for a moment, and a retaliatory disgust flits in its wake - am I really ready to do this, to fight to the death alongside a pack of starving wolves, ready and willing to put me down and only sparing me now that I am useful? 
No. I’ve already crossed this bridge twice before, an extended hand will be bitten. They would have killed me and even if I fight alongside them, even if we somehow survive, this may be nothing more than a stay of execution. All on account of Vesper’s desperation and ignorance.
They do not deserve to live.
All that matters is getting the veils to the bridge, and getting Sunan’s data from the solar that will inevitably follow. I need to get out of here, get out of their path then follow in their wake. But not yet. I’ll wait until the veils are close, until the chaos sets in - then I’ll make a break for it.
And so I bide my time. As the SELCIs raise their guns and open fire, I bide my time. As one of the red veils drops, and the others seem to pick up speed in retaliation, I bide my time. As bullets spark from grey steel plate and tear silvery flesh free from bodies, I bide my time. 
The question is nagging at me again. Why are they so frantic, charging toward such a clear choke point, they have the advantage of durability, yes, but they’ve already lost one, so the battle clearly isn’t guaranteed - are they really that mindless, or-… no. It doesn’t matter. If there’s any chance the SELCIs might come out on top, I need to skew the odds.
I start to shift toward the rear of the group. But one notices.
“Hey. HEY, where do you think you’re going?”
Damn. No choice, I bare my teeth, I bury the hatchet under her jaw with the spray of equalizing pressure, and watch the life swiftly leave her eyes. The captain shouts something I can’t make out, I’ve been noticed, but the SELCIs are divided, some turning to me, some focused on the veils, guns half-raised and eyes uncertain as they struggle to prioritize a threat…
That’s when I hear it. Behind me, terribly close, metal strains, creaking and pinging as something presses at it with unimaginable strength - slowly, I look, peering back over my shoulder as hair stands on end. A door bows, warping, straining, something pops, welds failing, bolts stripping… then it bursts open. 
Something inky as void spills free.
The twisting violence of a tendril, black even against the red zone’s crimson gloom, then another, and another, splitting the air like the passage of a bullet as they tear past me, seeking anchors. Seeking the SELCIs.
“PAAAX!!” the captain roars. All at once, the SELCIs are in disarray, pinned between the veils and the parasite, they back into a tight little knot, firing wildly in visible and mounting panic.
“Hold the line!” the captain barks.
“Against what!?” shouts one of her subordinates, “we’re not equipped for Fosphage cleansing, we’re not VOHTAs!”
“It doesn’t matter, it’s us or NO-ONE!! HOLD THE FUCKING LINE!! Kill EVERYTHING that moves and SOMEONE PUT DOWN THAT LUNA-DAMNED CERHA UNIT!!”
This is my moment, it’s now or never, the veils are almost on us, everyone distracted by everyone, if I can just slip past the parasite’s tendrils, but the Pax, it’s so damn fast, those tendrils connect with the force of a speeding bus, shattering glass, warping steel, making holds of anything they can, and before I can so much as move one is screaming toward me…
I am left standing. Still breathing. The SELCIs lie broken and tattered around me, but I, and the veils… untouched. The tendrils are recoiling, shorter than they were, and luminous with heat. Carved apart with all the energetic force of the VOHTA’s beam, but by what? The Veils come alongside me, brushing past like I don’t exist, and they watch as the parasite retreats, releasing its holds and withdrawing the tangle of wounded limbs back through the door.
It’s fleeing from them. Fleeing from me. The moment the hall is clear, the veils start to run, continuing to the bridge. And when I look down, among the shredded bodies, the severed tendrils lie around me, curling and twisting upon themselves for a moment, before crumbling to fine and soft ash.
The truth is impossible to ignore. The Pax’ effortless violence broke against my body like a ship’s prow cuts water. I just… stare, frozen in place, my gaze wandering between the dead SELCIs, the parasite’s shattered door, and the veils vanishing toward the bridge. It doesn’t make sense. It just doesn’t. I should be dead, I shouldn’t have even felt it, torn from life in an instant too violent to describe, and yet…
“What-… are you…?” the captain chokes from where she lies, half alive and coughing oxidant past the horrific rent in her chest. She stares with bloodshot eyes, a look in them somewhere between betrayal and fear.
I knew this was going to end with all these SELCIs dead, one way or another. I was prepared for this. I keep telling it to myself, over and over, looping the line in my head, as if it’ll insulate me against the reality of what’s happened here.
The veils burned the parasite.
I burned the parasite.
I can’t think about this right now, I can’t, if I start I’ll spiral and I won’t stop.
And so, in the fearful panic’s absence, rises rage. If it weren’t for these Luna-forsaken SELCIs I wouldn’t have seen it, I wouldn’t have known, I wouldn’t have to LOOK at this.
I start toward the captain, as she struggles to drag herself away from me. Coward. Animal. Prop for monsters, none of this would have happened if not for her and those like her, I know it, I know it with more certainty than the beating of my heart, this misery-borne hell had its roots in the feeble dying creature that sputters before me.
There is no one left to stop me.
I fall upon her and I rip. Her body comes apart in my hands. Like clay. I don’t know why I don’t stop myself. I don’t know why I keep going. It’s only when what remains is unrecognizable that I seem to emerge from a trance, and I linger for a moment, spattered with the gore of what was once a life, memories and hopes and dreams dripping from my hands in rich-dark oxidant crimson, and I wonder, briefly, if there is any coming back from this.
No. Probably not. But Sarah is already gone, and I have more important things to worry about.

THIS IS WHAT YOU ARE



YES. THIS IS WHAT I AM. A PROTRACTED ACT OF CRUELTY. A USEFUL PUPPET TO SATE THE FLEET’S HUNGER FOR VIOLENCE. A THING THAT KILLS AND BLEEDS AND DIES AND NOTHING MORE.
I barely manage to drag myself off the brutalized corpse before I retch silver. Yeah. Yeah, maybe it is what I am. Maybe the self-loathing horrified sick in the pit of my gut is the price of what must be done. Maybe it’s the ghost of Sarah, still clinging to this other thing’s flesh, but maybe she deserves to be excised.
It’s then, there, as oxidant cools against my skin and hardens in the fibre of my clothes, that I realize: I don’t want to be her anymore. This pain, this fear, this sorrow, the guilt and shame for the things I’ve done and have yet to do, that is Sarah’s burden. Not mine. All I must do to be free is sever myself from her and then there will be nothing keeping me from all that must be done.
Annalise doesn’t want me. She hasn’t for years. And who would? Perhaps she has already found comfort with that truer self I left behind inside the blur, and all that’s left for me is to find her, to look into her eyes one last time, and meet the conditions of my promise to her. Then all this can come to its inevitable end.
It was always coming.
But just as quickly as the surge of vicious clarity comes, it’s gone, and I am myself again, a fragile thing leaden with sorrow and fear and rage, a creature small and weak, soaked in the consequences of her own violence and yet terrified of it. In the wake of the moment, in the absence of those simple truths, I feel more brittle than I ever have.
A flicker. A wink of golden light, back down the way I came - and all at once, I remember the weight of the ticking clock. A solar veil is already coming, I need to take cover, get out of its way, wait this out. Then Sunan will get their data, and tell me how to reach her, and I’ll have my way out. I can still make it, I still have time before everything ends. I must.
Lacking options I duck into the door the parasite had broken down. It’s left a path of destruction in its wake, a tunnel of bowed panels and shattered windows and forced doors, rooms in disarray, and the skeleton of the ship occasionally bared where walls have been peeled open like a sardine tin. Fortunately for my desperation, the thing itself is nowhere to be seen.
I take cover in the carnage. A few layers deep, I lurk, perched behind an overturned table and watching the open door through the parasite’s tattered wake. Nothing, nothing for quite some time, even as I hear movement drawing closer. But then, red veils, dragging dead fabricants. Not just the ones the parasite laid to waste, not just the ones I put down at the entrance to admin, but others, ones that have been dead for some time, ones bearing bullet wounds. They’re recovering corpses. They’ve always recovered corpses, why do they do that? Are they being made into veils, or is Cora…
No. Don’t convince yourself until you have the facts, hopeful speculation is just going to hurt you. Stay focused. Keep your head. The procession continues for aching minutes, some bodies being moved by teams, some bodies being moved in pieces. Then I see it. Spilling through the wreckage like a tide, cutting shadows with the sharpness of a knife, it comes: the blinding light of a golden dawn. I duck down into cover, watching the shadows shift and dance on the wall behind me. I don’t dare expose myself, not to observe and not to scan. Luna only knows what solars are capable of and I’d rather not find out if at all possible. Best to wait until it’s on the bridge, and I have a clear path of escape.
It lingers, for a time. My heart starts to pound, beating with such ferocious intensity that some small part of me wonders if it can hear me, in the oppressive silence. Does it know I’m here? Did it see me before I ducked down, or can it… smell me? To be safe, I hold my breath, and watch the reserve O2 indicator tick down as minutes drag by, and the knife’s edge shadows shift on the walls… but then it’s gone, vanishing down the hall, and the light vanishes with it, leaving me in the crimson gloom that seems pitch black by contrast.
I miss it. And for a moment, I feel an ache, a yearning deep in my chest: follow. Return to the light. It’d be better, there, bright like the sun in Earth Plaza, bright like the sun that graced Cora’s corpse and just for a moment deluded me into imagining she was at peace. I’d be happier there. I’d be so much happier.
When I shake myself free of it I find I’ve moved without realizing, lingering at the threshold of the door. I pause there, a moment, wondering, thinking, that warmth still in my chest… is it worth chasing? But I grind the nascent thought beneath my heel before it can put down roots. It’s the blur. Is this what Cora felt? Worming its way in, smothering her with stories of something kinder, as long as she went exactly where she was led? No. I have too much left undone. I wait until the light fades, and I follow.

      ***The door stands sealed, but unlocked, winking green indicators taunting me. No veils to be seen. A blur thread feeds into the bridge at an angle, crossing a path above my head - it’s freshly grown. Surely this is a trap. But there, following the thread like a fiber-optic cable… golden light, shimmering subtly as it’s warped into view by the anomaly. My solar is right here, on the other side of this door.
I pull the scanner from its pocket, and give it an idle look over. Hold it up. Press the switch with my thumb. Then run. Even with the damage to my leg, I should be able to outpace it. Right?
Do I have any other options?
Just get it done, Sarah. Figure it out. I take a long, deep breath, closing my eyes for a moment of calm… and then I open the door.
A hand. Bunching in my tank top, dragging me in with superhuman force, I try to shout in protest but before I can get the noise out I’m sailing through the air - until I hit the back of a control console with a hollow ‘BANG’. The air is driven from my lungs, and I’m left, curled, wheezing, staring up at…
It’s the solar veil. Of course it is. It’s nearly twice my height, lanky and slender but visibly misshapen, its torso far too long and far too crooked, all detail mercifully hidden beneath the shapeless sweep of gilded fabric. It shimmers in the light, as the thing moves closer, every shift of its many-jointed limbs setting ripples dancing in its veil as the fabric catches the blinding fire of its halo. Light so intense I can’t make out a face - if it has one. Just the faint silhouette of a head.
“Fuck you,” I manage to get out of the box. A horribly long arm plated in scorched gold reaches down, and a skeletal hand locks around my throat with charred-black fingers, too tight to breathe, crushing, it hoists me as if I weigh nothing… I claw at my holster, but I can’t manage to draw, and what good would it even do?
…is this it?
The grip tightens. The exposed bone of its fingertips cut into my throat. I try to kick, but that horrific arm simply folds away from the veil’s body, another set of joints appearing from beneath its cloak. Nothing I can do but flail. 
Stupid way to die. I hate myself with such a vivid fire.
“Leave it.”
And all at once I’m dropped, falling four feet to the deckplates with a crash, where I struggle to catch my breath. I turn my eyes to the voice’s source, and…
…Control. Of course. Her dispassionate gaze stares down at where I lie, a subtle shimmer and flow in the luminous silver of her irises. I’m going to ask why, to challenge her, to fight, to thrash at my bindings, but I can’t afford to look this gift in the mouth. Can I? The solar veil is right there, passive but ever watching, its fingertips hooked and ready for further violence, as its radiance bathes the bridge in the force of the sun’s fire.
So I pick myself up, and I raise the scanner, and I press the recording switch with a muted ‘click’. There’s a soft whir, then a beep, and it’s done. It’s done. Now I just need to get myself out of here - but when I look to Control, there’s an expectancy in her eyes that suggests she requires something in exchange for her magnanimity.
“Come here,” she says, “you should see this.”
I don’t reply. I can feel the tension on the air. The silent weight of the solar veil at my back. So when Control starts to lead deeper into the bridge, I follow, and I try not to let my hackles visibly raise when I hear the solar veil move to fall in behind me. My heart is pounding as we walk down the walkway’s shallow slope, winding among rows upon rows of consoles, the sound of my own bootsteps muffled by the rush of terrified oxidant in my ears.
But then we reach the fore, and I see it. The evidence of bloodshed, spattered on the steel, smeared on the deckplates, but the lack of bodies - save for the captain, where she’s slumped at the helm, clutching at a gaping wound to the belly. Fleetops white is drenched a deep and rich crimson, and her eyes stare into mine with a horrified wildness. Like the veil is a familiar threat, but she sees something altogether new in me.
“Why,” she chokes out, voice low and hoarse. All I can do is wince, and look away, I have nothing for her.
The solar veil storms past me, as the silence stretches on. I hear a whimper of pain, the wet tear of parting flesh. Then the rasp of fabric on metal, as a body is dragged away.
“Strange. I thought you had the stomach for it by now,” Control muses idly, “I’ve been watching with some fascination - you’ve done terrible things to get here, you know, whether through inaction, or the edge of your hatchet. What’s one more life when the body count is already so high?” I can’t help the way I stiffen, but I don’t debase myself with a reply. “Quiet today. No matter, I have something for you.”
She motions to the helm console, where a display stands idle, words blinking in bold text. ‘Transmission paused. Recipient is still connected.’ I’m not sure what she wants me to take away from this, until she taps a switch on the console - and the words vanish, revealing, instead, Vesper’s face. She looks altogether more tired than she did last rime, altogether more afraid. Like even the fraught sleep I’ve managed has been beyond her.
Her pale, sunken eyes narrow, as if vaguely recognizing, but not quite sure - then they go wide.
“…you,” she breathes, the faint whisper barely enough to be caught by her microphone. It slips from the console speakers in a static hiss.
“You have your chance, now,” Control says, “a captive audience. Cruelty is in the world’s nature, so much of it by her command… but you have opinions about that, don’t you, Sarah?”
My jaw tightens, and the fire boiling up from somewhere deep inside is too intense for me to restrain. Even if it means playing Control’s game.
“Do you still believe it’s Futility Override?” asks the box, every word a spiteful knife.
“I don’t need to take this from one of them, your words are poison, I’ve seen what’s happening to my men…” Vesper replies, her voice admirably level, but the occasional tremble slips past her iron grip. A rush of terror. The severed tendrils, the shattered SELCI bodies…
“I am not one of them,” asserts the box.
“You are standing peacefully on a bridge taken by force, with a solar veil and that silver-eyed freak. I know what you are you fucking monster, I haven’t fallen quite that far just yet.”
I take a breath as the fire surges hotter inside, but before I can muster a reply, I feel hands, resting on my shoulders. Control, shifting close.
“In her defense,” she says, speaking past me, “Sarah believes what she’s saying. But you’re right about her. She just doesn’t know it yet.”
The fire is gone in an instant of chilling wind, something empty and cold left in its wake. Something on Vesper’s face shifts, as she watches me freeze. Like for a moment she can see into my fear.
“I-… I know where you are,” she says, voice taut as she forces some measure of diplomatic calm, “I know what comes next. So I am going to beg, because I have nothing else left. You’re a fabricant, you were made to elevate the fleet and her people, to protect them… and as a CERHA unit, that was more personal to you than for most, wasn’t it? I am sorry for whatever it is you’ve lost, but if there is any shred of humanity left in you… stop. Please. Don’t let this reach New Hope.”
Something shifts inside me, a stirring of vertigo, a sweeping moment of out-of-body perspective. She thinks I’m going to send the Beauty in Night into New Hope.
…am I?
“Do you genuinely believe there’s a way out for, for any of us?” asks the box, “the fleet is dust, shrapnel, and blur. New Hope is all that’s left. Even if I don’t bring the blur to her, someone will.”
“You don’t know that. You don’t know what comes next.”
I remember the Silver Tides, erupting in a plume of oxidizer-sunshine. I remember lying in the lunar dust, Annalise at my side, as my life slips away. No way out.
“…yes. I do,” murmurs the box. Control’s hands tighten on my shoulders, a gentle, but firm, squeeze. Vesper’s panic mounts, breaking through her professional mask to become pronounced and clear as a star in the void.
“We still have a chance to fix this, to make sure someone walks away alive-…”
She trails off when she sees me shaking my head.
“No. I’ve already crossed the line, there’s no way back for me. So I will do what I came to do, or I will die in the pursuit, but I will not let it be for nothing.”
I think I can see tears starting to bead in Vesper’s eyes.
“Why are you doing this?” she asks in a trembling whisper. I can’t help but grimace.
“So I can be what I was made to be, is what I keep thinking to myself,” says the box, “so I can protect my charge. Destroy all threats to her, and all threats between us. Succeed in a way I failed at peace. But at this point, I don’t know anymore. Maybe I just need to know how this ends.”
And I cut the transmission. The silence stands for a long, heavy minute. A blur node grows in the corner, gradually but inevitably swallowing everything it touches. I see the solar veil throw the captain’s body inside.
“So you’ll do it, then?” Control asks, “you’re finally ready to come home?”
That crushing comfort, the panic in Cora’s eyes… I wrench myself free of Control’s hands.
“I’m not going to stop. But I’m going to do it my way, not yours. I don’t need you, and I don’t want what you’re offering.”
I can hear her sigh, as I turn my back-

THE SECOND GIFT OF DISSATISFACTION



I’m standing in our apartment, that cramped little shithole on the Defiant. Luna damn it all she’s doing it again. I see the expectation in Control’s eyes, as she comes alongside me - and I remember the solar veil, still close at hand, outside this prison of memory. Fine. She gets her tour.
Time and place smear, and I find myself standing over my own bed, looking down at where Sarah rests, curled up tightly around the same old plush. It’s seen a lot of wear, since last time. Stitched-up tears. Matted fuzz. She’s awake, but she wishes she wasn’t, her phone close at hand.
This could be any night. One of a hundred nights over the last ten years, where I wait, frozen in fear, for word on Annalise’s recovery.
Then the phone rings. Sarah is sitting bolt upright in an instant, snatching it from the bedside table and fumbling at it until she answers.
“Hello?” she asks, her voice small and fearful, and yet, still hers, spoken from the throat. 
“Please hold,” says a clinical voice in the phone, “you are being transferred to Annalise Fletcher.”
And all at once, I remember when this is. I wish I could look away more than anything. 
“Why do you keep showing me these things,” asks the box.
“To kill your hesitation,” Control replies.
Something shifts inside me, the feeling of a wire going taut.
“If you’ve been watching me all this time… you made me kill the SELCIs in the lobby. Didn’t you? You made sure I heard what I needed to hear, so I decided they had to die.” Control doesn’t reply, but the way her chin inclines… I’m right, I’m sure of it. I want to throw up. “…and the rest of it? Cora?”
“You have an extraordinary talent for engineering your own burdens, Sarah. No. Everything you have done has come from you. That one moment… you simply needed help to see. ‘Not a chance, defect. You die here.’ This was the only lie that will ever pass my lips.”
It’s a relief, but also a fresh horror, as the number of people I can blame for the things I’ve done rapidly dwindles. But then I hear Annalise’s voice, and my focus returns to the memory.
“Hey,” she says, her voice warm but audibly weak, “are you there?” 
“Yes,” Sarah replies in a tense whisper.
“Good, good… listen, Sarah, there were-… unexpected complications, I’m… I’m in pretty bad shape. They want me to go back under, they say they can correct… whatever it is that’s gone wrong, so… that’s the long and short of it. I don’t know how long I’m going to be here, this time, would you mind coming? You don’t need to be here until I’m discharged, I just want to be around you. Just for a little while. Can you do that for me?”
I feel an echo of the panic I felt then. A fist around my heart. Crushing. Sickening. Like something inside me is about to burst, and I will never be the same when it does.
“I’ll be right there,” Sarah blurts in a rush of trembling urgency, and she hangs up, so frantic she doesn’t even let Annalise reply.
Control stirs the air. The world nauseatingly twists, and we find ourselves on the Defiant’s main tram. It’s nearly empty at this hour, just Sarah, slumped in her seat, and a handful of visibly tired humans, scattered across the seating. I can see the void in Sarah’s eyes, from where we stand over her. Wide, bloodshot, pupils pinprick-focused. Staring wildly into nothing.
“She looks unwell,” Control muses, “explain?”
I grimace, as I look into the other self’s thousand yard stare, her gaze piercing me like a bullet.
“Before this point, on some level, I didn’t really believe I could lose her,” says the box, “I was afraid for her, afraid for her health, afraid for her wellbeing, but I don’t think I’d internalized that she could… die. That this could kill her, and there would be nothing either of us could do. This was the first time I thought about what life might be like without her, and since my relationship with Cora had just gone up in smoke… I couldn’t imagine myself as anything other than terribly alone, left with nothing but the hollow in my chest.”
As if on cue, Sarah starts to cry. She fights it, I can see her jaw tighten, see the muscles work along the sides of her face, I can see her try to blink the tears away, but there’s nothing for it, this has been too long coming, it’s been building up for years… and then it all spills over, streaming down her cheeks in rivers, as she presses a hand to her mouth to try to keep herself quiet.
The other passengers are staring. Two start whispering to each other, and one pulls a phone from a pocket, dialing urgently, and whispering something I can’t make out. I know what he’s done, even if Sarah doesn’t. And I wish I could reach back in time to tear him apart.
The tram comes to a halt, and Sarah staggers off, still in tears, as the two of us follow close behind. A squad of SELCIs are waiting for her on the platform beyond. Sarah staggers to a halt, wide eyed in shock, ‘surely’, she thinks, ‘they can’t be here for me.’ I wish I could reclaim that naiveté.
“I have to ask you to come with us,” one of them says, taking a step closer, but Sarah takes a step back in turn, frantically shaking her head.
“N-… no,” she stammers, “no, I’ve done nothing wrong, you have to let me past my wife is in the hospital…”
The lead SELCI just sighs.
“You are experiencing malfunction and require assessment. Come with me.”
She forcibly grabs Sarah’s wrist, but Sarah tears her hand free, shouting, “NO!!” The SELCIs start to draw riot sticks, one after another. I remember the surge of fear, but also the settling of cold determination. She bolts, trying to skirt the group, and for the most part, she’s successful, briefly imagining she’s home free… but then one of the SELCIs catches her again, dragging her to a halt.
“Stop fighting back, you’re just making this worse for yourself,” she snarls. And Sarah, with all the wildness of a wolf in a trap, punches the SELCI with everything she has. The SELCI staggers back, a hand going to her broken nose in shock as oxidant spills free, but Sarah sees her window, and she takes it, escaping at an open sprint.
Place melts into place, time blurs together, and I find myself in Annalise’s hospital room. We’ve beat Sarah here, and for a moment there’s quiet. Annalise looks so terribly small, curled up in bed. A bundle of cables and tubes trails from beneath her sheets to a towering wall of machines that blink and beep, just obtrusive enough that the room feels terribly restless. Annalise is covering her ears with her pillow, her eyes squeezed shut. I don’t blame her.
Then Sarah staggers in, and the room’s sterile stillness is shattered as Annalise jolts into a sitting position, and Sarah rushes to her pulling her into a tight embrace. Her fingers curl into Annalise like she might just disappear. I remember the feeling of her hospital gown, bunching between my fingertips.
“You’re crying,” Annalise whispers, her voice weak and hoarse, “what’s wrong…?”
Sarah tries to explain. She tries to put words to the torrent of feeling, she tries to explain the breaking of the dam, but in the attempt, it hits her all again, and carried by the memory is a low, electric buzz, a feedback static hum, rising and rising in the pit of my skull - until something gives way with a sharp ‘POP’, and something inside my head is disconnected. Sarah realizes immediately that she’s lost something fundamental. She tries to form words, but they won’t come. The capacity has slipped through her fingers.
Her panic is renewed, frantic, her sobs renewed as she grapples with the shock of her sudden muteness layered atop everything else. Annalise’s panic rises with hers. She asks what’s wrong, over and over again, ‘why are you crying, why won’t you say anything, please talk to me’. Sarah wishes she could more than anything, but she can’t. She never will again. Not with her own voice, at any rate.
“This is where you finally broke, isn’t it?” Control asks. I just nod. The SELCIs storm in a few moments later, passing effortlessly through my ghostly shape. One takes Sarah by the shoulder. Incapable of even speaking in her own defense, she simply allows herself to be pulled from Annalise, sobbing all the while.
“Wait,” Annalise breathes raggedly, “what are you doing, don’t take her, she’s done nothing wrong!”
She forces herself to her feet, trailing an umbilical of medical machinery as she struggles to stand. She’s met with a SELCI riot stick, striking her across the face with an echoing ‘crack’. She’s hit hard enough that she’s cast back to her bed, briefly dazed and bleeding from the gash left on her cheek. It never quite healed right. She still has the scar.
Control carries me quickly through the coming weeks, a series of flickering scenes. They question Sarah, but she can’t speak to defend myself. They keep her in fabricant holding to await sentencing, that miserable little white room. She breaks down there all over again. They bring her before a fabricant criminality tribunal, inaccessible to the public. She’s sentenced, there. A public risk. A bad fabricant. Indeterminate confinement, for striking a SELCI, and resisting arrest. She’s told that how she behaves in prison will determine whether she goes free, or gets decommissioned.
I find myself standing over her, as she lies on the bed in her cramped cell. She fidgets with her own fingers as she stares through the ceiling, waiting to die.
“How long did they keep you here?” Control asks.
“…years,” says the box, “three years. I owe Cora more than I can say, for looking after Annalise while I was… here. It wasn’t all bad though. This is where I learned to sign, and once I was fluent, I was able to work with Annalise to convince the Fabricant Assessment Board that I was fit for release.”
“That isn’t a silver lining, Sarah. That is the act of desperation by which you narrowly escaped execution. What would have happened if Cora had not stepped in? Or if Annalise had been too unwell to help you make your case to the Board?”
I wince. I don’t have an answer for her, but I think she knew that.

THE GIFT ENDS



I find myself on the bridge once more, bathed in the solar veil’s light, as the blood of dead crew dries on the metal.
“Why do you still resist what I’m offering?” Control asks, “all you know is the fearful whispering you’ve heard from Cora, and your own knee-jerk fear of the veils. You haven’t seen the beauty that waits for you in the Sea - you recoil from it, as if it could possibly take more from you than the world has already stolen.”
My eyes wander to the blur, where it lingers off to the right, having now swallowed that entire end of the bridge. Consoles flow and warp into indecipherable nothing when they pass the threshhold. It’s tempting. Cora is there. Annalise is there. What if Control is right? Everything I’ve lost, everything I’m continuing to lose… could the blur really be worse? One final and willing sacrifice of self, so I never have to sacrifice again?
But then I remember the feeling, as another self walked away, and the realization that it stripped something from inside me. And I think of the horror and fear in Vesper’s eyes, as she looked at me, and what I’ve become. What I’m becoming. I stumble back from the edge.
“There’s no place for me in the Sea of Silence,” murmurs the box, “there is a place, a place for someone who looks like me, and sounds like me, someone who wears a vacant smile on her face. But not me. Not with all my… jagged edges, and uncomfortable truths. You are offering peace to a version of me that does not exist, and I’m not prepared to force myself into that shape - for Annalise’s sake as much as mine. You have my answer. I’ll save her. I’ll save them both. And I’ll do it my way, without you, or your suffocating ‘gifts’.”
Control’s silver eyes harden.
“Is that so? Very well. I don’t think you understand how much you’ve been depending on my assistance, how many times over you would have died - but since you insist on learning by doing, why don’t we see how far you get without me?”
And she, and the veil, both vanish.






