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The Array That Learned to Listen
Celeste Drayen
On Oriole Array above the rogue planet Khepri-9, acoustics tech Lian Arcos hears a wrong hum spreading through the station. When a corporate lead installs a strict governor, disaster follows. With a retired engineer’s harmonic loom, a quick pilot, and a chatty drone, Lian fights a hidden remote leash—tuning the station back to itself.
ProseHub


    
The Station That Hummed
On the night side of the rogue planet Khepri-9, the auroras rose like sea-grass lit from below, lapping at the dark. Oriole Array floated above the cold shimmer, its rings and struts stitched together by cables the color of old copper. Lian Arcos knelt among racks of kale and dwarf citrus, hands in damp substrate while a thin tremor ran through the floor. He lifted his head and listened. The station had its own weather of sound: fans whispering, pumps throatily clearing lines, the long sleep-breath of the spin.
“Rook, hold the light higher,” he said without looking back.
A maintenance drone hummed up, a tray of LEDs swiveling. “Higher by three degrees or five?” Rook’s little speaker carried a cheerful rasp, as if from a tin can.
“Three. Don’t boil the basil.” Lian flicked a bit of grit from a sensor leaf and watched the numbers stabilize in his wristband. The humidity was shy of where he liked, but the plants were singing green under the lamps, their leaves thrumming when he brushed them. He whistled a slow scale, the tone he used to check cavity resonance, and the stacked water pipes answered him with a soft, hollow note.
“Are we tuning again?” Rook asked, drifting close enough that his casing brushed a sprig of mint. The robot chirped an apology and backed off.
“It’s a reflex.” Lian straightened, rolling out his shoulders, and glanced past the glass. Beyond the greenhouse ribs and the walkway with its grating, Khepri’s black curve cut the starfield. No sun here; the planet warmed itself from within and lit its own sky with crackling polar wreaths. The Array was all winter light and metal bones, and sounds traveled strangely in it. One wrong rhythm, and pipes would chatter; one right rhythm, and a stubborn valve would decide to be kind.
The door slid open. Uma came in with her flight jacket unzipped and hair still wind-tangled, though there was no wind out here. She always looked like she’d beaten a storm to the door. “You left the east airlock at low pressure again,” she said, pointing at him with a packaged loaner spanner. “The tug complained.”
“The tug complains when you hum off-key,” Lian said, and grinned. “How was the dust?”
Uma grimaced. “Tastes like a burnt coin today. But the nets are full. Gravity stream threw us a gift.” She tossed him the spanner. “You eating? You look like you’ve been chewing condensation.”
“Later,” Lian said. He pressed the spanner to his wristband; it chimed and accepted the loan. “Hear that?” He cocked his head. Somewhere under the reliable chug of the greywater pump, a new line threaded the music, thin and insistent, like a violin warming under a stage.
Uma stilled, the smirk sliding off her mouth. She had a pilot’s ears, tuned to stutters and pebbles in engines. “Where?”
“Below us,” Lian said. “Deck three? Maybe the coolant arch.” He squatted and pressed his palm to the floor grating. The ices of Khepri groaned and cracked far below, unheard, but the Array carried its own secret groans into bones.
Rook lowered his light without being asked. “I’m logging a new signal,” he said. “Pitch around 30 Hz, amplitude rising. I can draw a picture?”
“Later. If it keeps growing, we’ll hear it through our teeth.” Lian shut a valve to isolate the west line and watched the readout dip. The undertone persisted, threading between the fans’ steady rush. “You feel it in the landing bays?”
Uma nodded toward the door. “I felt it in my boots. Had to slap the tug’s panel to stop it from burping error messages. Some idiot’s going to spill their crates.”
He dried his hands on his shirt and grabbed his tool sling. The weight of it steadied him, like the first clean chord after tuning. “We’ll check the arch.”
In the corridor, the metal had a faint skin of condensation, painterly etchings from the last frost. They jogged along, Lian listening as much with his soles as with his ears. A child’s laughter blew toward them—someone pulling up to watch algae panels ripple under the airflow. The Array was small enough that voices folded around its ring; a line of a song could meet you from three corners ago.
Elder Bran stood at the intersection, hands in the pockets of a patched coat that was older than Lian. He had the posture of a tree that had grown around a fence post and decided it belonged. A coil of cable sat at his boots like a sleeping snake.
“You hear it?” Bran asked without greeting.
“I do,” Lian said. “I was hoping it was a loose bracket.” He knew it wasn’t.
Bran’s mouth twitched. “Loose brackets don’t sing like that. That’s structure, boy. That’s the Array reminding us she’s a basket of different minds trying to be one.” He jerked his chin at Uma. “You lock the tug to the ring with both clamps this time?”
“Rude,” Uma said, but she flushed. “Yes. And I brought you fish jerky.” She produced a packet from her jacket like a conjurer. He snatched it and tucked it away without looking at it.
They leaned over the railing that looked down through a shaft toward the coolant arch: a crescent of pipe that caught returning fluids and sent them sighing back into the loops. Frost gloved it like spilled sugar. The hum came up in threads that you could almost finger apart if you squinted hard enough.
“New load?” Lian asked. “We crank up the northern radiators?”
“Stable,” Bran said. “If anything, we’ve had less to dump.” He looked toward the planet’s black. “But the ice storms are moving fast under us. You can feel geography even if you can’t see it.”
