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Chorus at Periapsis
Camille Renet
On a listening station above a ringed gas giant, young acoustics engineer Nova Jeong hears a human-taught rhythm inside a dangerous magnetospheric tangle called the Chorus Verge. Disobeying orders, she joins a retired radio savant, a botanist, and a plucky maintenance robot to tune a hidden microgate, rescue survivors—among them her former mentor—and broker an uneasy truce with a salvage captain.
ProseHub


    
Ring-Song Station
The hull of the Pelican Array thrummed with a patient, low polyrhythm that you could feel in your teeth if you pressed your molars together. Nova Jeong did that without thinking as she rode a swivel stool toward the listening console. The array’s arc bent around the pale gas giant below like a silver parenthesis, its spindly spires studded with micromics—gravitational microphones tuned to the murmurings of rings and field lines. Outside, reflected light came off the ring plane in slow sheets, pearly and cold. Inside, the control module smelled faintly of ozone and boiled tea.
“Who left green leaves in the signal dryer?” she called, sliding her palms across the interface. Holographic amplitudes rose in beats. She shunted a channel to her left ear and another to her right, coaxing a phase map from the numbers with a light touch.
Leo’s head appeared in the hatch, a mop of copper hair under a grease-smudged cap. He lifted a mesh bag of herbs as if it were contraband. “Tashi says a touch of sage keeps the dampers polite. Old station trick.”
“Tell Tashi the dampers can learn manners from the manual.” Nova grinned despite herself. The interfaces liked her today. Angular white lines softened into a valley of soft blue, then a fine ridge of gold. The ring particles were in chorus—icy grit rattling through magnetic ribbons, the planet’s magnetosphere stretching and snapping. She played those moans every morning, a ritual. Some people watched dawn; she listened to tides that had never seen sun.
Leo pushed off the hatch frame and drifted to a handhold near her shoulder. “Kwan asked if you pulled the long-baseline from the outer spire. He wants a clean read by lunch rotation.”
“Already pulled,” Nova said, tapping through to the high-band filters. Thin whistles, like distant kettles, scribed the glass. “The outer spire isn’t happy. The bunching in sector J-Six crossed threshold.” She flicked a segment and watched it fatten.
Leo whistled back, soft and off-key. “We could ask Interstellar Minerals for a tuning fork. They love sharing.”
“Don’t say that like the station won’t bite you,” Nova said. She reclined, letting the harness take her weight. Her gaze drifted to the viewport. The ring plane gleamed with frosts. A shepherd moon stamped its path like a sheepdog heading off strays. Beyond, the gas giant’s aurora braided with itself in slow, luminous loops, green-edged and rose in the core. The Array huddled against that celestial weather like a small metal bird refusing to be blown away.
“Lunch?” Leo asked.
“In a minute.” Nova shot him a look. His grin had a shameless tilt that made trouble seem like a recipe. Some days she admired that; some days she wanted to staple his shirt to the bulkhead.
The waveform hiccupped—a skip that wasn’t static. Nova froze, then wound the record back by five seconds and listened again. In the right channel a faint, staccato pattern rose, then fell. Not natural. Not quite. She isolated it, filtered the low bands, cut the smear. The sound stepped closer to the human range and brushed her jaw with a sensation like cool breath.
“Leo,” she said, very quietly.
He floated closer. “What am I hearing?”
“Something we didn’t schedule.” She leaned in until her hair almost touched the console glass. The staccato pattern repeated, regular but not mechanical, with tiny irregularities like a heartbeat. Not a distress ping. Not a navigation trunk. A call, but not on any channel she knew. She reached for the recorder without taking her eyes from the waveform. “Pelican Array to Sector Watch,” she said calmly. “This is Nova at Listening One. I’ve got an anomalous pattern in J-Six high-band. Request a second set of ears.”
Leo’s grin faded. “That’s not the spire being impolite.”
“No,” Nova breathed. “It’s someone out there telling us the rhythm.”
Director Kwan floated into Control with the deliberate grace of someone who’d learned not to spill drinks in low spin. His uniform was precise to the seam, but a faint crease cut the corner of his eye as he took the spare headset Nova held out. “Play it,” he said.
Nova reran the five-second slice. The anomalous pattern held like a breath under a blanket of ring-noise. It swelled again, then stuttered, then steadied. The director hummed under his breath, head bent.
“It sounds like… tapping,” Leo said, arms folded defiantly across his chest.
“More like phrasing,” Nova corrected. “It’s not binary. The spacing’s wrong.” She flipped to the visual representation and layered a harmonic analysis. Lines of pale color stacked into chords that hovered just off key, like a choir picking a language in the dark. She caught herself and looked up. “Permission to pull long-baseline from S-Three. I want to triangulate.”
Kwan nodded, thumb brushing the mic at his neck. “Sector Watch will archive live. Don’t make changes on the towers without clearing Maintenance.” He glanced at the viewport, where the planet turned silently below, bands moving at the speed of patience. “We’re not alone out here. The station knows that. We listen before we touch.”
Nova’s hands moved of their own accord. She split channels, invoked lag corrections, and anchored the signal in a three-dimensional phase space that twisted like a ribbon. Leo set a pot to steam behind them, tea and something green filling the air.
“It’s there,” Nova said. She pointed to a kink in the ribbon. “Somebody put a line through the magnetosphere in a way that can’t happen by itself. That’s a controlled vector.”
“Intercept course?” Kwan asked.
“Not a course. A place.” She traced the vector’s long loop until it converged with themselves—near the Chorus Verge, where the field lines tangled like ropes over water. The Verge had a reputation. Rovers got lost there. Timelines slipped by seconds. Some swore you could hear singing in your bones if you let your body float just right. Old station stories, Tashi’s favorites.
“Good,” Kwan said. “Map the envelope. We’ll alert External. If someone’s thrown an anchor inside our listening range, we’ll want to know why.” He passed the headset back. When he smiled it was brief and brisk. “Take a break, Nova. Your jaw’s clenched. You’ll grind your molars smooth.”
She hadn’t noticed. He left as quietly as he’d arrived.
Leo leaned on the console, chin in hand. “You do know you hear better than the rest of us.”
“I hear different,” Nova said. She set the recorder to repeat the slice on a loop at the edge of audibility, where it became the feeling of a pulse under her fingers even though she wasn’t touching anything. She gestured to his herb bag. “You bringing illicit vegetation into my temple?”
“Herb is allowed. Tashi has a permit to charm machines.” Leo winked. “Come on. Food. If we keep sniffing tea, we’ll start hearing flavors.”
The canteen was a long tube of tables strapped to walls, utensils magnetized just enough to stay put. Tashi Dorje sat alone under a string of paper cranes someone had cut from maintenance logs. He was small, his hair the gray of steel wool, his hands nicked and callused from coaxing greens out of nutrient gel. Nova’s shoulders dropped a notch when she saw him. Tashi gave you the sense that gravity reoriented itself in his presence.
“You’ve been listening to ghosts,” he said without preamble, twinkling at her over his mug.
Nova laughed. “You always accuse me of that.”
“Not accuse, congratulate.” He tapped his ear. “In the mountain where I was born, we could hear glacier stones move when the thaw began. Bones felt it days before the first creak. Your station has a similar voice.”
“What did the stones say?” Leo asked around a mouthful of noodles.
“‘I will arrive whether you are ready or not.’” Tashi sipped. “Sage for your machines?”
“Stop bribing them,” Nova said lightly. But the sound had followed her, ghosting under the chatter, a breath brushing at the back of her tongue. It made a place in her thoughts and stayed there, irritating like a grain of sand and necessary like a beat.