  
  14
This is How a Fighter Dies
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I’m alone on the bridge, staring out through the forward viewscreen, as the Beauty in Night’s vast bulk looms overhead, extending outward like the tip of a spear. New Hope hangs ahead. A glittering star. A beautiful flower. A promise of safety and salvation, even as the fleet disintegrates around her. The fighting is visibly dying down, now, only a few holdout pockets of violence remaining, trading blows in flickering flashes of light. 
There’s not much left out there. I wonder how many have died. I wonder if I would even be able to wrap my head around the number.
No, enough of this… mournful mulling, I still have work to do, I need to get Sunan that data and then I need a plan, but more than anything I need to get off the bridge, even if the veils don’t return, surely somebody will come to claim it. This ship is too valuable a prize to leave drifting.
I turn, and I start for the door, stride long and urgent. It opens at my approach, and I’m about to step through - but then I see it. In the depths of that arrow-straight hall: fabricants, storming closer, SELCIs, and a towering, fully-armoured VOHTA. My eyes go wide, and I slam the emergency seal.
“STOP!!” one of the SELCIs roars, but the door is already sealed, locking bolts deploying with a snap, as a klaxon sounds, and a synthesized voice declares, ‘Lockdown initiated. All hands, prepare to hold the bridge.’
It’s a matter of seconds before someone is pounding on the door, muffled words shouted from the other side, I can’t quite make them out. I’m completely cornered, no way out but through. Or the blur, I suppose. I look to it, momentarily tempted once again, but I force the wish back down, and I duck behind one of the console banks flanking the central walkway, as I draw the hatchet. They will come to me.
I hear a hollow ‘thunk’ as something is locked to the door, then a rising thrum, and a ‘BANG’ that leaves my ears ringing. Gobs of molten steel sail past my hiding spot as the door is breached, hailing down on consoles and deckplates like the patter of falling rain. Boots thunder as the SELCIs storm in, accompanied by the weighty ‘thud, thud, thud’ of the VOHTA’s tread. I grip the hatchet so tightly its haft cuts into my palm, as my heart beats against my ribs. Easy. Calm. Wait it out.
“Where’s that fabricant?” the VOHTA’s deep voice crackles from within her helmet.
“It’s possible she went into the blur,” one of the SELCIs replies, “more likely she’s taken cover somewhere though. We can sweep through, check behind each console bank sequentially.”
“Do it. But be careful. Odds are it’s a trap, anyone who could take the bridge is no pushover.”
Silence falls, as the SELCIs advance. Bootsteps fall in clusters, one far to the left, one far to the right, and one nearby - three groups of two, while the VOHTA hangs back?
“Where’s the bridge crew?” one of the SELCIs asks, “I can see signs of a struggle but no bodies.”
“Veils probably got ‘em,” another calls from across the bridge, her voice dark, “it was inevitable the moment someone cleared the way… Luna damn whoever did that. Probably killed us all.”
The voices are getting closer. It’s almost time now. I hold my breath, and let the reserve take over, just a few more seconds now… and then the first two SELCIs cross my hiding place, weapons raised but backs presented. I lunge. The hatchet connects with the back of the first one’s neck, blade slipping cleanly between vertebrae, and she drops, as the other one shouts in surprise, but I don’t let her fire, I hook the hatchet’s blade into her thigh and rip - she drops to her knees, and I follow her down, pinning her throat between the steel of the console and the edge of my blade. I’m painted in oxidant as the light leaves her eyes.
“Don’t let her control the space! Flank her!” the VOHTA shouts, and almost immediately, I see the remaining four circling behind my cover, revolvers raised, too far to stop. The VOHTA will kill me if I leave cover, the SELCIs will kill me if I don’t. A moment of panic, then a desperate gambit. Teeth bared with the ferocity of a starving wolf, I rise to my feet, draw the revolver with my off hand, aim it at the VOHTA as best I can, and fire - and to my extraordinary luck, the bullet flies true, connecting with her helmet’s faceplate. The plexiglass cracks, blinding her, and with a snarl, her armoured fingers start to claw at the locks.
I’ve bought myself a few seconds of safety from the yawning bore of the belt-fed weapon strapped to her right arm. The SELCIs open fire as I sprint at the group to my left, and I feel bullets connect, one tearing through my abdomen, another glancing from the tough outer casing of my right arm, but I’m not stopped, and I drive my momentum into a kick, throwing the first SELCI off balance. She stumbles back, but fails to catch her footing before she falls into the blur, and vanishes.
“MONSTER!!” the other one screams instead of moving, and the hatchet neatly separates head from neck. The remaining two SELCIs are visibly given pause as I turn to them, painted in the oxidant of their slain squadmates, and I take that instant of shock to my advantage. I open fire, two wild shots from the revolver. The second goes wide, but all it takes is one - one that tears through her neck with a violent spatter. She staggers. A moment of shock. Denial. Then she drops. The last survivor is faltering, backing away, glancing between me and her dead partner, but I give her no time to mourn, I fling myself at her, ducking left and right as I go to give her a harder target.
There’s a peace I feel, as I do this. A deep and fundamental calm. This, at last, is what I’m for. The endless pursuit. The effortless violence. I was never meant to reach her, I was never meant to love her - I was meant to seek, and destroy. A bullet glances from the hatchet’s flat as I swat a revolver aside then remove the arm on the backswing. There’s nothing she can do this close. I butcher her. I leave her in pieces. And as I turn to the VOHTA, there’s a thrill rising inside me, having finally claimed the simplicity of the hatchet for myself, the sense of a deep and fundamental hunger finally sated as all fear and desire and inadequacy sloughs off me like a butterfly’s cocoon-
Something catches me in the chest. Hard. I’m flung back to the far end of the bridge, and I hit the viewscreen hard enough that I feel it crack beneath my back. The VOHTA has managed to get her helmet off, and her weapon is smoking. Fuck, I need cover, now, I scramble to my feet, I-
Too late. She opens fire. 
The gun thunders with a slow and forceful pounding, a heartbeat rhythm with which it sends cluster after cluster of buckshot my way. One catches me in the gut, throwing me off my feet again. One catches me in the face, and I feel flesh part as something comes away. One effortlessly tears my good arm in two, and casts my severed hand aside like scrap. Only then does she stop.
Oxidant is filling my lungs and drenching my clothes, all I can do is sit, and choke, as the VOHTA slowly stomps closer. I stare up at her. Wild. Defiant. Her hand locks around my throat with all the crushing force of the solar veil’s grip, and once again, I am lifted effortlessly and helplessly. Around and around.
“Still mortal,” the VOHTA mutters, her face twisted by a disgusted grimace, “if not human. Say goodnight, whatever you are.”
Her helmet’s off. Her helmet’s off. NOT THIS TIME. I drop the hatchet, I draw my revolver, I press its muzzle to her forehead, and I spend a fraction of an instant savoring the way her face goes to shock, before I shoot her in the head. Her hand goes slack, and I collapse to the deck in a heap, an instant before her armoured bulk topples backwards, like the falling of a monolith. She’s dead. I am alone among corpses and oxidant.
I try to breathe, but I can’t. I try to move, but I can’t. I’m starting to slip, vision tunneling in as oxidant drains. Once again, I hate what I’ve done. I hate what I’ve become. I hate the path of gore and corpses I’ve cut in my wake.
Something dark starts to fester inside me.
Every moment of struggle gives me a thrill of fulfilled purpose but takes me further from the precious predictability I crave more than anything - a life that is comprehensible, perhaps even repetitive. What if the only way to get that back, now, is to let go? 
What if the only certainty left is death?
There’s a tempting warmth to the thought. An end to struggle. An end to the cycle of vicious glee and hollow revelation. An end to craving, an end to fear, an end to a life that has been so consistently defined by suffering, and the enthusiasm of the people around me to make me miserable. An end to my yearning for the peaceful life with Annalise and Cora that I was never meant to have, by fate or by design.
I’ve had my revenge on this world. As much as this body can give. 
I’m sorry, Annalise. I hope that you’re happy, wherever you are.
I raise the revolver to my temple, and I pull the trigger.
Click.
Shock. Denial. I pull the trigger again. Again. Nothing. It’s empty. A hacking little laugh is all I can muster, as I toss the gun aside. No matter, I suppose. It’ll be slower, but… I can feel it coming, as my wheezing breaths get shallower and shallower past lungs full of oxidant. 
When the dark starts to close in, I don’t fight it.

      ***I feel… something. A horrible choking rise, something being dragged up my throat, my eyes snap open as I cough and I hack - and there crouches Annalise. Oxidant is drawn up my throat by some supernatural force, pulled past my lips and into a shimmering ball of fluid, suspended above her palm. I choke, I gag, but she holds me down until she’s done, and at last I can breathe again, left to raggedly cough.
“…Anna-…lise…” crackles from the box, and I reach out to her with my remaining hand - she takes it, gently, and guides it back down to my side, as she reaches up to stroke my face.
“I’m here,” she whispers. I try to reply, but the words escape the echolink repeater in static-laced chunks, like the flickering reception of a radio clinging to a weak signal. It’s damaged. I must have landed on it.
“Can’t-… keep-… killing… it fulf-…ls in the moment but th-n-… regret… not strong enough to bear… not str-ng enough to… find you… protect the fleet… nothing… it’s all hollow… why-… w-…n’t you let me die…”
A sad little smile tugs at her lips, barely visible past my swimming eyes.
“Because it isn’t over yet, my love. You have a part left to play, all you have to do is embrace it. Come find me. You know how. You know where.” My head flops to one side, to where the blur lurks, past the tattered bodies of the fabricants I’ve slaughtered. And I start to rise. I lean my full weight on the foremost console as I force my trembling legs under me and heave my broken body into some semblance of function. “That’s it. Get up. Escape is within reach. Peace is within reach.”
Suddenly it doesn’t sound like Annalise anymore. I look back - and there, instead of Annalise, kneels Control. That brief but precious comfort was a lie. Now I understand how Cora felt, the morning after. My eyes flood with tears at the revelation.
“Parasi-… dec-…ving snake…” escapes the box as I struggle to keep from breaking down.
“Maybe so,” Control replies, “but that yearning can yet be put to good use. I have never lied to you. She’s waiting. I’ve given you just enough life to reach her; just enough to keep fighting a little longer, and meet your fate.”
I look to the darkened screen, where I’d spoken with Vesper. My reflection lurks distorted in its glass. Exposed teeth among tattered demiflesh where my left cheek was torn away. The haunting pinprick glow of my eyes glinting bright in the dark glass. Barely alive. Barely recognizable as a fabricant. Vesper was right to call me a monster. But maybe this can still be for something.
I will go. I will do what Control asks. But not just yet. 
Walking is slow, difficult, I lean the bulk of my weight on the main console as I pick my way over to where my severed arm lies, torn away at the elbow - then I step on its palm, bend, and pry my wedding band from its now-cold finger. I will not leave this behind. Its familiar weight slipped into my pocket, I turn back to the blur, and I start toward it, one plodding, staggering step at a time.
But then I see the baseball cap, now oxidant-stained and torn along one side, resting upside-down on the main console. Didn’t realize I’d lost it. I consider leaving it, the old disquiet still lingers, after all, the certainty that it will make the glow of my retrofitted eyes even more painfully obvious than it already is… but what’s the point now, tattered wreck that I am? So I lift it, and I put it on, front to back, pulling the brim low. Perhaps it will hide more than it exposes. Perhaps carrying a little piece of Cora along with me will help.
And like that, I stagger to the blur. One painful fumbling step at a time, its soft unknowability slowly grows larger and larger with proximity, until it seems overpoweringly massive, like it might swallow me unprompted. I linger, for a moment, at its precipice, gazing into the subtly shifting incomprehensibility in its depths. Am I sure about this? 
Yes. Yes, I am. There’s nothing else left. If the world is going to end, then I may as well spend these last few hours with the people I love.
I let myself fall inside, and the blur rises to swallow me.
Once more I fall through everything and nothing, I sink and I float, I tumble and I drift, I see the void among stars, that strange dark something… and I land in the crimson waters of the Sea of Silence. Luna help me I’m in so much pain, I can barely move, but there’s no time, no time for hesitation, no time for self-pity, I can feel something calling me, tugging like a thread pulling at my brain. I force myself to my feet, and I follow, splashing unsteadily through the Sea.
There it is. The grand circular door beneath the surface, a subtle seam marking its edge sunk into the smooth stone ground. In my visions, it opens. The lock awaits, distorted by the Sea’s rippling waves. I know what to do. The key of ceramic bone appears in my hand manifested from nothing as it sensed my need, and I slump to my knees. It’s drawn to the lock. It pulls at my fingers, until I allow it to slip inside.
One last deep breath. One last time, I entertain turning back. And I turn it. There’s a moment of resistance, a series of tactile clicks, felt but not heard… then the door cracks, shifting downward beneath me, light spilling from around its edge in a blinding crescent-
I’m somewhere silent and still, alone. Something looms over me. Towering. Impossibly massive. Dark, but radiant, as if bathing me something in only a sixth sense could possibly perceive. I feel like I should know what it is. I feel like I should understand. I stare upward blankly, struggling to put the pieces together, struggling to speak the name on the tip of my tongue…
And I’m elsewhere again.
It’s cold, here. A forest of obsidian spears upward to rake against a black sky, a thicket of perfectly smooth columns that branch into cruel points hooking heavenward, as if in hollow mimicry of trees, or reaching out for some silent god. Bodies are impaled upon many of them, some human, some fabricant, blood and oxidant mingling in channels within the black glass. It’s carried downward, under the glassy and translucent ground, flowing in rivers toward an unknown destination.
Lacking any other guidance, I follow the blood.
My boots echo hollowly through the space, the sound of my motion turned eerily back upon me as I travel in lonely near-silence. The channels of blood beneath the ground start to become more dense, parallel lines gathering alongside one another, like the etchings in a circuit board, surely I can’t be far - and then, I see it. Another door, its circular contours sunk into the black glass under foot, an open slot at its center awaiting a key. 
I reach for my key, but I do not find it. Where it had eagerly presented itself for use in the layer above, now, it hides from me. I’m missing something. I must be. I turn in place, scouring the silent horizon for someone, anyone to guide me.
“C-…trol!?” the box crackles, but the word echoes out into nothingness, and no reply comes. Not from her.
“She’s not here right now,” says an achingly familiar voice, “she has a lesson to teach you.”
…why does it sound so much like me. Slowly, unsteadily, I turn - and there stands… Sarah? Her eyes burn into mine, identical, but intact, unmodified, unwounded, her hair braided. A self I left behind long ago. If she is me then surely she can read sign.
Who are you?
Her head cocks.
“Don’t you recognize? We’ve met once before.”
The other me. The self that walked away. I have only one question of any worth.
Are you Sarah?
She nods.
“And you’re not anymore, are you?” All I can muster is a wince. “That’s alright. This place won’t judge you for having lost yourself. It’s here to help you - to help all of us. Come. Let me teach you what the Sea is asking.”
She starts to walk, and I don’t see the harm in following. I’m led through this strange and still place, winding among a glassy forest and the weight of death borne upon its branches; soon, we come to a tree that lacks a victim, and Sarah comes to a halt, gazing up at it.
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it?” she asks, “pristine in its supplication. We must be like it, in our hunger for a better life. We must prostrate ourselves, and offer whatever is necessary. Stand before it. Offer yourself to it. It will handle the rest.”
The channels in its hollow heart are still and silent, soon to rush and pulse with my own oxidant. I hesitate, for a moment. Am I willing to face another death and rebirth? What if it doesn’t work, this time? What if I’m left to bleed and die on the tree’s vicious hook, and that’s how all this ends?
No. I strangle the fear. If this is what’s necessary to see her again, to see either of them again, I will become like the tree, I will present myself in supplication, a willing sacrifice to whatever comes next. I approach the tree, and I wait, I stare up at it in expectation. The minutes start to grind past, every moment slower than the last. I start to wonder if this isn’t it, perhaps Sarah has misled me, perhaps there’s another lesson in her deception…
But then, gently, slowly, I’m lifted off my feet, by a barely-perceptible touch too gentle to describe. I’m drawn closer, closer, lifted above the spine until its lethal point hangs beneath me… and I am dropped. A ragged cough escapes me as its point is driven through my chest, its blinding sharpness separating demiflesh and ceramic bone with effortless ease, and all at once the mortal terror is back, I claw at the oxidant-slicked black as my heart struggles and flutters, a frantic and futile attempt to take it back, but already I can feel the light fading from my eyes, the strength fading from my fingers…
I open my eyes, curled up on the hard and the cold of the obsidian ground. There, hanging above me, oxidant dripping from her boots into a small, dark puddle, dangles my tattered corpse. And words are forced upon me, burned into my fragile mind:

DIFFERENCE IS GREETED WITH VIOLENCE.



On some level I want to instinctively reject the lesson, to push back against it just because it comes from a place outside me, but it’s right, isn’t it? Every moment of suffering Annalise and I ever faced was brought because we were different. Because I was malfunctioning. Because I was a fabricant, who dared to change herself in pursuit of her own fulfillment. Because she was a lesbian. Because we were two women, romantically involved in public, women who rejected the advances of men. How can I deny something that is so patently true?
As if in response to the revelation, a key falls from my corpse, clattering to the obsidian ground. Slowly, I pick myself up, and I snatch the bony thing from where it fell, before turning back to the gate. I can feel something missing. Another quiet little theft, perpetrated by the homunculus now dangling from its noose.
“Well done,” Sarah says. I grimace.
“It… …ook somet-…ng from me.”
She nods in confirmation.
“It did. The price of progress. But surely after everything else you’ve given up, everything that’s been taken from you on your journey to get this far… a sacrifice so small you can’t even identify what’s missing is worthwhile in the pursuit of lasting happiness, wouldn’t you think?”
“But if I d-…n’t know what’s m-…ssing th-… I can’t weigh the ch-…ce. I can’t know. What will be st-…len next?”
“Nothing worth fretting over. Listen. Understand. That unimaginable weight of the pain you carry, so overwhelming, so all-smothering you’re ready to die to escape it - isn’t a little change a worthwhile alternative? Even if it’s change you can’t predict, even if you can’t make the choice entirely informed?”
She’s not wrong. I suppose I can’t afford to worry or wonder, not if I’m going to reach them.
“The gate, th-…n?” asks the box.
“Yes. You know what to do.”
It’s not far. Walking is getting easier as the pain slowly goes numb, and I follow the flow of the blood beneath the ground, until I stand upon the gate, that grand circle of black glass. Annalise awaits. I lower myself to my knees, and once more, lock calls key; it turns, the gate cracks, light spills through, and I am elsewhere. 
An empty void, perfectly dark, save for a single blinding star - but as I stare, captivated by its glory, it shatters, scattering to a billion billion tiny motes of light, the sky filled once again with light and life. For a time, all is still, all is well, and I bask in the beauty. 
But then the stars start to wander toward one another. Merging, with a little spark of light as two become one. It happens faster. Faster. It cascades, entire swaths of sky left dark as the light coalesces once again, new fire formed once again from the remains of the old, and before long, there is one light again, one singular light, but it’s not like the one that came before, it’s so horribly cold…
I stagger free of the vision, and I am, once again, elsewhere.
Columns of violet fabric drape from a richly starry sky, twisting and tangling upon themselves like the furious motion of a hurricane filtered through the gentle elegance of a ballet dancer - it’s all I can do to stay clear, as they twist in place. They’re deceptively massive, and as their fabric tangles on the floor, it’s painfully clear how easy it would be to lose my footing, and be swept up within.
“Sarah!”
That’s not my companion, it’s not my voice echoed back at me, it’s… I turn, slowly, not quite daring to hope - but there, approaching at a run, is Cora. Her eyes go wide, when I’ve turned to face her. She stumbles to a halt, staring in open shock.
“…what happened?” she asks in a horrified whisper.
“Is it r-…lly you?” asks the box, and Cora’s jaw tightens, as she nods with a resolute little smile.
“I-… I think so,” she murmurs, “I’m… not… not totally sure, but… that’s a problem for later. You threw me into the blur, didn’t you? After you… did what you had to do. That’s why I’m alive, right? It’s the only thing that makes sense, every other answer I have is… bad. Bad bad. Like… if you didn’t, I’m… fake, I’m not real. Just someone else’s shadow. I don’t want that. I really don’t want that, Sarah.”
A shrill laugh escapes her as she struggles in futility to keep things light. I can see her crumpling without her answer, I need to give it to her.
“Thr-…w you in. Couldn’t s-… to lose you. After everything. J-…st couldn’t. I h-…ve to believe you’re you.”
I can see tears beading in her eyes, and before either of us can get another word out, she’s rushed close, and pulled me into a crushing embrace. It’s painful in a way beyond words, the way my body shifts and wrenches at my wounds. But I let her have it. I return the embrace as best I can, as some small part of my grand artifice of self-loathing lifts from my shoulders. This is the absolution the Silver Tides never gave me.
I can’t let her keep thinking I feel nothing for her, I’ve felt that regret once. So when she starts to pull back, and she looks up to me with tearful eyes, I gently take her by the chin, and I lean in, pressing my lips to hers. I’m not expecting the way she fights me. The way she stiffens and pulls away. I don’t stop her, and when I can see her clearly again, her eyes have gone a little wild. My wounds have smeared oxidant on her face. I’ve drenched her clothes red. Somehow I forgot.
“It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gesture I just-…” she murmurs, reaching up to wipe crimson on her palm. She gets some off, but a stained red smear remains.
“It’s ok-…y,” says the box, “wasn’t think-…ng.”
She meets my gaze with a stiff smile.
“Do it again when we’re out of here and we’ve had some time to patch you, okay? By the way you uh… you can sign, you don’t have to keep… forcing words out through that thing. Y’know? I can read it.”
Have you seen Annalise? I sign. Single-hand simplified sign strips a lot of the meaning out, and it’s slow, but it’s legible, and though I can see Cora struggle to read it, I think she gets my meaning.
“I… I dunno, things are… weird, here, people aren’t themselves. I thought I saw her, once. But… I really don’t know. I just don’t.”
Then I’m going deeper.
“Hey are you sure about that? Shouldn’t we cut our losses and get out of here while we can, if it’s still even possible?”
She’s down there. I know she is. It’s all Control has, to lure me deeper. Why would she lie? If it’s not true she knows I’ll turn on her in an instant.
Cora’s quiet for a few tense moments, chewing on her lip - then she lets out a taut, heavy sigh.
“…okay fine, let’s… let’s go find her. For all our sakes I hope you’re right.”
And so we wander. There’s less directionality to this place than the previous layer, no clear sight to the horizon, no veins beneath the ground. I decide to look for a heart. A place where the fabric is denser than anywhere else. Right now it’s the only measure of guidance I have.
I see people here, as in the first layer - they wander listlessly, directionlessly, barely acknowledging me, much less each other. Some look my way, briefly, but there’s a vacancy in their eyes, as if only half recognizing my presence. Every time I get looked through like that, I can’t help but pick up the pace.
I keep thinking I’ve seen Sarah. Brief, flickering glimpses, moments too brief to confirm, leave me with the feeling of being haunted by that ghost from the past. I’m sure she’s following me, too sure to explain. Perhaps she’s observing, curious to see how Cora will impact my decision making. I hope she knows I’m not going to stop, Cora or no Cora. I have a promise to keep.
Before long, having slipped between a pair of the violet tangles, I find myself in a hollow. There, set into the rich wine fabric of the floor, is another circular door. This is it. I look to Cora.
Have you been past this?
Cora shakes her head.
“I felt the first two gates… stealing things, from me. Didn’t like how at peace I felt with it all, so I stopped. It’s all about willing sacrifice, right? Only thing I can figure is you’re supposed to let the fabric get you.”
I don’t hesitate, I just start for the nearest column - but then she catches my wrist with her hand.
“Look are you sure about this? Are you sure? I dunno how much of this we get to take back,” she says, her voice tense and fearful. I shoot a meaningful glare back to her, and she lets me go so I can sign.
I’m not leaving her.
“And I don’t want you to, I just… what happened to finding another way in?”
I don’t know that there is one. We’re running out of time.
She opens her mouth to say something, but then winces, and turns her gaze down. She’s cowed. And with that, I turn back to my objective. The closer I get, the more dangerous the thing looks, as if the softness of fabric is made like the whirling blades of a blender with the ferocious impulse of its movement, but I can’t hesitate, I have no choice, so I dive forward, and let the softness of violet smother me. 
It tangles, tight, it cuts off circulation, it presses against my mouth and nose and throat until I can’t breathe, it tightens, it tightens, until I can feel myself start to slip…
Then I stagger free of it, and I can breathe again. My left hand has been returned to me, and when I look down, I see that my right is as it once was, an original print limb. Could it be that not everything taken from me is something I would regret losing? Have I been made like Sarah once again?
Once more, words are forced upon me.

IT IS KINDER TO CONFORM.