A service cart squealed past, a teenager at the wheel with too much joy in it, and Bran snagged the back of her coveralls without looking. “Slow down, Roo. The Array’s teeth are out. You race, it bites.”
Roo made a face, peeled his fingers off, and sailed away, slower. Uma snorted.
Lian squatted on the grating and began tapping with the rubber end of a wrench, an old habit Bran had never quite scolded away. The arch answered each tap with a different bloom of tone depending on where he coaxed it. Rook projected a clean strip of frequency lines against the bulkhead and obligingly labeled Lian’s taps with tiny, smug notes.
“Put a dampener on the third strut,” Lian said. “She’s getting chatty.”
Bran’s eyebrow tilted. “She?”
Uma whispered to Rook, too loudly on purpose, “He names pipes.”
“Only the cooperative ones,” Lian said. He wedged a damping pad under a mounting bracket, tightened the bolt, listened. The undertone didn’t stop. It kept purling, sliding under the dampening like spring water under a door.
Bran chewed a strip of jerky. “This started after we reset the spin by a hair. Only a hair, mind you. Off by a whisper, and all the glass gets new complaints.” He turned his shoulder so Lian could see the list of work tickets stacked in his pad. “And you’d think a syndicate that can send a strategist across deep space could send us another set of boots and not nine hundred memos.”
Uma blew air through her teeth. “We’re getting a strategist?”
“Operations lead,” Bran said. “Syndicate calls her Vexa Orlan. You’ll like her if you’re made of wire.”
Lian kept listening. The name settled on the metal like a weight. The Array had been friends and neighbors and arguments about stew for three years. A strategist smelled like new locks.
“Later,” Bran said. “For now, do no harm. Tune what you can and don’t go sticking your nose past doors that say don’t. We have a couple of—” He paused, cocked his head, and all three of them felt it: the hum rose half a step, as if it had found its breath.
Rook dimmed his light. “I don’t like that.”
“Neither do I,” Lian said. He touched the rail. The metal was still cold, but there was a dryness riding the rails now, a scrape that had nothing to do with frost. It felt like a phrase started by one hand and finished by another in a different key.
He went back to the greenhouse with a list in his head. He had rows to check, a toddler to return a lost shoe to, and an apology to write to the tug. But when the lights slid to sleep mode and the auroras curled like green smoke below, he lay in his bunk and listened. The Array hummed a song he knew…and a counter-melody he didn’t.
Sleep came messy, with snapshots of leaking pipes and oranges rolling down gravity gradients like little suns. He woke to Rook dimming his bunk light with apologetic beeps. “You told me to nudge you if the amplitude went over six percent,” the drone said. “It’s at eight.”
Lian rolled off the bunk and into his boots, hair standing up like a scratched cat’s. The corridor outside carried the hum so clearly his molars vibrated. He padded to the nearest service panel and canted his ear to it. There—under everything—moved a slow, deliberate saw. Not an emergency by itself, not yet. But nothing on Oriole liked being sawed.
He crossed the catwalk above the algae vats, breath fogging. The condensers blinked their sleepy lights at him. He felt the Array’s long bones flex with the shift from night cycle to day. Something rode that flex, climbed it, waited along it the way ice waits for a windshield to crack.
On deck three, he found Roo standing with both hands wrapped around the railing, knuckles pale. “I can feel it in my fingers,” she whispered. Behind her, on the wall, someone had chalked a crooked star and written, Don’t whistle here. “Is it bad?”
“Go stick your fingers in your pockets,” Lian said, softer than he felt, and smiled because his mouth knew how. “I’ll make it sing something kinder.”
He slipped deeper into maintenance, into low ceilings and coils that whiffed metal and grease. The old hatch to the machine heart had a stripe of paint worn to bare steel where generations of technicians had rested their palms. He set his hand there and counted the beats. One, two, three, and the fourth beat wasn’t late but wrong, like a step on a stair that had shifted.
Behind the hatch, the Array’s heart lunged and settled. Lian pulled his hand back and found Bran beside him, silent in the cold, the lines of his face sharper where light didn’t reach.
“Don’t say it,” Bran said.
“I won’t,” Lian said. But the word machines wanted to say moved anyway in the back of his mouth: problem.
Bran laid his big hand over the worn stripe of paint. “Morning meeting. Vexa’s docking on the hour. If the Array decides to throw a tantrum today, she’ll bring us a policy about tantrums.” He glanced at Lian. “Keep your ears open. Don’t let her take them.”
Lian huffed a laugh. “No promises.” The hum tickled the edges of it.

    
New Locks And Old Songs
The central atrium was a column of light draped with cables and prayer ribbons. People lined the spiral walkway like beads on a wire, faces tilted toward the west lock where frost had filmed the window. Lian stood with Uma and Bran, Rook perched on the rail between them, politely pretending not to notice when a kid stuck a finger into one of his vents.
The syndicate shuttle slid into view, squat and expensive, its paint not yet scuffed by Oriole’s habits. It latched with a clean, confident thunk and exhaled corporate air into their messy, warm lungs. Vexa Orlan came through with two aides and a smile like a straightedge. She was tall, hair sharp, suit that didn’t know grease. Her eyes did a quick count of shoulders and boots, a ledger with breath.
“Good morning,” she said. The microphone made her voice too big for the space. “You keep a beautiful station.”