When she turned in for her sleep interval, she left the console loop at the faintest margin of hearing, where it wove itself into the thrumming heart of the Array. The station breathed. The planet turned. Somewhere near the Verge, a voice learned how to be heard.
The light in Nova’s cubby came from panels simulated to run through hues like a sky she hadn’t seen in years. She lay awake long after they dimmed, one arm crooked under her head, the other tracing patterns on the mesh slung over her bunk. Her recorder sat in the air with a faint red lamp glowing like the confession of an eye. The loop whispered against the hull’s low frequencies.
A face arrived in her memory the way faces did when she was too tired to edit them: dark hair at sharp angles, a scar at the corner of the mouth from a crash on a training treadmill, laugh lines chasing the eyes like gulls over river rocks. Eliah Song had taught Nova to turn noise into maps during her first year on the Station. He’d also left with a small craft and bigger debts three years later, chasing an independent contract in the outer systems and leaving behind a drawer of annotated schematics and a plant that wilted in a week.
The faint tap-tap-pause on the loop could have been anything. But it felt like the way Eliah used to drum his fingers while he waited for his models to compile, the rhythm of an impatient mind. Nova was too sensible to say that aloud, even to herself.
The station vibrated slightly as a supply shuttle latched on to a docking ring. Nova closed her eyes, found the old trick—unfocus your listening until the whole station swelled into one sound, then focus again to pick out the voice that didn’t belong. There it was. It had learned a new step. Tap tap—longer pause—tap tap tap—pause—tap. Not binary. Lilt.
Her comm blinked. She palmed it and rolled onto her side, hair falling across her nose in a stray tickle. The ID read External Ops. “Jeong,” she said, trying not to sound as if she’d been talking to her ceiling.
“We took your envelope to the desk,” said a voice she recognized as Hae-lin from Sector Watch. Serious, precise. “We’re logging an advisory with Interstellar Minerals and with the registry. There’s a salvage plot declaring a corridor on the far side of the Verge. They filed thirty minutes ago. Their representative requested a coordination window.”
“Who?” Nova sat up too fast and hit her knee on the bunk frame.
“Rhea Colburn. Colburn Holdings. They’re bringing in a small swarm of contract drones from the Crucible, on a trajectory just outside our standard listening tower plane. Director Kwan has asked all staff to hold procedures pending inter-agency call at next rotation.”
Nova’s mouth tasted like copper. “Do we know what they want?”
“Officially? Routine strip-salvage from decayed orbits. Unofficially?” Hae-lin hesitated. “They would like our listening data to refine a path. They request cooperation in the interest of safety.” The last words had a dryness that made Nova smile despite her stomach’s flip.
“Of course they do,” Nova said. “Thanks for the heads-up.”
After the call clicked off, she stood and braced her hands on the cubby’s narrow porthole. The planet could not hear them. The rings did not care. But somewhere a human had declared a corridor through a place where the station had always tread lightly. The Verge was treacherous not because it hated you, but because it loved its own order in a way that didn’t account for yours.
She toggled through station gossip in boredom and found speculation already blossoming like mold. Colburn Holdings had a reputation for clever lawyers and drones that learned as they chewed. There were jokes about duct taping the towers together. There were two messages in her personal queue. One was from Leo: a video of him making a cup of tea that contained more leaves than water, captioned, “We prepare the rituals.” The other message was text, anonymous: Listen with your hands, not your ears.
Nova turned the phrase over like a coin. It sounded like something Tashi would say. Or like Eliah, on a good day, when he remembered to eat. She set the recorder to sleptown and let the hull cradle her. On the edge of sleeping, she felt the tap patterns bleed into the steady thrum of the ring microphones, a counterpoint, persistence against enormity.
The inter-agency call read like a rehearsal for a polite argument. Colburn Holdings’ representative arrived on the screen with a crisp jacket and a smile that had been ironed flat. “We’re eager to ensure safety,” Rhea Colburn said, “and to minimize interference with your core mission.” Her eyes were the color of a shallow sea, that false invitation to go swimming where a current waited.
Director Kwan’s reply glided like oil: “Our core mission includes not getting chewed into filings by someone else’s contract drones.” He thanked her for her attention to safety. He thanked her again when she asked for the long-baseline data that Nova had cataloged. Nova, off camera, tried not to grind her molars.
While lawyers traded phrases, Nova and Leo prepped the listening towers to standby in case of a drone swarm bolting along their edges. The spires were thin to begin with, long straws reaching into the planet’s breath. Nova felt protective of them the way you do a fragile instrument. “Don’t let them shake, okay?” she told a tower while she floated along its backbone with a clamp tethered to her hip.
Leo’s voice crackled in her ear. “Soothing words help. Compliments also.”
“You’re doing great,” she murmured to the tower. She adjusted a coupler and felt the metal hum up her arm through the glove. It hummed back. She imagined the tap pattern flowing along the tower’s cups, tasting their edges, deciding whether to pass.
By the time the shift buzzer sounded, the Crucible had parked at a legal distance and deployed drones that looked like fat silver ants. They moved with infuriating grace, each thruster puff a reminder of money well spent. Sector Watch issued a caution to all external crews. Kwan sent a note to all staff: We observe. We do not interfere. I expect professionalism. Nova knew what he meant: keep your heads down while the big wallets made noise.
In the canteen, Tashi laid three leaves on the table and tapped them into a triangle. “If you listen with your hands,” he said, “what do you hear?”
Nova looked at him sharply. “You sent that message?”
Tashi raised his mug, innocence personified. “An idea has many mothers. I only deliver tea.” He turned the leaves one by one so that the stems faced in. “When the current is too strong, there is a way to let it slide past without being carried away.” He glanced at the viewport, where the ring plane’s glitter had softened to a gray veil. “Also, there is an old friend of yours who owes me a pot of beans.”
“An old friend?” Nova’s heart did that thing where it stumbled, righted itself, then pretended it hadn’t. “If you say Eliah—”
Tashi shook his head. “Older than that. Older than you. Oren watches with a different ear.”
“Oren Hale?” Leo lit up. “The one who tuned the wind hoop at the Polar Observatory?”
“The same,” Tashi said, twinkling. “He retired to a little tug nobody wants to rent because it smells like old soup. He may remember how to persuade a drone to dance.” Tashi nudged the leaves into a tighter knot. “And he always owes me beans.”
Nova traced the triangle with her finger and thought of the tap pattern, the way it found space between all that noise. Director Kwan wanted her to observe and not interfere, but what if interference was the only way to keep the noise from eating the pattern? The leaves brushed her fingertip like fine hair.
She made up her mind before the tea cooled. “Tashi,” she said. “Introduce me.”

    
The Verge and the Ban
Oren Hale’s tug perched in a maintenance cradle like a battered gull, paint scabbed off in long flakes that exposed raw metal. Someone had welded a rusted bicycle bell to the hatch as if sound itself could ward off the future. When it opened on a hiss, a warm, nutty smell drifted out. Tashi had not exaggerated: soup lived here.
Oren floated in the hatch in wool socks, a man whose bones had learned a long time ago to orient to nothing and to everything. His scalp was a field of silver stubble. One ear glittered faintly with embedded coils. He looked past Nova to Tashi. “Dorje, you vulture. You always arrive when a pot is the right amount of sad.”
“Your soup has circles within circles,” Tashi said. “We brought a listener.”
Oren’s eyes clicked to Nova’s cheek, then to her hands, then to the gear clamped at her belt. His gaze was unkind only in its clarity. “Name?”
“Nova Jeong,” she said. “Listening tech at the Array.”
He jerked his chin toward the interior. “Come listen to my soup.”