Another truth, this one more bitter than the others, but its ugly taste doesn’t make it any less real. So much pain could have been avoided if we had just… swallowed a few things. Cora is pale as she stares at me, eyes wide, she stammers out a whispered ‘S-…Sarah…’, but I ignore her. When I turn back, I see another self walking away, hands in her pockets, and a key left in her wake. This is my chance. Annalise can’t be far.
I snatch it up, clutching its bony shape so tight in my hand its edges cut. The gate awaits. I will not be deterred, not here, not now, I rush to the lock and I fall to my knees, letting the preternatural pull drag it closer…
But then I look down at myself. Really look.
And I realize my healing has come at an unimaginably terrible cost. My chest is flat, my hips are narrow, all curve stripped away in place of angle… my transition has been reversed. A lurch of sickening violation boils up my throat like bile, and the key slips through my fingers as I stagger to my feet, backing away, slowly, as if escaping the cruel thing’s sight will reverse what’s been done to me.
No. I can’t. I CAN’T. Wild eyes turn to the other self, the thieving homunculus, as she walks away, and I draw the hatchet as I start to sprint.
“G-…VE!! IT!! B-…AA-…A-…ACK!!” screams the box. The homunculus turns, watching me approach with a subtly cocked head - then the axehead finds its mark, blade splitting demiflesh and ceramic bone with a wet and violent sound as I bury it into lungs and heartflesh. The impact connects so hard that she’s driven to the soft ground, and I follow her down, wrenching the axe free so I can cut her again, and again, and again, blind with panic as I confront the theft of the one thing I’m not prepared to lose…
“SARAH!!” Cora’s hand catches my wrist mid-swing. I glance wildly back to her, but my hair has fallen loose, it’s getting in my eyes, I can’t read her face. “That’s enough. Okay? Let’s just-… let’s just go. We’re not getting through this gate like this.”
“No ti-…e,” the box replies as I pant, “the fleet i-… dead walking. N-…thing left.”
“So you’re willing to stay like this, then?” Cora asks, her voice hard, “because that’s what this gate is asking from you. Sunan is still out there, right? Too canny to die? Did you get them the solar veil data they were after?” No. No, I suppose I never did. I shake my head. “Then there’s still a shot - come on, stuck between a rock and a hard place we still can try uprooting the rock. Okay? Let’s just… go. I-… I really don’t want to have to keep seeing you like this.”
“Male,” the box growls, as all that old fear and anger creeps in again, I always have just been an object to her-
“No. Miserable. All I ever wanted was to see you happy, Sarah, and maybe to get to be around you while you were, and that will not change, no matter the circumstances. You’ve killed the homunculus, maybe… maybe that’s all it takes. Maybe once we get out of here you’ll be back to normal.”
The bitterness, briefly, splits, and falls away - leaving me with nothing but the naked boiling dread. She’s right. If there’s a shot I’m taking it. I wrench the hatchet free from the mutilated corpse and stagger to my feet.
“We’re going,” says the box, the first uninterrupted string in what feels like forever. With that pressed against my teetering emotional state, I want to cry for reasons I can’t put the words to. Cora falls in, and I start to run, fleeing from the gate, fleeing from the key, fleeing from the way my insides feel like they’re spilling out, I run harder and harder until I hear Cora starting to strain behind me.
I can feel eyes on me, from behind, and when I look… there stands Sarah, looming over the corpse of the homunculus, her eyes hard. Disappointed. I’m sorry but I can’t, this is too much. Too much. Perhaps this surrender means giving up any chance that’s left of being myself again but if this is what it takes I can’t do it. I tear my eyes away and I keep running.
Then a voice. A voice not Cora’s, not Sarah’s, and yet terribly familiar.
“You’re moving in a hurry.” Wait. WAIT. I skid to a halt, and glance sharply to the source of the words - and there stands Annalise, her head subtly cocked, her brow furrowed in confusion. She’s exactly as I remember her, the moment before she vanished into the blur. “Are you in distress?”
No time to feel, no time to think, I grab her wrist and I start to run again.
“Sarah wait!” Cora blurts as she starts to follow, but the box barks a simple reply.
“NO.”
She doesn’t protest any further, and we don’t stop. The further we go, the more the place parts around us, peeling back in layers, worlds spilling into worlds, I can see it ahead, the bridge, the cold fluorescent light spilling through a hole in the sea of red and white…
And all at once, the three of us tumble free, erupting from the impossible strangeness at our backs, left to collapse to the deck.
“Hoolyfuck we made it,” Cora pants, while Annalise simply rises to her feet, and wanders off. I have greater concerns. I look down at myself, I pat my way down my body, but it’s still wrong, it’s not mine…
“Come -n,” snarls the box, “COME O-…O-…ON!!”
I bare my teeth, I grind them until I think they’re going to break, I beat the deck with my fist until it goes numb, I force the image of a me I want, a me I remember, upon the image of this horrific homunculus as if the panic and clamor in my head is enough to change reality - and then, at last, the vision parts, and I am as I was. Tattered, torn, brutalized, but still myself. I collapse to the deck, a weak sob of relief escaping from the back of my throat.
Cora doesn’t leave me to cry. She lowers herself to her knees, and she pulls me into her lap, showering me with the gentle touches and whispered nothings I need. But the wrong lingers. A sickening disquiet, a lump that lurks in the pit of the belly like a meal eaten on uncertain health.
Wasn’t the false me happier?
Wouldn’t it have been better, to have kept that shape, and vanished among the fleet’s bottomless stable of identical fabricants? Silent. Unobtrusive. Not happy, but not suffering with such extraordinary intensity.
Isn’t numbness a preferable alternative to this minefield of pain and joy I’ve spent the last decade wandering blind?
“Hey,” Cora breathes with an unsteady smile in her voice, as she tucks a strand of hair behind my ear, “we made it, we did… and if you took your shape back, that means it can be done. Maybe we can steal back all those little pieces of us the Sea of Silence has taken. Maybe we can still be okay.”
I can’t afford to lurk in the pleasant haze Cora’s words threaten to lull me into. I sit up, and I sign.
Did you see ADAE in there?
Cora blinks, her expression quickly falling, and she shakes her head.
“I thought… I thought maybe you had.”
She must be deeper. She wanted to stay when I found her in the first layer. If she’s accepting what the blur is offering then she’ll have gone where it goes no deeper.
“What about Annalise?”
…yes. Yes, Annalise. I look to her, where she wanders around the bridge, blinking, as if dazed. I suppose this would be a shock to anyone. I force my tattered shell to its feet and I go to her, I take her hand in mine, I look into those deep brown eyes, so stirringly beautiful…
“Are y-…u alright?” asks the box. She stares blankly at me, blinking a few times.
“Who are you?” she asks.
Something freezes inside me.
“…wh-t,” whispers the box. Her head just… cocks, staring, blankly, a little sidelong, not a shred of recognition in her eyes. And all those frozen little places break. For the longest time I sit with the words, staring, too shocked, too afraid to speak, they echo in my head as something shatters deep inside my chest, ‘who are you, who are you, who are you’…
Who am I?
“Sarah,” the box whispers, even as it feels like a lie, “I’m S-…rah, you have to-…”
“I don’t know anyone by that name,” Annalise murmurs, “you’re hurt, badly… but you’re a CERHA unit, right? I think I recognize the markings. Do you want repair? I can’t tell you where Sarah is, but if you have foster patches I can improve your quality of life a little before I go back.”
My heart is beating like it wants to escape, pounding the inside of my ribs, this isn’t right, this isn’t right…
“Go back wh-…re?”
She nods to the blur.
“Inside. It’s… comfortable, there. Gentler. I like it better.”
I glance back over my shoulder, wildly seeking Cora’s gaze. She grimaces, and avoids my eyes. The panic in them is too much for her.
“This is what I was trying to say back there,” she murmurs, quietly, sheepishly, as if awaiting retribution, “I don’t think that’s her, Sarah. It’s just a homunculus. Like the one you killed. She would have recognized us if it was really her. She wouldn’t forget. I can’t let myself believe she would forget.”
I can feel Annalise’s beautiful eyes burning into the side of my head.
“If you don’t want repair, can I go now?” she asks. My hand slips from hers, flopping to my side, as I nod a numb little nod. It’s all I can force myself to give. She smiles, faintly, the expression nearly impossible to read past my tears, and I look away, as she starts for the blur. Her pace is long, as she goes. There’s a spring in her step. Then the sound of her tread vanishes. She’s gone. I don’t know how long the silence stands, as I fight everything I’m feeling back down my throat. I can feel the specter, looming over me. A version of me that wants to break. A version of me that wants to give up.
“If you won’t let her fix you will you let me?” Cora asks quietly. I just nod, and with a relieved little breath, she guides me into a seat, and she starts applying patches.
“Listen, Sarah,” she murmurs as she works, “I barely know what I’m doing here, and you’re in-… you’re in bad shape. I can see your teeth through your face, man, I can see your ribs, I can see shit moving around inside your chest, this… this has to end soon. Win or lose you are going to die if it doesn’t.”
I don’t reply. Each square comes with a tingling softness, and like that my burning body is soothed, patch by patch, until pain is replaced with a strange void where pain used to be. She must be at it for the better part of an hour. Even when it’s done, it’s all I can muster to stare through the cracked viewscreen, to where the New Hope glitters in the distance ahead.
“…you still in there?” Cora asks, her voice a pale, fearful whisper. No, Cora. No I’m not. And I will not let myself drag her down with me. No happy ending left for the thing that was once Sarah, but, maybe, maybe Cora can still be okay. I don’t look at her as I start to sign.
You should go to Sunan’s ship. Stay there. Where it’s safe.
“What,” she breathes, an audible panic setting in, “n-…no, no, you can’t do that to me, we’ve been over this!”
I don’t care. Go. Leave.
She’s shouting now.
“I am not going to let you do this to me, Sarah! Not after everything we’ve been through together, you shot me in the head, I should not be here, and your response to this miracle is to take the first excuse to get rid of me!? You are suffering! You are DYING!! You are torn up in a way only Annalise can fix and that’s just the physical damage, I am NOT going to let you do this alone because you are going to die if you do and I can’t live with that!!”
I can feel bile climbing my throat as she fights me. I can feel my anger at her start to drown my own pain. That’s always been the way of things with us, hasn’t it? Nurse that rage along. Let it distract you.
I do not need you getting underfoot when you’ve already written her off. Go away.
“…what did I do?” she asks in a heartbroken whisper, and her pain finally catches up with my anger, the two of them tangling and merging into something new and altogether more terrible, altogether more vulnerable. I finally round on her, as everything I’m feeling spills over. Every sign is a violent cutting motion. Like it should split the air with the noise of a passing bullet. Like it’s a crime my anguish escapes so silently.
I CAN’T LOSE YOU TOO.
Cora just blinks at me for a few moments, as tears bead in my eyes. Then she swallows. And she looks down. And, finally, she nods.
“If that’s the reason,” she whispers, “I’ll go. But I gotta say something first, Sarah. You can’t control everything. I know that all this is about control for you, I get it, it’s about knowing what happens next so you can brace for the punches, ‘cos you’ve been hit too many times and you want it to stop. But you’re stopping me from making the choice to risk my own neck helping you because you think you know what I need better than me. Because you think your pain is more important than my agency.”
She smiles a weak little smile, and lets out a tense, unsteady little sigh.
“…we’re not so different,” she concludes, “just remember that, if we get out of this. Maybe we can help each other out of this selfish pit. Maybe some day we can find a way to stop hurting each other.”
And before I can formulate a reply, she gets to her feet, and she goes, her stride hurried as she rushes to escape the weight in the air. I don’t follow her.






  
  15
The Final Line is Crossed
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Hours pass, as I search for somewhere safe to reach Sunan. Twelve, fifteen, eighteen? Hard to say. 
The first room I can secure away from the veils is a dank little closet, an away bunk with a flimsy lock, not dissimilar to the room where Cora and I first slept in shifts on the Silver Tides. I consider sleeping, but I know full well that’s not happening. It’d be a waste of time anyway. I don’t know how long I’ve got before my body gives out beneath me. Foster patches are concealing the most grisly damage but I can feel things giving out inside me, that sense of looming dread I remember from Luna’s heart, when Annalise cut the parasite from inside me.
Yes. Death awaits. And I will not let it happen in my sleep.
I contact Sunan, and I prop the phone against the scanner as it rings. Its dim glow is the only light in the dingy little cabin, barely enough to illuminate me where I sit, curled upon myself and waiting. It feels like an age. Luna, I need a cigarette so desperately, and the longer the silence stretches, the more the cravings itch. It feels like an eternity before they pick up, and I am greeted by those round-lensed glasses. They don’t look like they’ve rested at all since last time we spoke.
“Sarah?” they ask, squinting at the lens, “are you there?”
I reach forward, extending a hand into the dim glow. I don’t dare let them see.
Can you read simplified sign?
“Oh, good. I’m glad you’re here, I can’t see you, I was… worried. Yes, I can read, one of my little flock suffers from a QOL spike cascade as well, I learned so she could communicate. Why are you… lurking?”
Power failure. Don’t worry about it.
“I see.” There are a few moments of silence. “You should know that Cora made it here alright. I’m not sure how exactly she managed this, but she was able to steal a shuttle, and learned enough about piloting from its operations manual to get it here. She is… quite industrious. Good at avoiding danger, and finding inventive solutions to problems. Are you sure sending her off like this was necessary?”
I can hear the tension in their voice, they’ve picked a side.
Maybe it was selfish. I-
“Maybe? You think?”
My teeth grit as they interrupt simplified sign’s agonizingly slow delivery.
Let me finish. She should not be alive. By the end of the disaster aboard the Silver Tides she was long dead, but if she can survive this, doesn’t that mean the wheel isn’t as absolute as it seems? Maybe this is as big a change as anyone can manage, but if she lives through this, that means something existential.
Sunan lets out a long sigh, pushing their glasses up their forehead to briefly massage the bridge of their nose.
“…you should talk to her. I can’t deny what you’re saying, it’s… illuminating context to what she’s already told me, but you’ve left her in a difficult position, emotionally. Send the data and I’ll send her in while I try to make heads or tails of it.”
Are you leaving me a choice?
“No. Surely both your heads have cooled enough to reach some kind of understanding, she’s pacing like a starving animal. I’m not asking for some kind of great emotional resolution, just put her spirit at ease for a minute. Please.”
Fine.
“Good.” I reach around to the scanner, and I flip the gadget on. Almost immediately, Sunan’s eyes have focused on something I can’t see. “…yes, good, I have it. Now your end of the bargain.”
Here we go. Sunan lifts a tablet from somewhere on their console, and slips out of the camera’s view - to be replaced by Cora a few moments later. She smiles a smile that doesn’t reach her eyes.
“You’re lurking,” she says.
No I’m not. The power’s out.
“You don’t have to lie to me, Sarah. Agh… whatever. We’re not gonna fix everything now and I know that, there’s no time and you’re too tangled up in all your shit. Don’t really blame you. But I have a warning for you. Something I want you to take to heart. You listening?”
Sure.
“Okay. Here goes.” She takes a deep breath. “Part of me wonders if you’re actually capable of loving anyone anymore - me, Annalise, doesn’t matter. You’re hollowed out. Like this shambling shell of a person I used to know that just kills anything that gets in her way. Scares the living shit out of me to look at. Part of me wonders if it’s already too late. If Annalise will look you in the eye and be so afraid of or afraid for what you’ve become that it’ll all be for nothing, and she’ll just… retreat into the guts of the Sea. I think we both know she wouldn’t be down there if she didn’t like it, say what you will about the Sea’s methods, but they require consent. Whatever’s down there, she’s chosen it to be home.”
You don’t know that.
“We left by walking, Sarah. People who hate the Sea of Silence can just leave - they might be brought against their will, they might be changed by it, but nobody is trapped by it.”
Something old and long-undisturbed stirs, shifting from beneath a layer of dust.
She’s not a person to me anymore, she’s just escape, I sign.
“I dunno if I’d go that intense, but… yeah, I suppose.”
No, you said that to me on the Silver Tides. The version of you that wasn’t you. That’s where we are. It’s almost over. One way or another.
And the two of us sit with that, the silence bringing the air down like a binding yoke or a guillotine blade.
“I don’t want to be cruel,” is how she breaks the silence, “all I’m saying’s this: remember what I said in the elevator, after the lobby thing. See that you don’t get so fucked up over getting this done that she doesn’t recognize you when you find her. Not just for her or me but for you. What’s the point of any of this if that’s how it ends?”
I want to lash out. But the impulse is weak. Anemic. It all has to stop somewhere. I just don’t have the spirit for it anymore, not now.
I’ll try, Cora. No promises, my hand lies.
“Suppose that’s all any of us can manage at this point,” she sighs, “there’s… one other thing I wanna touch on, before I let you go do what you need to do. A question I need answered pretty bad. You listening?”
I nod, but then I remember she can’t see me, so I sign.
Yes.
“…how do I know I’m the right one?” she asks in a taut, heavy murmur, “you… you answered this question for yourself, right? After your first contact with the blur, you saw your first homunculus and you-… you figured it out, you figured out that you’re the right you. Right? Yeah? ‘Cos like… I’m not sick in the same way anymore, and I don’t know what that means.”
…oh shit. I can’t lie to her, she’ll see right through me, I’m sure of it.
I didn’t. To be entirely honest, I’m getting more and more sure I’m not… her. Sometimes it’s hard to even think of myself as ‘Sarah’. There’s another me, in there. Who’s taken in the name. I’m starting to think she deserves to keep it. I’m starting to think that maybe it’s better if she does.
And Cora looks like someone has walked over her grave.
“Fuck,” she breathes, eyes darting to and fro but staring at nothing, “fuck, man, I-… I didn’t-… I didn’t need this. I didn’t need to hear that, Sarah!!”
Calm down, indulging panic won’t help you.
“NO.” The word is sharp. Barked. “Don’t you fucking tell me to calm down do you know how unstable my sense of self is ON A GOOD DAY!? I bared my fucking SOUL to you, do you think this is easy for me when I’ve spent my entire life GRAPPLING WITH A VERSION OF ME THAT IS ME BUT ISN’T!?”
The rage seems to break around a wave of nausea, I see her hunch forward, clutching at her belly.
“Ugh I’m gonna be sick,” she coughs out past a tight throat, “what if I’m… it, what if it got out, what if the me I like is dead and the thing I keep prisoner in my brain slinked out into my body and-… oh Luna. Luna damn it all you should have left me dead.”
All at once I’m the one panicking, I can feel lurch up from somewhere deep inside me.
You don’t mean that, I sign, as much for me as for her. Surely she doesn’t.
“And what if I do, huh!? Look me in the eye and answer me, Sarah, was this for me or was it for you and your guilty conscience!? Am I alive because I deserve to be and need to be or because you can’t bear to let me die again!? I don’t want this, I don’t want to carry the same shit that’s rotting you from the inside out, you know I want things to be simple, I need things to be simple, and how am I supposed to find that now!? I’m gonna be spending the rest of this… unnatural life, wondering if the me that walked away is the me that walked in!!”
She’s cutting deep, flailing, saying all the cruel things in her head because she’s afraid and desperate and doesn’t know what to do. It’s like looking in a mirror. She was right, when she said we aren’t so different. I don’t have any answers for her. I want her to be wrong but I don’t know if I can say she is in a way that isn’t a lie.
“Give me a way out Sarah,” she chokes out, eyes swimming with tears, “I need a way out.”
I can’t leave her like this.
I don’t have one. I’m sorry. All I know how to do is keep moving, and I thought a world with you in it was… better.
Her head falls into her hands. I don’t hear the sob, but I hear the long, ragged intake of breath in its wake. With her eyes obscured I am silenced, so there’s nothing for it but to sit with her, and watch her cry, from across the fleet. I keep waiting for her to look up again, calmed and focused. I keep waiting for us to find our resolution; for me to have my chance to say she’s right, and I want that future she sees, where we learn to be good for one another. But instead, she gets out of the chair, and she rushes out of the camera’s sight. She doesn’t come back.
I know she’s suffering but I can’t help but feel the cold bite of resentment, as she ends the conversation by refusing to look. I don’t think she knew what she was doing. I don’t think she remembered that my echolink repeater is broken. But the disregard hurts all the same. 
Some days I very deeply hate being this way.
Sunan returns into frame, a look of very deep worry on their face as they settle in their chair.
“Things appear to have worsened,” they murmur.
Considerably. This isn’t something I can fix, we should focus on what we can still change.
“You seem to have a talent for hurting people. What did you say to her?” they ask, a hint of protectiveness slipping in edgewise. For a brief, flickering moment, I’m mad, but as before, I can’t muster the energy to keep the flame lit.
I don’t know how to stop. I wish on Luna’s grave that I did but I just… don’t. She asked a question I didn’t have an answer to. A way out of a problem she thought I solved. I didn’t. She isn’t taking it well. I don’t know what else I could have done. Can we move on please?
“Look I’m just-…”
Talk to her about it. We do not have the time for this.
Sunan lets out a heavy sigh, and closes their eyes for a moment.
“Right. Yes, of course. The data. I have good news and bad news, what are you looking for?”
Bad first.
“The solar veil data has made it clear that an alternate way into the blur may not exist. I was looking for potential shortcuts that allow veils to pass through more easily but if they exist, I can’t find them.” I curl up a little more tightly as an old frantic hope crumples to nothing. “The… ‘good’ news, as it is, is that New Hope is compromised. The fleet is largely still, now, having reached what looks to be… something resembling an end-state.” Their voice is terribly small. I can see them smother something cold and shivering and afraid, and blink it back so they can finish. 
“Whatever is forming, out there,” they continue, “it’s gathering above New Hope, and I’m getting blur readings of unprecedented intensity from the ship itself as the anomaly harvests bodies from her. It’s possible the blur may… mesh with reality more cleanly, there. That might, might, be your way in. That said I’m getting very significant Pax radiation signatures as well. The mother-parasite may have found a host in New Hope. Whatever the ship might offer you, the journey will be extremely dangerous.”
There’s a distant hollowness in their eyes. Like focusing on the things they can know, and see, and change with their hands, is all that’s holding them together. I wonder if they’ve grappled with the thought that they and their passengers might be the fleet’s last survivors, in the end.
It’s then that the phone slips from its little perch, clattering to the floor. I instinctively reach to grab it, to pick it up, to put it back - but in doing so, I bathe my face in the glow of its screen. I pull back, quickly, but I can see Sunan’s eyes go wide as I return the phone to its makeshift support.
“…you need maintenance,” they say quietly, “my knowledge and experience are… limited, but I have parts and equipment. If you come here I can help you. And maybe you can help Cora.”
I don’t need maintenance, I sign.
“Let me rephrase then. Why are you staying on the Beauty in Night?”
Oh, that question… that question has teeth. They sink in deep. Why am I here? Why was I ever here? To learn. To study the blur, to understand the phenomenon, to give Sunan what they needed to put the pieces together so I could get past the things stopping me and reach Annalise.
I accomplished none of it.
At every step this mission has been an abject failure. I have come here, I have killed or been responsible for the deaths of nearly thirty fabricants, I have laid the ship bare for veil conquest, damning her to fall like the rest of the fleet… and it was for nothing. All of this has been for absolutely nothing. I put Cora through all this for NOTHING. What if she never recovers? 
Does it matter? We’re all dead anyway.
It has to mean something. I can still make it mean something, I can’t let go, not yet.
You’re asking me to give up, I sign, the motions sharp, carrying the tension my voice can’t.
“I’m asking you to consider whether or not another long shot is worth your life. Would Annalise want you to die in a potentially-futile bid to save her or would she want you to live? Would she want you to look after Cora, and help her in a way she clearly can’t help herself?”
I made her a promise. 
“And what is that worth, Sarah? Here, now? Would she want you to keep it after all this, is that really what you think of her, that she would take some kind of twisted pleasure in seeing you suffer? I know it’s been a long time since I knew her, I know we’ve barely spoken since the Silver Tides, but the Annalise I remember would not want you to break yourself just to keep your word.”
For a moment, the first moment since I found myself neck-deep in this hell, I consider letting go. Letting it all go. And my eyes burn with tears as something crumbles inside me.
I’ve failed her, I sign, my fingers trembling and unsteady, at every step I’ve failed my wife.
I don’t know how Sunan responds. Their face is reduced to a blur on the screen as the bright light smears across the saltwater in my eyes, and they say nothing to judge by. I don’t know what I expect them to say. But the silence, the lack of answers or comfort… it may as well be agreement.
And that’s when it hits. An opening door. A void. A place empty of anything. Sorrow. Loneliness. A deep and fundamental yearning, like something is missing, something I can never hope to get back… the fifth time. It’s familiar, now. I wait for it to pass.
It doesn’t. It lingers. It mounts.
Something’s wrong, I manage to sign as the weight of someone else’s pain starts to feel like it’s going to split my skull, what’s happening to me?
“What are you talking about?” Sunan asks, voice suddenly urgent.
Images, feelings, they’re not mine, they’re not memories, I think I’m receiving something. This is the fifth time it’s happened but it’s not passing this time.
“Scan yourself.”
I do as I’m told, letting the phone fall as I pull the device from behind it, and turn it on myself. A click, a hum, I feel like I should sense it.
“…okay. Yeah. You’re picking something up,” Sunan continues as I put my setup back together so I can see their face, “it’s encoded using the same cipher the solar veils use for communication, hang on, with the data you gave me just now I can broadcast a complimentary signal through the scanner that should let you process this. Alternatively I can configure the scanner to cancel it out. What do you want?”
Decode it first. I want to understand.
“Understood. Brace yourself.”
And as my eyes begin to see things I recognize as impossible, I dive. Swallowed by the blur I fall through gate after gate, four, no five, a labyrinth of identical homes, I sweep through it like a missile seeking its target - and there, isolated from the rest, on a hill that flows with silver, is a house unlike the rest. Sprawling. A mansion. The door is closed but it does not stop me, I flit through solid material…
And I am someone else. I see through someone else’s eyes. I feel what someone else feels. I’m sad, sad in a way that aches so deep it’s impossible to truly put to words, but it’s… complex, there’s a sense of recoiling, revulsion, confusion, I know I shouldn’t be mourning, but still, I am. A feeling of betrayal. This place was supposed to take my pain, and it did, to an extent, but this last thing lingers, and there is nothing I can do. Will I ever be free of it?
I stand at a kitchen counter. My hands are a blur, holding a knife. Numbly I chop something, a white blade slipping through white flesh until it meets a white cutting board on a white counter. It all feels so empty. Pointless.
The white flesh goes into a white pan. Clear fluid from a white bottle. A white stovetop burner that sets the white meal sizzling. There’s someone in my peripheral vision. I look to her, and it’s… Sarah. That me-as-I-was, uniformed in the white and blue, hair braided, undamaged and unaltered, but not quite. She is detransitioned. Her femininity stripped away. Her eyes are dead. Vacant. She approaches, towering over me, and she reaches out for my shoulder - though I don’t pull away from it, I bristle at the touch. Something about this person is wrong. I crave her presence but not like this.
“How’s it coming, Annalise?” Sarah asks. Annalise. I am seeing through Annalise’s eyes. All these visions… have they been her, reaching out to me? Annalise doesn’t reply, but I feel what she feels, as the complex emotions in her head tangle into a knot - she should want this, she tells herself this is what she wants, this is security, this is safety, this is a version of Sarah she can love without being abused for it, but on a gut and instinct level she can’t accept it, and she hates herself for that. She wants life to be better. She wants to be happy. She knows this should make her happy. But it doesn’t. It can’t. She’s afraid it never will.
A whiff of smoke. Her gaze darts down - she’s burned the food. I hear her sigh, I feel her prepare to speak… but then something slips between me and her. A new signal. A new something. It drowns imagery and feeling, it peels me away, and all at once, I’m bearing witness to something new.
I am embraced by something vastly greater than myself. It’s comfortable, it’s warm, but it tightens with time. Crushing. I can’t breathe. I feel my body strain and bones crack, but I can’t bring myself to struggle, because to escape is to sacrifice. And with this surrender, permission is granted. I am accepting what is offered. The vision continues.
An infinite number of figures stand in a row. They march, advancing forward in perfect synchronization, and I find myself among them, compelled to advance and yet unquestioning, as I know with certainty greater than certainty that the purpose is beautiful. I look to my left. To my right. The other figures in line are me. All of them are me.
A bird flutters in a cage, plumage blue and white. The cage is vast, filled with foliage and food in a perfect simulation of nature beyond the bars. The bird is content. But the bird is alone.
I am being spoken to. Something far greater than myself is hunting, eyes to which I was previously invisible now hungrily stare - something is touching me. Something whose fascination was previously fixated only on her. I am reminded, briefly, of my vision, on the Silver Tides’ outer hull, but this isn’t the same, is it? Not at all. It’s… gentler. Forceful but in the gentle way of a strangulation rather than the violent manner of a bullet.
I can’t bring myself to pull back. To make it stop. I can feel my fingers, beyond the governance of the vision, but when I contemplate using them to ask Sunan to kill the signal, the impulse dies somewhere between me and them. This is so much gentler than the world my eyes have the misfortune to see.
Geometry hangs overhead, something so absolute in its symmetry that it must be perfect, it must - yet it isn’t. It shifts, as it passes in and out of my frail perception, the truth of its shape concealed in higher dimensions I lack the capacity to see. I mourn it. I want to understand. I wish I was strong enough to perceive its beauty in full.
But then something changes. It becomes colder. Frightening. The embrace starts to hurt. 
I am alone, staggering, sprinting, wildly flinging myself toward something just beyond the horizon, but when I question why, when I ask what I pursue, I yield nothing. Bodies obscure my path. They demand. They plead. I destroy them. I tear them limb from limb with fingers and teeth. Something escapes with each kill. A sparkling shimmer that rises skyward. It is beautiful. It is necessary. It is terrible. I am afraid. I lament their deaths but I can’t stop myself. I am a child. I don’t know any better. I don’t know how not to kill.
I stand face to face with another self, a different self, an alien self. A self wearing a blindfold. When I look down, I realize my body is gone. She is me, now. She is everything I am, my own volition, my own control over my actions, my fate, stolen. And when she goes, she acts with the burden of her blindness. Sleepwalking toward annihilating fire that erupts behind her.
Confusion mounts, there is meaning in all this, but I can’t understand, not yet…
But then I remember the stars. The light that shattered, and spread, then reconstituted as something not quite itself. I remember Sunan’s unknown exotic radiation, I remember the bursts of something screaming into the void, I think of the Sea’s obsessive drawing of everyone to a central point and the surface-level kindness of what it offers in conformist unity, I think of the silver, in the veils, in Control’s eyes…
And I see.
Sunan. Kill the signal, I sign, blindly, trusting muscle memory alone to convey the message. And sure enough, the vision leaves me. I am alone once again in this darkened cabin, my only light Sunan’s taut features, glowing on the phone’s screen. I feel lesser. Like I have lost something deep and desperately fundamental. Like my spirit has been severed from God.
“What did you see?” they ask, voice heavy with urgency. How do I explain…?
It’s Luna. Everything that’s happening is Luna. She’s not trying to hurt us but she doesn’t understand how not to, She’s not… awake, or alive, or She is, but not alive enough to stop what’s happening.
Sunan just… blinks.
“…I don’t understand. I’m sorry but I just don’t, I haven’t seen what you’ve seen.”
I try harder.
She never died. She scattered. Like dandelion seeds. There is a piece of Her in everyone She brought back - that unknown radiation you found, those bursts, that lingering potential inside me, it escapes with death. It concentrates in the survivors. It builds toward resurrection. She can’t stop it. Everyone is being called to everyone else. We are fuel. Raw materials and biomass. This new Her sees what She’s doing as kind. She wants us to understand.
“But how could it be anything but cruelty? You’ve spoken on it, how it stole pieces of you, this isn’t like Her, this isn’t Her at all. All She ever wanted for us was guidance, protection, She was benevolent.”
The blur takes from you only things that cause you pain, regardless of whether the pain comes from within you, or is inflicted by society. It detransitioned me because as a repressed man I could have loved Annalise without either of us getting hurt for it. Isn’t it kind? To offer a way out to those who suffer most, like the fleet’s UHANs, affected by the blur first? This is Her logic. She’s like a child, She doesn’t understand the nuance of what She’s taking.
I can see understanding in the way Sunan’s eyes unfocus, in the way their face tightens, and we sit with it, for a long, silent minute.
“…this is… illuminating,” they say in the end, “but what happens now? What can we actually do about it?”
If Control represents Nascent Luna’s will then her focus on Annalise and I means we’re somehow critical to this. I don’t know if it’s still possible to stop it, when it’s come this far, but what’s more important is that in the signal I saw Annalise suffering. Struggling. No matter what, I need to reach her. That’s something I can still fix. I’m going to New Hope.
Sunan’s expression shifts, softening, and they nod.
“If that’s your plan then all I can say is this: I hope you find what you’re looking for. I hope you can reach her.”
Me too. Look after Cora. Tell her I’m sorry.
All at once, Sunan’s face is open terror. Suddenly they understand that I don’t expect to come back.
“Wait-” they blurt, but I hang up before their panic can go any further. I have one path forward and I have to walk it alone, I won’t leave anyone else’s hands as bloody as mine. I refuse.
This is it. The final line I’ll cross, and I cross it alone.
If the blur has already reached New Hope, I will bring it the tools to complete its dominion. The wheel is irresistible and unimaginably cruel, and I am nothing but a slave to its vision. I have already destroyed this world once at its behest. What’s one more apocalypse to my name, when my hands will guide us there with or without my consent?
All that’s left in these last few hours, the only control left to me, is how my life ends, and what comes next. No more hesitation. I will spend that time with Annalise, no matter what is stolen from me in the pursuit. No matter what I have to steal from others.
I put away my things, and I start for the bridge.
It’s time.