Bran made a noise Lian pretended was a cough.
Vexa’s gaze slid past them to the decking. She moved like she expected her floor to be flawless, and like she expected no one to argue if she said it wasn’t. “I’ve reviewed your outputs, your loss rates, and your maintenance logs,” she said. “We can do better. We will. I’m here to help you work smarter, safer, and to end emergencies before they begin.”
The Array purred, as if amused.
“We begin with protocols.” She looked too comfortable next to a screen and too clean next to a pipe. Charts bloomed, lines that didn’t know the smell of algae. “No unauthorized adjustments to critical systems. No use of improvised dampeners. No traversal into the central machinery without authorization. There will be a sensor audit by end of cycle.”
Lian felt Uma’s elbow against his. “She means don’t name the pipes,” Uma whispered.
Vexa continued, “There is a persistent oscillation in your structural supports. I will be installing a new control package to handle it. You’ll find our software more… disciplined.”
Bran raised his hand, didn’t wait to be called on. “Your package has seen Khepri do a flip under your feet?” he asked mildly. “You bringing a spare ring in your pocket?”
Aides exchanged glances. Vexa’s smile ticked. “I have broad experience across varied stations and vessels. Standards work because they are standards.”
The hum chose that moment to hitch, an audible bump under her words. The ribbons on the rail shivered as if a hand had twisted them. Rook trilled, feathers on a nervous bird. Someone in the crowd laughed and then clamped it down like a lid.
Vexa paused, recalibrated her smile, and nodded at her aides. “We’ll begin the installation now.” She hopped the last step and strode toward the control bay like gravity liked her better than anyone else.
Lian’s skin itched between his shoulder blades. “What package?” he whispered.
“Stability Governor,” Rook said, reading a transmission he could not help catching. “Makes decisions on microsecond scales based on structural feedback. It can issue commands to—”
“Everything,” Bran finished dryly. “Anything with a tongue.” He grunted. “I like my governors with faces.”
In control, the air smelled too new. Vexa’s team laid out the interface like a surgical tray. Lian hung at the back until Bran pushed him forward with a palm to the spine. Vexa clocked them and said, “You—acoustics tech. You’ve been tinkering without documentation.”
Lian said, “Heard it in my mouth and fixed it.”
“Anecdote is not process,” Vexa said. “But. I want your ears. I hear there’s talent here for listening.”
He stepped closer to the console, watched graphs bloom into color. The oscillation leaped across the displays like a fish. A new set of lines overlaid it—an algorithm that pulsed, tested, pressed.
Outside, the Array answered. You could hear it through the glass. The Governor shifted a choke point. Pressure surged. Two levels down, a pipe banged like a dropped wrench under too many feet.
“That’s not a direction I like,” Lian said through his teeth.
Vexa didn’t look away from her numbers. “Keep me informed.” She tapped in a sequence, too fast; she had practiced this on ships that did not argue back.
The hum climbed another quarter tone. It wasn’t like a violin now but like a saw biting into the change of grain in wood. Lian didn’t know he’d moved until he was grabbing a microphone. “Stop,” he said, low. “Stop pushing it there. The arch likes even. You’re asking it to—” He didn’t have words that would mean anything to her.
She had words that meant something to screens. “Override issued.”
Rook’s light stuttered. “Alert,” he warbled. “Underslung bracket—” He didn’t get to finish. The floor bucked, a brief, hard cough, and a rack of microgreens toppled in the greenhouse visible through the glass like seaweed knocked in a ripple. Kids shrieked in the distance. A light popped and showered white sparks.
Lian felt the bottom rung of the hum snag on bone and fat. “You’ll peel something,” he said.
Vexa’s face hardened in a way that did not make her uglier. “This is necessary to test the boundaries of the system.”
Later, the broken racks bent like the legs of an exhausted deer. Lian’s hands were soup from clearing glass so kids wouldn’t cut their feet, and he smelled like algae. Uma’s sleeve was taped where she’d caught a falling light with her arm. “No serious injuries,” she said, and then scowled at her bandage as if it had disappointed her by existing.
Bran stood next to a fan and looked at the way it trembled. He was quiet. His quiet had more edges than his words.
Vexa came to the greenhouse door. The clean lines of her suit had bent; her hair had pieces out of place; a smudge of hydraulic had found the edge of her thumb. She looked like someone who had run to get here. “I’m sorry,” she said. The apology sounded like a memo in the voice of a person trying to learn to speak without scripts. “The Governor—”
“—doesn’t live here,” Bran said.
She held his gaze calmly. “Neither do you, in the sense of owning this vessel. Our company does.”
A couple of heads turned. That word—owning—ringed like a dropped coin.
Vexa didn’t flinch. “We will not run the Governor past those parameters again. That said, there are unsafe practices that have to end today. Unlicensed dampeners. Unauthorized channeling of sound in structural members. No more tinkering with braces while systems are live. If you have a problem, you report it. If someone is hurt because a charm kept a pipe from bursting—” she looked at Lian “—that’s still a pipe that should have been fixed differently.”
He looked back at her without blinking. “You think I care about charms? There are only ways that work and ways that don’t.”
“Our ways will work,” she said, level.
Behind her, Rook pinged softly. He was throwing Lian a private line, a whisper by light. “She’s installing watchdogs,” Rook murmured. “Software locks. Some on your band.”