It was improbable that a room with twenty-seven cables, six cracked screens, and an entire wall of salvaged speakers could also feel like a kitchen. A soft mat glued to the deck caught their heels. An old brass pot hung in the middle like a prize. Oren took a ladle and struck the rim with two knuckles. It sang at a frequency that settled behind Nova’s eyes.
“You hear the planet’s breath through straws,” Oren said, ladle poised, “and you think that is the breath. The breath is bigger and stupider. It turns and turns and doesn’t care when you whisper clever ideas. So we don’t whisper. We knock.” He set the ladle afloat, brushed a switch, and one of the panels lit with the wave portrait of a knuckle on brass.
Nova grinned. “I like you.” She unclipped the recorder and sent the slice to his system. Oren touched a console with the delicate contempt of familiarity. Lines layered. The pattern unraveled and rewove.
“Tap tap—pause—tap tap tap—pause—tap,” he said, mouth crooked. “Somebody’s teaching the planet to sing the way a child teaches a goat to walk on a leash. This—” He stabbed a finger at a tiny shimmer down the chain of harmonics. “—is not from here.”
“It’s anchored near the Verge,” Nova said. “The salvage from the Crucible filed to run through the same tangle. Director says we watch.”
“Director is a clever man,” Oren said, with that same gentle contempt. He rummaged in a drawer and came up with a palm-sized ring of matte ceramic with a fluted edge. “This is a Cantor. It’s a phase resonator. Projected tone-lines. It’s also a toy. I broke a real one years ago, but the toy can still distract a stupid breath.” He slid it across the air. “I built this to tune magneto-kites at the Polar Hoop before the funding left for shinier places. It sings loud. You will hate it. The planet will notice.”
Nova cupped the Cantor. It was heavier than it looked. Grooves braided the ring, tactile script under her thumb. When she stroked the edge, a faint, layered hum built, not a note but a family of notes tuned to disagree just enough to be interesting.
“Why us?” she asked. “Why now?”
Oren tilted his head, listening to something only he could hear. “Because the Corridor folks think the Verge is only a knot in string. They don’t believe in goats on leashes. They’ll pull until something snaps, and then they’ll bill the planet for the repair.”
Tashi made a sound like a dove. “We advise. Then we rescue.”
“Rescue whom?” Nova asked, even though she thought she knew. Oren looked at her with open pity.
“Whoever tied the goat,” he said. “Or whoever’s getting dragged by it.”
The ban arrived by message pack, all caps polite enough to count as scolding. ALL PERSONNEL: HOLD ON-SITE. EXTERNAL EXCURSIONS SUSPENDED PENDING REVIEW. DO NOT DEPLOY STATION PROPERTY IN PROXIMITY TO INTER-AGENCY CORRIDOR WITHOUT APPROVAL. CAUTION DUE TO INSTABILITY AT CHORUS VERGE. The Chorus Verge. Somebody in Sector Watch had a poet on their team.
Leo leaned backward in his chair until his shoulders thumped the console. “So we sit while the ants chew.”
“Ants with lawyers,” Nova said. On the screen, Rhea Colburn’s swarm moved with the choreographed calm of money. Drones extended paired antennas like whiskers, feeling along an invisible edge. The Crucible hung back, starlight finding no place to stick on its black hull.
Director Kwan’s office faced the viewport. When Nova stepped in, he didn’t turn, but she could see his reflection, neat as a mannequin, the planet’s bands laid over his face.
“You’ve read the advisory,” he said.
“Yes.” Nova clasped her hands to keep from touching her jaw.
“We will continue to map,” Kwan said. “We do not throw our station into a lawyer’s teeth for the sake of a curiosity.”
“It’s not curiosity,” she said, before she could throttle the impulse. “The Verge is different today because someone tied a rope across it. And I think that rope is tied to a human hand.” She swallowed. She would not say Eliah’s name like a charm. “If the drones pull, they’ll tear something. If they tear something, we lose more than a spire.”
Kwan did not sigh. The tightness around his mouth eased a fraction. “Your work is valued, Nova,” he said, which was what you said when you were about to say no. “But we have a relationship to maintain. We are the ear, not the fist. Let the fists punch each other and file reports.”
“The ear hears when the fist is dumb,” she said. “With respect.”
“With respect,” Kwan replied, “no.”
She left and drifted down the corridor with her teeth in a prison of her own making. Leo paced her at a slow push, hands jammed in his pockets. “He’s not wrong,” he said.
“He’s not right,” she returned. “Not for me.”
They paused at a viewport where the ring plane sharpened into individual pebbles, each glint a slip of ice no wider than her palm. She put her hand to the glass as if that could steady thousands of kilometers of ghost-rock. A faint electric itch crept up her wrist.
“I could file a personal leave and take a crawler,” she said, half to the glass. “The Gudgeon is rated for field edges. We could hug the plane and stay under their starcharts.”
Leo barked a laugh without humor. “We? Look, I like you, but I’m not eager to get a drone spearing my ribs.”
“You’re not a coward,” she said, surprised to hear how it landed.
“No,” he said. “I’m practical. Tashi, though…” He tilted his head toward Hydroponics.
Tashi was indeed tending to a rack of moss like it contained valuable intelligence. When Nova told him what she meant to do, his eyes softened the way they did when he saw a plant deciding to live. “The Gudgeon hums when you pet her hull,” he said. “She will not get you far without a real ear on her bow.” He glanced at her belt. “Bring Oren’s toy. And Oren.”
“I’m not dragging him into my foolishness,” Nova said.
“He will drag himself,” Tashi replied, perfectly confident. “He owes me beans.”
Hydroponics smelled like wet rock and chlorophyll. Tashi gathered a pouch of algae cakes and three flasks of salty stew. He kissed the Cantor with his fingernails, a superstitious quickness that Nova almost imitated and then absolutely did. She looked up at the hollow above the racks where tiny drones chased gnats and said silently to the Array itself, Watch me do something stupid on your edge.
When she found Oren in the tug, he had already packed. He listened to people the way he listened to soup.
“Director says no,” Nova offered, the way she had been taught to offer the sky.
Oren shrugged. “He doesn’t own my bones. Also, Dorje would haunt me. Also, I want to see if your toy can still sing.” He peered at her, then altered course mid-sentence. “You’re going because of a person. Say the name to yourself, then lock it up. The Verge will hear a name if you let it sit between your teeth.”
“Eliah,” she said in her head, and locked it up like a dry seed. “Fine. We go.”
They moved like smudges in the margins of the Crucible’s neat charts, slipping along the ring plane in a craft that could have fit inside one of the salvage drones’ bellies. The Gudgeon was a blunt, stubborn thing with thrusters that had outlived their warranty by a decade and a patchwork patch on the side shaped like a fishhook. Nova felt oddly at home inside its cramped ribs. The seat smelled of old resin and two pilots’ nerves.
Nova took helm; Oren took the Cantor and sat where a prow would be if the Gudgeon had any grace. Tashi strapped himself in with a basket of green leaves and began to fold them steadily into cranes that had no hope of flying but that gave his hands purpose. The maintenance robot B-0D0—Bodo to everyone who had ever banged a knee on him—latched into a socket with polite clicks. His voice, when it came online, was the voice of a dog who had been taught to recite proverbs. “Checklist acquired. Pre-flight savor recommended.”
“Pre-flight savor?” Nova repeated, laughing despite the knot in her sternum.
“Soup,” Oren translated. He passed her a flask. The stew tasted like salt and wisdom. She swallowed until the heat untied something between her shoulder blades.
“Let’s not die in a way that makes good legal reading,” Tashi said mildly. “Aim for a boring anecdote.”