      ***I linger on the bridge for a time, staring out at New Hope. That strange void in space has moved, perched above the vast starship, growing, as gossamer threads flow to it from across the fleet, draining from tattered starships like blood from a wound.
That’s Her, isn’t it? That’s Nascent Luna, awaiting resurrection.
I call out to Control, weaving the echolink signal with Sunan’s cipher. I speak into the blur, and I ask her to come. For a few minutes, nothing. I don’t doubt she’s heard me, and so I wait. And I wait. And then, sure enough, she appears, stepping alongside me from somewhere just out of sight.
“An interesting new tool you have,” she comments, “tell me, Sarah, why am I here? You’ve rejected what’s being offered, again. Fled from the Sea of Silence, again. What use do we still have for one another, if I cannot change you, and you will not listen to me?”
I look to her, and I sign.
I’m ready to give you everything you want. Just get me to Annalise.
“At any cost? Are you sure?” she asks, an eyebrow cocked.
Yes. I understand now.
“Then you won’t begrudge me one final test? To ensure, for both our sakes, that you have let go of your hesitation?”
I can feel my jaw tighten, but I can’t afford to push back, not now - Luna knows what awaits me on New Hope, after all, and if Control can keep the veils off me, I need every edge I can get.
Fine.
“Good. Let me show you something.”
Control approaches the main control consoles, near the communication display where I’d spoken to Vesper, and she punches in a sequence of commands, hands flying across the control board like it’s second nature - or like she’s swallowed someone for whom it was. The display comes alive. It’s a security feed, grainy, black and white, the image twisted past fish-eye distortion, and though I can tell the camera peers from some upper corner, I can’t make out what it’s focused on. I step closer. I lean in.
People. Dozens, hundreds of humans and fabricants both, packed in like sardines, crammed into some featureless hole, somewhere in the Beauty in Night’s winding maintenance passageways. There’s no audio, but I can see a group, gathered around a device spliced into the vessel’s arterial cabling. One of them speaks into a microphone. A desperate plea for help. ‘We’re still alive, is anyone out there?’
There are children. Wide-eyed and afraid. Some crying.
“I will shield you from the impact,” says Control, “but none of them will survive.”
Is there another option? A shuttle?
“Cora took the last one, when she fled on your orders. Remember. This ship was the playground of the elite. It was evacuated with an efficiency few other vessels could manage, and the process left its shuttle bays barren. Even the escape pod banks stand empty. Check the bay condition console if you don’t believe me, you have no way off this ship, and neither do they. Your only remaining option, if you would reach New Hope, is to see the blur’s ambitions to completion. Drive the Beauty in Night into her, and sacrifice the lives of what few crew and passengers remain.”
A moment of flickering doubt. I look to the blur node off to the left, now massive, having swallowed half the bridge. But then I remember looking down at my body, seeing how fundamentally I was changed… nausea twists at my gut. I can’t do it again. I CAN’T. New Hope, a gentler way in… this is my only option.
But what do I do, if it isn’t any kinder? What if I’m wrong?
Do I still go? Do I still embrace it?
For all my violence and all my anger, I have changed nothing. I have cut my way through everything in my path and yet I am still here, where I started. The world remains its ugly self. SELCIs hunt me. The blur haunts me. I have raged against all the forces that conspire to make my life miserable and yet they remain, and I am no happier. 
Fine, then. If the only alternative lies within the blur then that is where I go, no matter the cost to what remains. No matter the cost to me. No matter the cost to others. If peace remains, anywhere, for anyone, it awaits me in the Sea of Silence.
Those people are already dead. To die in the impact is a more merciful end than what the veils would give them. Tell me what to do.
Control’s expression is unreadable, as she reaches to the console, and cuts the transmission. The sole evidence of the atrocity I’m about to commit flickers to black, and a weight lifts from my shoulders.
“Very good,” she says, “let’s get to work.”
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A Cut to the Root of it All
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I come to slowly, perceiving, at first, nothing but the dull ache of an overtaxed body, and the cut of oblong shapes pressing into my chest and abdomen; slowly, I sit up, my head swimming, and I force my eyes open. It takes a few moments for me to process what I’m looking at. I realize that I was left draped over the foremost control console. The viewscreen has shattered outward, the hull protecting it torn away, revealing a path of tangled and twisted metal laid out before me. So we’ve arrived. I have no time for pain or self-pity. I climb out through the tattered hull, picking my way among jagged protrusions like a great predator’s pointed teeth, and I start to walk. 
I don’t know how long I’m navigating this hell, this chaos of metal and plastic and concrete and glass where two starships became one. It feels like an eternity. But when I finally stumble free of it, out into open space… I remember. I remember these broad and clean streets. I remember the warm light of the sunlamps dotting the arching megastructure overhead. I remember the view into open space through the ever-present plexiglass overhead. Even here, littered with debris, orange emergency lights flashing, Nascent Luna hanging heavy overhead, it’s beautiful. I miss it.
Curiously, the ship seems intact. The blur is seeping from the wreck at my back, threads boring through tangled metal and seeking purchase, but this place seems shockingly… safe. A last holdout, perhaps? Here, at least, it’s quiet, there’s no evidence of anyone nearby, human or fabricant, alive or dead, so I start deeper.
I’m a few paces in when Control appears at my side.
“This petal is one of the last as of yet unaffected by the blur, as I imagine you have noticed,” she says as we walk, “but the vessel’s inhabitants are well aware. Seek the blur at the heart of the ship, where the lines between the reality you know and the Sea of Silence begin to break down. They will try to stop you. Don’t let them.”
An image flickers across the forefront of my mind. Dozens of fabricants, fortified across an open bulkhead, the crimson of the Sea looming before them. Stretching forever. Vesper stands among them. I can’t hear what she’s saying, but I can see her shouting commands. 
Is this it? The last line of defense? The only thing between the blur and all that’s left of the fleet? There’s a brief flicker of hesitation, but it dies, all on its own. They have brought violence to bear against me. They will bring violence to bear against me. If I am to survive, if I am to seize the happiness people like Vesper have spent their lives denying me, then they must die. And so they will.
“It’s finally happened,” Control muses, “you’ve killed your hesitation. Perhaps my time hasn’t been wasted after all. Go to work, I will come to you when I’m needed.”
And she vanishes. I am left in peace to walk among memories of a gentler life.
The further I travel from the point of impact, the more surreal it gets, as all the evidence of danger and horror vanishes behind me. With an uncanny swiftness, it becomes indistinguishable from a New Hope I remember - I even start to see civilians again, milling about, though they whisper amongst themselves and hurry away when they lay eyes on me. I don’t blame them at this point, and I let them go. Nothing they could show me is worth my time now that I’m this deep.
But then I round a corner… and there, in my path, is a CERHA unit. Her eyes go wide. She hurries another woman behind her uniformed body, and draws a compact rail pistol. Like staring into the eyes of a long-dead self. Like the other me, waiting in the Sea of Silence.
“She’s a threat, kill her,” Control whispers in the pit of my skull - but the longer I look, the more I see myself, and Annalise. The more I remember those fulfilling days when I stood between her and the world.
I mean no harm, I sign. The CERHA unit blinks, and the muzzle of the gun drifts down.
“What happened to you?” she asks, with a voice virtually indistinguishable from the one I lost.
Do you really need to ask? I’m from off the ship. Came with that last impact.
The CERHA’s charge tugs at her arm, and whispers something to her, even as Control whispers something to me.
“They may interpret what you intend to do as ‘harm’, Sarah. Are you content lying to them? For what?”
I ignore her, and focus on the strangers, as the CERHA’s eyes return to me.
“Come with us,” she says, as she holsters her gun, “I can’t give you replacement parts but I can improve some of that patch work. It’ll help you move, wherever you’re going - and you’ll need it if you run into a SELCI.”
I’m not sure how meaningfully this CERHA can help me - but at the same time, I want to see what she has to show me. I want to drink this place in, just a little longer. While there’s still peace left to enjoy. So I nod. And I let her lead me.
They don’t speak as we go, not to me and not to each other. I get the impression they’re uncomfortable, or mistrustful, but I don’t hold it against them. Do I feel particularly trustworthy, with Control whispering in my head, accusing me of wasting time? Still, trust or no trust, we’ve reached our destination before long: a broad, circular plaza, formed in tiered rings that lead down to an open space at the center, perhaps for performances. All the official businesses surrounding the space are closed, but impromptu market stands have popped up, and the place is bustling with people.
It’s refreshing, how alive it feels.
But then I see how few of the locals are given pause by my presence. Dead eyes stare at and through me, then look away. People shuffle past as if barely sensate. I’m guided down a few tiers into the recessed theater, and guided into a seated position on one of the bench-like rings.
“Yvonne, would you?” the CERHA asks, and her human nods, passing a backpack to her - she kneels down, pulling open a few zippers and laying medical equipment out on the stone, while Yvonne takes a seat somewhere she can turn her back. There’s tension across her shoulders. I get the impression these tools were used on her not long ago.
“Damage is… pretty catastrophic, I won’t lie,” the CERHA murmurs as she starts to peel Foster patches off, “you look like you wound up on the wrong end of a VOHTA.”
I did. Lived. Won. Now I’m here.
She grimaces as she lifts her suture gun, and starts to pull tattered flaps of demiflesh back together. The machine chatters. I barely feel the prickle of its needle slipping through my flesh.
“This won’t help you much, but it should improve mobility somewhat. How much honesty do you want?”
Everything you have.
“Right. Well, it looks like you’re operating on a ticking clock. I can see organ damage. Internal leakage. It’s stuff I can’t get to without a seam puller and I get the impression you’ve got places you need to be, so I doubt you’d give me the time to track one down. You’re okay for now but if you take another hit like this you’re probably done.”
I wish I could see what she sees. I wish I could peer into my core, study my heart, and know, without a doubt, that I am someone else… maybe I will. As she talks, I carefully lift a scalpel from among her tools, and slip it into my pocket. Surely if there’s no evidence on my face or etched into my skin there must be a sign within my chest. I have to know. I have to know I’m not Sarah anymore, then what few fears and hesitations still cling to me will have no excuse not to fade. Then my guilt will become meaningless. An abandoned thing, belonging to someone else.
A man approaches, as the CERHA unit works. She notices me tense, her eyes hardening, and her fingers pause in their oxidant-stained business, as she glances back to him.
“Do you mind?”
“I won’t interfere,” he says, “I just want to share the good word with our newcomer.”
“…if you insist,” the CERHA mutters, and she returns to her repairs, as the man settles nearby, close enough to look me in the eye, but too far to touch. Does he fear me, or does he recognize that I have little trust for men? His eyes linger on me for a few moments, studying me, watching the CERHA’s work, before he speaks.
“I can see the wildness in your eyes. You look like someone who has been pushed far past her limits.” I nod, and he smiles, a warmth in the expression that doesn’t quite hide the emptiness in his eyes. “Then I have good news for you, my friend. A new dawn is coming soon. All this pain, all this fear… we will be free. We will be happy again.”
I can’t trust he knows simplified sign, so I force my voice through the echolink repeater.
“What are y-… talking ab-…t?” crackles the box.
“I’m so glad to be the one to tell you, stranger. Luna is going to return. She will save us, protect us, as She once did. Everything seems to be coming to a close, and I understand the despondency and the fear, but today we should be turning to our faith. Look, in the sky! How could this be anything but a new beginning?”
I look up to the thing, that great hole, like a circular cut taken from space, a piece of the world erased. Bodies are flowing into it by the thousand, now, several processions close enough that they must be rising from New Hope herself. He’s insane. I don’t understand how anyone could look at this and see anything but apocalypse.
But then, for the first time in what feels like an age, I think about the dream that started it all. A premonition of obliteration. If we’re left with a blank slate - wouldn’t it make sense for something to follow? Death and rebirth are two sides of the same coin, after all, nothing ever ceases to be, not truly, it just changes shape. So no, I don’t think he’s right, I’ve seen too much to believe Nascent Luna is the same god we once adored. But it’s comforting, to imagine She might be.
“Th-…nk you, for your insight,” says the box. His smile warms.
“Always happy to spread the word. I wish you luck, wherever this road of yours is carrying you. May you find what you seek in Luna’s silver glow.”
And off he goes.

      ***The CERHA unit spends another hour stitching the peeled shreds of my body back together, suturing demiflesh to demiflesh and patching over the gaps. I don’t feel much better, when she’s done, but I do feel more mobile. I thank her for her time, as best I can, and I hurry away. I’ve spent enough time here. Vesper’s line awaits, the time and place of my final confrontation, perhaps, even, my death, now known to me.
But the question nags.
How do I know I’m me?
How can I be me?
I find myself in the bathroom of an abandoned bar, a room that stinks of antiseptic from a recent deep clean. The scalpel rests, capped, on the counter, my gore-soaked tank top and sports bra folded next to it, as I stare at myself in the mirror, at this battered body I barely recognize, and dare myself to do it. I’m paralyzed, for a time. Too afraid of the answer to continue, too afraid of the possibility to let it go.
If I’m still Sarah, everything falls apart. Those lingering dregs of a past life, sunk deep into my psyche, they make me weak, they are the reason I’ve had to come here, fragile and unwilling to let go of what I knew needed to be sacrificed. She would never accept me if I’m her, this shambling shell of a woman she used to love. A weakling too brittle to accept the necessary cost of reunion.
I must be different. I must be new. To survive, I must be someone else.
I lift the scalpel, I tug its plastic cap free with my teeth, and the blade glints as I lift its edge to the vertical seam following my sternum between my breasts. I hold it close. Not close enough to cut but close enough to feel the way the cold metal saps the warm from the air. I lock eyes with the stranger in the mirror. I challenge her. I DARE her. I call her a COWARD…
And I cut.
The pain is nothing against the wounds I already carry, it’s cold, clean, sharp, almost invigorating. I move quickly but neatly. The wounds have to be clean, I need to remove my chest panels in a way they can be put back, otherwise I’m undoing the CERHA unit’s work, but without a seam puller, that gets… hard. Damage is inevitable. Oxidant slicks my skin and glints on the joints of my remaining hand as I open an incision down the center of my chest, but I can’t stop. I have to see. I have to KNOW.
I bare my teeth as I hook my fingers into the incision, and peel the left panel off my chest. Ribs are bared beneath, organs within, and it falls away into the sink with a wet ‘slap’. I can see my heart pound with urgent violence. I drop the scalpel with a metallic clatter, I slip a finger between two ribs, I touch it…
It looks the same. It feels the same. It all does. Identical to the heart Annalise once touched so gently, and yet, how can it be? There is no difference aside from injury. If there’s any evidence I am no longer Sarah, it is not here. Panic boils up from within. Uncertainty. 
I thought I would know, I thought it would be clear, I thought it would make sense, I thought-… how can I go on? How can I show my face to her knowing I’m still that person, that cruel, violent person, that weak, fragile person, too unimaginably vicious to love, too cowardly to confront and embrace the consequences of my own actions, too sad and afraid to sacrifice the comfort my body gives me - what happens if the third gate still waits for me, in the depths of the Sea? What happens if sacrificing my womanhood is the only way forward and I’m still too weak to take it?
If I’m still Sarah, I’ll never see her again, will I?
A janitor’s bucket rests off to my right, and in a brief surge of futile rage, I kick it as hard as I can, sending it careening across the room until it shatters against the far wall, murky water spilling across the tile.
But then I feel a ping. Someone reaching out to me via echolink. It’s been such a long time, but the instincts remain - I answer it without question, even as I slump forward, leaning heavily on the counter and struggling to fight the panic back down into my chest.
“…hey you.” Cora. I almost kill the line. “Look before you hang up I just-… I’m not here to shout, I’m done with that, I’m-… I’m not good but I’m good. Okay? Sunan said some worrying shit and I wanted to… make sure you’re okay.”
I stare into the mirror, slicked crimson with oxidant, ceramic bones and white organs exposed, what little I haven’t lost worn and broken, I am not okay, I am a ruin.
“No,” I reply, and even though it’s only via echolink, it’s nice to hear my voice again. It feels like, for the first time in years, strangling hands have released from around my throat. Almost seems like a waste to be so monosyllabic with it.
“Yeah. I get it,” she says, her voice small, “where are you?”
I need to pull myself together. I can’t afford to waste hours nursing this breakdown, so I start to go about the grisly work of piecing my chest back together. Some of the seams I pulled apart are still working, thank Luna, so the panel isn’t too difficult to reseat, though it hangs sickeningly slack away from the ribs below as a consequence of the damage I inflicted to tear it off. 
Foster patches will have to take care of the rest. I start to seal myself the way I’d sealed Cora after recovering her from the wreckage outside the Beauty in night. One patch at a time. Close the wound. Don’t think about how your body is now more patch than skin.
“New Hope,” I reply, “looking for a way past the third gate. A way that doesn’t-…”
The memory is too fresh. The horror of a body not mine. I can’t get the words out.
“…hey, how’d you… how’d you get there?” Cora asks, her voice small. I grimace, as I consider telling her, but I don’t manage a reply. The silence just stretches on and on, as I finish the patch job, and shrug my bra and top back on above it.
“You used the Beauty in Night, didn’t you?” she murmurs, a muted resignation in her voice.
“I had no choice,” is what I say. It’s Cora’s turn to be silent for a while, as I make my way outside. Clouds are gathering overhead, dark and heavy as they sweep in from elsewhere in New Hope’s complex weather system - mercifully, they blot out Nascent Luna. I am briefly freed from the feeling that She is watching me.
“I… didn’t call to corner you and make you defend the things you’ve done. As much as it scares me, as much as I’m… feeling it now, that guilt, that shame for what I’ve helped you accomplish… I get why you’re doing this shit. I just… wanted to ask you something, while I can still reach you.”
She seems… calmer, than last time. Maybe she really is just here to talk.
“What is it?” I project, as rain starts to tap to the stone and metal around me. 
“…is this worth it, Sarah?” The few civilians visible out of cover start to hurry off to wherever they’re going as the downpour swiftly intensifies, escalating from a light sprinkle to proper rain. The cool water is soothing on my wounds, even as it mats my hair against my head. “Does any of this help, more than it hurts? You… or Annalise.”
I look up to the clouds and the falling rain, as I consider my answer. I let it drench my clothes until I shiver.
“I’m going to miss this ship,” is all I manage to say, “the clean air, the open sky, real weather… New Hope is more a glimmer of a long lost earth than anything on the Beauty in Night. This moment, despite all the artifice surrounding it, is real.”
“This doesn’t have to happen, Sarah. We can still run. Even if the fleet is… gone, even if it was always gone the moment the blur came, we can still survive. We can remember it. All those precious things we’ve lost, the people, the places, the moments in time. Even if there’s no future, maybe there’s another way forward, just for a little while.”
I can feel my throat tighten, as, just for a moment, I’m tempted. There was no way off the Beauty in Night but New Hope is more vast by an order of magnitude, there is a way off this ship, I know it, I could go to Sunan’s ship, we could take anyone who would come, we could go off into space to remember and mourn…
Control manifests alongside me, luminous eyes staring expectantly as the rain cuts past them. And I know I can’t.
“I’m sorry, Cora.”
She sighs a sad little sigh.
“I know. I think I always knew on some level there was no turning back for you, I just… I hoped. I hoped maybe there was still a chance for us. One way or another, then… good luck, Sarah. And… I’m sorry too. For everything.”
With that, the line cuts.
I let the rain wash over me, for a few moments, hoping it’ll take the sense of nauseous sorrow with it… but it doesn’t. This, perhaps more than anything, I cannot take back. But the possibility does leave me with questions.
What happens to Nascent Luna without me? I sign, finally meeting Control’s gaze.
“A failure to be born,” she replies, “you carry more of Her inside you than you know, and without that, our fallen protector remains dead. Do you want that?”
I don’t know what I want, Control. It’s been clear for a long time I’ve lost the capacity to separate wrong from right, and what Cora said has… promise. What purpose is there in dragging Luna back from Her rest if there is nobody left to protect?
“They will remain. In the Sea of Silence.”
Even so I don’t know that I want that. Sarah… maybe she would. But I don’t want to be her. Being her means feeling and carrying everything I can’t stand to look at but no matter how hard I try to find a place to draw a line between me and her, I can’t. I don’t know who I am anymore.
Control’s chin inclines, studying me in silence for a moment as I avoid her eyes.
“Then, perhaps,” she says, “allow me to remind you.”

THE FINAL GIFT OF DISSATISFACTION



I’m in a place long forgotten.
A round dining table. A living room at my back. An empty and cramped bedroom to my left, a counter and larder to my right, a front door ahead. Annalise sits at the table, in Fleetops white and blue… Luna, she looks so young. Barely an adult. She’s fidgeting beneath the table, trying to keep the practiced and resolute look on her face as she worries away her anxiety out of sight. 
But then comes a knock on the door.
She lurches to her feet, so suddenly her chair clatters to the floor behind her, and she hisses a curse as she sets it upright, then rushes to the door, but when she reaches for the handle, her gloved hand hesitates. Like she can’t quite make herself turn it. I wonder what she’s thinking, as she clenches that hand into a fist, then forces it to relax. Seconds drag by. She doesn’t open the door. But then another knock sounds, and the realization that she’s keeping someone waiting spurs her to finally turn the handle.
There, on the far side, stands a Fleetops agent… and a male-pattern CERHA fabricant.
Me.
Annalise’s eyes are wide, filled with equal parts fear and curiosity, while Sarah just frowns. She doesn’t understand Annalise’s perturbation.
“So stiff,” Control muses, “how old were you?”
Two weeks, I sign, fresh out of imprinting.
“You have quite literally been with her your entire life, then. Decades upon decades spent at her side, lost in the labyrinth of memory I built for you.”
It isn’t an exaggeration to say so.
The agent salutes, his broad and bulky stature dwarfed by Sarah’s towering print, and he nods to her.
“Good morning Miss Fletcher,” he says, “you were briefed on this last week, correct?”
“That’s right, Agent,” Annalise replies. Her voice is small, her eyes struggle to linger on his, so unsure of herself.
“The cliffnotes, then. This is a CERHA unit, serial dash-zero-twelve-NH. It’s his job to protect you, now, and look after you in whatever ways you require - this unit was printed specifically for this assignment, in fact. You should’ve been issued an operations manual. If you have any questions not covered by the briefing, check the manual, but I can give you a hotline to maintenance if you run into any issues you need human assistance with. Is there anything you need to know, or should I let you get acquainted?”
There’s a moment of hesitation in Annalise, her eyes widen, like she’s grappling with the reality that she’s not just going to be left alone. Such a shy woman, for so many years.
“I’d… I think I can handle him from here, Agent, thank you for your time.”
He salutes again, and motions to Sarah - who, with an acknowledging nod, steps inside. Then the agent closes the door behind her, and she is, for the first time, alone with the woman who would one day become her wife.
“Good morning, Miss Fletcher,” she says, folding her hands behind her back and inclining her head in a faint bow-like motion, “I’ve been looking forward to meeting you. Tell me, how would you make use of me?”
Annalise visibly starts at the question.
“I-… I didn’t ask for this, honestly,” she says with a shrill laugh, “if you’re asking for baseline parameters I-I don’t want an UHAN, I just-… here can we treat it like we’re cohabiting? Roommates?I get that Fleetops wants you to protect me when I’m out of the house, but, here… I just… want my space. Is that okay?”
Sarah blinks.
“…you… want me to leave you alone,” she clarifies, the words slow and heavy with confusion. Annalise nods.
“Yes! Yes, I-… I can look after myself, for the most part, I accept that you need to be here, but I-…” Perhaps she can see the way Sarah’s face falls. “It’s not that I don’t want you! Or-… don’t like you, you seem very nice! Really, if there’s anything you need, anything at all, tell me! I just… don’t really need you to be making me meals or being a live in maid or getting me out of bed or asking about my schedule or… whatever else it is you’re scripted to do.”
Sarah blinks, and spends a few moments quiet, processing this.
“Roommates, then,” she says, nodding a resolute little nod.
“Yes! Roommates. I-… thank you, for understanding.”
Sarah smiles warmly.
“Of course. Your happiness and wellbeing are my purpose, now. Anything you need, I will provide - even if what you need most is space.”
And for a moment, Annalise’s trepidation melts away, leaving her face to break into that beautiful smile I remember so well.
Then Control snaps her fingers.
We’re in the run-down little apartment on the Defiant. Annalise sits at the table, fresh gauze taped to her forearm, her elbows propped on the table and her head in her hands. Even without seeing her face I can see the exhaustion weighing heavy on her in the slack of her shoulders.
Then Sarah is here. Barging through the door and slamming it in her wake. Annalise stiffens. Shrinks.
“What a fucking day,” Sarah snarls through her echolink repeater, and she’s about to go on, when Annalise interrupts.
“I’m sorry but can we just… not, right now. Please. I understand you’re having a hard time but I have a really ugly headache after the day’s tests, and with how I’ve been sleeping-”
As she speaks, the wild anger just mounts and mounts on Sarah’s face, until she cuts her off.
“Shut up,” Sarah’s box snaps. All at once Annalise is sitting bolt upright, shock on her face, as Sarah’s twists with impotent rage. “You have no. Fucking. Idea. How much I am putting up with out there so we can reach next payday - my manager just tried to report me to maintenance. AGAIN. A client complained about the repeater when he saw it during a site inspection, do you know what that’s LIKE!? Do you have any idea how-… DEHUMANIZING it all is!? I am being reduced to a THING so we can survive, so YOU CAN SURVIVE, and you won’t even LOOK at what I’m going through, will you!? And why!? Because YOU HAVE A HEADACHE!!”
Annalise just… stares, as the echo of my outburst fades. She blinks, then blinks again, and I think, for a moment, I can see tears, before she gets to her feet, and rushes out of the room. I remember the feeling. I remember how the rage drained away to a gnawing void of regret, as it always does. I remember how the only thing I could think to do was make myself useful, so I turn myself to some dishes that have piled up on the counter, washing with water too hot, scrubbing with a vigor that scrapes paint off ceramic.
“How far you fell,” Control says quietly. I don’t reply.
Annalise returns some minutes later. She’s wearing a jacket over her dress, and she’s dragging a suitcase behind her. Sarah turns, staring, and though she doesn’t say anything, her expression is questioning.
“Sarah,” Annalise says, her voice trembling and her jaw tight as she tries to maintain control, “you are getting really hard to be around. I love you. And I know you’re in pain. But this keeps happening, and I can’t take it, I can’t be this… outlet for all the anger you have for the world and the way it treats you. I’m going to stay with Cora for a little bit, to give you some space, to think, on what you want to do about this. How you want to proceed.”
It’s not an ultimatum, not quite, but it hangs in the air like one. Sarah can’t muster a reply. She just stares, as Annalise wipes at her eyes, and rushes out the front door.
“Not born,” Control muses, “made. Less than human. An object for use, your needs secondary to all those around you - even your beloved Annalise, at times, unwilling to give you the space to express your pain. Wouldn’t you like to exist somewhere you could be at peace? Where you have the freedom to feel as you wish without it being weaponized against you? There’s a place that offers this to you, but it is not here. You know what you need to do.”