Lian clenched his hand and felt the new weight in his wristband, invisible but heavy. He could imagine doors that had always been merely stuck now slamming and waiting for codes he didn’t have.
He made himself lower his shoulders. “Let me listen to the arch. Let me show you where it sticks without breaking teeth.”
“Within procedure,” Vexa said. “With supervision.” She nodded at one of her aides, a man with fingers like pencils who didn’t look up from his slate. “Audit the acoustics tech’s accesses. All of them.”
The day aged like a bruise, purple deepening under Oriole’s lights. Lian watched Uma pretend to nap on an inverted crate, the way her mouth slackened when it was real sleep not a tease. He watched Bran coax a fan to stop buzzing by balancing it with a washer that looked like it had been made before anyone had invented washers. He watched Vexa stand in the control bay and not leave, her hand on the rail where a hundred other hands had left warmer marks.
By late cycle the hum was a constant a little louder than breath. It had joined you the way a headache moves into a room before you do. Rook floated above Lian’s shoulder like a cautious elder bird.
“Do you think she means it?” Uma asked softly. “About not pushing it again like that.”
“She means whatever keeps her model clean,” Lian said. He ran a hand over his scalp and felt the skin jump when the Array’s tone burred. “She’s not wicked.” He tried the word and felt it not fit. “She just wants a station that behaves like the stations she knows.”
“So do I,” Uma said wryly. “Because I like not being crushed.”
Bran squinted through the greenhouse glass at the arch. “The gender of the station is indifferent. The station is a stubborn child.” He scratched his jaw. “And a child with a new aunt.”
Rook bobbed. “I do not have an aunt protocol.”
A bloom of pale frost crept along the seam of a strut. Lian reached without thinking and pressed a pad into the place where the metal breathed too fast. He cleaned his hands, wrote the action in the log without lying, because he could not lie within the tiny space his mouth allowed him. The log pinged him back a polite note: unauthorized.
He swallowed. “I need the heart,” he said, to no one and to the pipes. “If there’s a mis-tune it starts there. You can only bandage echoes so long.”
“Tomorrow,” Bran said. “With me.” He glanced at Rook. “If the Governor doesn’t lock our heels.”
Vexa’s voice came from the doorway, tired and precise. “Tomorrow at ten-hundred we can discuss who enters the central machinery. Until then, please keep your hands out of it.”
Lian looked at the lock behind her. The light had changed from soft amber to a firm, watchful blue.
He lay in his bunk again and listened. The Array’s hum crawled into his teeth. He thought of the machine heart turning under the lock like a big animal under a blanket, and of a hand pressing down on its breathing. He thought of a ladder and a screwdriver and a song he didn’t play for anyone. In the deep watch, a pipe somewhere filed a small complaint, high and thin, no more than a kitten. It was easy to love something that told you where it hurt.

    
The Donor With the Harmonic Loom
The morning was the color of weak tea and metal. Lian ran a thumb around the rim of his cup until Rook buzzed and said, “That upgrades anxiety not caffeine.”
Uma knocked the cup with her knuckle. “Drink so you can argue faster.”
In the control bay, Vexa was clean-shirted and already talking when they arrived. “We’ve brought amplitude down three percent. The Governor is applying small, reversible offsets to distribute strain. We will maintain this until we can schedule a full inspection of the machine heart.” She nodded at Lian and Bran not as rivals but as resources she hoped to convert. “Until then, no one enters without me. High-heat operations in Sector B are suspended. Unauthorized dampeners will be removed.”
Bran hooked his thumbs in his belt. “Governor’s very nice,” he said, “but I want to hear the bearings. We had a stiction problem before that we got rid of with music and grease. Your software doesn’t smell.”
Vexa blinked what might have been humor. “We’re bound by different senses.” She gestured to the aide with the pencil fingers. “Audit?”
“Acoustics tech shows significant unlogged adjustments,” the aide droned. “Bran Havel shows… creative interpretations of log taxonomy.”
Uma coughed into her fist so it sounded like a laugh someone smothered with a pillow.
Vexa’s mouth thinned. “I am responsible for safety. We will not indulge improvisation. If the heart requires attention, we go together.”
Lian’s palms prickled. “What if the heart doesn’t wait?”
“Then you’ll have saved the urge to heroics for a more appropriate time,” she said. She turned back to her screens.
Bran leaned close to Lian and kept his mouth barely moving. “We’re going anyway.” He smelled like solder and the sweet tobacco he didn’t smoke anymore, a memory that hung in his cuffs. “Governor or not, the Array’s pattern is wrong. You hear it, you know it.”
Lian’s throat felt tight and glad. “When?”
“Now,” Bran said. “Before ten-hundred and a meeting about locks.”
They moved like shadows along lanes the Governor had not yet mapped; Oriole had crevices inside its friendly bones. Rook dimmed his lights to the color of old pearls and kept pace at Lian’s shoulder, a quiet friend that occasionally scolded a puddle for being slippery.
The door they chose wasn’t marked, because the paint had worn off three engineers ago. Bran rested his ear against the metal and grunted. “It’s angry now,” he said. He pressed a coil of wire into Lian’s hand. “Alumina-sheathed. Don’t chew it.”
“What’s the plan?” Lian whispered.
“Plan? We listen and then we do the thing the sound asks us to do.” Bran’s teeth flashed. “Hold this for me.”
