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The Lattice of Small Hands
Amira Solan
A young salvage pilot answers a desperate plea from a failing habitat, risking everything to recover a stolen stabilization core. Through cunning, sacrifice, and a mysterious navigational artifact, she unites neighbors and sparks a fragile, bottom-up resistance against corporate reclamation.
ProseHub


    
Bay of Loose Stars
Erin tightened the ratchet until the last stubborn bolt sighed free and the hull seam closed like a healed scar. Cold vacuum light washed over the bay through the torn viewport, not the comforting blue of a planet but a slow, bruised amber of the brown dwarf beyond. The salvage work smelled of burned insulation and seaweed oil—old metaphor, the elders liked to joke—and of something sweeter: the warm copper tang of coffee shared in the tin can of a mess hall. Erin kept her tools in a chipped milk crate, each socket nicked with its own history. She liked the rough map the crate made when she slid it along the floor: the way it always stopped against the same dent in the bulkhead, like an old friend who refused to be left behind.
The skiff hummed under her hands, an old sound that knew the exact rhythm of her breathing. She had learned to listen to machines the way other people listened to music; they told you where to push and where to wait. Around her, the Sable Mouth bay lived in small, efficient chaos: tether lines looped like sleepy snakes, a child’s plastic toy half-melted under a bench, a string of polymer lights that winked unreliably. Beyond the bay, modules patched together like a collage of different times: a hydroponic ring with its lattice of roots, a maintenance tower with rust like fleur-de-lis, a funeral plaque nailed to a beam for someone who had floated away and been found by drift.
Miri was at the hatch with a crowbar and a grin that suggested the world was only slightly off its axis and entirely fixable. 'You always make the hull look better than you are,' she said, her voice dry with the wind that slipped through a thousand cracks.
'You teach me how to stop it leaking and I'll stop pretending my hands are made of poetry,' Erin answered. She wiped a smear of grease across her cheek and left the mark there like a sign.
They had a moment of quiet, the kind that belonged to people who shared too many late watches. Then a panel by the bay's comm relay flickered and a high, thin tone threaded the room: an emergency ping, one Erin had heard only twice before. The display filled with a voice message, raw and trembling, not from the usual corporate channels but from an old habitat whose beacon had long been dimmed.
'Please,' the voice said. 'If anyone hears us—Aurelia's core is gone. If it isn't back, the lattice will fail. We don't have—' The message staggered and then rasped into an empty hiss.
Erin felt the tools in her hands go heavier, as if gravity had leaned in for a closer look.
The name 'Aurelia' slipped around the bay like a draft. Old men at the mess table said it like a prayer and children swallowed it like a new toy. Aurelia had been one of the quieter habitats, a ring of green suspended like a pearl and held by a lattice of stabilization nodes. It used to be the kind of place people read about in the printed scraps Erin had scavenged—a place with a small school that painted murals of constellations and a council that argued about the best recipe for algae bread. Now its voice survived in a single, jagged packet of sound and the hollow weight it left behind.
'Somebody must have chopped the beacon for scrap,' Miri said, low. 'Helios has been buying up cores. They'll name them 'efficiency upgrades' and look honest while they turn neighborhoods into flux-silos.'
Erin's hands remembered how to be small in the face of big things. She had grown up pulling bolts on frames half a world away from the polite boardrooms of corporate fleets. Her father had taught her to count the threads of wiring like counting stars. You could tell where something had been by the way the wires still hummed. She had not known him long; he had been more absence than memory. But the rules he left were simple: fix what you can, and if something needed help, fix it with both hands.
The message replayed, and the woman's voice filled in thinner details: 'They took the core at dawn. They said it was reclaimed. If they keep it away, Aurelia will tear itself apart. Please, anyone who can—'
Erin felt her chest tighten. The bay smells rearranged into one single sharp note. Her fingers found the edge of the crate and held on. Around her, people began to move with a speed that came from a place older than rules: instinct.
'Who would take a core?' asked Jor, a dockworker with a voice like a rusted pipe. He leaned on a length of rail, eyes absolutist in their tiredness.
'Helios or people pretending to be Helios,' Miri said. 'You don't need to be a prophet to make that calculation.'