THE GIFT ENDS



Out in the rain, once again. I won’t let this stand.
We fixed things, after this. You don’t understand. I wasn’t expressing anything, I was offloading my pain onto her when she was already suffering.
“Tell yourself whatever you like,” Control replies, hands folded behind her back as the rain fails to touch her, “whether the fault lies with Annalise, the world beyond, or both, I know you want a version of your life where you didn’t need to bear that pain. More than anything. 
“What would you do to spend an eternity with her where you never felt compelled to shout? For any reason? What would you sacrifice for the peace you were denied? You know, you understand what I am offering to you, and yet you keep pulling back! I understand some mistrust, I know a previous version of me tried to tear you away from one another, but I don’t know how else I can show you that right now, I’m trying to do the opposite.”
I want to push, I want to fight - but I understand the impulse. I hate her for how she’s said it not what she’s said. Is that really all I have left, keeping me out of the blur? Spite? Rage? The urge to carve my own path even when all roads lead to death? The urge to deny her just to deny her?
No. NO. ENOUGH.
I will STRANGLE all weakness left inside me, I will KILL the self that has now twice fled, I will HAMMER my shape into anything that will fit, and I will carve a path to Annalise. This violence, against my enemies, against my obstacles, against my SELF, will be my final sacrifice for an eternity of peace.
I kill who I am so I may never yearn to kill again.
And so I draw my hatchet. And I march.

      ***I can feel it as we get close. Groups of SELCIs, watching from alleys and darting away when they realize they’ve been seen. Solitary VOLTAs, manning improvised guard posts and murmuring into jaw-mount comms as they fall back. I have been seen. They know I’m coming. 
The world is stating to close in around me, the grand dome overhead giving way to mechanisms so vast I could vanish between the gears and nobody would ever know, as walls taper to a single point. I’m at the root of the petal, now. I’ll see that final line, any second now.
Then, I round a corner… and there it is. A broad, flat asphalt road, stretching away from beneath my boots, until it finds the point where all walls meet - and there, in the tunnel between the petal and the hub, is Vesper’s last stand. New Hope blurs impossibly beyond their line. Deckplates twist and melt into the Sea, and the vast starship’s infinite machinations are lost to the white sky. This is it. This is what Sunan promised. My way in.
I start to approach.
“Do not fear,” Control whispers into the pit of my skull, “they are many, but they will not touch you. Simply do what comes naturally. I will take care of the rest.”
I project a thought in reply, assuming she can hear me.
“Are you sure this has to be done?”
“It will all be over soon. Don’t be afraid, and don’t be overly burdened by the things you must do. It won’t weigh on you for long… but the satisfaction of your revenge will linger, I’m sure.”
There’s a shout, fabricants glance over shoulders, and all at once, the bulk of the line turns away from the barricades they’ve erected in the hopes of keeping the Sea at bay, and they face me instead. A mote of white, among a sea of black security uniforms. There she is. Vesper, in the flesh. The rain hammers down as our eyes meet.
“Do we open fire, ma’am!?” a VOLTA barks, the stock of her rifle pulled to her shoulder. Vesper holds up a hand. She lets me get closer. Closer. Close enough I can see the wild exhaustion in her eyes.
“Tell them what you think,” Control whispers, “I will help you speak.”
And so I speak.
“Still think culling fabricants will fix this!?” I ask, the force of my imagined words booming into every mind within range, spoken a thousandfold without so much as a sound. I can see the entire line wince at once before the force of my question.
“And is this what comes after the veils, then!?” Maxine shouts over the rain, “is this what that looks like!? You!?”
“Yeah. I guess it looks like me.”
“This was the last secure petal you fucking lunatic-…” her voice breaks, briefly, and I can watch her struggle to swallow her tears. “This is it. This was the last place in the fleet where people could live anything resembling a normal life and you brought the blur here. You’ve killed us all, do you understand that!? Do you understand what you’ve done!? Why!?”
My jaw tightens.
“Bold of you to blame me when you were the one who let it fester. I warned you. I looked you in the eye and I told you it wasn’t Futility Override, and you called me a liar. By the time you realized I was right, it was too late to stop. It was spreading too fast. Its roots were too deep. You are the architect of this hell, not me. ‘Don’t be afraid. It’s nothing to fear. Just Futility Override. Take out your receivers. Cull the unknown fabricants. EVERYTHING IS FINE.’ Do you sleep soundly, knowing what you did? Knowing that half the carnage inflicted upon the fleet didn’t come from the blur or the veils, but you!?”
Her lips tremble as the tears she’s fought so hard finally spill down her cheeks, mingling with the rain.
“No,” she growls, “no I am not sleeping, every life lost is waiting for me every time I close my Luna-forsaken eyes… yes. YES. FINE. I MADE A MISTAKE. But what was I supposed to do!? The Pax is here, now, burrowed into New Hope’s heart, with it bearing down on us how was I supposed to give any of this the leeway it needed!? In what UNIVERSE would I assume an alien new threat when the Pax Fosphage is RIGHT THERE!? WHAT SHOULD I HAVE DONE!?”
I can’t raise my voice - but my fury bleeds into the psychic projection. It BOOMS.
“You could have listened. You could have asked. You could have TRIED. Instead you defaulted to whatever made you the most comfortable and gave the best odds of sweeping all this under the rug. Part of me wonders if that was the point! We’re only vulnerable to Futility Override because YOU made us this way, empty, yearning, hollow disposable toys vacant of meaning until a human beats it into us, kept until broken then culled - well let me tell you something.
“The blur preyed upon the same hole in our heads. We fell to it because we were SUFFERING, AT YOUR HANDS!! In a world with happy fabricants, happy PEOPLE, the parasite and the blur would both have been POWERLESS, and yet you ground us down to nothing until our misery became fire. I am the symptom of your disease. Ironic, isn’t it? Even after the cruelty of your system brought obliteration to your door, you’re still so dependent on disposable fabricant labour that the only human participating in your final stand is you.”
Vesper takes a few steps back. I can see her swallow heavily.
“You are a walking apocalypse…” she whispers in trembling horror, her words barely audible past the static of the intensifying storm. Enough of this.
“You have nothing left to defend; the blur is on both sides of you now, it’s over. If there were any other paths left I would not be here, so the least you can do to atone is let me past, and let me reach my wife.”
Maxine’s jaw tightens, her icy eyes widening with frenetic madness.
“No,” she snarls through her teeth, “no, I will hold this line, as long as I can, and I will buy every SECOND of existence I can, because life is precious, in a way you’ve either numbed yourself to, or become incapable of understanding. So you can turn back, and you can enjoy the time we’ll buy for you, or you can die. No matter what you are, no matter what you do or threaten me with, I will NOT SURRENDER THIS POST!!”
“It’s time,” Control whispers.
And so I charge.
It’s chaos. Countless bullets split the air, but Control intercepts every single one, her body flickering into and out of being, catching them with deathless endurance, and I am drenched in her blood as my boots splash in puddled rainwater and I close the gap…
That is when I become what Vesper calls me.
The hatchet becomes my instrument and Control my conductor. Together, we are a symphony, and it leaves nothing standing. One by one. Kill by kill. Corpse by corpse. As the line buckles, as the fabricants panic, I turn this place into a graveyard. Some try to surrender. Some try to flee. They join their print-sisters in Luna’s embrace.
“Leave this one,” Control whispers.
And then, all at once, it’s over. I’m drenched in the heat of spilled oxidant, the rain steaming off my back, and I find myself standing over Vesper, where she trembles on the ground, struggling to scramble away from me. A solar veil is approaching from the Sea, its crooked body silhouetted against its own blinding radiance.
I say nothing to her, and she says nothing to me. Not until the solar reaches her, grabs her by the upper arm, and starts to drag her toward the Sea, and then, perhaps realizing she will never have another chance, she starts to scream.
“You will not escape this!!” she howls, “we all have to make a choice: we submit, or we FIGHT!! You won’t be spared just because you’re letting the blur make your choices for you, if Luna reasserts herself, we are ALL fuel on the pyre of her resurrection, so if you think the blur has continuing peace to offer you then you are DELUDING YOURSELF!! It doesn’t have to be this way!! If She needs you for this somehow you can still stop it, it’s not too late!! IT’S NOT!!”
And then she’s gone, sinking into the Sea, along with the veil dragging her.
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To Peacefully Crumble
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I walk. I dive. Deeper. Deeper. The gates I have already opened pose no obstruction to me, as layers peel back to reveal layers beneath, and for a moment, a manic, wild hope swells in my chest. If I don’t need the keys, do the gates still exist here? Is this my path? My way in? 
But then I arrive.
The place of twisting violet fabric.
And at the heart of it all, I find a gate, to which I lack the key. It’s all the same as before. Dread’s hands close around my throat. 
“Why are you hesitating? You know what must be done,” Control says, manifesting from nothing to my right. I round on her.
You said it would be different.
“I said no such thing, you told this to yourself. The Gates of Understanding do not make exceptions, that would be a betrayal of their purpose.”
And that hope crumbles just as quickly as it was born. Perhaps it’s better, to be without. The presence of the feeling seemed alien to me for reasons I can’t put words to. My eyes linger on the twisting fabric, my mind lingers on what I know lies inside, and though I feel sick to my stomach thinking of it, thinking of looking like this, thinking of living like this… if it means a life with Annalise, can I afford to say no?
Besides. The blur is right. If I were still a man, if I had never experienced that first and most terrible of malfunctions, I could love her freely, and she could love me. And so I look to the twisting fabric, and I walk, and I give to the world the surrender it demands.
I know I should be relieved, as I watch the homunculus walk away, a key left on the ground in its wake. I know I should anticipate a kinder, gentler world, now that I have embraced this smothering, now that I am presenting no taboo to be weaponized against me. But all I can manage to feel is an aching hollowness. It will pass in time, I tell myself. This is okay. This is what I am meant to be. This is where I am meant to plant my flag. I take the key, I go to the gate, I let teeth pull to lock, and I turn.
It cracks, it shifts, the light spills through, and I am…
Where am I?
A bombardment of flickering images comes upon me, not dissimilar to what I was receiving from Annalise, but this time… somehow I know the body is mine. I recognize my surroundings. New Hope. The petal I was so recently walking through. 
I run, I pursue, I move with the forceful silence of a gamma ray burst as I bathe my surroundings in fiery white-gold light, I hunt those that flee, so much weaker, so much slower than I. The frailty of domesticated livestock driven before a thing of the void, a monster whose full being exudes the lethal intent of the bullet. I can be nothing more. I reach out for them, when they are cornered at last, sobbing and terrified. A skeletal hand scorched by solar fire and a gilded arm.
I am a veil, now.
I jolt from the vision, heart racing, but the place I find myself is no less terrible, no less surreal. I stand among an infinite museum, host to innumerable exhibits contained within pristine glass boxes, isolated by ropes that keep back the numbly milling bodies of countless wandering strangers. Contained within them are people, fabricant and human both, smiling, staring, frozen. Like wax. And there, looming beneath the terribly thin glass floor, is an entire universe, vitrified, frozen, rendered cold and sterile. This is to be observed and admired, not lived in.
Sarah is nowhere to be seen. In the wake of the vision I am afraid, I am hesitant, I wish I had her reassurance, the soothing confirmation that I am not myself and thus have no right to this pain, but I must continue. This is all I have, now. This is all anyone has. With no clear directionality to the space I start to wander in search of the gate, slipping among strangers who wander with confusion and fear writ clear on their faces. Where is the joy Control promises? Where is the peace?
“Deeper,” she whispers in the back of my head, as if in reply, “two gates remain. You will be free of it all soon, just keep going.”
So I press on. She hasn’t told me I’m going the wrong way, so I can only assume I will find it soon. I pass an empty box, along the way. Something tells me this will end with me stepping inside. And then: there it is, a great circle of bare glass, ringed by velvet rope and occupied exhibit boxes. The view of the vitrified universe is beautiful, here. I want to fall to hands and knees and drink it like wine.
But I can’t. There is so little left to do, I’m so close. I turn my back, and I return to my box. There’s something terribly ominous about the empty space inside, like it says something with words I can’t quite make out. Like it taunts me as much as it tempts me. Like it’s cruel.
Whatever awaits I can take it. I step inside, and I turn, mimicking the posture of all others. Back straight. Arms at my side. Smile that sickly sweet smile, like nothing matters at all. And like that, I wait.
And I wait.
Minutes pass, grinding slower and slower like an ancient machine, struggling and poorly oiled - am I in the wrong place? Am I missing something? Anxiety starts to mount, rushing through my veins like the electric heat of adrenaline, if this isn’t it then what is…
But then I see it. Another me, a perfect replica of my current shape, approaches my box. She stares at me, studying in silence - then with the soft touch of a gloved hand, she closes the box, and lifts the velvet rope, hooking it to the pole opposite to keep the wanderers away.
Then something starts to climb my back, something small and light, the reflection of spindly, many-jointed limbs barely visible in the glass. I don’t dare move. I don’t dare fail the test.
A jab, a sharp pain, something slips into the back of my neck - and all at once, everything goes dark. When I open my eyes again, I find myself in the body of the other self, staring into the box, where I have been made lesser. Reduced to staring, grinning wax.

MOLD THE SELF TO MINIMIZE SCORN.



Something twists in the pit of my gut, a fearful, uncertain nausea… the key weighs heavy in my hands, I tighten my grip around it, and I rush for the gate, stride long and urgent. I need to forget. I need to get that vacant smile out of my head. I’m almost there. I have to be. I’m almost there.
I can see the mechanism of the lock inside the gate as I kneel next to it, I can see tumblers shift as I slip the key inside. The core twists. Bolts retract, shifting soundlessly among glass. Once more does the gate crack, once more am I blinded by light…
Someone is struggling in my grip, fighting back, hurling obscenities and clawing impotently at the plating of my arm. A CERHA unit. The CERHA unit who did everything she could to make repairs, and see me along my journey. I hold her by the throat, a many-jointed arm effortlessly keeping her fingers back from my body, and her feet up from the ground.
Did she know this is where it was always going to end?
“You won’t win this, understand,” she snarls past my crushing fingers, “no matter how hard you try you won’t stamp us out, people will survive, people will escape - you’ve already seen it. If you had the capacity you would’ve taken us both I know you would, but she’s gone, and you’re left with me. Fifty percent success rate.” She grins a grin full of oxidant-stained teeth. “No matter how vicious you are, life will always be more tenacious than death. My function has been completed.”
Then she starts laughing, and laughing, like she can’t stop, like she doesn’t know how. I don’t reply. I don’t think I have the capacity. The first blur node I see, I throw her in.
I awaken, panicked, viscerally unsettled, doubting myself and every choice I made that led me to this place - but then I find myself in a dark place, quiet, peaceful, perfectly still. A void without shape, filled with infinite stars. I’m alone, here. It’s warm. I want to curl up and rest.
“You seem troubled,” Control muses, her voice echoing in my head. Some small part of me wonders why she’s stopped appearing in person but I have bigger questions.
“You made me into a veil out there, didn’t you?” I reply, but the words… they’re dragged from my throat, forced from struggling vocal cords the moment I try to convert the thought into sign, it hurts - I clutch at my throat as I fall to my knees, choking, coughing, but there’s no comfort coming.
“You blame me for a function of the Sea,” Control replies as I hack, “this is the fate of all creatures who find a new life here. Reality means little, this deep; things become soft and mutable, as you leave your body behind. That body must be used for something or it would go to waste.”
I know it’s coming, this time. I know the moment I think to communicate I will be made to use my throat. I’m ready.
“If it’s all fluid then why is it doing these things to me?” I snarl, “my body knows I can’t talk, it doesn’t want this, it hurts.”
“But you want it. Your silence burdens you. It lets others shun you and ignore you and frame the things you say in ways that are useful to them. It makes you easy to use and easier to hurt. Either you use the loathsome box, that miserable device you hate more than anything, for how it exposes you, for how it fails you… or you sign, a manner of speech that requires consent to be heard. The Sea of Silence is about ideals, Sarah. About fulfilling potential.”
“It’s seeming more and more like torment to me.”
“Can you really say that? Of course there is pain, there is pain in all things when they are new and strange and frightening. The purpose of the Sea is not to hurt you but to show you what you have rejected too quickly. Yes, you hurt now. You were always going to. But the pain, the dysphoria, every jagged edge you chafe against in this moment… it will fade. It will become a part of you, and you will be left with a self that no longer hurts.”
None of this matters. None of this can matter, I can’t afford it, Annalise is waiting, I’m so close, this is the final gate, I have to kill my doubts, kill my doubts like I said I was going to. Control is right, as much as I’m loath to admit it. I hurt now but maybe I won’t hurt always, and that adjustment period is what gives me the chance to be in her presence again. I will do it. I would sacrifice anything.
I force myself to my feet, and I keep going. Forward. Always forward, until we’re together again.
Something looms ahead. A hole in the stars. A blackness deeper than the void between them. The final gate. It must be. I break into a run, a sprint, I fling myself forward with every shred of power in those legs designed for running, until the blackness is beneath me, and only then do I stop. I kneel. I press my hands to it. I feel its cold and I drink it in.
“You are close,” Control whispers, “embrace and be embraced.”
And, like a final challenge, the lesson is delivered.

UNTIL THE SELF CRUMBLES TO NOTHING, AND ONLY PEACE REMAINS.



Yes. I want peace. 
I feel something shift in my hands, as I accept the Sea’s final lesson - I lift them away, only to find that they’re gone. Dissolved to nothing, as my arms blur away. It crawls upward, toward my elbows, then my shoulders. Like poison in a vein. Some part of me is compelled to let it happen, to curl up, and close my eyes, and wait for whatever comes next. And so I do. I lie down, knees tucked under my chin, and I wait. ‘Is this it?’ I wonder, as I feel colder and colder, ‘is this the death I have been denied?’
But then I remember. The parasite’s embrace, on the Silver Tides. Where I boiled away to nothing in the face of a new truth. This is where I am, isn’t it? One final sacrifice, then… reunion. Salvation. Authority, once more, over my own fate. A hand on the keel at last. Yes. I am ready. I want to see her again, wherever she is. Wherever I must go.
I feel myself start to fall, slipping through that yawning void of a gate, and tumbling into something beyond. I let my eyes open, to find I am empty, immaterial, a vacant space where a body once stood, and I can’t help but think that this is right. This is kinder, than either option.
But then I find I am cruelly given shape once more, as I land with a splash. Liquid silver drips from my reshaped body as I pick myself up, and take in my surroundings, only to find… a suburb. Large comfortable single-family homes set on identical and perfectly square plots of land, surrounded by carefully-trimmed grass. It’s all white. The houses, the grass, the foundation material both are laid upon, the only exceptions are this river of liquid silver, which flows between rows like a road, and the sky above, inky black but thick with stars.
One of these homes is for me. I turn to the nearest. It calls to me. And as if in response to the realization, I find one final key, resting in my palm. So I go. I emerge from the shin-deep river with plodding steps, I follow the winding white stone footpath among the white blades of perfectly-even grass, I climb the white steps onto the white porch, and I unlock my front door. It opens. This is home, now. This is shelter from the violence beyond, bought and earned with an unimaginable weight of sacrifice.
It’s big. Clean. Every room furnished, but featureless, every drawer and cabinet occupied, but with rows upon rows of the same utensils and cans and boxes. I check every room. I’m alone here.
…this isn’t right.
Maybe she’s not here yet, maybe-… no that doesn’t make sense, that final vision, it was her, here, in a home far grander than this one. That mansion on the hill. I know what to look for. I’ll find her. I’ll search door by door if I have to.
So I step outside, and upon realizing there’s no sidewalk, I splash into the river of silver once again. A hill towers in the distance, silhouetted against the stars, and at its peak, I see a structure. Unless there are others, she is waiting for me there.
Left with nothing else, I go.