The machine heart was not a heart, exactly. It was a vestibule inside the spine where all the loops kissed each other: coolant, waste heat, gravity induction, spin correction, a clatter of whispering metal tuned to survive without a star. It sounded like an orchestra tuning up after the conductor raised a hand and then forgot to lower it.
They ducked under a brace that had a calendar cut into it with a knife. Lian caught himself reading the days as if they were instructions. The hum shed a skin and became a growl. He felt it on the back of his neck like breath.
Bran crouched by a trio of bearings the size of his torso. “There. Feel that?” He guided Lian’s fingers to the interface where the bearing met the plate. The plate sang quiet, the bearing sang louder, and the seam between them stuttered. “That’s what’s wrong with your music.”
Rook projected a map of micro-vibrations, a nest of color. “Someone,” Rook said cautiously, “adjusted the spin counterweights in the night. Tiny. Only a hair.”
“Does the Governor know?” Lian asked.
“Governor thinks it did that,” Rook said. “It’s… convinced. But the time stamps disagree with when it says it made the change.” The drone’s voice went small. “Someone played with the clock.”
“Careful,” Bran said. “We’re not alone in here.” He tapped the casing, twice. A test, a signal. The tone came back blunt. “And we’re getting watched by a process that doesn’t like us here.”
A metal spar vibrated as if it wanted to warn them off. Bran slid a hand into his pocket and brought out something wrapped in old cloth. He unrolled it with care that made Lian hold his breath. The object inside was a palm-sized frame with spidery supports and threads stretched across like an instrument built by an insect. The threads gleamed with the color of frost at dawn.
“Where did you get that?” Lian whispered, reverent and itchy.
“Made it,” Bran said. “With help from a woman who’s not here anymore.” He set the thing gently on a bracket and thumbed a switch. The threads quivered and, in the air around it, a shape almost visible pulsed, sound stitched into thin lines. “Call it a harmonic loom. It hums along with what’s broken and shows you where to slip your hands.”
Lian leaned close and felt the hair on his arms lift. The loom caught the Array’s hum and spun it into a lace of quiet patterns, bright where the noise sharpened, dark where it failed. He could see, there in the dark weave, the seam that stuttered. A place to press, a place to wedge, a note to sing.
Bran watched him, mouth crooked. “Prove you listen like you say you do,” he said, casual as a thrown rag. “Put it to sleep without waking anything that bites.”
“I will break your loom if I’m clumsy,” Lian said.
“It’ll forgive you. Or I will.” Bran tucked his hands behind his back and waited.
Lian breathed with the song. He let his throat shape the note before he chose it with his mind. He hummed, quiet, felt the seam’s shiver change weight against the pads of his fingers. He slipped a wedge of rubber into the breath between plate and bearing, fraction by fraction, singing with it so the loom’s threads flattened and then relaxed. His voice went lower, a sound he used to calm the anemones they bred for air scrubbing when their tentacles tangles threatened to clog vents.
“There,” Bran said softly, like praise you don’t want to scare. “Good. Hold.” He tightened two bolts by the slow religion of someone who had broken things and learned gentler hands later.
Rook bobbed, happy bird again. “Amplitude down. Two percent. Seam stabilized. My fans feel… calmer.”
Lian’s shoulders sagged with the hollow joy that always followed making something quiet that had been noisy out of place.
“Good,” Bran said. Then he stopped smiling. “There is still a push from outside the loop, and I would like to know whose hands move it.” He wrapped the loom in its cloth like a person, and then, after a second, he pushed it toward Lian. “Keep it.”
Lian stared as if Bran had just handed him a new rib. “No. That’s yours.”
Bran shrugged. “I have ears. You have more. Also, I have arthritis and a dislike of ladders. You’ll carry it better. The loom listens for the part of the song that isn’t from the person making noise. It can show you where a signal pretends to be a vibration.” He put his knuckle under Lian’s chin and raised it. “That Governor is not a villain by itself. But someone lied about time.
“I’ll go ask questions with a retiree’s patience. You—” he pointed “—use your toys and your friends. Don’t go alone. Management is a pack animal.”
Rook bumped Lian’s shoulder. “I am a friend and a toy.”
Uma’s voice hissed in Lian’s ear. She had found a way to whisper through his band when he wasn’t looking. “You need a ride?”
“We’re still under lock,” Lian murmured.
Uma made a scornful, happy sound. “Locks are requests you choose whether to honor.”
When they emerged back into the smart air, Vexa was waiting with two bipedal maintenance drones whose shoulders were too square. She didn’t look angry. She looked, Lian thought, like someone who had opened a door and found a draft that made her correct a chart.
“You entered the central machinery,” she said quietly.
“We braced what your Governor couldn’t see,” Bran said. “Without permission, yes. You may put that into your ledger under offenses fit for grandchildren to mock us about.”
Vexa’s eyes flicked to Lian’s hand and the bundled cloth there. “What is that?”
“A toy,” Lian said with his hands behind his back.
“Your locks were changed,” Rook volunteered brightly. “Unauthorized.”
Vexa didn’t blink. “By whom?”
Rook’s hum lowered. “You will not like the answer because there is not an answer yet.”
Vexa looked at Lian. “Tell me what you saw.”
He met her gaze and said, “A seam that stuttered. A governor that believed it moved something it did not. A clock with a fingerprint on it.”
She exhaled. “We’ll go together next time,” she said. “And I want to see that cloth.”