Outside, the brown dwarf sent slow tides of light across the bay, and Erin imagined Aurelia clinging to a thin thread of stability, held together more by habit than by hardware. Stabilization cores were the kind of thing you didn't want to be stolen. They were the quiet pieces that kept neighborhoods aligned, the whispered bits that kept zero-g tides from tearing a life apart. When they went missing, everything became elastic and cruel.
She searched the comm packet for an address, a signature—anything that might point to where the message had come from. The packet was corrupted, spliced by interference that might have been interference or might have been someone trying to hide. The last line of raw data finished with coordinates that bled into static. There was a log entry—old, nearly unreadable—about a Helios reclamation tag stamped on Aurelia's docking manifest a week before. Someone with an official claim had declared the core property.
'Official claim,' Jor grunted. 'They'll have a stamp and a ledger and a smirking man in an immaculate jacket.'
Erin thought of ledger-smiles and their teeth. She could imagine a man in cuffs leaning across a table and pressing a seal heavy enough to bruise skin. Still, another part of her filed a different image away: a child looking up through a skylight at a sky that might stop being a ceiling. She had traded entire dinners for the faint, impossible hope of holding a place together.
'We can't let them have it,' she said, and the sentence surprised her with its certainty. It felt less like a decision and more like a pressure being released. 'Not if someone can help it.'
The bay answered with a hundred small noises—the scraping of a chair, the soft clink of a tool, the distant, worried thump of a heart.
Miri's laugh was sharp and then soft. 'You are unbearable. You know that? Breaks my heart and my throttle.'
Erin stood and shouldered a small toolkit. She was not a thief by trade; she took what washed up, fixed it, and sold the better parts. But the message from Aurelia had the smell of someone pressing their palm against glass. She could not ignore that sound. In the corner of the bay, a wall screen flashed an notices feed: Helios reclamation zones, updated, smooth and corporate. The feed's font cleared the air as if to pronounce it law.
'If it's Helios,' Jor said, 'we'll need a plan and something besides stubbornness.'
'We'll need a ship,' Erin answered. Her mind had already begun to inventory possibilities: the Gull, a squat transport that had been hers in everything but name; a handful of credits scraped from recent salvage; and the kind of help you did not find on advertised boards. The Gull's hull was thin and trusting; it would slice the night if asked politely, but it would not take a threat to a corporate armada.
Across the bay, someone tuned an old radio and a low tune hummed—a melody that meant work, or waiting, or both. Then a young voice piped up, thin with hope: 'What if we go now?'
Erin looked at the boy, at Miri, at Jor. She felt the tools in her hands like a promise.
'Not now,' she said at first. 'We check. We see what the manifest says. We don't jump off and wave a prybar at the sky.'
But the comm latch clicked again, as if impatient. A second packet arrived, this one shorter, rawer. 'They said they'd be back in a cycle to finish it. If they come back and take more—' The line ended, the rest gone like a breath. Erin's resolve folded around that small, missing piece and made a shape: movement.

    
Departure and the Gift
They left Sable Mouth with a sack of spare coils and a prayer wrapped in duct tape. The Gull's engines complained like an old dog as Erin coaxed them into a steady, bitter growl. Rafe, a wiry kid with more curiosity than caution, sat by the electronics rack, fingers already smudged with solder. He had been watching Erin grease the gull-wing of her life for months and had an expression that suggested all the right questions and none of the right answers.
'You sure about this?' Rafe asked. He didn't say 'we' like a partner; instead his voice carried the sort of awe people used for fireworks and promises.
'I'm sure this is a thing that needs doing,' Erin said. The Gull slid away from the patched skyline with the slow dignity of something that had delayed leaving much too long. Around them, the scattering of habitats receded: a lighthouse module blinking, a school with one light on, a hydroponics ring that smelled faintly of citrus and the late soft rot of leaves.
They skirted the official reclamation boundary like foxes along a fence. The Helios tags were visible as floating icons in the sky-feed—glossy, inoffensive symbols that meant enforcement. They moved under them like whispers.
Their first stop was an old market hollowed into the husk of a freighter. The market smelled of spices that had outlived their cultures and the sharp sweetness of polymer fruit. Erin liked this place for its honest chaos. People here traded in favors as much as in goods: a stitch for a favor, a meal for a map. Here they met Morrow.