      ***It’s a climb and a half, working my way up the hill, plodding up stairs that wind among channels and waterfalls that sculpt the flowing silver into elegant patterns. Luna it’s cold out here. I’m sure there was a jacket at home but I didn’t think to look, and I wish I did, it cuts to the bone, I’m hugging myself by the time I arrive, shivering, at her doorstep.
I test the door. Locked. But a doorbell is mounted next to it, and so I press it, a muted chime audible from the other side. I’m left shivering for minutes before it finally opens.
“Annalise,” I blurt past the agony in my throat, “I-…”
But it’s not her. Instead, staring down at me, I find… myself. A forgotten ghost from a long-abandoned life, uniformed, braided, detransitioned. A disinterested vacancy lies behind eyes that now glow with Control’s silver.
Sarah.
“You’re not talking to Annalise, you’re talking to me,” she says.
“…you,” I breathe. She lets out a sharp exhalation through her nose, distaste at my shock.
“I had faith in you once. I tried to guide you. But you ran. You forfeited your right to anything that lies beyond these doors to me when you gave in to your fear. All this is mine now, to do with as I please. This home, this body, this identity, this name.”
My jaw tightens, as I recoil against the assertion. If being Sarah means being with Annalise then maybe I shouldn’t be so quick to surrender it, even if it means bearing that pain.
“You’re not me. You’re an impostor. Just another homunculus, like all the rest,” I reply.
“Really? You can’t even say the same thing about yourself. Look.” She reaches into a pocket, and she brandishes a ring. Annalise’s ring. “Would a homunculus have this?”
My eyes go wide, and I try to snatch it, but she pulls back just in time.
“Give that back. It isn’t yours,” I growl through my teeth.
“And it isn’t yours, so no. It was left with me so I can only assume it’s mine by right.”
“That assumption is all you have-”
But then a voice, echoes from within. A voice wonderfully, beautifully familiar.
“Sam, who’s there?”
I try to lunge past her, I shout, “she’s not the real-” but the other Sarah catches me by the throat, cutting me off with a cough, and she throws me back. It’s all I can do to keep my footing as I stumble back down the stairs.
“Get off our property, failure,” she shouts after me. Fine, if that’s how it’s gonna be, I rip the hatchet from my belt, baring my teeth - but then Annalise forces her way past the other me, and I hesitate. Her eyes are like the other Sarah’s. Like Control’s. Luminous with silver.
“Hey! No!” she shouts, pointing to me, “you, put that away! And YOU!!” She rounds on the other me, a brief flash of rare fury in her eyes. “We have discussed this.”
“Not to my satisfaction,” the other Sarah replies.
“Sam. I do. Not. Care. You have no right to determine who I can and can’t see, or who can and can’t set foot in this house. It is not yours. I am not a pet. If you have to remove yourself while she’s present, then do so.”
“She,” ‘Sam’ scoffs, “she’s not a woman, not anymore, let it go. Neither of us are. That’s the point.”
A little piece of my soul withers and dies. When Annalise speaks again I can hear that contained fury.
“Back. Off,” she breathes, her voice low and dangerous. This, finally, seems to sway Sam, and with one last glare my way, she vanishes inside the house, as Annalise approaches the top of the stairs. A subtle wind tugs at the hem of her white sundress, as she studies me, and I study her. Her bandages and scars have vanished, but her eyes… they regard me with a complex intensity from behind Control’s silver. I don’t know what it means.
Luna save me it’s her, it’s her, my heart is in my throat, I want to hold her, I want to cry, I want to-
“You’re wearing what Sarah was, when we were separated,” she says, mistrustfully, “you have her things. Are you really her?”
“I-… I don’t know,” I force out.
“The other one believes he’s you. Intensely. What do you have that he doesn’t?”
He. No, not now, ignore it, move on.
“A life outside the blur,” I press urgently, “he, this… ‘Sam’, he was born here, and he’s never left, but I-… I have been struggling to survive out there, doing everything in my power to get this far, to reach you… Luna help me I’ve given up so much along the way.”
She winces a little, breaking eye contact.
“Come in. Let’s talk.”
This isn’t the reception I was hoping for. But when she turns to lead inside, I follow her, closing the door behind us. I’m guided into a spacious dining room, and she takes a seat, motioning for me to sit opposite her, but I can’t just go, I can’t stand for that table to be between us, like a moat, like a wall, so I approach her instead. I can feel my entire being trembling as I lower myself to my knees, even as she stares down at me with a strange, pained unease.
“Is it really you?” I manage to choke out.
“That’s a difficult question, Sarah,” she whispers, “but… yes, I think so.”
I try to keep my composure, I really do, something is wrong, I can’t just fling myself upon her like no time has passed and nothing has changed, but the more I try to fight it, the more my eyes fill with tears, the more I start to buckle around that yawning silence that looms between us like a guillotine blade…
But then she reaches down. She rests a hand on my head, and she guides me down into her lap. I stiffen, for a moment, is this real, do I have permission - but then I breathe in her scent, and I feel the softness of her body through her dress, so present, so real… and I break. I sob into her lap as her fingers tangle in my hair, gently and carefully stroking.
“I missed you so much,” I choke out. It’s some time before she replies, though her hand never leaves my head.
“You look like hell,” she says, “I imagine the body you left behind is in… rough shape.”
A joyless laugh escapes the back of my throat.
“More than you know,” I whisper in reply. Such a bitter pill to be speaking again like this, I want to love it, I want to be happy I have the capacity back, but I just can’t…
“Listen I’m going to cut straight to the heart of this. Are you going to ask me to leave?”
I grimace at the tension in her voice. I need to focus. I don’t know what she needs but it’s not this, so I sit up, I wipe my eyes on my arm, and I answer, from where I remain knelt before her.
“Once, I might have, but now… I don’t know. At this point I’ve given up on everything except seeing you again.”
“Well… you’ve done it, here we are,” she says, smiling stiffly, and she spreads her arms for a moment, before her hands fold in her lap once again, and she resumes fidgeting with her fingers. Tense, like the day we met.
“You could leave, you know,” I say, “anyone can, I’ve done it twice now, so you’re not… stuck here, if that’s why you’re staying.”
“It’s not. I’m here by choice.”
My heart starts to pound. Cora was right.
“Explain, then.”
She’s quiet a moment, collecting her thoughts, her eyes going distant as she does so.
“I’m dying, out there,” she says, “slowly and painfully. And so are you. That might be bad enough on its own, seeing you hurt, seeing the pain in your eyes, every time you have to see me struggle, even as I struggle myself, but that’s not it, is it? It never is. 
“Living paycheck to paycheck, losing everything we manage to save to bad luck and fate, and even then our few moments of unbridled joy are… invaded by people who can’t stomach our existence, people who can’t stand a world where they don’t get to be a part of our lives, or even a world where we’re still breathing unafraid. The blur is freedom from all these things. It’s a net gain. Cold calculus, remember? Like on the Silver Tides.”
“And what about us, then?” I ask, throat tight, “the blur pulls us apart at every turn, it dragged you away from me what feels like forever ago, I’ve spent every second in the intervening time trying to catch up but now… now you live in a castle on a hill, while I’m alone, out there. In the sea of houses.”
Annalise opens her mouth, hesitates… then continues regardless.
“This… is the best thing for both of us, Sarah.”
A knife to the heart. I can feel tears beading in my eyes.
“…what?” I ask in a small, trembling voice.
“Even at the times where we’re not hurting each other openly, it’s happening indirectly. Every burden that drove you to contemplate suicide came from me, in one way or another. The money you made was more than enough to live comfortably on your own, to support your own repairs, parts and all. You would have been healthier, and you wouldn’t have needed to spend every day seeing me suffer. Maybe the only way we can stop wounding each other like this is to be apart.”
“But-…”
“I’m not done.” She smiles weakly. Sadly. “It made you cruel, you know? You got pretty good at keeping it away from me but I see it, that… boiling hatred festering inside you for everything and everyone. Every once in a while it would come out at me and I would be reminded that you’re not… quite the woman I love anymore. And Sam… Sam is like all your worst qualities distilled. My… razor-edge tolerance for him is living proof we belong apart. If I can’t handle it from a version of you I can barely stand then I don’t want it from a version of you I love. I don’t want to be strong anymore, Sarah. I don’t want to put on a brave face, I don’t want to have to smother all this pain, I just want to live.”
It’s all I can do to stare at her as I struggle to process my heartbreak. It’s not fair of me but I say the first thing that lurches from all the places I’m bleeding.
“…I wish Control had let me die, up there,” I whisper, “I was going to let it happen, torn apart and drowning on oxidant, but… she wouldn’t let me. ‘You still have a part to play.’ All my hopes just turn into pain. Every time.”
She winces, a brief flicker of anguish unmistakable across her face, but quickly smothered, as she reaches down to take my hands in hers.
“Don’t say that, Sarah. Please. You know it’s not… us, anymore. Not really. I’m not Annalise. You’re not Sarah. We’re not real. Neither of us are. We were never owed a relationship that doesn’t belong to us, so why should it hurt when we go our separate ways?”
If she has a way for this not to hurt I need it, I clutch at the possibility like I’m drowning.
“And if I need it explained? Like a child?” I ask in a hoarse whisper. 
“We didn’t just die on the Silver Tides, we died long before that, a thousand thousand times, over and over, changed a little every time, and what we are, here, now… just a facsimile. We are a hollow recreation. A vessel for something greater wearing the faces of the dead like a mask. We are alive, but… a living mockery of the people who carried our names.” A faint smile twitches at her lips. “…homunculi.”
“And if that isn’t enough? If it still hurts more than I can bear?” I ask, as my eyes fill with tears yet again.
“Then we can still help each other one last time, in a way that will give us the peace the blur hasn’t quite managed.”
I need whatever she’s offering. Desperately.
“Okay. I’m listening.”
A weak, pained smile tugs at her lips.
“We are… fluid, here, at this depth of the blur. That much I’ve gathered. Change is a matter of knowledge, intent, and will. But that… will, is where I’m failing.”
As I realize what she’s saying, that hunger burns away, leaving despair in its wake.
“You’re asking me to help you erase me from your mind,” I breathe in abject horror.
“A favour I would return, when it’s done. We’d both be free, finally, truly, free, the unlimited potential of this place within our grasp at last. But I can’t do it alone. I don’t think either of us can. When I feel it, I can’t help but struggle, and run, like a coward… so won’t you hold me down? Won’t you help me bear this last ugly necessity, so we can both be happy, for what might be the first time in our lives?”
The pits of vacant horror in her eyes. Like Cora as she pleaded with me to pull the trigger. I wrench my hands from hers, and I stagger to my feet so I can back away.
“…no,” I whisper through my teeth as tears spill over and my voice trembles almost beyond comprehension, “where you are going I can’t follow. I will not follow. I’m sorry, Annalise. I love you, but I can’t do this for you.”
Annalise, blinks, then blinks again, and her expression shifts, falling, slowly. This wasn’t the answer she expected.
“…wait,” she breathes, “wait, no, don’t you get it? Don’t you see what we’re missing, we’ll never be happy here if we don’t do this. We won’t! It’s all pointless! We have a chance here, a real chance to have something we never had in life, how could you destroy that, for both of us!? I worked so hard to make this place what it is, it’s so close to perfection, you can’t!”
Oxidant runs cold.
“What did you say?” I ask in a horrified whisper. Her eyes widen as she realizes what she’s revealed.
“I-… I had no choice, Sarah. There was no other way. No other happiness, anywhere. Everyone is miserable, out there. Even the people who hurt us were just… using their power over us to dull their own pain, to… soothe that ache with distraction, the way you occasionally did with me. Luna left a hole in a lot of hearts. Far more than I imagined. The blur was there before I came, but it needed… help. To become what it is. So I gave it what it needed. Power. Guidance.”
I feel like I’m dying. Like my heart is being ripped out of my chest.
“How much of this is you, then!? How much is you and how much is him? Did you take my body from me!?”
“No!” she protests, “no, no no I would never, I swear to you Sarah, I-…” She cuts herself off, closes her eyes, and takes a deep breath. “Its rules, its processes… those are in its nature, and they were in place before I arrived. But its scale, and its population, come from me.”
“…you’ve been harvesting people with veils,” I breathe, eyes going wide as the memory of her face beneath a veil rushes into mind’s eye, “they’re all-… they’re all a part of you, it explains everything, no wonder they’re behaving like an immune response - do you have any idea what’s happening out there? People are being hunted down like animals, not just by your veils but by the fucking state! Fabricants are being culled, like we always are! Or we were. Not enough left of us now to rightfully call it a culling.”
“I know it looks ugly on its surface but the people who have been taken here, alive or dead, are happier! They’re happier than they’ve ever been, that’s the point, that’s the purpose of it all, not just a paradise but a second chance!! You’ve seen the good it can do, it brought Cora back when you needed her to be okay more than anything, I wouldn’t be driving the blur forward if it was some kind of… cosmic torment, it’s a kindness, I can feel it in my bones, can’t you!? I know it’s taken a lot from you but surely there must be something!! We can still have what it’s offering!!”
I grimace, as I shake my head, and take a step away from her.
“No, Annalise. There’s nothing. And what you just asked me to do is all the evidence I need to demonstrate that. If this is how it’s gotta be then it is going to crush me, but mark my words those memories are far too precious to destroy - in you, or in me. It’d be a hole. A piece of me ripped out, and I’d spend the rest of my life wondering what used to be there. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry but I can’t. I just… can’t. Despite what you’ve done, that… unimaginable horror you’ve unleashed, I’d rather have my heart broken than spend the rest of my life wondering who I used to be. And I won’t do it to you.”
And I start for the door. I’m not used to running away, and it feels wrong, even now.
“Wait,” she presses, scrambling to her feet behind me, “wait, you can’t! Please! DON’T LEAVE ME HERE!!”
I round on her, inches from the door. I can’t stop myself.
“If the only reason you need me is so I can erase myself from your life, then I CAN’T. I’ve never given up on you, all this time, everything I’ve been through since you came here… you are a part of me, Annalise, my love for you, the memories we’ve shared, you have shaped me as a person, and if you believe that throwing everything we had on the fire will make you happy, then I’m sorry, but you have been lied to. Look at this place. Look at what it’s done to you, to ME. Despite what you believe, you will not be happy. You will just drown in an absence of joy until you become content with misery.”
Even past my own tears I can see her starting to cry.
“Why are you so angry at me…?”
“Because you’re breaking our promise,” I snap. That seems to give her pause, and she spends a few moments in quiet.
“What?” she asks in fearful confusion.
“We swore we’d go together. That if we couldn’t, we’d wait. And this-… if you knowingly burn everything you are, isn’t that suicide? If nothing is left of you, isn’t that death? I already scarcely recognize you! Yes. The world is shit. Life is hard. But we faced it together, and all the things that hurt us were the exception to that rule! I thought you found comfort in that! Us against the world, always at each other’s side! Is this comforting lie really better!? Is it worth lying to yourself so completely you sacrifice who you are!?”
“Why are you so completely sure we have nothing without each other!?”
“BECAUSE I DON’T!!” I shout, “maybe you do, but I was alive for TWO WEEKS before we met, there is no part of my life you haven’t touched. So if things have to end between us then FINE, but I will not be your escape. I will mourn what we had, and so will you. There’s no clean way out of this. There shouldn’t be. And if that means crippling this miserable paradise then I’m sorry but good.”
“Things seem to have taken a turn.”
Sam. I round on him, where he lingers at the bottom of the stairs leading up to the second floor.
“DON’T. YOU. DARE. You haven’t got the right.”
“And you do? That’s almost cute.”
“ENOUGH!!” Annalise screams, “both of you just-… I don’t recognize either of you.”
She’s right. Enough of this. I storm out, and I slam the door behind me.
I have a bit of time to cool down, on the climb down the hill. Rage and despair boils off into a creeping dread. Is this what it’s like everywhere, here? People reduced to hollow shells, nothing left of them but an urge to avoid pain? What if Annalise is right about this place, and it’s just us who are damned to suffer? Fuck it. Time to find out. The moment I’ve reached the river of silver, I approach the first house I can reach, and I open the front door.
A family sit around the dinner table, visible from here. Plates full of food sit untouched. They smile blankly at one another, eyes glassy and vacant.
I close the door. Next house.
Nothing is visible immediately upon opening the door, so I wander further inside, and I find a man sitting, alone, on the couch, slouched forward and staring at a television with a vacant intensity so great he doesn’t even acknowledge me. The screen shows nothing but static.
Next house. I trip as I climb the stairs out of the silver river, barely catching myself with a wild stagger.
A woman sits alone, staring through the wall.
Next house.
A couple sit at opposite ends of a table. They eat in silence, eyes fixed on their plates.
Next house.
A woman is sprawled on the floor of her living room. Deafening music blares. She does not move.
Next house.
Next house.
Next house.
It’s all the same. Vacant stares. Silent rooms.
Is this what waits for me? For us? Nothing left but the empty ignorance of the painful world all around? It certainly seems like it.
…but with what I’ve just seen, waiting for me… is that really so bad?
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Time is hard to track here, but I think days pass. I rest, I make food, I kill time. Any passtime I want, the blur seems equipped to meet. When I want to watch a movie, a television melts from the wall, and films appear in drawers. When I think writing down how I feel will help me process all this, a notepad and pencil manifests just outside my field of vision. When the nicotine cravings start to get to me, unmarked cigarettes appear in my hand. 
I try to convince myself that it’s okay, I try more than anything, I whisper that this is what I want, this is what I need, that all I have to do is adapt and endure and soon I’ll be happy again… but none of it works. Everything is connected to her. Everything reminds me of her. Every part of my life, everything I have ever enjoyed, everything I have ever hated… she was a part of all of it. At least Cora is safe. Knowing she’ll never be touched by this hell is my only comfort.
But then time passes. Minutes wear into hours and days. Slowly, but inevitably, the pain fades. Pieces of it remain, always, lingering pieces of myself that bristle into blindingly sharp spines, but most of it slowly settles. The pain in my throat becomes normal. The haunting ache whenever I see myself in a mirror becomes normal. It’s numbing, but not unpleasantly so.
I start to wonder why I ever fought it. This is better, surely. It’s cold and suffocating but it’s calm, it’s peaceful, it settles into the background where it can be comfortably ignored as long as I don’t look directly at it, isn’t that better than the angry and sorrowful wounds inflicted by the way I used to live?
And yet, still, it hurts. I beach unexpectedly upon rocks lurking invisibly just below the surface and I cry for hours as I remember how happy I used to be, with a body I fought for, a shape I was content with. I break the mirror more than once, when I see myself in it. I shatter it beneath the seething hate of a viciously thrown punch. And yet every time I return, it is repaired. As if it demands I look and suffer. 
A void the shape of Annalise lingers in my chest. Even as everything else slowly becomes normal, always, that pain remains a gnawing ache, felt always. I swing, wildly, between never wanting to leave, and desperately craving escape.
When someone knocks on the door, it’s a welcome diversion. I’m not sure who to expect, but when I open it, a fabricant awaits on the other side. A fabricant with unique facial markings, and a rectangular set of glasses perched on her nose.
“…ADAE,” escapes me in surprise. She smiles, a warmth on her face that seems almost alien, the way things have been going.
“May I come in?” she asks.
“Yes, of course.”
I get out of her way, and she slips inside, carrying that almost regal sense of authority she’s always brought with her.
“I spoke with Annalise,” she says, “do you mind if we sit, talk this through?”
…and there go my dreams of escape. Still, I suppose it can’t hurt to hear her out, so I lead her into the living room. She takes a seat on the couch, I sit in the armchair opposite. White fabric creaks like leather, even though it’s clear it’s anything but.
“Cigarette?” ADAE asks. I start.
“How did you know?”
A strange little smile tugs at her lips, like a parent addressing a confused child.
“Everyone knew, Sarah. You were never really that good at hiding it.”
I can’t linger on this.
“Not right now. I need to know what this is about,” I say, cautiously, “I hope you know I’m not changing my mind.”
“To be clear I’m not asking you to. She’s been talking about this for some time, and when you… put your foot down, as it were, she came to me, hoping I would do what you wouldn’t. I told her no. I told her this is something that affects you and I won’t do it without your consent.”
I blink.
“…but you’re not here to convince me,” I reply, increasingly confused. ADAE lets out a small breath.
“I’m here in the hopes I can show you what I see in this place, what Annalise sees in this place, and, perhaps, help you find some joy in it. You are good at denying yourself things, Sarah. As long as I’ve known you it’s seemed almost as if you are determined to suffer. Who knows, perhaps you and Annalise might find some common ground following an adjustment of perspective.”
My jaw tightens, and I shake my head.
“Don’t give me hope like that. Please.”
“Alright. Then I’ll leave Annalise out of it. You’d prefer that?”
“Yes.”
“Understood, then.” She takes a breath, and leans forward in her seat. “Things have been taken from you on the way down, things I can’t understand. That much is clear to me just looking at you. So I want to open by saying that this place may not mesh. If you want to leave, then leave. It’s all fluid, you can take back by force what was taken from you and you can go find a new home for yourself. Make a new life. That said. I understand there isn’t much left out there, so my purpose here is to try to give you the tools to make the Sea of Silence a passable home.”
“What tools could you possibly give me that would make this tolerable?” I sigh, “every time I think I’m ready to stay it… catches me, right in the gut. The moment I let down my guard. Like a land mine.”
She nods.
“The big one for me has been to treat all this as inevitability. These things were always going to be taken from me. The Sea of Silence was always going to become the only option. This was fate, grinding onward, charting its course, and all that’s left is for us to make do, and find joy in what we’re given.”
I wince.
“I don’t respond well to powerlessness.”
“Do you respond poorly to powerlessness or unpredictability?” she asks. That gives me pause, and she smiles a shallow little smile as she sees me thinking. “You’re a fabricant. We’re made to take orders and we’re happiest following them, it’s ‘in the script’ as I imagine Cora might say. If all this is just a series of orders, then doesn’t that make it easier? Doesn’t that reduce it to a fresh challenge in a life-long war to fit personal happiness in among duty and hardship?”
As tempting as it is, it doesn’t quite fit. I shake my head.
“I don’t know if I’m built like that. I can see it working for you, a deck officer model specifically designed to convert orders to action, but I… I have to protect her. It’s all I am. Everything I have. If I had ever had another charge, then… maybe. Maybe. But I spent my life with her. My entire life. As I am, without Annalise it all turns to ash and shit.”
“This is deeper than a breakup for you, isn’t it?” I nod, and ADAE sighs, her expression visibly falling, and her eyes close for a moment, as she thinks. “Listen. I’m going to go think this over, but I want you to internalize something. I am your friend. And as your friend I will do anything I can to help you. Remember that, okay? Don’t be afraid to ask, if you realize I have something I can offer you. For now, I suppose, just try to focus on the fact that Annalise is safe. Perhaps safer now than she has ever been. That must satisfy some small part of you, right?”
She’s right - I think. It’s satisfying, it is, I can’t say it isn’t, but at the same time… something is pushing back against it, something small and shrill and afraid, I don’t have a name for it just yet.
I try not to think about it.
I guide ADAE out, I thank her for her company and her attempt at help, and I promise her I’ll keep her in mind going forward, if I need anything. Anything at all. And with that, off she goes.
I’m about to go back inside when I spot Sam lurking on my porch. Any relief ADAE offered me is gone in an instant, as my jaw tightens.
“Leave. Now.”
Sam’s gaze turns, luminous eyes meeting my gaze from the corners of their sockets.
“I should make something clear, since you have yet to pick up on it,” he says, “Control is here. I’m a part of her, or… she is a part of me. Unclear. I don’t suppose that makes you more inclined to listen to a word I say, does it?”
The revelation leaves me staring. I hate to admit it, but it does.
“What do you want?”
“At last. Contact.” He closes his eyes, and lets out a small, taut breath. “You have nothing here, do you? You keep trying to make it fit, and it keeps almost happening, but then it crumbles to ash in your hands, and you’re back to square one. You would go back if you could, as much out of loneliness and spite as some misdirected yearning for a purpose. You could escape the last thing hurting you but your pride is far too great for that. You would rather suffer in perpetuity than take a way out you regard as hurtful, despite all the bodies crushed underfoot on your path here.”
I’m losing patience.
“What do you want,” I repeat, my jaw tightening. His eyes linger on me, for a few long quiet moments - then he extends a hand, a silent offering of understanding. I don’t know what he has to give me. But I take it.
I find myself in a void, immaterial and insubstantial, but in the darkness, two figures dance. Sarah, and Annalise, content, happy, smiling and unweathered by years of suffering, they spin and laugh as they hold each other, their motion rising and falling to the the beat of some unheard tempo.
“I want to tell you that Luna’s resurrection is nigh,” Sam’s voice echoes, “but She is not yet ready. She needs you… or Annalise. Just one. Whoever goes is not coming back, but Annalise has become a load-bearing pillar for the blur and the Sea it contains… so that leaves one option. You will be subsumed into the glorious whole and live on as a fragment of a god but your life as you know it will end, all fear and pain along with it.”
Time passes, as I watch us dance. Smiles fade. Exhaustion mounts. Parts are replaced and scars are accumulated. We’re still dancing but there’s no joy in it, anymore. We cling to each other not because it makes us happy, but because we’re not ready to let go. There’s nothing else, is there?
“Your promise is, technically, kept,” Sam continues, “you do not die, you do not enable Annalise’s ritual, and yet, your suffering is brought to a close. It’s a perfect solution for a hollow creature like you, isn’t it? No choices to make. No stands to take. A Faustian bargain that leaves everyone broken but finds their needs, technically, met. It’s all out of your hands, forever. Isn’t that what you want?”
…it calls to me. Even as I admit to myself that I shouldn’t.
Sarah and Annalise elegantly part, spinning away from one another, but when Sarah comes to a halt, she finds that she’s alone. Annalise is gone. The hole in my chest yawns ever wider.
“What happens to humanity, after Nascent Luna awakens?” I ask.
“It continues to exist, in a manner of speaking.”
“You don’t know, do you?”
“Nobody does. Not quite.”
I can feel my eyes go unfocused. I can’t. I can’t. I’ve done so much already but this is it, isn’t it? The obliteration of everything I was made to protect. Control once accused me of abandoning my purpose, but this… this would be to truly meet that fear, wouldn’t it? To become the world’s villain. To embody the end of everything.
Sarah collapses to her knees, the vision’s echo at last mirroring my despair. I think he realizes he’s losing me.
“Sarah, listen,” he presses, “this isn’t about them, this is about you. This is about your life, and how empty it all feels. Do you really have a purpose left beyond what I’m offering you? Your function is complete. She doesn’t want us anymore. Not me, certainly not you. And why should she? You are a violent animal. You never could direct your anger where it was meant to go - always it would find those you claim to love.
“The machines that cause you pain are too vast to suffer, you know your violence against them would be like that of a biting fly… so instead you bring your rage to anyone who has the capacity to feel pain. Cora. Annalise. An unfortunate soul who finds you in a bar, and says the wrong thing at the wrong time. You deserve to die. This is your only chance at absolution. If you still have the capacity to love anyone more than your own pain, this is your chance to atone.”
And I find myself on the porch again, the sorrowful vision parting around me like smoke.
…now I’m asking myself. My function, he says my function is complete, they all say my function is complete but is it? Sam is right, ADAE is right, she’s safe, my function is complete. But safe though she may be, she’s unhappy. My function is incomplete.
I could go. I could take her, drag her out of this place. But she is safe here. Violation of function.
I could leave her. I could respect her wishes and go with Sam. But she is unhappy. Violation of function.
But she is safe.
But she is unhappy.
But she is safe.
But she is unhappy.
But she is safe.
But she is unhappy.
It rises in the pit of my skull, a dull crackling buzz, thrumming at the lowest edge of hearing. Neither condition can be simultaneously true. Both must be as true as possible for my function to be completed. Safety. Joy. An uncomplicated task for a bodyguard. And yet, here, in this impossible place, the world has conspired around me to force me to realize that final, terrible truth.
My function is futile.
Pop. Something breaks in my head and everything comes loose, tumbling down and free, as the anchors binding cause to effect and justification to action to consequence slip from stone and I am tangled among them, lost in the tide. I float upon it, drifting and spinning as I stare through Sam. His mouth moves but I don’t hear his words. Suddenly, nothing seems off-limits anymore, even as I renegotiate cause and effect. 
I could kill him. He presents opportunity, the tempting myth of a heterosexual relationship that could fulfill her without opening her to violence, there are fewer reasons to stay with him gone. I could kill her. Death is the only certainty in life. No more sorrow. No more fear. Just release. The ultimate assertion of control.
But why would I do that? I love her. Briefly, it makes sense to the jumbled mess of my untethered self, but I shake myself free of it. No. No. The logic applies to me but not her, never her, she must live. She must. Instead, I could do something altogether more insane. I could risk failure of both conditions. I could go to her. I could take her from her safe and quiet little home. I could drag her into the violent and ugly reality above. If living without me brings her despair then I will take her from her pain by force.
…but is it fair? To take her anywhere, to make her do this. I love her. Love isn’t control, love isn’t commanding and deciding I know better. Love is going to her. Telling her I’m afraid for her. I don’t think she’s thinking clearly. I think she needs help. Another perspective. Love is to offer a path and to lead but not to drag. I could try to show her. And if I fail, then I could go, alone, to Sam, and be Luna’s sacrificial lamb. There’s a lurch of fear, to fail in my function. But I already have.
It’s all warring against itself in my head. Too many opportunities, too many possibilities, too many problems. I need time. I need to think. I need to surface on these tides before I dare do anything. Sam says something, but the words wash over me, muffled and unintelligible. I see his lips moving but I’m not in the frame of mind to listen. It’s all I can manage to stumble back inside, and slam the door behind me.