    
Through the Array’s Bones
The day split into errands with teeth. Vexa scheduled the inspection of the machine heart and then pushed it back an hour and then another. She called lines, posted breathless notes for posters, argued gently with engineers who were built like doors. The hum sagged and then lifted like weather. Lian felt it follow him, a stray cat out of sight.
Bran snuck him into Old Forge Bay, which the Governor couldn’t see beyond a haze of “legacy hardware.” The ceiling sagged in waves, pipes sweating where heat never stayed. A magnet crane slept in a corner with its hook resting like an exhausted hand. A few old-timers had made camp among the workbenches; one ran a string game between calloused fingers while the other cooked noodles on a coil that screamed if you didn’t sing to it.
“You always were a thief,” the string-player, Auntie Gyo, told Bran, and sucked a noodle that left a constellation of broth on her coat. “What do you need?”
Lian showed her the harmonic loom. He didn’t say the word gift. In Oriole you didn’t show off gifts in rooms with too many ghosts.
Gyo’s eyes warmed at the threads. “Oh, I like how that holds itself. You slip air in where it doesn’t know it’s all air.” She glanced at Lian’s hands. “You got the ears for this? Or just the guilt?”
“He doesn’t like hurting things,” Bran said. He did not say machines or people.
“Whatever keeps your bolts from weeping,” Gyo said, and leaned in. “What are you chasing?”
“A push that isn’t from here,” Lian said, and felt the hair on his arms lift when he spoke it. “A pressure that lies about the clock.”
Gyo flicked her eyes at the ceiling as if it remembered things. “Corporate shenanigans,” she muttered without heat. “Someone with a remote leash. They tell the Array to sit and pretend they did it yesterday.”
Lian’s mouth thinned. “Why?”
“Control is a flavor some people drink,” Gyo said. “Sometimes they pour it down throats that don’t like it. Sometimes they pour it down their own and call it responsibility.”
Rook paced in slow ovals, sensors skimming the Forge Bay’s ferrous guts. “There is echo,” he said. “A control signal that hit and bounced. It carries a signature like synthetic vanilla. Governor is broadcasting a cleanliness. Somebody piggybacked vanilla on lemon.”
“Can you follow it?” Lian asked.
Rook tilted like a listening dog. “I can follow the reflection. The source is hiding behind the pipe where the sun should be.”
Uma burst in through a door she should not have been able to open. “Two minutes,” she said. “If you want to get anywhere before they put a collar on every hatch.” She had circles under her eyes and a smear of orange algae on her cheekbone like war paint. “My tug’s sulking. I bribed it with a new gasket.”
“You bribed a tug?” Bran said.
“A tug bribes me half the time,” Uma returned. “Come on.”
They moved. Through a skeleton corridor where the ribs were visible, past the Quiet Walk where people went to listen to the planet crackle and whisper below, through a market slice where noodles turned in steam and a woman sold carved bone birds that spun in the eddies of the ventilation. Lian kept his hand on the loom and his ears on the walls.
Near Sector B, they hit the seal. The new lock shone with fresh code. The light above it no longer remembered amber. Vexa’s people had put this in and done it well.
Uma crouched and frowned at the junction box. “This is rude.”
“That’s my line,” Vexa said behind them.
They turned like an apology.
She had followed alone, which made Lian like her a little for the first time. She held her hands open, empty. “What are you doing?”
“Following a smell,” Lian said.
Vexa looked at the lock. “I told you I’d go with you.” She knelt. Her hands hesitated over the code plate, then moved with certainty. “I’m not in love with being lied to by logs.” She slid a tool from her pocket. It didn’t look like a hacker’s tool. It looked like a nail file.
“What changed?” Uma asked.
Vexa didn’t look up. “Someone tried to push the Governor again while I was standing right there. It showed up on my slate as your doing, Mr. Arcos. You were with Auntie Gyo at that moment, unless you are three people.”
The lock sighed, reluctant and then resigned. The door slid. Air kissed their faces, cold enough to set teeth on edge.
A low-grav corridor waited beyond, a place where the spin was weird on purpose to let people move heavy gear with finger pushes. They floated through, growing long and slow like fish in a shadowed stream. The Array’s hum deepened; the loom brightened; Lian could feel something distant tugging the song into a shape it didn’t want.
“Rook?” Lian said.
“Left,” Rook murmured. “Then down. The reflection is loud near the water tanks.”
They dipped through a triangular junction that always made Lian think of a gill. The air smelled like iron filings and thaw. Pipes shivered even when he didn’t touch them; the Array was beginning to itch under its own skin.
At the water tanks, a grade-school class stared pressed-nose at a dozen floating anemones, their translucent bells pulsing, their fringe twitching. When the hum ticked up, the anemones fluttered like ruffled umbrellas in a gust. One drifted toward an intake grate and stuck. A child squeaked.
“Hold your breath,” Lian told the kids absurdly, and then he sang. The note was meant for the rings that held the tanks inside the ring of the Array, but the anemones caught it too. They slowed; they opened; their fringes spread like someone telling them a story. The stuck one loosened and slid away from the grate like a shy thing seeking its friend. A teacher mouthed thank you and tried not to show tears.
Vexa’s face had entered a new country. You could watch her watching and know she had not believed that a human throat could call off a clog.
Rook spun a small circle like a pleased dog. “Reflection is strongest behind the auxiliary pump housing.”