They peeled off the Array’s shadow and slid into the broad, luminous highway of the ring. Particles swarmed like glitter thrown by an unseen crowd. The planet filled the window with an incomprehensible patience. Nova’s fingers settled into their own choreography over the controls. The thrusters sang back to her in small arguments.
Oren raised the Cantor and let it hum. It was not loud in the way of a horn. It was loud in the way a shape can be loud in water, pushing aside currents with the declaration of its existence. The hum pressed against Nova’s molars from inside her skull. Tashi winced and then loosened his jaw deliberately. Bodo hummed in sympathy, a microtone below.
“Sorry,” Oren said, not sounding sorry. “If you were a planet, we would be shouting.”
The Verge did not look like a line. It looked like a place where lines refused to hold: the aurora there gathered in curls that spun and reversed, spokes of brightness ran inward like wheel lashes, and the ring pebbles jittered as if nervous. The Crucible’s swarm lurked outside the worst of it, probing the edge with little dips and feints.
“Stay to the near-belly of the ring,” Oren said. “Let the stupid breath feel us as part of its small world before we ask it for a favor.” He adjusted the Cantor, and its chords shifted, less insistent, more sly.
Nova swallowed the itch that told her to look back at the Array. They were past the point where anyone could call them home quickly without dragging them by the ear. She felt the tap pattern in the hull again, stronger now that they were nearer. Tap tap—pause—tap tap tap—pause—tap. It traveled through metal like a mouse through rafters.
“Do you hear that?” she asked.
Oren nodded. “Some goat tied to a leash.”
“Someone hung a microgate inside the Verge,” Tashi murmured, not a question. “Small enough to hide under the planet’s shout.”
Nova’s throat went tight. “Eliah would do something like that.”
“Tighten your mouth,” Oren said, not unkindly. “He’ll float away if you hold him with your teeth.”
They entered the Verge with a sensation like stepping onto a moving walkway that didn’t agree with your stride. The Gudgeon shivered around them but held its line. Nova put her hands on the panel as if it were a living rib and thought of the phrase someone had sent her: listen with your hands. The hull vibrated against her fingertips, not just one frequency but a crowded room of them. Under it all: the human-taught tap.
A drone sliced past their bow close enough that its thruster wash made the Gudgeon’s nose bob. It flicked a light at them like an annoyed insect. Nova flinched. On the Crucible’s channel, a voice purred with false warmth. “Unregistered craft approaching Corridor edge. State intent or clear the area to avoid collision.”
Nova’s hands held their calm. “Gudgeon to Corridor control,” she said. “Intent is observation at safe distance. We’ll keep to the ring plane.”
“You are currently thirty meters above the plane,” the purr said, a hint of real annoyance creeping in. “Our drones will continue work. Please avoid interfering with operations. We are committed to safety.”
“Safety is a group project,” Oren murmured, unmuted. “Lovely phrase.”
The channel crackled. “That voice identification indicates Oren Hale. You’re not authorized to operate within this corridor during salvage.”
“Authorization is a complicated topic,” Oren said. “One with soup in it.” He adjusted the Cantor, and a low, coiling tone slid under the drone’s inclination like an eel. The drone wobbled, corrected, and then chose a slightly farther path away from their hull. Nova could not help the grin that broke across her face.
Rhea Colburn herself came onto the line. “Mr. Hale. Ms. Jeong. I assume Mr. Dorje is also aboard.” Her voice was not a purr. It was clipped, the edges of a file.
“I’m here,” Tashi said pleasantly. “I brought food.”
“Wonderful,” Rhea said with pure irony. “Here is what will happen. You will maintain your vector at your current velocity. You will not attempt to cross the Corridor. If you do, my drones will treat you as debris.”
“That would be a poor reading of treaty language,” Oren said. “But we are not lawyers. We are ears.” He looked at Nova. “Keep hands, not ears.”
She kept them. Their path threaded along the Verge at an angle that allowed the Gudgeon to feel it as a slide rather than a strike. In the murk ahead, something flickered at the edge of her peripheral vision—a faint geometrical outline tucked into a corner of physics where corners should not be. You could not see a microgate with eyes. But you could see what it did to things near it.
It did something to a cluster of ring pebbles nearby. They jittered, froze, then blurred, as if a cruel child had dragged a brush across a photograph. Beyond the blurring, a shape hung in a half-space: a torn shuttle with a stencil on its side that was almost a name she once traced in notebooks.
Nova’s breath forgot to form itself. Her fingers found a clutch the control panel did not have. Eliah used to mutter about naming a craft something ridiculous to provoke grace from the cosmos. Prospero’s Wheel, he had joked once, or perhaps something with less arrogance. The letters on the torn hull spelled P—OS—RO. She did not need them to fill in the gap. She tasted salt.
“Don’t say his name,” Oren advised gently. “Save it for when the grip is steady.”
Rhea’s channel clicked, voice softened to something that could almost pass for sincerity. “That derelict is within our salvage claim. Our priority is to prevent fragmentation.”
“Your priority is to not tear a hole in the Verge that feeds on our spires,” Nova said, more calmly than her bones felt. “Let us tune it.”
“Let you?” Rhea laughed without humor. “You don’t have jurisdiction.”
“What we have is a toy,” Oren said, and the Cantor opened, its chords shifting like the arrangement of birds over a ferry wake. The Verge flexed. Nova felt it in the roots of her molars. Rhea said something sharp. The planet did not care. The goat on the leash stirred.

    
Cantor’s Gift
They anchored the Gudgeon to a smear of heavier rock, a fat pebble with enough mass to pretend at gravity. The tether hissed out and grabbed with a soft clack. Nova braced her boots against the deck and unlatched her harness, her fingers clumsy with the nearness of the derelict. Bodo extended a manipulator with the limited elegance of a refrigerator and patted the tether as if to soothe it.
“Bodo,” Nova said, because if she stopped to think about the word Prospero turning under her tongue she might bite herself. “Checklist.”
“Checklist,” Bodo obediently echoed. He ticked off suit seals, Thruster Pack A, backup oxygen, med patch adhesives, signal flares, tether coupler, Cantor housing. He paused after Cantor. “Soup savor?”
“Later,” Oren said. His face was calm. His eyes were not. He wore a suit that had survived too many seasons to lie to him. Tashi, in his compact shell, looked like a patient beetle with green leaves strapped to his back as if he planned to plant a garden in a pocket of vacuum.
Nova floated a hand-length above the deck, one hand hooked into a strap, and peered through the forward pane. The microgate had disturbed the Verge into behavior that was almost polite—a stepped pulse you could ride like a reluctant escalator. The torn shuttle hung half-in, half-out of an implication. Its nose had kinked around an axis that didn’t exist. Its tail had frayed into glitter that the ring had swallowed. If bodies were inside, they would be pinned where time had decided to be stubborn.
“I’m going outside,” Nova said, because saying it made the doing simpler. Her heart thudded once with a huge, patient beat that did not belong to her. Oren handed her the Cantor in its housing and touched her knuckles. His gloves rasped faintly against hers.
“Listen with your hands,” he said, as if the phrase had frothed up from Tashi’s tea and soaked into all of them.
“Rhea will not like this,” Tashi murmured.
“Rhea can file a strongly worded letter,” Oren replied.
Nova slid through the lock and into the not-air of the Verge. Sound was what your body made when it argued with what surrounded it. The Verge argued. Place and shape flickered at their edges. Her visor showed a simplified field map. She did not trust it. She placed her palm against the Gudgeon’s skin and let the metal give her the truth—the hum that traveled through hull into glove into bone. Under that hum, the tap pattern that had teased her for two days now drummed with intent, not a request but a suggestion: here, here, here. She kicked gently and followed it.