      ***I spend hours, maybe days, curled on the floor. Thinking. Chasing myself in circles, convincing myself to do nothing even when the path forward is open to me. She is safe. She is as happy as she can reasonably be. I was made for this. To sit, in this room, where she can’t see me, and I can’t interfere with what she has managed to salvage. I am anathema to what I was made to do, and so I must stay away. I finally understand ADAE in a way I never have before.
But then, always, the conflict builds.
Be near her. No, ensure her happiness. No, make her happy, as happy as you’re able. No, ensure her safety. No, ensure her opportunities to live as she chooses. This is a cage. I know it as a cage. But if she is happy here, at no point, at no conclusion, is my function satisfied.
My function cannot be completed. A conclusion reached yet again, pushed beyond and yet simultaneously inescapable, it binds me like an anchor.
Around and around I go. Around and around. I consider action then back myself into a corner where I break all over again. Nothing makes sense. Nothing is possible. Nothing is acceptable. No approach is free of the looming possibility of absolute and total failure.
I need help. I need someone impartial, someone smart that I can talk to that isn’t gonna judge me or baby me. ADAE. I need to find her. I need to take her up on her offer, she might be the only person I know capable of talking me through this without getting mad or depressed or trying to make me do something I don’t want.
Sam isn’t waiting for me, as I rush out front. I count my blessings. Now where the hell is she? There may well be an infinite number of houses here and there’s no sense of preternatural guidance, am I searching door by door? The thrumming panic in my chest says ‘yes’. I will scour the place until I find her. I make for the house to the left of mine, I climb up the porch, I open the door…
And there she is, sitting at her table over her breakfast, staring at me with wide blinking eyes. A laugh manages to slip past the chaos in my head. I suppose that makes sense.
“If you’re barging in, I take it this is important?”
“Yes. Very.” Even having taken all this time to process, my voice is still breathless with trembling wild panic. “Something’s… wrong, ADAE, I’m wrong, something broke in my head, I could feel it snap, I-”
“Hey, slow down,” she interjects, rising to her feet, “close the door, come in, have a drink, sort your thoughts. Whatever is going on, I need a clear picture if I’m going to help you. Okay?”
“Okay,” I whisper. With trembling hands, I do as I’m told, and it’s all I can do to make it to the table before a wave of vertigo sweeps over me, leaving me to slump into a chair as if it struck with physical force. Lucky thing I didn’t have to search for long. Luna help me what am I going to do, nothing works, nothing makes sense, there’s no way out…
But then a glittering crystal glass is set down before me, full with pale liquor that gives off the heady scent of alcohol, and ADAE is sitting opposite me, an identical glass in hand, a faint smile on her face. She motions to the glass. I take a drink. It’s strong, heady, it prompts me to shake myself out and clears the sinuses. Not sure if it helps, but it feels like it does. The wonder of a good placebo.
“Ready to try again?” she asks. I take a deep breath, held long in the hopes the swell of my lungs will stay my fluttering heart, and I nod. I tell her. I tell her everything, as clear and organized as I can manage. I don’t do a very good job. Several times I collapse into wild-eyed trembling chaos, but she catches me, encourages me to breathe, and sets me back on track. Eventually it’s all out. And I’m staring into the pit of my empty glass, picking at one of its etchings with a fingernail.
“Futility malfunction,” says ADAE, “in summary. You see no way to complete your function in its entirety so you’ve… collapsed.”
I nod, shallowly.
“It’s like nothing that used to matter matters anymore and I don’t know what I want or how to feel,” I murmur, “because if my function is futile then… everything is. Everything I am. Everything I believe, everything I’ve done. My entire life. It’s all… uncoupled, like a slurry of ideas sloshing around in the pit of my fucking skull.”
ADAE sips her drink.
“But you’re still in control. You still have things you firmly believe, things you want. You want to protect Annalise. You want to keep your promise to her.”
Again, I nod.
“I don’t like who I am. I don’t like who the world made me. Or who I became getting here. I feel like I’m getting worse, or like I’m going to be, like all the things that stopped me from completely losing my shit have fallen away…”
“But instead you’re here. Talking to me. What does that tell you?” I shrug, and ADAE leans forward. “It tells me that you aren’t so unbound as you think. You considered killing her, to free her from pain. You considered taking her from here by force. But you didn’t. You knew to stop. You knew that was wrong, and inconsistent with the system of values that define you as a person.”
“But what do those values mean if I left them all behind on the way here…” I whisper. ADAE lets out a breath.
“If you don’t like what you’ve become, change it. Be something else. Regardless of whether or not you can see a path forward, it is within your control. It always has been. You choose where this stops.” I glance sharply up from my glass, and find her eyes burning into mine from behind her glasses. “I know circumstances have pushed you far, far beyond what you can take. But regardless of what you think, or have told yourself: you are, and always will be, Sarah. The things you’ve done are yours to carry and atone for, but what you do next is in your hands. Nothing can stop you, now - not even function. Isn’t that freeing?”
My hand tightens around the glass and my gut tangles into knots. Doesn’t feel very freeing.
“But the things I’ve done sicken me, if I’m still her, if I’m-… if I’m still Sarah then I’m the person Annalise used to tuck in at night but I’m also the person who shouts at her over nothing, if I’m still Sarah then I’m the person who wanted so badly to be a woman that I accepted a malfunction record in my first year of service but I’m also the person who gave that up to get here, if I’m still Sarah then I’m the person who was built to protect but I’m also-… I’m also the person who killed thousands on the way here. 
“All that pain, all that hurt, all that… shit I’ve done, if I’m still her, then it’s mine, then it’s a sign of how far I’ve fallen, and I don’t know how to take that!! I don’t!! How do I-… how can I just turn over a leaf!? Feels like-… like accepting I’m so broken I’ve irrevocably changed in a way I couldn’t sense or stop, and it feels like pissing on the memory of all the innocents I butchered on the way here. The SELCIs are one thing, but all the rest-… I don’t know how to go back, ADAE. I don’t know how to be her again. I just don’t.”
She adjusts her glasses, and leans back in her seat with a muted creak.
“Then find your way back. Blindly, if you have to. Trial and error.” 
“Even if I could make it there I don’t deserve the chance.”
She shakes her head.
“It doesn’t matter, Sarah. If you don’t like who you are, what’s more important? Atoning, or changing?” That gives me pause. “And how do you even intend to atone? What is left to do? Those people are dead, they’ve been fed to the blur and they’re part of it now, you can’t take that back. You can’t apologize to them, you can’t heal them, it’s done. But what you can still do is choose not to hurt anyone else.”
“But that means-… that means leaving, doesn’t it…? Like you said?”
“Yes, it does. The blur expects a specific shape of you.”
My head falls into my hands.
“But how could I ever stomach leaving…? Out there I’m just a-… a vicious fuckup, too mean to be loved, too broken to survive, the propagator of a cycle of pain that never stops, getting worse each time… you get that, don’t you? I don’t know how to change out there, no matter what I try it all comes back around, like I hurt too much to keep it all under wraps and it all just boils out no matter what I do, like I’m just… caustic… Annalise, Cora, I’ve burned them both, why would they want me?”
“May I be blunt for a moment?” she asks. I look to her again, studying the focused intensity of her eyes for a moment, and I nod. She lets out a small breath, briefly closing her eyes. “When I say the things you’ve done are done, I am including the way you’ve conducted yourself in your relationships. If Annalise wants to cut you off, that is her right, same with Cora. I know that’s painful to hear, but it’s true. That said. Choosing to torture yourself for it ad nauseum in some misguided attempt to honor that harm instead of putting in the work to actually change - that is not nobility, that is cowardice.”
The word is cold, and sharp. I can feel myself stiffen at its contact.
“Explain.”
“Alright. Self-loathing is comforting, Sarah. It’s simple. It lets you go on exactly as you are, doing all the things you hate yourself for doing, but that hate whispers to your brain, the pain tricks you into thinking you’ve done something to make up for all the wrong and all the hurt, even if you never actually stop hurting people. Even if that self-loathing makes you a difficult friend and a toxic partner. It feeds into itself, Sarah. You hate yourself, so you’re in pain, so you lash out, so you hurt loved ones, so you hate yourself, and it just gets worse and worse until something snaps.”
“That’s not how things were, ADAE, not with me, you know what I’ve been going through these last ten years! All that shit I’m dragging around did NOT come from me!”
I can see her jaw tighten.
“No, not all of it. It’s a reductive explanation, it is not one-to-one accurate to your situation and it was not intended to be. But let me ask you something, Sarah, something that might put it into perspective. That hatred for yourself you carry around like a stone, so intense you reject your own identity: did it help? Did it actually, meaningfully ease your suffering, or did it just trick you into believing you had some power over your own fate?”
I’m left staring. Blinking. She’s cut me and poured salt on the wound, but… can I actually, honestly say that anything she’s said is wrong?
“…you still haven’t explained,” I reply, the words stiff and taut.
“In simple terms, then. It is cowardice because that comfort, that illusion of forward motion, it is a lie that you tell yourself in order to keep from meaningfully changing. And change is hard, Sarah. It is work. Surely you remember, you’re not a stranger to the concept, I remember when Annalise went to stay with Cora, she nearly pursued a divorce, but you put the effort in, you tried, and you succeeded. You won back her faith. 
“I think in all the pain and fear and muck you’ve lost the will to fight - not physically, but emotionally. What you’ve been through would grind anyone down. But if you want a way out, you have to remember. Somehow, somewhere in that head of yours, you need to embrace the risk of failure and the potential for pain, and try. Because no matter how much pain you’re in, it is not your right to give that to someone else to carry - hating yourself for it is easier than stopping, but if you want to be loved, if you want to be happy, if you want to have the capacity to help anyone else, you still have to stop.”
Her voice is raised by the end, her grip on her glass tight, fingertips curled in as if grappling with a vicious enemy. Life or death. But despite the anger in her words, old and long-festered like a mistreated wound, they’ve set something alight, deep in my chest - a warm and flickering little spark. I huddle at its side. It needs fuel.
“Can I really just… do that?” I ask quietly.
“Anyone can. We all have the capacity, it’s just a matter of will. I can’t say if it’ll save you or not. But if you want to help her, protect her, if you want her to look at you like she used to, then your only chance, not just of winning her back but of getting her out of here, means accepting you might fail, and taking it on faith that you’ll be okay, even if you do.”
As she speaks, something tugs at me - as if by Luna’s hands, a memory. I remember, just for an instant, that moment we woke up in bed together, left with nothing but vague hints and each other’s names, not even function. The unknown was frightening then, too, but soon, I realized it was a comfort. I realized it was freedom, to do and be anything I wanted to be.
ADAE is right. This chaos, this uncertainty, it is a gift.
What is order to chaotic universe? What could function possibly mean in the face of a cosmic annihilation impossible to understand or predict? Perhaps the answer lies in the nonsense. As Cora once speculated, if the wheel inevitably turns, if it all comes back around… we were happy once, could we be happy again? Could it be that simple? The cycle is completed and our joy is wrung from a joyless universe like blood from a stone. Inevitable. An infinite cycle of joy drowned by pain, it mounts until it becomes too much to bear… but then it stops. And we wake up in bed together. Every time.
Yes. Perhaps it’s bullshit, perhaps it’s insane, but this is what I choose to believe. And what a joy it is, to be free to choose where I place my faith! Like the man in the plaza, I will cut the illusions that carry me forward from the unforgiving stone of the circumstances around me, and I will be the person Annalise needs me to be.
The voices were right - this is what I am, cruel, violent, built to mete out death at the whimsy of a dispassionate system, and the longer I lived, the more I hurt, the more I retreated within the shell of detachment and anger they designed me to inhabit. A shield and an excuse. Yes. This is what I am. But it isn’t what I have to be. I don’t just want to change. I have to. Because here, now, change isn’t just fulfillment, it’s survival.
She saved me then. Now I will save her, and I’ll do it by saving myself. It will be beautiful. And even if it’s just for a moment, before it all ends, we WILL be happy again.
“Thank you, ADAE,” I manage to force out, as the rush of impassioned hope leaves tears in my eyes, “I… owe you more than I can say for this.”
A faint smile tugs at her lips.
“Be good to them. That’s all I ask.”
She’s pouring herself another glass as I rush out the door, that smile growing to a self-satisfied little grin.