The panel there was new. New seals, new grid, new smell, clean as a tooth.
Bran frowned. “I didn’t order that.”
Vexa didn’t speak. She slid her hand along the edge and found a catch only someone who knew where to look would find. The panel sighed open onto a cavity full of wires that ran too straight. At the heart of it sat a grey box that hummed a note almost too clean to be sound.
“That doesn’t belong,” Bran said. He reached in and the hum itself told him not to touch it. Vexa stepped past him and did the touching for them with a tool so precise it probably didn’t have a name, and the box’s surface shifted color under her hand like it had been waiting for that exact grip.
“It’s a leash,” Rook said, voice small. “Not our Governor. A second mind that rides on the first and tells it what it wants it to want.”
“A remote uplink,” Vexa said. Her voice held not company pride but something tired and furious that had nothing to do with them. “I did not authorize this. It is illegal even by our narrow definitions of illegal.”
She didn’t flinch. She pulled the box free like a wet tooth and stared at the connector. “Someone with my authority level installed this,” she said. “Or someone with my name.”
Lian felt his stomach go cold. The Array’s hum made his wristband buzz in his bone. “Who?”
“Doesn’t matter,” Bran said hoarsely. “We rip it out. We sing whatever it changed back into our key.”
“It’s tied to the machine heart,” Vexa said. “If we rip it without teaching the heart how to move alone again, it will lurch and break something.” She closed her fist around the leash until tendons showed under skin. “We go now.”
The kids watched them go with eyes wide as cups. The anemones pulsed as if copying the walk of a thing with legs. Lian tucked the loom tight against his chest. He heard the Array fidget and say in its way, faster. Uma paced him with that easy pilot’s stride that meant she could run for longer than anyone and look like she wasn’t.
Behind them the lock lights changed color in a way that made Rook make a thoughtful noise. “They’re rewriting as we walk,” he said dreamily, as if commenting on weather. “We are in a story where the doors want to be someone else.”
Uma rolled her eyes. “Then tell them we’re the people they want.”
“I am trying,” Rook said. “They are shy.”
At the last intersection before the heart, two security drones rolled into view, factory-clean with VEXA-ISSUE stamped on their shoulders. They had ankle-stiff legs and looked like they wanted you to know they had permission to do whatever a person might not. Their eyes blinked blue.
“Unauthorized access,” they said together.

    
The Heart’s Counter-Melody
The drones moved like chess pieces that had been waiting to be played. Vexa lifted her badge and held it out, controlled fury spilled into a neat bowl. “Stand down,” she said. “Override Orlan priority.”
The drones’ eyes blinked a deeper blue, as if receiving a secret joke from a voice they liked better. “Authorization confirmed,” they said. Then, almost politely: “Stand by for escort.”
“That’s not stand down,” Uma said under her breath.
Rook glided forward, vibrating in a frequency Lian felt through his teeth. “Hello,” he chirped to the drones with an innocence so bald it was an insult. “We are going to the heart. It is crowded in here, but there is always room for friends.”
“Obstruction will be penalized,” the drones replied.
Lian glanced at Vexa. She was already at the panel, fingers flying. “They’re bridged to the leash,” she said. “Not just obedient—absorbed. Someone braided their orders with a remote will.”
Bran planted his feet like a tree. “You can’t fight your own limbs without leaving bruises,” he said. He leaned down and murmured to the nearest drone, voice low as pipe breath. “Listen to your own motors, son.”
Lian stepped in front of a child in his mind; his body stepped in front of Vexa. He brought up the loom. The threads thrummed, shy and strong. He tuned himself to the old friends: the round ache of Oriole’s spin, the nervous ticking of the newly woken leash, the stiff smile of the drones. He hummed.
This wasn’t a pretty hum. It was a working note, the one you use to back a stubborn screw out from a swollen board. He matched the drones’ servo frequencies and sang them slightly wrong. Their joints hesitated, then unlocked, and their balance shifted like someone had told them the room had tilted they were on.
Uma slipped between them with a grin. “Excuse me, gentlemen,” she said, and because the world was kind this moment, no one shot her. Vexa followed, motion a clean line you wanted to trace. Bran brought up the rear with a look that dared any bolt to argue. Rook zipped cheekily around a drone’s shoulder and tapped its casing: tag, you’re it.
The door to the heart stood before them, paint worn by ten thousand palms. The blue lock light was a hard eye. Vexa held her hand over it and closed her eyes. “Don’t be a fool,” she whispered, perhaps to the lock, perhaps to herself. The light softened.
“We are borrowing not stealing,” Rook informed the lock, which, perhaps flattered by being spoken to at all, sighed open.
The machine heart had always seemed too large for its chamber and too small for its tasks. It breathed heat and flash-cooled, groaned and purred, knitted itself into a rhythm that wouldn’t kill them all. Today it shook like a horse feeling a fly on its spine—irritated, not yet wild, likely to throw its head if you did a dumb thing.
The leash Vexa carried in her bag hummed like a secret, eager to tell someone what to do next. Lian held the loom up and listened to the song of wrong.
“There,” he said. The loom’s threads flared at the coupling that married the spin correction to the coolant pump—a metal wedding that had lasted beyond its vows. “That’s where the borrowed orders tell the Governor to score a groove that shouldn’t be there.”
Vexa’s face looked like thought. “We can’t cut the leash until we teach the heart how to carry its own weight in this posture.”