The derelict’s side hatch had frozen into a paralyzed grin. Nova anchored a line to a protrusion that her suit told her did exist and might continue to. The safety of certainty was a luxury. She took what she had. She clipped in and braced the sole of her boot against the hatch to set the cutter. The glow lit the inside of her arms with a fake summer.
“Nova,” Oren said in her ear, tone like the edge of a blade laid on a table. “Rhea’s friendlies are curious. They are grazing the tether.”
“You said she can file a letter,” Nova replied through gritted teeth. “I’d like to live long enough to read it.”
The hatch let go with a rubbery quiver that made nausea creep up behind her tongue. She took a breath that a small part of her brain insisted she couldn’t take here. She ignored it. Inside, the shuttle was a museum display half-uncrated. Straps hung in inconvenient directions. A spoon had frozen halfway to a mouth that did not attend. Her suit light kissed a face and skittered away. Nova closed her eyes for one count, then another, then looked again. The face’s mouth hung open, but a tiny pulse beat at the throat where a med patch had forced blood to continue. Cryo-bandage. Automated kindness. Two others in reach, not dead, not content to wait forever. There would be more pinned farther in, where the microgate’s bad geometry made clocks lie.
“Life signs,” she said. The words felt sacramental.
“Can you bring them?” Tashi asked. His voice was steady. He always asked for the growing things.
“Two for now.” Nova turned and saw the hatch’s edge ripple as the Verge decided to be a doorway and then decided to be a joke. “I need the door to hold its opinion.” She brought the Cantor up and thumbed the edge the way Oren had shown her. A chord built like the idea of sunrise. It slid under her skin. The Verge flexed in reply, then slid back, the hatch lip steadying into something she could name. “Hold that, please,” she told a region of space that did not care about words. It held. Sometimes politeness worked even with planets.
She anchored a second tether and clipped a loop to each of the two bodies nearest her, careful not to jostle the lines that kept their blood in a rhythm. Her breath rasped too loud in her ears, a reminder that she was a mammal and mammals were not meant for this. She backed out slowly, pulling, one at a time, one foot, push, pull. The bodies drifted like cooperative sacks. Her shoulder burned. When she cleared the boundary, Oren’s gloved hands reached and hauled with the strength of anger held carefully in reserve.
They got three people into the Gudgeon, then four, then five, stacking the not-yet-dead in a line like packages that must not be dropped. Tashi’s hands were busy with patches and salt. Bodo chirped and extended more arms than he had any right to own. “Soup savor not advised in current scenario,” he said, and then began to hum a lullaby that was each syllable carefully tuned to the frequencies that calmed a body.
“Where is he?” Nova heard herself ask. It was like a tune running in the background of her thoughts while she played another melody on top. Oren did not ask her who. He had seen the letters on the broken hull and drawn his own conclusions.
“Farther in, where the Verge threw its fit,” Oren said. “If he is a stubborn man, he held a patch kit in his teeth and an argument in his brain.”
Rhea’s drones slid again into their periphery, not aggressive, but present, reminders that impatience had funding. A new thread joined their channel, a male voice with the exact flat sincerity that must be taught in certain training rooms. “Be advised, unauthorized ingress into a zone of declared operations places your craft at risk. Evacuation recommended. We are prepared to receive endangered persons.”
“Receive with an invoice,” Oren muttered, muted again.
Nova wiped sweat from under her helmet line without dropping a medic patch. “They’ll be safer with us until we’re clear,” she said. It wasn’t the truism it sounded like. It was a calculation. The Gudgeon could hold seven conscious adults and a crate. They were about to ask it to cradle more.
The Verge shuddered. The microgate flexed. The derelict groaned in a way no sound should have traveled, but it arrived in her bones anyway. Nova’s stomach flipped. Her hands moved faster without getting clumsy. The knot in her sternum tightened to a bright point. It felt like a direction.
“Go,” Oren said, answering the direction she had not voiced. “I’ll keep the door polite.” He raised the Cantor again and tuned it, breath even, jaw loose. A low chord built, nested in higher ones like a set of bowls.
Nova slid back into the shuttle, over the threshold that pretended not to exist. The world inside had shifted. A spoon that had been on the right was now on the left. She breathed slow. Farther in, a figure was pinned in peculiar grace, one leg caught in a strap at an angle that would make a medic swear, one hand planted against a bulkhead that had not agreed to be there a moment before. A bandage wrapped the side of the head, and under the transparent layer a scar jagged in a way she knew well.
Nova’s throat closed. She opened it with effort and did not say his name. He looked at her without seeing her. The med patch had shouldered most of his oxygen load. It had left him room only to dream. She placed her gloved palm over the patch’s sensor and felt the faint heat of persistence. Her other hand cut the strap. The Verge flicked the bulkhead away like a cruel child snapping a puppet string. Nova rolled her shoulder and took the body’s weight, which was almost no weight, and yet felt like a ship.
“Found?” Oren asked softly.
“Found.” She kicked backward, the speed all wrong and yet somehow exactly enough. The hatch lip shivered. The Cantor’s chord deepened, a warning, or a prayer. Nova cleared the threshold and the weight changed. The man’s head lolled. The scar cranked his mouth into a half-sneer even unconscious.
“Bodo,” she gasped. “Arms.” Bodo, dear appliance, caught the body like he had been taught a hundred dances.
“Soup savor later,” Bodo promised. “Beans owed.”
“Beans owed,” Tashi echoed, and Nova couldn’t tell if his voice shook because of what they were holding or because the Verge had decided to vibrate its opinion through all of them.
Rhea Colburn came back on in person, video this time, face framed and bright as if she had positioned her own lighting. “You’re playing with something you don’t understand,” she said. “Pull your craft out and let us secure the area before you get more people hurt.”
“You will secure it by pulling a knot tight until the rope parts,” Oren said, patient as a grandmother who had already told you the story three times. “We will secure it by giving it a different song to march to.”
Rhea’s gaze cut to the Cantor in Oren’s hands. There was respect there, and hatred for not owning it. “That toy is going to get you killed.”
“Perhaps,” Oren agreed. “But it will be a death with soup.”
Nova jerked her head at the tether. “We’re clear on this cluster. The gate’s still pulling across three other lines. Two more trapped compartments. We can’t stay long.”
“Then don’t stay,” Rhea said coolly. “Transmit their positions. We’ll take it from here.”
“No,” Nova said. It was the easiest word she had ever said. The microgate’s bad geometry had a rhythm now. She could feel where it would flex next, not because she was clever but because her body had tuned to the pattern like a dancer who knows where the next heel will land. “If you pull there, the whole hinge will snap. Back your drones out by another twenty meters.”
Silence on the line. Then a male voice again: “We will adjust. Maintain your vector.” He sounded like someone who had seen enough to know when a person’s hands knew something their charts didn’t.
“Nova,” Tashi said softly. “The third compartment.” He bowed his head toward the derelict with a respect he reserved for living things.
They went back once more. The door had decided to sulk. Oren used the Cantor like a charm against sulking. The chord he laid under the Verge had shifted to include a note that made Nova’s skin prickle. It was fine. That was the price you paid for an opinion.
Two more bodies. One older woman with a jaw set like a clamp. One young man with a tattoo curling up his throat that represented, in the language of some inner moon, a promise to carry messages between distant homes. Nova wondered what messages he’d failed to carry and then decided that was a story for later. She dragged and she breathed and she counted in syllables that had nothing to do with math and everything to do with making this minute become the next.
When the last body cleared the hatch, the hinge of the microgate made a sound like ice breaking on a river that had been forced to pretend it was a mirror. The derelict’s tail shredded. The mouth of the not-space hiccupped and tried to become a wall. The tether jerked, then went slack. The Gudgeon bucked.