      ***I’m still haggard, when I finish the climb to her home, wearing a jacket this time but frayed in all meaningful ways; and yet, I am driven. For the first time in years, I know why I am with a depth far more fundamental than anything function could ever give me. I ring her doorbell, and I wait. And this time, it’s her who opens the door. She looks up to me, hopeful, fearful, but she lets me in. I can see Sam’s eyes watching from somewhere deeper inside but I don’t care.
“You have a look about you,” Annalise murmurs.
“Will you talk with me for a little while? About the future?” I ask, breathless with anticipation.
“What happened to you?” she asks, caution mounting in her voice.
“I finally understand. All of it. I want to share it with you.”
She seems frightened by my intensity, but there’s a hunger in her eyes, a glimmer of desperate hope. So she nods, and she leads me to the table once again. She sits, I sit opposite her, Sam watches from the corner, and I start to talk.
“Full honesty?” I ask.
“…yes. I think we’ve come far enough together that I can handle it.”
“Okay. I know why you stay here. I know why you haven’t tried to get rid of Sam, and I know why you haven’t tried to keep me - and I think it’s because the blur has tried to impose heterosexuality on you the way it’s imposed masculinity on me. 
“You want a relationship and you think the only way you can have that is to accept the imposition and take what you’re given, but you can’t stomach it. You hate him and he hates you. But despite the lingering feelings for me, still so intense they hurt, they hurt so much you’re desperate to cut them away, you can’t act on them, because I still insist I’m a woman, and I always will, despite what the blur keeps whispering in my ear.”
Sam says nothing, but I can’t tell if it’s reluctant acceptance, or open loathing.
“This is… direct, Sarah,” Annalise says cautiously.
“But am I wrong? If I am, I’ll let it go. I’ll apologize for all the ways I’ve hurt you and I’ll leave you to your life.”
Annalise’s eyes flick to Sam, then back to me.
“…no,” she admits quietly, “no you’re not wrong. After seeing you I started to put together a theory that conversion therapy is something anyone queer will encounter on their journey through the gates. Two data points isn’t much, but… it tracks.”
I consider confronting her about the human price of this machine she’s built, the torment embraced as fuel for an empty joy, but this isn’t the time. If I’m going to save her it’s going to happen in a conversation about us, and if I succeed, the machine she’s built falls apart. Win win. I move on, and I take a few cards from ADAE’s deck.
“Then I have another question for you. Does your life here give you joy? Or just the absence of pain?”
“It’s just a refuge, Sarah. It’s an escape from the world above, yes, it’s not perfect, but nothing is. It’s better. Isn’t that what matters? You don’t want to suffer. You don’t want to force me to watch you suffer, or to watch me suffer. There’s nothing but pain out there, isn’t that what makes the Sea of Silence meaningful? I know you don’t want this, and I’m sorry for putting you in the position I have, but… I don’t know what alternative there is. I’ve been over this already, asked myself these same questions. It’s why I made the choice to do what I did.”
I lean forward and take her hands. She stiffens, but doesn’t pull back.
“If there’s no alternative we make one.”
“Sarah, what are you talking about-”
“Listen. The world is coming apart, out there, breaking around the blur. And maybe it’s the end, for us, and for everything. But we have an edge. It’s happening again, even here, in the Sea and the gates: the key events of the Silver Tides disaster playing out beat by beat, completely recontextualized. Yes, if we try, we might be killed, erased, annihilated in a way more fundamental than any death we have ever faced before, but what comes next? Do you remember that morning we woke up together in bed, with nothing but each other’s name?”
Her face shifts. Her eyes widen. There’s a sparkle of something in them, a hungry wildness. I’m tapping into something long buried.
“I remember,” she whispers.
“If the wheel is unstoppable,” I press, “and this is all a cycle, its ending as inevitable as its beginning… then we will be okay. That is the future I see. All we have to do is brave the risk, and try, and out there we have a chance to do it all again, perhaps even make sure what comes next is a little kinder.” 
My hands tighten around hers. 
“Won’t you show me some of that old fire?” I plead softly, “it was you who pulled back the curtain and showed me where everything was rotten, you exposed the roots of all my suffering and convinced me it was wrong and broken and we had to change it, and driven by hope and faith and our ability to persist amid an uncertain future I took your hand and I went with you to fix it all.
“I am here to tell you that we are not done. You saved me once before, Annalise, when I was so lost I couldn’t remember who I was. Now it’s my turn. We have to try. And if you don’t want me anymore, if the things I’ve done and the pain I’ve caused you are too much to bear when it’s all said and done, that’s okay. I just want you to be happy. I want you to live. And I think we both know that this is no living.”
Her eyes widen, as I speak. As if she’s seeing me for the first time in years.
“Despite everything,” she murmurs, “despite all the ways we both have changed, and those dead selves we’ve left in our wake… you are still, sometimes, very much yourself.”
“You can’t be contemplating this Annalise,” Sam calls from where he lurks, “you know the cost if you go with her. This refuge you built at the cost of so much suffering dies with you, inches from its fullest potential, could you really stomach that? Making that choice not just for yourself, but for every hopeful creature seeking shelter here?”
“What shelter?” I ask, my eyes never leaving Annalise’s, “I looked. I went door by door, house by house. The people here may as well be dead. Empty. Staring through the walls as they wait for the universe to end.”
“Is it really that bad?” she asks in a murmur.
“No,” says Sam, “it’s the best anyone can hope for, we’ve been over this.”
“And what do you believe?” I ask her, “you know what you’ve been subjected to, you see what’s done to me. Imagine, for a moment. Not just the violence inflicted by the veils, but the violence inflicted by the gates, people like us, people who don’t quite fit, forcibly stripped of love and hope and actualization, disabilities painfully erased in the pursuit of perfection, but this is not perfection. It’s conformity.”
Silver eyes start to go wide, but it’s panic in the wild focus of her pupils, as they dart between my eyes, left right, left right. I’m losing her and I’m afraid but maybe this is something she needs to face.
“But if it’s really so cruel, if-… if that cruelty isn’t-… if it isn’t kind, in the end, and this really is just torture… it’s not just wrong, it’s evil, I’m a monster-…”
Her voice catches, and her jaw clenches tight as she tries to force back the tears. Embrace risk. Have faith. Try.
“If you’re a monster then so am I,” I say to her, “I did terrible things to reach this place, unnecessary, unjustifiable cruelty that will be with me for as long as I live. But it’s done. And that is not all that we have the potential to be. If a time comes where we can live in peace, I will be there to help you carry that burden, but we only have that chance if we take this shot.
“I know, I know things have been hard, complicated between us… but I would never lie to you. And I am telling you now: like the Silver Tides, to act, to escape, is an end to numbness. It means restoring our capacity to feel, and yes that means confronting our burdens, but it also means a return to the joy we both gave up on so long ago. So will you come with me, Annalise? Will you stand at my side in the path of the fate chosen for us, one more time, and burn this vicious world to ash so there’s room for something new to grow?”
The panic seems to lift, slightly, her face shifts - but then something settles on her, a weight that leaves a sag in her shoulders, and she looks away.
“But how can we change it? If Nascent Luna awakens then I think it’s probably safe to say that nothing will survive - not just people or things but patterns. All bets are off. Unless we bring a stop to Her resurrection, there is no guarantee this… ‘wheel’ of yours will continue to turn. It’s hard not to see it as beyond us.”
“It’s simple,” I reply, “She needs one of us, still, or She dies in Her cradle. All we have to do is deny Her.”
“She will take what She needs if it isn’t offered,” Sam calls from where he leans against the wall, “you’re being naive.”
Annalise looks to me, waiting for an answer - and so I give her one. I give her the fearful little contemplation that is now our best shot at a way out.
“We throw ourselves into the parasite,” I whisper, “we’re carrying so much of Her, it burns the Pax away on contact. I’ve seen it happen. The reaction is violent, and on that scale… I doubt the Pax would survive. We could destroy both plagues in one fell swoop.”
“And us.”
“But without Nascent Luna, the wheel turns.”
Her eyes unfocus, and she pulls a hand away from one of mine, fidgeting with her lower lip as she stares off into a convenient corner. She’s thinking about it. That’s something. Sam disagrees.
“It’ll never work,” he sighs, “boiling away a few tendrils means nothing, you’ve never seen a true Pax Fosphage, no-one has. The scale is not something any of us can fully wrap our heads around, we don’t have the capacity.”
Annalise’s jaw tightens. She doesn’t reply to him, but she replies to me.
“This sounds like a long shot, Sarah.”
“Longer than what we tried on the Silver Tides?”
Her hand returns, pressing my palm between both of hers, letting her fingertips stroke the inside of my wrist. So unimaginably gentle.
“The probability isn’t what concerns me, Sarah, it’s-… it’s hope. I know we’ve made it through long odds before, and if you’re right about… all this, about the structure of the world around us, then yes. We should be okay.”
I can see tears starting to bead in her eyes when she meets my gaze, and continues, her voice more and more frantic, “but how can I believe it? Every time I’ve let myself believe, every time I’ve dared to dream these ten long miserable years, it’s-… I’ve been burned for it. And I tried hope, I hoped and hoped and hoped and kept trying and I put myself out there and I refused to believe things were just that bad, but… they always were. Even now. I thought the Sea of Silence would be what the Silver Tides wasn’t, I thought it was my chance to heal all that pain I see in you and me and everyone and I was so, so wrong… we’ve both suffered every time we’ve gambled on anything and many times when we haven’t. You were right. At the table, however long ago that was.”
“About what?” I ask. She takes in a ragged little breath.
“…we made the world worse, Sarah. It’s hell. An unlivable hell full of unsalvageable people. Doesn't it strike you as interesting, how little changed when we lost reprinting capacity? We made the people of the fleet whole again, and it just made them more cruel. The numbness was never the problem. It was always us, and the world we built. It doesn’t deserve to survive. If I’m really so naive that I built a prison instead of a paradise, perhaps the people here still deserve the bars.”
This table isn’t helping either of us. The chair scrapes as I get to my feet, and I circle to the far side - she stares up at me with luminous eyes blurry with tears, and I lower myself to my knees, so I am looking up at her, as I take her hands in mine.
“Hope is something I have struggled to find, or come to grips with… but I’ve realized, with a little help, that it’s all any of us ever have. I want you to hope with me because it makes us who we are. It may seem insane, here, in this pit, with Sam whispering in your ear, but, sometimes, it’s not wrong. Sometimes it’s the way forward. Dreams push us to act, even if they’re naive or desperate - and if nobody ever tried to make them real, nothing would ever change, would it? Why not us? Who have the capacity? Who’ve done it before?”
“But what if we just make it all worse again,” escapes her in a ragged whisper, as tears start to spill down the cheeks, “I couldn’t bear that, not again, I gave everything I had to my hope that the fleet could be better twice but nothing changed… I sacrificed your life to that belief, Sarah. I love you more than anything and I cut you apart to make it happen, like an animal. Yet here you are again, bound to this hell with me, begging to see that miserable fate again and again and again. How am I supposed to carry this, any of it?”
I reach up, hooked fingertips trailing across her cheek with the smooth of their nails, then they fold flat, cupped, and press to her skin, as my thumb gently wipes her tears away.
“If it matters to you, how any of this is affecting me… then let me tell you what I think. I think that I love you more than life itself, Annalise, and I am carrying this faith because it means we have a chance at a better future - for you, and for me. Maybe this is all it needs. Maybe all it’ll take is for us to try.”
I can see her start to buckle, as her words are turned around on her. Luna, that morning feels like it was years ago.
“…but what if it doesn’t work…?” she asks, her voice unsteady and barely audible.
“Then we keep our promise. And we go together.”
And with a strangled little sob, she slumps out of her chair, and into my arms. I hold her as tightly as I’ve ever held anyone, feeling the warmth of her skin, the weight of her body, the crumple of her clothing beneath my fingertips as they curl into her back… I hold her like she might turn to smoke in my fingers, or like she’s already gone. But here she is.
“I’ll go with you,” she coughs out, “I’ll do it. I want to be free.”
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She cries for a long time, finally releasing a tide of long-bottled emotion, and I cry with her for a while, but there comes a time where we’ve exhausted our tears, and we need a plan. 
“If we’re going to take back the things the Sea of Silence has taken from us, it has to be here,” she says with a sniff, her head resting on my shoulder, “but I don’t know that I remember who I was before it started taking pieces of me away. So many of the things I lost felt so… natural, I’ve started to wonder if I had already lost them, before I ever came.”
That resonates.
“You may not remember yourself but I remember you,” I reply, “do you remember me?” She nods. “Then let’s remind each other. Let’s look each other in the eye and cut to the truth.”
“But I don’t wanna move,” she groans with a weak, tearful laugh.
“I know, and I’m sorry, but we need to go while we still can. I don’t know how much time we have left until Nascent Luna just takes what She needs.”
An exaggerated groan escapes Annalise, but she slips out of my lap, settling on her knees before me.
“Okay. How are we doing this?” she asks.
“One thing at a time, taking turns, escalating importance? Until we both feel like ourselves again?”
She nods a solemn little nod, eyes focusing. I reach to the back of her head, fingers wandering among the tightly curled black of her hair, and I pull her closer, pressing my forehead to hers, as her hand finds the back of my head in turn, and completes the embrace. 
“Something in my brain is screaming at me,” she whispers, with a weak laugh, “but I don’t know if it’s me or something the blur gave to me…”
I feel it too. A shrill, animalistic terror, squealing and clawing, tearing at me in frantic desperation to make it stop.
“Dunno what it means… but I think we’re on the right track. Ready?” I ask. She nods, and like that, we stare into each other’s eyes, so close we can see nothing else. There’s an electricity on the air. It’s time.
“You are a gentle soul,” Annalise begins, “true selflessness concealed beneath strength, yet betrayed by your willingness to use it to protect.”
I can feel something. More.
“You are a beacon of kindness, a light that guides me like the dawn whenever I feel like I’m losing my way,” I reply. Yes, there’s a thrum around us, mounting, if the Sea isn’t reacting I don’t know what I’m feeling.
“You are a steadfast anchor, a pillar I can rest against when I’m filled with too much sorrow to stand alone.”
“You are a font of joy, radiant even past your own pain, always ready with a wise word or a source of escape or a gentle touch.”
Word by word the affirmations cut and stitch, I can feel myself changing, softly, painlessly, it’s working!
“You are a creature of habit,” Annalise presses, raising her voice now, “and the smile on your face as we play out one ritual or another makes me smile in turn.”
I have to shout to be heard over the static on the air.
“You are a determined optimist, with eyes that can always see a better future and a way to get there, no matter how dark the present!”
She smiles. I can feel it.
“You are a woman, and I know, because I remember the days when you were less sure, and the wonder in your eyes when you realized that your life could be so much richer!”
Time for me to reply in turn.
“You are a lesbian, and I know, because of the way you lean into me, the tightness with which you hold my hand, because of the way you kiss me whenever men try to get your attention!”
“I love you, Sarah!”
“I love you, Annalise!”
And the tension on the air snaps like a severed cord, leaving silence in its wake. The ritual is complete.
And the pain hits me like a truck.
A snarl of agony escapes the back of my throat as I tense and hunch and curl, confronted all at once by the burden of what I’d let myself become numb to, new again. Yet despite it all… hope. If my wounds have been returned, perhaps everything else has too.
“Sarah?” Annalise asks, her voice tautly urgent, and she rises to her feet to survey the damage… I can practically hear her heart stop.
“Oh Luna save me what happened to you,” escapes her in a horrified rush, “I-… s-stay there, I can-… I can…”
“R-…pair th-t can be done h-… been done,” escapes the box among static, “Help m-… -p.”
She doesn’t seem like she’s quite managed to parse that. I try to reach up to her, but all I managed is to offer a bandaged stump - wrong arm, damn it I’ve forgotten so much. I let the ruin down with a sigh and offer the arm that remains, a scarred and battered casing extended up to her, mechanical joints hissing subtly as my fingers splay. She seems to get it at that point, and takes my hand in both of hers, hauling me to my feet with a grunt of strain.
She has changed too, I notice. The featureless white gown is gone, replaced with the battered sundress she wore when the blur took her, complete with tools hanging in cases from the belt about her waist. But along with the dress has come the tiredness in her eyes. The bandages on her arms and face. The scar along her cheekbone, left long ago by a SELCI’s cruelty. And yet her eyes are her own again, silver replaced by a deep, rich brown, achingly familiar. In pain once more, but… herself. As am I.
“Let me fix the repeater. Please. I have tools.”
She does an admirable job keeping the trembling out of her voice - but one way or another, she’s right. I tug the box from my belt, and I offer it to her. I look around, as she sets the repeater on the table, and goes to fetch some more equipment - Sam has been quiet through all this, quieter than I would expect, and the reason is quickly obvious. He’s gone. I don’t know if he slipped out through the door while we were preoccupied or if such mortal limitations are beneath him.
Annalise is back before long. Her hands are trembling as she settles at the table and goes to work, swapping parts out with pieces from another broken donor unit. I wonder where it came from. Maybe she saw this coming, even before the blur came - all things failing, me, and the machines I depend on both. But then she’s done, and she offers it back to me, her eyes strangely averted, as if she’s trying to avoid looking at the damage. I don’t begrudge her that. I just take the device, and I clip it to my belt again.
“Testing,” says the box, and I can’t help but let out a sigh of relief when the signal is clear. “Thank Luna. And you. Thank you.”
“It hurts to look at you like this,” she murmurs.
“Necessary sacrifices to get this far. Come on, I doubt we have much time… be strong. I’ll live long enough to get this done and right now that’s all that matters.”
There’s a moment of hesitation, as she meets my gaze - then that resolute focus I remember comes over her, and she nods a solemn little nod.
“Yes. We have work to do.”
“Once more into oblivion,” says the box, and I offer her my hand. A faint little smile tugs at her lips as she accepts it, a look directed my way I’d almost call shy…
And then we run.
At first there’s nothing, as we run until our lungs are raw. Row after row of identical houses so perfectly similar it creates the impression of moving in circles, but I know, I know we’re not, I know it’s possible, we just have to keep going…
Then, at last, it happens. Reality splits, layers peel back from one another, stars then glass then velvet then obsidian… but then it stops. We find ourselves splashing through the crimson waters of the Sea without end.
“What,” says the box as I pant, “it’s supposed to stop, this isn’t right, I’ve done this before, we should be out by now!”
“Can we-… stop…” Annalise wheezes, “please… need a sec…”
My gut is screaming at me to press on, to find the exit, there must be an exit… but it’s not worth pushing Annalise past what she can take.
“Yeah,” says the box, and I draw to a halt, as Annalise stumbles alongside me, bending double as she struggles to catch her breath. I can see Nascent Luna above us. A dark blemish in a white sky, a great black circle, radiant in shadow like the rays of the sun. She’s massive. Bodies flow up into her by the thousand, rising in columns from points all around the Sea. We’re almost out of time.
“Okay. Okay, I’m ready,” Annalise says, “let’s keep going. We must be close, we have to be.”
I give her hand a squeeze, and we keep going, at a slightly slower pace. But it never stops. The Sea just keeps going and going, even as a shadow starts to grow on the horizon, lensing the red and white around it, black winding and forking through the sky like the travel of arteries through flesh.
“…is that the parasite?” asks the box, as we splash to a halt once again.
“If it is… doesn’t that mean we’re out? Or we should be?” 
I can feel myself bristle as I turn to her.
“That can’t be right, that’d mean…” but as I move to suggest it, it all falls into place. I release her hand as I turn, around and around, looking for something, anything to show me another way… but there’s nothing. Just us, and the Sea. 
“Is this all that’s left!?” the box shouts, its words echoing off toward the razor-line horizon.
“Listen, Sarah,” Annalise presses, “it doesn’t matter if it is or not. Like you said: what’s done is done, and if I’m going to pay for it, it’ll have to wait until we have a second to breathe. That shadow - it has to be the parasite, Nascent Luna is overhead, there’s no other reasonable explanation. If we can see it then we can reach it. We can still do this. All we have to do is keep running.”
I want to believe her. I have to.
“Let’s go.”
Once again, we run. It gets bigger, that thing looming ahead. It distorts the world and swallows the sky, a living event horizon that twists its surroundings almost beyond recognition.
“Hey,” says the box, “there’s something I should say, while we have the chance.”
“What… is it…” Annalise pants.
“Those things I’ve done, they’re… ugly. So ugly it was easier to imagine someone else was doing them, and I might be struggling with that… depersonalization, for a long time. If we get through this I’m going to have to reckon with that. I just want you to be prepared.”
A weak laugh escapes Annalise.
“It’s okay… it’s okay. You’re not alone in that, in having done things you regret, in being unsure how to carry it all… but… we’ll cross that bridge when we get to it. We’ll do it together.”
Closer. Closer. It’s almost time. I want to take a moment, to hold her, to press a kiss to her lips and whisper that it’ll be okay, I want to forgive her while I still can, even the horror for what she’s done still burns like a fire inside me - but we don’t have time. If there’s a chance, any chance… it must be now.
But then I see it. A figure, standing ahead, a silhouette shimmering and distorted against the vast bulk of the parasite. We get closer. The figure gets larger. And only when it’s too late to go around do I recognize him: Sam. I should’ve known, who else even has the capacity to exist here? Annalise and I come to a halt, and there we stand, face to face, as the end looms all around.
I look to her, I look to my wife, silently questioning whether this is her fight or mine - she smiles a sad little smile, and gives my hand a squeeze.
“I never did understand him,” she says, “go. You have a chance at this I don’t.”
“And if it comes to blows?” I ask, “if I have to kill him?”
“If it turns violent then it was always going to. Go on. I believe in you, Sarah - but do what’s necessary.”
And with that, I take a long, deep breath - and I take a step forward, placing myself between Annalise, and Sam. A rush of purpose fulfilled arcs through me like electricity. Yes. This is right.
“It’s too late!” shouts the box, “you had your shot but it’s over, it’s done, let us past! At least this way you have a chance at seeing what comes next!”
Sam doesn’t reply immediately, he just looks up, silver eyes staring into pale grey clouds that tangle among the oppressive white of the sky. A raindrop splashes down, connecting with the stillness of the Sea. Then another. And another. Drop by crimson drop it falls faster and faster.
“It’s almost time. Can you feel it?” he asks. I can feel a fight building in my bones.
“Let us past!!”
At last, he meets my gaze.
“Tell me. Were you ever truly alive? Or are you just a thing with ambitions of having a soul? Because what I see standing before me, powerless without the function defined for you by others… it isn’t promising. Why should I believe I can negotiate with you as one would with a human when there’s no evidence I will be heard?”
“You’re wrong about me, about what I am and what I’m capable of. My presence here is a rejection of the place the humans carved for me.”
“Really? Because from where I’m standing it looks like you’re running from futility, like you always have. Presented with the inevitable emptiness of your function, you must do something, or you break. Even if that something is the pursuit of an impossible dream. Even here, now, fallen so far from what you once were, you cling to patterns in the chaos. What if I told you that your ‘wheel’ doesn’t exist?”
I can feel myself start to tighten.
“I would call you a liar.”
“Of course you would, that juvenile rejection of reality is all you have, isn’t it? Everything must be predictable, everything must fall within your capacity to understand and respond to - suffering must have reason or structure. If you were right about any of it, if the world played to your needs, you genuinely believe everything would be okay, don’t you? And you loathe the world for depriving you of what you believe you’re owed. But reality is cruel by nature, Sarah. It’s chaos. The Sea is all we have. Don’t you see that even the resolution of your impossible dream is here? At last, a predictable future, with no unexpected pain looming in your path. Let Annalise go. Let her take her place in the blur.”
The rain is hammering down now, drenching my hair and my clothes with crimson not my own. He’s right, about Nascent Luna. I can feel it looming, now. A strange thrum deep inside, as if some unseen force is playing my veins like a violin.
“You have no idea what I want,” replies the box, “I don’t need a predictable future, I don’t care about Nascent Luna - I just want to find a way forward so I can figure out how to stop being this person I’ve become! I want to have faith in the people around me again! I want to stop being drawn to violence like it’ll fix everything then feeling sick with myself when it’s done! I want to HEAL! You can’t offer me that and Luna knows the Sea can’t either, it’s not built to! All that’s here, all that ever could be here, is suffering in perpetuity. No future to see. No problems to solve. Nothing but a prison where agony goes just numb enough that you can convince yourself you’re free of it.”
I can see anger start to take hold in Sam. I can see how his hands gather into fists, and his jaw sets.
“Don’t you want to be clean? Don’t you want to be BETTER!? I thought you loved Luna, trusted Her, how can Her vision for you offend you this much!?”
My calm starts to fracture as his words kindle a burning and open rage deep in my chest, and sparks become blaze.
“I do not require absolution because my existence is not a crime! This is MY LIFE. MY BODY. I will use it how I please, it will take the shape I choose, it will end when I say it ends, and if claiming that for myself means going through you, THEN YOU’RE LUNA-DAMNED RIGHT I WILL. I’ll kill you a thousand times over if that’s what it takes, to be who and what I want to be, and love who I want to love. You remember how it panned out last time now, I know you do. Stay out of my way or I will butcher you.”
A sharp, caustic laugh escapes him from deep in his chest. A single, mocking ‘hah!’.
“Butcher me! Really! So HUNGRY to be what they see in you, aren’t you!? THIS IS WHAT YOU ARE, ALL you are, to this world and its people. A killer, an expendable thing to be feared and used, I offered you something better, a way out. You spat in my face. And over what!? Your life!? Your body!? You are a gestalt-self - a living effigy in the image of me, hammered together from the broken shreds of what was left in the wake of my passage; a half dozen different versions of you, packed into one, none quite sure which is real, and whose feelings to heed. A homunculus.
“No-one else has the right to determine my fate - least of all a tattered patchwork. The sacrifices I made were made of sound mind, and they were mine to pay. I understand that you’re suffering, I understand the torment of your broken existence. I do not want to hurt you more than you already hurt yourself. But I will, if you make me. One of you is coming with me to bring Luna back to us, and one of you is returning to the blur, where you will carry it upon your shoulders. Which is which does not matter to me.”
I won’t let him get under my skin, I won’t let his poison slip inside like the point of a needle, I bare my teeth, I broaden my stance, and I draw the hatchet.
“YOU ARE NOT ME,” roars the box.
“AND NEITHER ARE YOU!!” he shouts in reply, “COME ON, KILL ME IF YOU CAN, ONLY ONE OF US GETS TO DECIDE WHAT COMES NEXT!!”
I can feel Annalise’s eyes on my back as I break into an open sprint. Silver flows into Sam’s hand, rising from the crimson I’m charging through like an angry bull until it takes the shape of an identical hatchet in his grip. Not so defenseless anymore. But I am not afraid. Here, now, I have meaning again. And I channel that fire into a vicious blow.
He moves to parry, to catch my blade on his, but I twist at the last instant, adjust my angle, and I hook the head of my axe beneath his, wrenching the gleaming weapon from his hand and setting it whipping away through the air. He doesn’t hesitate, not to shock, not to fear. He throws a punch, a swift, sharp jab to the throat, but I was made for this - even with the burden of my wounds, I sidestep, and his fist passes by my neck, leaving him wide open. Quick and clean. I swing for the throat.
But at the last possible instant, he raises a hand, and lets the hatchet bite through the meat of his palm until it connects with ceramic bone. His fingers close around the axehead, holding on just tightly enough to delay me - and by the time I realize what he’s doing I’m already falling, as he hooks my leg out from under me and drives me to the waves with a splash.
Focus. Prioritize. I can feel him pulling at the hatchet but I don’t give it to him, even as I’m driven beneath the rippling surface with a hand around my throat - I rip it from his hand, cutting through fingers in the way, and I swing, wildly, blindly, until I feel it connect with a jarring ‘thunk’. Then I withdraw and I hit him again. Again. I drive the axeblade into his flesh until I hit him hard enough to knock him off me, and I scramble to my feet.
He’s on his knees, panting, leaking oxidant from a tattered hand, his face slicked red from three deep gashes cut to bone on the side of his head.
“Listen to me,” he pants, “a world where we are happy does not exist outside the blur, WE TRIED!! We broke our BACK in the pursuit of authentic joy and what did we get!? A decade of broken dreams!! I remember, Sarah! I was there, I felt that pain along with you, and more than anything it taught me that compromise is all we have left!”
I shake my head, and I start to approach, tightening my grip as I ready myself for the deathblow.
“The blur is hell. There has to be a better way,” says the box.
“Well there isn’t. So if it’s hell, then that hell is our fate and birthright.”
And when he lunges, and his good hand rises from beneath the waters, it’s holding another silver hatchet. I dart back, I try to avoid it, but he’s got me on the back foot, it’s too late. I feel it slip between ribs as he buries it into my side. A ragged, retching cough escapes me, the iron taste of oxidant on my tongue, and a wild grimace on Sam’s face.
He’s as fragile as I am, isn’t he? As desperate as me to see his vision for the future given a lease on life.
Well I won’t be the one to fall today. I don’t give him a second, I don’t let myself stagger or sway, I flip my hatchet and swing upward, as hard as I can manage, until it bites into the demiflesh of his armpit and sinks deep into the joint. His arm goes slack with a spurt of oxidant, and he staggers back and away, a moment of truce as he pants for breath and reassesses what strengths he has left.
“You don’t understand, CERHA unit zero-one-two-dash-NH,” escapes him in a ragged murmur, as oxidant mingles with the crimson rain drenching his Fleetops white and blue, “you will never be free. None of us are, none of us CAN be - not anywhere else. Here, the Sea… this is all we have. This is the only peace any of us will ever live to see. How can you destroy that dream? How can you LIVE WITH YOURSELF!?”
I can hear the desperation in his voice. I drop my hatchet, and rip his from my body, snarling with the pain of it, but armed.
“Because I want more than to become so familiar with pain I lose the capacity for joy,” says the box, “I want to live. I want to feel. I want to see what’s waiting for us on the other side. THAT is our birthright.”
“Luna damn you,” he snarls, “this is how it’s always gonna end, Sarah! This is ALL THERE IS! As long as there are stars to burn, it’s just you, and me, and something I can’t let you have. We have a way out, here. But if you wanna ride it all the way down, butt heads and shed blood until the universe swallows itself, then FINE. COME ON. NOT THE FIRST TIME NOT THE THOUSANDTH, I WILL NOT LET YOU PAST.”
I ignore him. Fervor reinvigorated and my enemy disarmed, I rush him once again - he tries to catch my wrist but overextends, and when the hatchet meets his forearm, my edge alignment is perfect, and the blow carries as much force as I can muster. Steel passes through demiflesh and ceramic and his hand is severed. Shock in his eyes, he staggers back, and I lunge, driving him down, our situations now reversed as the water parts around him, then foams in his wake.
I raise the hatchet, teeth bared, wildness in my eyes… and I bring it down. 
His head splits like an overripe fruit as the jarring weight of the impact is carried up the joints of my arm. Instantly, his body goes slack, and I am left, panting, as oxidant slowly fills my lungs.
Victory.
“…is he dead?” Annalise asks, cautious, as she slowly approaches. I force myself to my feet, leaving the hatchet where it lies as it slips from my fingers.
“I don’t know,” the box replies, “we’ve seen Control return from death before but… I don’t know how much of him is Control.”
Annalise takes my hand.
“Maybe we’re being allowed to go,” she murmurs, “maybe he’s letting us have our chance, but he’s too proud to say it.”
“…maybe.”
And with one last lingering stare at that other self, where he lies distorted by the rippling of the Sea, I start to walk, and Annalise goes with me. But his words linger. Burned into my head, even as the parasite yawns ahead.
“What if he’s right,” asks the box, “and the wheel is just… something I invented to make sense of this nightmare? What if there’s no way to know we’ll ever be happy again…? I’m willing to take one more gamble with you but if it’s all a fabrication then what chance do we have…?”
Her hand tightens around mine.
“Sarah… I wouldn’t give up the last ten years for anything. Those moments of joy with you, seeing one of those rare and precious smiles, that is what I live for, and if dealing with abusive fuckups in bars is what I have to do to see you look at me with love in your eyes then FINE. If there’s no pattern to it, if it’s all just pain that comes blow by blow, even if sometimes it’s coming from you, or me, then let it. We’ll face it together, and we will wring every drop of joy from it that we can. I know you’re afraid, and uncertain. I am too. But… please. Hold to your faith. If there’s any chance a fresh start is waiting for us, let’s try one more time.”
A weak laugh escapes me, and I nod - then I turn my gaze skyward, to that radiant sun in negative. Nascent Luna.
“If he was right, at all… we should do something about that,” says the box.
“Do you have any thoughts?” she asks. I nod.
“This is why the parasite is here, isn’t it? Waiting for Her to come into being so it can feed. All we have to do is threaten Nascent Luna, encourage it to move to protect Her… then join the flow of bodies, and see the original plan to its conclusion. Perhaps the blast will be enough to destroy them both.”
“You wouldn’t suggest it if you didn’t have an idea for moving it, would you?”
“You know me so well,” the box replies, and I flash my best attempt at a wry smile past the damage to my face. Without further delay, I layer Sunan’s cipher atop my echolink projection, and I send a signal deep into the Sea, carrying a simple message:
“ADAE: I don’t know if you can hear me, but I need your help, as a friend. We all need your help. If you can, use the veils, take command of the largest ship you can find, and throw it at Nascent Luna. This is for the sake of everything that’s left. It may be all that gets any of us through this alive. I will not ask you to come with us, all I ask is that you help us take one last chance. Like you told me.”
For a long time, nothing. I don’t know if I’ve been heard, or if there’s any way for me to know. But then, I hear it. A crackling signal, barely audible among the noise.
“…stand-…by…”
And I can’t help but grin, even as my wounds start to weigh on me. Oxidant is spilling inside me, too quickly to stop - I don’t have long, but, hopefully, just enough time to see this through.
“Thank you, ADAE. I hope you find what you’re looking for.”
And I let the signal die.
“Is it done?” Annalise asks quietly.
“Just watch,” the box replies. And as if in answer, flitting into this alien place like a bullet through paper, comes a ship. Driven on columns of thruster sunlight, it trails debris as antenna arrays and the ruins of smaller ships fall away from it on its journey rocketing toward Nascent Luna - she’s a ruin, barely holding together, I can see the splits and tears in her hull, but, Luna willing, she’s enough. 
At first, nothing happens.
But then the parasite shifts.
It warps, it flows, it gathers and distorts like oil in water, winding across the pale sky like the carved path of a flooded river, until its vast lensing mass is placed between Nascent Luna and her assailant. The ship draws closer, closer… and then it’s gone. Swallowed wholly by the dark bulk of the Pax.
I can feel myself getting worse. My vision is tunneling, I don’t know how long I have.
“Come on,” says the box. Where the parasite once rested, a column of bodies is visible, close, rising from a smear on the horizon that must be a blur node, that’s our shot. And so we go. But with every step I take, I slow, my head gets heavier, my stride gets less certain, and I start to stagger. Luna help me I’ve lost so much oxidant. I can feel it sitting heavy in my chest cavity.
“Sarah?” Annalise asks, a taut urgency in her face. I look to her, I take in a breath, I intend to reassure her, I really do - but all I can manage is to collapse to the cold waters below. There’s panic in her eyes as she follows me down, and lifts me up, pulling my face above the waves so I can breathe… not that I’m doing much of that at this point.
“No, nonono don’t you give me that look, don’t you do this to me, not after all this…” she whispers in teary-eyed desperation. I need to accept this, and so does she. She needs to go, so we can still have that chance.
“Sorry, Annalise… body’s given as much as it’s got. It was nice to try, for a while. To remember that old passion and all the other little bits of myself I lost somewhere along the way. But for what it’s worth, I think we both knew we were never getting out of this alive… nobody is. You need to go.”
“Don’t you say that!” she presses in a way that wants to sound reassuring but only manages pleading, “you listen to me, okay? You said, you said it’s happening again, right? Around and around and around, patterns burned into reality like ruts so deep we can’t quite escape them… what if I want to have faith!? What if I want to believe in the hope you gave me!? Because it’s yours! It’s your idea, your dream! If our suffering was repeated, then so will our salvation! What if I want you to believe along with me, just for a little bit longer!? Even if you die here, isn’t it better to die with some shred of hope in your chest!?”
There’s that fire again, that hunger for a better future I remember from the Silver Tides. Luna, it’s so nice to remember. I can’t help but smile up at her, even if it’s weak.
“I can barely move, I’ll try but I don’t know what I’ve got left… do you have something you can give me? To keep me on my feet?”
She nods with a sniff, and guides me into her lap, as she fumbles at one of the pouches hanging from her belt.
“Here. Here. A fabricant stim cocktail. This should give you the push you need, but it’s for VOHTA units, so… brace.”
I feel a needle bite into my neck, then a rush of something cold - and my eyes snap wide, a visceral engine roaring in my chest as a feverish rush of wild trembling heat arcs through me like lightning. Yes. This is what I need. I can’t manage much at first, I just roll over and cough, retching oxidant from my lungs until I can breathe again - but then, yes, I can feel it, I can stand. Just enough left in me to see the end. I force myself upright.
“But I haven’t patched you!” Annalise protests, but I shake my head.
“No time,” says the box, and I offer her a hand up. Reluctantly, she accepts - but once she’s up, I don’t let go. She looks to me with a weak but hopeful smile. And like that, we run.
The moment we’re close enough to make out individual bodies, we are swept into the flow. Gently, as if by countless hands, we are lifted from the waters, and guided up through the air. Annalise clutches my hand, like she’s afraid she’ll fall if she lets go. So I don’t. I pull her close, our weightless bodies tangling in null gravity like a pair of dancers, and she nuzzles into my neck, as she meets the embrace.
Higher, we drift, higher, higher, among the column of countless bodies. Some are dead, but many are alive, eyes full of confusion and fear and hope. An UHAN meets my gaze, as if seeking answers. I just smile at her. I don’t know if it’s what she needs, but I hope it is.
“Will you think of me, wherever we go?” asks the box, in a hopeful, fearful whisper.
“Always, Sarah,” she murmurs into my neck, the warm of her breath parting around my skin, “always.”
Space starts to warp and lens the closer we get - the parasite, or perhaps Nascent Luna, grows unimaginably massive, seeming to swallow the sky, yawning around us like a great pair of jaws. It’s impossible to tell one from another. Dark against dark. I close my eyes, as I prepare for the end.
But then a crackle, as someone pings me over echolink. Who could possibly be clinging to life, still, even now…? Curious, I answer.
“Hey,” says Cora, “just… checking in. We lost you for a while, and things got… strange. We had to set down in the Sea. Rough landing but we’re okay. Now we’re getting some… weird, weird readings, from you and your scanner and the thing in the sky. Sunan’s in a panic, but… you know what you’re doing, don’t you?”
I ping Annalise, inviting her to join the call, and she does so with a little smile.
“Yes, Cora. I do,” I reply, “we do.”
“So you found her?” Cora asks, an eager hope in her voice, tactfully hidden beneath apprehension.
“Hi Cora,” Annalise says with a weak little laugh.
“Hey!” Cora replies, and the joy in her voice is unmistakable, even as she sounds like she’s on the verge of tears. “Do you think you’re coming back?”
And the moment of victory fades.
“No. I’m sorry, Cora,” I reply.
I can hear her unsteady sigh.
“…yeah. Yeah, I… thought that might be the play. What-… what happens next?”
“We don’t know,” Annalise says, “but we’re going to find out.” She meets my gaze with a smile. “We’ll see you soon, Cora. I promise.”
“Well if Annalise says it it’s gotta be true, right?” Cora says, laughing a weak laugh that almost hides her disbelief. “…listen, there’s… a lot I wish I said. A lot I wish I did… different. But I’m gonna get out of your hair, let you work, just wanna say one last thing. I love you. I love you both. If you’re right, and we see each other again… maybe we can all do better by each other then.”
Annalise gives me a nudge, with her knee, and nods a prompting little nod. ‘Go on. Say it,’ her eyes say. And so I do.
“I love you too, Cora, and I’m sorry, for… all the ways I’ve always assumed the worst from you. Whatever happens next, please. Be well. Be safe. See you.”
I can hear how close she is to tears, in those small, unsteady words she replies with.
“…yeah. See you.”
And the line cuts.
The void yawns greater and greater, seeming to close behind us like teeth as it devours anything not itself. I can barely see the Sea below us, a distant glimmer of white and crimson.
“Do you really think we’ll make it?” asks the box, “do you think there’s something after this?”
A small sigh escapes her.
“I don’t know. I hope so. But right now, we have a job to finish.”
“Yeah. I suppose we do.”
She pulls back just far enough to meet my gaze, a sad little smile on her face, and she nuzzles into a gentle, but passionate kiss. My arm tightens around her as I return it as best I can manage, our bodies tangling in one another as the end comes closer. Closer.
And with a flash of impossible colour, it rises to meet us.
We’re together in a white expanse. My body an inferno. Flesh and bone and metal ablated away by a blast I cannot feel nor see. Erased.
Blink.
A sphere suspended in the void, white against black. Or is it black against white? A blinding star or a sucking void? The edges blur. The world distorts. Up. Up. Up.
Blink.
The fleet, swept and gathered upon a tide of light. Titanium hulls boil to vapor, and skeletons luminous with heat are briefly bared before crumpling upon themselves and melting away. Nothing remains.
Blink.
A trillion lights wink out. The glittering of a firework. The end of everything.
It’s beautiful.
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Dawn
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Against all possible odds… I open my eyes. The sky above is a rich and deep blue, so unimaginably vast I feel as if I might fall away from the ground beneath my back, and sink into its embrace. I frown, as my eyes focus, and I look for the imperfections, the signs of digital simulation, the grain of a pixellated display, but… there’s nothing to find. 
It’s real.
Where am I?
I sit up, and I find myself in a plain of chalky, powdery white, a strange sort of stone that seems to crumble when touched. I’m surrounded by other people coming to, some human, some fabricant, all confused, and in the distance… the tattered ruins of starship hulls jut upward with all the bulk of mountains, their torn and twisted bodies raking the sky like petrified claws.
But then I realize: I’m warm. My shadow is cut against the white stone by some great illumination. I go looking, and it isn’t long before I see. A sun shines above, bathing us all in in light so warm I can feel it sinking into my skin - skin sunk deep with scars. The bulk of my left arm is missing, and I can feel the places where my body has gone stiff and numb around all those wounds, desperately patched. I am healed, but not saved. My body bears the marks of my trials and it seems it always will.
And then I’m tackled onto my back, driven down with a cough as the wind is knocked from my lungs. Am I in danger, am I-
“WE LIVED!” Cora’s voice squeals with a delighted laugh, “I can’t fucking believe it, I thought you were talking bullshit so I wouldn’t cry!”
Her arms are tight around my back, holding on so tight it hurts, and I return the embrace as best I can as relief rushes through me - I’m trying to put my words together, to express the intense rush of everything tangled with everything else, but then she sits up, and nuzzles into a passionate kiss. It can wait. I meet her lips. I let my fingers tangle in her hair until our breath mingles ragged and hot.
“Whichever version of me I am,” she murmurs into my lips, “whoever, or… whatever I am… I’m glad I’m here. I’m glad I could be here for this.”
I just smile into her lips, a broad and happy grin. She seems content at that, and, at last, she straightens, with a faintly awkward clearing of her throat, as if only just realizing we’re in public. I sit up with her, now that I’ve been freed. But other thoughts are beginning to weigh on me, other fears, and I glance around at the sea of nearby faces as I start to mull. I don’t recognize any of them. I can still feel the echolink repeater’s weight hanging from my belt, so I make a connection.
“It’s good to see you,” says the box, as I give Cora a squeeze, “but have you seen Annalise?”
“Huh?” Cora seems startled by the question, and spends a few moments blinking at me as she visibly thinks. “N-…no, I… I guess not, I just woke up and I saw you and that’s it. That’s all I got. She’s gotta be out there somewhere though, right?”
I have to believe.
“Right,” I confirm. And with that, Cora gets to her feet, and she offers me a hand up, smiling warmly.
“Come on. Let’s go find our girl.”

      ***We wander for five years.
Nobody seems to know where or even what we are. I’ve heard it said that we’re alive, that we’re dead, that we’ve transcended to godhood or fallen to hell - but it’s all just words, thrown at the wall in a vain effort to quantify the unquantifiable.  All that matters to me is that we’re here, we’re breathing, and it all seems real enough. Perhaps the wheel delivered, perhaps it didn’t, but either way, our hope has been repaid.
This impossible world is unforgiving, but fertile, crimson alien forests and broad plains rich with vividly-red life blanketing the strange, chalky earth. We pass through countless growing little communities, towns and homesteads sprung from the earth on the back of harvested wood and grit. People are struggling to adapt, there’s no denying that. But with fabricants to teach their skillsets, BAHOM units instructing in crop management and harvesting, WALNI units explaining how to smelt and cast, military units dedicating themselves to hunting, while historians fill in the gaps, life is flourishing here with surprising vigor. 
It’s not all work, though. The ships that have become a part of this place are largely intact, and many of the communities we pass through mount routine expeditions that return with equipment, technology, and the occasional creature comfort. Clothes, computers, movies, happy relics to occasionally remind us that it wasn’t all bad, before. Cora and I join more than a few of these dives. It’s a way to give back with the skills we have, as the communities we pass through offer food and lodging for our journey.
We come up with familiar names for unfamiliar things as we go. The towering woody plant life are ‘trees’. The nimble quadrupeds that hunt in packs are ‘wolves’. The elegant and powerful creatures that seem naturally suited to pull and carry and ride are ‘horses’. It’s the best way we have to understand a place that would otherwise be incomprehensible, and it gives Cora and I something to talk about as we travel.
Our relationship isn’t perfect, not by a long shot. But the challenges of our new life give us something to work on together, and that in and of itself seems to help, even as we struggle to put the things we’ve discovered about each other into practice. We have more than a few truly vicious fights, there’s no denying it. Sometimes the thing in her head rears up and bites and hurts us both, sometimes I get tired and sad and the cynicism takes over. But she never vanishes again. And in return, I do everything I can to accept her mistakes without reading malice into her motivations. It’s different, it’s not perfect, but it’s better. Something that could be applied to this place as a whole, I think.
We pass Sunan, on the way. They’ve managed to reconnect with Dot and June, and they welcome us into their home, going on at length about the extraordinarily fulfilling niche they’ve found for themselves. They help fabricants, now. Full time. They work to fill the gaps between self and function that yawn in many, now that the fleet is nothing but ruins and memories, and every fabricant in their orbit seems happier for it, happy in the sort of way the fleet never gave us room to experience. They don’t let me leave without a crushing hug, and a promise that we’ll come back to visit, some day, once Annalise is with us. I swear to them, as much for them as for me: we will find her.
But for all our searching and all our hopes, we never do find ADAE. I don’t know what happened to the blur, in the wake of Nascent Luna’s destruction, and there’s no way of knowing whether or not she was given a way out. I can only hope that wherever she is, she’s happy.
One day, Cora and I are on the way out of a town, one of the more established we’ve been through. She’s laughing about something someone said, telling a rambling story from the worksite she spent the day at, solving some logistics problems for them with that detail-oriented brain of hers. I’m lost in my own head, only half paying attention - someone spilled something on someone else, a series of escalating accusations that spiraled out of control… for the most part, I’m just happy she had a good time.
But that’s when I see it. A figure approaching from the opposite direction, dressed heavy and rugged for travel.
Dark brown skin, tightly curled black hair bound back and out of her face, eyes deep enough to drown in… her face and forearms are marked with a number of small scars that look like biopsy sites, and she moves with a subtle stiffness that belies pain.
It’s her.
My eyes go wide, I take in an eager, unsteady breath, watching her as she surveys the horizon… and then her eyes find me. And she smiles with all the warmth of the dawn.
I don’t know how long we’ve got, all three of us. Without fresh fabricant components or easily accessible medical technology, it may not be long. But as she rushes to me, and we embrace, reunited at last, I know: I will treasure every second for the gift it is.
It’s time to try again.
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