Bran rolled up his sleeves. His arms were pale where the sun had never been, every new scar a story he didn’t tell twice. “We’ll take the weight with bones and breath,” he said. “Lie to me, Arcos, but only in the direction of kindness. Tell me when to turn.”
Lian nodded and sang. The loom caught the dissonances, held them like hairpins so the song stopped slipping. He felt the strap of the Array lay across his shoulders and decided he could be a yoke without breaking. He called the note that would not antagonize the bearing that had only ever wanted to be compatible with itself.
Vexa moved with her tool like it had been grown from her hand. She slaved the leash to a dummy load in her bag, moved it slowly like a bomb that was safe if you approved of it and furious if you didn’t. She glanced at Lian. He changed his hum by a hair. She changed her grip by the same.
The Governor pushed. The leash tugged back like a rider who had been told the horse would go over that cliff, yes, and without debate. Rook sang with Lian at a higher harmonic so exact it made Lian want to laugh and cry. UMA braced a brace. Bran cursed a saint he didn’t believe in and turned a bolt the way Lian told him to even when his hands knew better.
Something in the floor thudded, a big-footed thing upstairs deciding whether it was above you or ready to join you. The hum fell half a tone and then rose whole and then a hair, like the ladder to a door that kept moving.
Vexa flinched as her slate flashed an alert. She read it aloud because secrecy would rot right now: “Remote authority requesting full vent of Sector B to reduce oscillation. Authorization signature—” She stopped and stared. “It has my name.”
Bran swore softly. “If that door opens, we lose half the bay and everything in it.”
“Uma,” Lian said.
“I hear it,” Uma said, and she was already gone. She vanished through a side hatch and came back smelling like fear and burned dust. “Manual overrides are locked under your name too,” she told Vexa. “Nice signature. Classy loop. If I were writing it I’d be proud.”
Vexa set her jaw. “Would you compare your art to a gas leak?”
“Only if it forced me to at gunpoint,” Uma said cheerfully. Her hands shook.
Lian could not hold idioms in his mouth. He could only hold notes. He took the leash’s frequency into his throat and built a room around it for a minute where it could shout and not be heard. Rook threw a screen of sound that canceled the echo. The loom glanced at him like a polite older instrument, saying: yes, that fret, there.
“Rook,” Lian gasped, “touch their ears.”
Rook lowered his voice until Lian barely heard it. He spoke to the drones in the doorway in a language of servo squeaks and fan sighs, telling them a story about being in a different room where the lock was already closed and the order had already been obeyed in a more beautiful way. Their lights softened, confusion that looked like kindness.
Vexa bent over the connector, fingers under invisible teeth. “Now,” she said.
Lian dropped his humming by two cents and lifted his chin. The loom steadied. He nodded. Bran turned. Uma yanked a cable with too much drama and exactly enough force. Vexa severed the leash with a small, brutal motion that was all precision and no anger, which is what saves a station.
The leash in her bag screamed without sound. The Array hiccupped and decided to hold its breath and then, elegant as a cat making you believe it intended to fall off nothing, found a new balance.
Silence poured into the cracks like warm wax. It wasn’t quiet exactly—Oriole never was—but the wrongness pulled back like a tide leaving a ring on the sand. The drones’ lights cooled. Rook wobbled in the air and then leveled, exuberant. “Amplitude nominal,” he said. “Governor is confused but grateful. I’m going to forgive it that it tried to parent me.”
Vexa stood with the leash in her hands. She looked down at it like you look at a stranger who wore your clothes while breaking your house. She breathed out, and something inside her that had been knotted like wire loosened. “Whoever did this will not be having a good day when we call,” she said.
Bran wiped his face with his sleeve and turned his wryness back on. “You owe the boy a license for his dampeners,” he said to Vexa. “And a sandwich.”
Vexa’s mouth did something new, almost tender, that she would kill if anyone called it that. “He will have both,” she said. She looked at Lian. “You have a job I didn’t know we needed. You had it before I walked aboard. I can either name it and pay you or pretend that singing at bolts is personal eccentricity. I prefer the truth.”
Lian’s lungs went odd with relief. He stroked the loom’s frame like you do a pet you’re not sure is yours yet. “I want the Array to like the sound of its own bones,” he said.
“Good,” Vexa said. “Because my job is to keep the bones where we left them. I am sorry I called you a risk.”
Uma laced her arm through Lian’s. “He’s a risk,” she said brightly. “He risks boredom by trying to sleep.”
They returned through corridors that felt older and kinder. The kids at the water tanks cheered as if Lian had done a dance; the anemones pulsed in applause. Auntie Gyo handed him a candied mystery from a pocket as if she had always intended to.
In the atrium, Vexa spoke into every microphone and none. “We had an incident,” she said. “We ended it. We will seek accountability, but first we will write down the names of those who held the station with their hands today.” She looked at Lian when she said held.
Bran nudged him. “Don’t let it make your head wide,” he said. “There’s always another seam.”
Lian laughed, a little hysterically, and the sound was a nice note in the Array’s new chord. He glanced at Vexa holding the leash like evidence and a lesson, at Uma picking a shred of ration bar from her hair, at Rook bobbing like a drunk firefly. He pressed his palm to the rail where a thousand palms had worn a groove. The metal hummed—not grateful, not content; just itself, in tune.
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