“Out,” Oren said. “Out now.”
Nova gave the Verge a small bow because she had wanted to since she learned its first word. She didn’t know whether the place noticed, but it made her chest feel less like a drum. She slid the Cantor into its housing and put both hands on the panel. Listen with your hands. The Gudgeon curled like a water bug out of a ripple.
Behind them, Rhea’s drones reset their positions with crisp, legal distances. On the Array, Nova knew, Director Kwan watched, jaw tight, choosing patience over rage for the sake of the station’s skin. The planet breathed like a house whose hearth had been knocked.
“Seal checks,” Tashi said, whether to distract himself or because he could not help being himself.
“Seal checks,” Bodo echoed. “Soup savor advisable.” He learned quickly.
“Beans owed,” Oren said, without looking at anyone. He was listening to something far away that mattered more than his own bones. Nova knew that feeling.
The rescued people lay in a line, unwilling pilgrims at the edge of a borrowed sanctuary. The man with the scar stirred, cracked his eyes, and failed to understand where he was. Nova touched his shoulder gently through two layers of glove and one layer of decorum.
“Don’t move,” she said. “We’re going to get the bad geometry off your back and then you can be arrogant again.”
His mouth twitched, the ghost of the old expression that had made first-year Nova listen to lectures twice as hard. “You should have left me to my contracts,” he rasped.
“And miss an excellent invoice opportunity?” she returned. The words were a shield. Behind them something old and raw pressed up, a relief that felt like a drop from a height that you survived.
“Save flirting for later,” Oren said dryly. “We have to tune the hinge or the ring will chew our tail.” He looked at Nova, and in that look was a question whose answer she had been growing in her fingers for two days. “Your hands.”
Nova put her palms to the panel. The Cantor hummed against her forearm where it leaned in its housing, a patient animal waiting for permission to be loud. She let her breath slow until the station’s old tricks returned—unfocus, then focus. The planet’s stupid breath became one line, then split into many, then into the one that mattered. The microgate’s hinge whined at a frequency that wanted to bite the inside of her ear. She closed her eyes against the glare that was not sight.
“Drop the Gudgeon three meters,” she said. “Ease the nose right. Oren, give me half of that last chord and none of the root.” She spoke like she was orchestrating a kitchen. Everyone obeyed. The Gudgeon quivered, then settled. The hinge of the gate relaxed half a tooth. She heard it in the way silence changed.
“Now, Tashi, take a leaf and stick it under the knob of the wrongness,” she said, and heard Tashi smile even as he didn’t understand the words. He did understand wrongness. He slid a triangular piece of foil into a bracket that had nothing to do with leaves and everything to do with leverage.
“Bodo, when I say, pulse the side jets in a rhythm: two, three, one. Not symmetrical.”
“Not symmetrical,” Bodo repeated politely, because his soul was polite.
“On my beat,” Nova said, and she gave them a beat, and they followed. Under their hands and jets and toy, the Verge relaxed from a grip to a hold to an indifference that was the best anyone could ask of a place that had never been designed for their convenience.
Rhea’s channel breathed.
“What,” Rhea said, low, “did you just do?”
“Polite conversation,” Nova said, and surprised herself by laughing. It sounded like the inside of a bell. “You can try it. It’s free.”

    
The Struggle at Periapsis
They were not out. The hinge had been persuaded, not dismissed. The Crucible’s drones gathered themselves into a loose ring a cautious distance away, like wolves finding a perimeter around a campfire whose heat they respected but did not fear. The planet wheeled. The ring hissed its thousand thousand opinions. The Gudgeon’s status panel blinked in a way that made Nova’s shoulder blades itch.
“We have to tow,” Oren said. “If the derelict lingers, it will splinter.”
“You can’t tow through my Corridor without a signature,” Rhea cut in.
“Your Corridor is a notional plaster sticker on a living wall,” Oren said. “We gave the wall a lullaby. Now we exit without kicking it.”
Nova met the scarred man’s eyes. They were lucid now, and full of questions he did not have breath for. She checked his bandage and did not say any of the things that wanted out of her mouth. Tashi touched his wrist with two fingers, hallow as a blessing, and then moved to the older woman, who gripped his arm with bone-breaking gentleness to tell him she was still here.
“Bodo,” Nova said. “Grapple settings.”
“Grapple settings at softest bite,” Bodo chirped. “Gentle teeth.”
“Good.” Nova looked at the derelict’s broken nose, then beyond to the region where reality had decided to smear. “We hook there, there, and not there.” She pointed. Oren nodded, having already arrived. Tashi was a shadow behind the rescued, murmuring to the tattoed young man as if explaining a plant’s stubbornness.
Three drones from the Crucible slid inward, their attitude deceptively casual. A fourth hovered just outside the line, its cameras trained on the Gudgeon like eyes debating a blink. Rhea’s voice took on a different cadence, the one people use when they pass a decision up their spine. “If we let you proceed, and you make a mess, it’s our mess.”
“If you pull before it’s ready,” Nova said, “the mess will have your name on a lawsuit that even your lawyers will not enjoy reading. If you wait thirty seconds, we can make it dull.”
Rhea liked dull; Nova could tell. Dull meant predictable, billable, boring. Rhea breathed through her teeth, then made a small motion off-camera to someone who controlled the drones’ etiquette. The three that had dipped their noses in retreated a body length.
“Thirty seconds,” Rhea said.
Nova grinned without humor. “Bodo. Bite.” Bodo’s grapples kissed metal with the chaste dedication of a librarian. The derelict shuddered, then relaxed into the Gudgeon’s patient pull. Oren adjusted the Cantor to sing just enough of a line to keep the Verge from deciding it had been insulted. Tashi anchored the rescued with straps that had been mended six times. The Gudgeon strained. It was like trying to pull a mattress through a hallway that had decided to be slightly narrower than mattresses.
“Left thruster two ticks,” Nova said. The planet hummed. The ring sprinkled their view with opinionated glitter. A drone drifted too close and then retreated again, chastened. The hinge of the microgate made that ice-breaking sound more lightly this time, as if it had been persuaded that being a wall was banal work.
“Keep hands, not ears,” Oren said, and Nova did, her palms flat on the panel, her hands conducting a band no one else could see.
Rhea’s patience had marrow. Thirty seconds stretched to ninety, then to four minutes. The drones kept station, that good dog obedience that is almost affection. The Crucible itself shifted its vector a degree, a concession recorded and stored on three systems and in four minds. The rescued breathed. Bodo hummed the lullaby again, this time in a lower register that made the hair on Nova’s arms lift inside her suit.
Then a different voice cut across the channel, one Nova had not heard yet, brittle with panic. “Unit Seven caught an edge. We have torsion on the third strut.” A drone near the hinge jittered left as if trying to shake a thread from an ankle. The Cantor’s chords beat with the Verge, not at it. Nova felt a new wrongness open like a mouth under them.
“Oren,” she said.
“Mm,” Oren said, and the Cantor shifted, but not enough. The wrongness was a choice somewhere else, a hand reaching to pull a leash harder.
“Rhea,” Nova said. “Back your wolves. Now.”
A heartbeat of silence, then Rhea’s curse, pure and heartfelt. The drones flared away, obedience now a survival trick. Too late for one. Unit Seven scraped the hinge of bad geometry with a feeler. It snapped, shivered, and spun.
In the time it took for Nova’s stomach to fall toward her feet, the drone’s broken arm clipped the Gudgeon’s tether. The tether screamed up their bones and parted with a sound that would make an archivist cry. The derelict rolled, yawed, and then began to drag like a log down a flood.
“Grip,” Nova said, almost calm. “Bodo, second bite. Oren, cut the root entirely and give me a high line like a song you hate.”
Oren cut. The Cantor’s chord lost its foundation and turned into a thin, mean whistle that made Nova think of the way pain can be bright enough to be fascinating. The Verge flinched as if slapped by an aunt.
“Everyone hold your breath,” Tashi said, ridiculous and true.
The Gudgeon lurched, nose dipping. The rescued slid an inch, then stopped. Tashi’s straps held. The tattooed young man opened his eyes and groaned a word in a language Nova did not know that might have meant don’t you dare. The man with the scar clenched his teeth. The older woman swore with the expertise of a dock hand. Bodo chittered and extended a second grappler with the serene focus of a worker ant.
The second bite took. The derelict jerked, then let itself be led a hand’s breadth. The planet breathed. The ring hissed. The hinge of the microgate relented another step and then two. Rhea said nothing at all, which was her respect.
Above them, the Crucible moved again. A side hatch unfurled and a larger drone slid out, one of those with a belly big enough to swallow wrong decisions whole.
“Don’t you dare,” Oren muttered, unmuted this time.
“We’re sending a cradle,” Rhea said. “Your toy is not going to hold forever. We can lift the wreck once you have it clear of whatever idiot math it’s stuck in.”
“Fine,” Nova said, surprising herself and maybe Rhea. “But you wait for my word. If you lift before the hinge relaxes the last half-inch, you’ll rip its tail and we’ll all eat ice.”
“Understood,” Rhea said, and there was something like collaboration hanging between insult and threat, a bridge real enough to let a foot land.
The bridge held for the length of a song you hum because it used to keep you safe as a child. The Gudgeon pulled. The derelict yielded in grudging increments. The cradle drone hovered, ready to belly the wreck into a safer dullness. Oren’s hands shook on the Cantor only once, and then they did not. Tashi breathed in a rhythm that had nothing to do with fear and everything to do with respect.
Then the planet coughed.
It was nothing. It was everything. It was a ripple from a storm on the far side of the gas giant belly where auroras made ladders of themselves. The cough ran the length of the Verge and, having found a house to rattle, rattled it. The hinge of the microgate spasmed with the reflex of a throat clearing itself.
The derelict bucked. The Gudgeon tipped. Nova’s shoulder slammed a bulkhead. Her teeth clicked with the taste of metal. The Cantor skittered in Oren’s grip, almost left his hands, then did not because Oren’s hands had decided to be glue.
“Bodo!” Nova shouted, and Bodo did not wait for a verb. He spat a small, bright burst from an auxiliary port that most maintenance bots would have used to power an eel wrench. The burst hit the derelict’s flank and did exactly enough to change its spin from deadly to manageable.
“Bodo,” Tashi said with ludicrous dignity in the middle of calamity. “Promotion.”
“Promotion,” Bodo agreed.
The hinge groaned. The mouth of wrongness tried to bite. Oren let the Cantor sing a note that felt like sticking a finger up a bully’s nose. The Verge, affronted, subsided. Nova’s hands were flat and damp on the panel, her shoulders a length of electrical wire. She did not think in thoughts, she thought in moves: two ticks left, one push, one breath. The derelict came free with a sensation that made all of them exhale at once.
“Now,” Nova said to Rhea. “Lift your cradle. Slow as bad lava.”
“Copy,” Rhea said. The cradle eased forward and cradled. The Crucible’s pilot was very good; Nova admitted that as if handing an enemy a well-packed sack of salt. The derelict settled like someone finally finding a chair after a day on their feet. The Gudgeon’s grapples relaxed, then released, reluctantly, like dogs told to drop a toy.
They were out. The hinge of the microgate shivered once, then became a place again instead of a person. The Verge’s song lost a line and gained another, like a chorus when one child went home and another took their place.
Nova sagged. Oren sagged in a way that most men would call standing. Tashi passed a flask from hand to hand, making sure each person’s mouth found it like the iteration of a proverb.
“Soup savor advisable,” Bodo announced, with a pomp that made Nova want to hug his dented frame.
“Advisable,” Tashi echoed. “Beans, Oren.”
“Beans,” Oren said gravely, and then closed his eyes with the weariness of someone who had cared too much for too long and been allowed, briefly, to rest.
The Crucible’s big eye blinked at them with the curiosity of a creature that has learned something new about its food. Rhea came back on, face wipe of sweat not quite complete. “Your… method. It worked.” The concession was a bone tossed onto a table with the expectation that each dog would fight for it. Nova did not reach for it. She let it lie.
“You can send a note to our director with the word ‘collaboration’ in it,” Nova said. “Use it once. He’ll enjoy it.”
“What do you want?” Rhea asked bluntly. “Because I know there’s a bill coming even if you don’t write it. People don’t do something like that for a smile.”
Nova turned her head toward the rescued. The older woman slept like a person who had made a choice to. The tattooed young man clutched Tashi’s sleeve even in unconsciousness. The man with the scar stared at the ceiling with his jaw set, as if he were holding back an apology with his teeth.
“We want you to log with the registry that the Verge is not a corridor,” Nova said. “It’s a reef. You don’t plow a reef; you learn its tide tables. File your claim as a variable zone with a tone profile. Share it.” She paused, then added the piece that would make it palatable to Rhea’s bones. “You’ll lose fewer drones.”
Rhea considered that. Then, slowly, she nodded. “Fine. We’ll build a tone profile. You will provide your toy’s notes?”
“Our toy hates paper,” Oren said dryly. “But we will hum in your direction.”
“And I want amnesty,” Nova added, feeling her cheeks heat. “For our excursion. No discipline for my crew, no fines for the tug.”
“That’s the bill,” Rhea said, amused in spite of the stiffness in her shoulders. “I can do that. In exchange, when External asks why we let you trespass, you will say the word ‘collaboration’ three times. You will make it sing.”
“Deal,” Nova said. She glanced at Oren, whose mouth had twitched the tiniest fraction into something like a laugh.
“Now we tow,” Rhea said businesslike. “And then you bring your houseplants home. I don’t like my drones hearing lullabies. It makes them think they have mothers.”
Tashi stroked a leaf. “Everyone has a mother.” He looked out at the Verge, where the aurora had decided to behave for a minute. “Even places.”

    
Return and Recognition
They came back under the Array’s long spine like a team carrying a stretcher. The Crucible kept respectful distance. Rhea’s drones made a halo that did not encroach. The pelican-bent shape of the listening spires glittered faintly with frost. Nova’s chest felt too big for its ribs and too small for what it held.
Docking was a series of small arguments resolved by magnets. The berth accepted the Gudgeon with a sigh she could almost hear in air. The rescued were handed off to med teams with the efficient tenderness of people whose job was to cheat death out of a little triumph. The older woman gripped Nova’s wrist in passing. “I am Ren Ogede,” she said, words thick with the memory of bad air. “I will send you a letter with a stamp. An actual stamp. You will laugh.”
“I will,” Nova promised, too surprised to ask why a stamp was funny. The tattooed young man gave her a smile that said later, he’d tell her everything, starting with his name. She nodded, a promise to listen.
Eliah Song—she let herself think his name now—sat propped against the bulkhead of the docking tunnel with a blanket around his shoulders like an admission. His hair looked like it had fought the day and lost. The scar at his mouth pulled his smile into a familiar crookedness. When he lifted his gaze to her, the years between now and the first time he had corrected her math with a gentle drawl flared away like chaff in solar wind.
“You always did like loud toys,” he said.
“You always did think you could fit a door where there wasn’t one,” she returned.
He started to stand. She put a hand on his shoulder and the blanket. “Don’t be stupid.”
He sat, obedient for the first recorded time. “Thank you,” he said, with the sincerity of a man who had formed the words in a place where breath was a privilege.
“Don’t thank me yet,” she said. “You owe Tashi beans. You owe Oren a story. You owe me… you owe me a tool you’re not allowed to borrow.”
“Name it,” he said, wary and amused.
“A day,” she said. “In the Array. In Control. Hearing what I hear when the planet hums to itself.” She wanted to show him. She wanted him to see that the goat on the leash had taught her more than it had taught him.
He looked around at the spine of the station that had been home to him and then not. The crease between his eyes softened. “Deal,” he said. He held out his hand. She put her palm to his and felt the small tremors of a person remembering they were a person. She caught herself wanting to say something she would regret, then put it back in its box with respect.
Director Kwan waited at the end of the tunnel with arms folded and jaw unclenched by an act of will. He did not smile. He did nod. “Ms. Jeong,” he said. “Mr. Hale. Mr. Dorje. B-0D0.” He looked at Bodo with a kind of reverence that should be reserved for saints and machines that save your skin. “You will all file reports. They will be dull. They will use the word ‘collaboration’ repeatedly.”
“Yes, sir,” Nova said.
“And then,” Kwan added, as if he had been practicing the phrase all rotation, “we will throw you a dinner.” He flicked his eyes to Rhea, who stood on the edge of the scene like a figure in a painting who had stepped out of its frame. “Our guests will attend. We will pretend we liked it.” Rhea’s mouth twitched. It might have been a smile or a threat filed down.
Dinner was an event for which the station had no proper rituals and therefore invented some. Tashi hung his paper cranes over the canteen door like pennants. Leo cut carrots into stars with a pocket tool that had never before seen a vegetable. Oren insisted on bringing his soup. Bodo cleaned his casing until the dents shone.
The Crucible’s envoy arrived in a suit that cost more than the Array’s hydroponics rack. Rhea came in boots that looked like they had walked more miles than any of their lawyers. She shook Kwan’s hand with professional grace and Tashi’s with genuine warmth. For Nova, she had a look that said: I do not love you, but I will not forget you.
They sat along the tube of tables, legs braced, utensils magnetized. The rescued had been cleared to attend if they felt like it. Ren Ogede wore a borrowed station sweater and laughed at something Leo said as if laughter lubricated stiff places in her memory. The tattooed young man sat like someone who had never expected to live long enough to hear about other people’s gardens. Eliah took a spot opposite Nova and tried not to look at the Control hatch the way a child tries not to look at the river they’ve been told they can’t swim in until after dessert.
Kwan made a toast that contained only three jokes and two reprimands. He used the word “collaboration” twice. Rhea used it once. The station used it without knowing it, its ribs humming under every word they said. Oren lifted his spoon solemnly. “Beans,” he intoned. “Debt resolved.”
Tashi clapped and then slipped away to the Control module because he could not help checking on his plants even during a party. He came back with a look like a man who has heard a secret and cannot keep it. “Nova,” he said softly, as she set her spoon down. “Your tap pattern. The station caught another line.”
Nova’s heart attempted a geographic maneuver and failed. “Excuse me,” she said to no one and everyone, and then moved, because motion was her language.
Control smelled like tea and cables. The console was a soft rectangle of light. The waveform drifted steady as a sleeping animal. The tap pattern was there, altered, the pauses longer, the phrasing learning manners. Nova stood in the door and did not, for a moment, approach.
Eliah came without being asked. He stood behind her with his arms folded as if holding himself in. “It’s answering,” he said.
“It’s not you,” she said. “It’s the place. Or the machine we woke up in it.” She played the new line. Tap tap—pause—tap tap tap—longer pause—tap. Under it, something like a breath.
Rhea stepped into the hatch with Kwan at her shoulder. She listened, and her face did a thing Nova had not seen it do: it opened. “You weren’t wrong,” she said softly. “It is a reef.”
Kwan inclined his head the smallest degree. “It is a reef,” he said, as if the words might serve as a prayer.
They built the profile together in the days that followed, work that felt like cleaning a beloved object with a cloth someone else had the good sense to bring. Rhea’s crew shared their drone telemetry with a stinginess that eased as the lines accumulated into a map. Oren tuned the Cantor with less contempt and more affection. Tashi argued with a coil that insisted it needed more sage. Bodo hummed wherever his wheels carried him and learned two new lullabies.
Eliah kept his promise and sat in Control for a day, his back straight, his mouth set with the discipline of a man in penance. Once, he caught Nova watching him and held her gaze long enough to make her look away, not with shame but with the discomfort of having her own desires reflected back at her. He did not apologize for leaving, not because he lacked the words but because they had agreed, without speaking, that the apology would be currency they preferred not to spend.
The registry logged the Chorus Verge as a variable acoustic field, recommended profile required. The Crucible filed a claim framed in sentences that made lawyers preen. The Array filed a note that said politely: if you bring toys, ask the station first. Director Kwan received a message from an office that had the power to make him sweat and did not sweat. It said: good work. He forwarded it to Nova without comment.
Word got around. Other stations pinged for technique. A small fleet of amateurs tried to hum at a comet and learned nothing except humility. Someone wrote “Bodo was here” in tape under a panel and everyone assumed it was Bodo until Bodo denied authorship with wounded dignity.
Ren Ogede sent a letter with a stamp. The stamp showed a bird that did not live on any world they would ever visit, wings extended, beak open, a note coming out. Nova put it in a corner of her bunk where she could see it when she woke and when she closed her eyes. The tattooed young man visited Hydroponics and cried quietly among the moss, then declared he would build a garden on the derelict once the Crucible had finished making it dull. Tashi made a note to send him cuttings and a list of the ways plants lied.
On a shift that no one declared special, the tap pattern changed again. It became not a call but a greeting. Tap tap—pause—tap. Silence that was not empty. Nova pressed her palm to the console as if to a forehead and whispered, “Hello to you, too.”
Recognition, when it came, was not a parade but a quiet, satisfying pivot in the way people carried themselves past her in the corridors. Leo handed her tea without commentary. Kwan nodded with less reserve and more warmth. Rhea, preparing to take the Crucible out on a test of the new profile, met Nova’s eyes for a breath longer than law required and said, “We’ll write the reef like a tide chart.” It counted as an apology. It counted as respect.
Eliah stood with her at the viewport and watched the ring plane flow its usual gossip. “I had an idea when I left,” he said. “I thought you only heard what came in. Turns out you also hear what refuses to go away.”
“Stubbornness is my gift,” Nova said.
“Use it on better things,” he advised, but he smiled, and it was the smile that had made her work harder a long time ago. “When I can lift my arm without my head falling off, I’ll make you a toy that doesn’t hate paper.”
“Make it hate lawyers instead,” she said. They laughed softly together, a sound that the station held in its ribs and warmed.
They said goodbye not like people ending something, but like colleagues moving down adjacent corridors. Nova watched him go and did not ache in the way she had braced herself to. The ache belonged to a younger version of her. The new version had hands that remembered how to listen.
She returned to Control and checked the spires. The planet’s breath was the old stupid majesty. The ring whispered. The reef at the Verge sang just a little to itself, the way kitchens do when people have finally stopped slamming drawers. Nova leaned her cheek against the cool glass of the console. “We did not make you,” she murmured to the Array, to the planet, to the place people called a verge as if it were an edge. “We learned a word and a way to say it.”
She lowered her palms to the panel, feeling the gentle tremble, the comfortable fit of her bones under her skin. Her hands were steady. When the next breath from the planet came up through the towers, she was already there, listening, answering, a small clever ear at the lip of something vast that had learned, for a brief and beautiful time, to answer back.
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