Morrow was a donor of the kind you read about in children's tall tales: an old engineer who kept a garden of quiet devices. His beard was a thicket of silver wires; his coat smelled of ozone and the sweet, bitter smell of tea made by boiling something that should not be boiled. He moved like someone who rearranged gravity for a hobby and had a laugh that sounded like a barn door.
'You want to go after a core,' he said, examining Erin's hands with the ownership of someone reading a book's margins.
'Yes.' Her answer was shorter than the truth. She could have said that she wanted to patch a hole in a map, or that she could not stand the idea of a place unmoored.
Morrow reached into a drawer and produced a slim thing that fit into a palm like a folded promise. It looked like a spool of glass thread coiled within a brass spindle. When he set it on the table, the little coil thrummed and drew itself into a narrow filament that shimmered with its own dim light.
'What is it?' Rafe asked. His voice hitched on the wonder.
'Navigation aid,' Morrow said simply. 'Not the kind that points north. This one reads the small pulls—the eddies of grav and field that stubborn areas make. It is legal in the same sense that poetry is legal.' He fixed Erin with a serious look. 'It chooses who it will bind to. It wants hands that have fixed things without asking for a ledger.'
She took it and felt, absurdly, like someone had given her a key to a gate she'd only seen in dreams. The filament curled against her palm as if it recognized a pulse. It did not just hum; it hummed with a suggestion: routes, small safe corridors woven through the chaos. The Gull was a blunt instrument when it came to finesse. Erin held the spool like someone holding a fragile, dangerous truth.
'What's the price?' she asked. Morrow's eyes were not cruel; just tired in the way old things get tired of being lied to.
'You will owe me a favor measured in stories,' he said. 'You'll bring me back at least one thing the world has lost. Or you will leave the spool here and the world will keep what it can of itself.'
Erin slid the spool into her jacket and found that the jacket fit differently now—closer to the skin, like an embrace. They left the market not with the grand airs of revolutionaries but with a compact arrangement: a plan, a small crew, and a device that might, if it chose them, do what minds and thrusters could not.
The spool woke more than once on the trip toward Aurelia. Erin would set it on the Gull's console and watch as it spun delicate arcs of light across holographic maps, tracing paths that looked less like lines and more like breath. Rafe learned to read those arcs like a child learning to read the constellations: some lines meant danger, others a meandering safety. Morrow's drone, Kestrel, kept watch in a geometry of its own, thrumming softly above the hull like an old friend.
They met their first trial in the hollow between two broken moons: a field of flotsam and micro-cores, the debris of a thousand small tragedies. The Gull shuddered when something nicked the port thruster and a sound like tinkling metal chased through the hull. Rafe's hands were quick and panicked; Erin's were steady, practised. The spool drew a corridor and, as if to test them, the field pushed hard. A polished salvage cutter came hunting through the drift, its hull black and neat, and lights blinking with the corporate calm of Helios drones.
'They have tags and teeth,' Morrow muttered. 'They'll take your hull if they can read your manifest.'
Erin threaded the Gull through the spool's suggestion. The filament pulsed like a heartbeat, and the hull breathed a little easier as they passed through a narrow wake between two sun-scalloped debris. The cutter missed them by a margin small enough to taste.
During the passage Erin started to talk, not because she needed to fill space but because speech steadied hands. 'How does it pick who it works with?' she asked.
Morrow's eyes were distant. 'It looks for someone who will listen to small things. The spool has no appetite for glory. It likes people who will admit they are afraid.'
Rafe laughed, which sounded briefly like relief. Outside, the brown dwarf bled light into the glass of the Gull's viewport and the filament of the spool laid a soft map across the metal. It was like watching someone stitch together a wound.
When Aurelia's black ring finally unwound into view in the viewport, Erin felt both a hollowness and a fullness. The habitat hung there, rings slack, its skin marked with fresh cuts where somebody had been efficient and cold. The docking bay where the core had been was a jagged absence, as if a tooth had been pulled from an otherwise smiling mouth.
They dropped into Aurelia's shadow like an apology. The spool in Erin's jacket clicked softly, as if approving the choice.
Inside Aurelia, the air tasted of wet metal and damp growth. Hoses lay curled on the floor like sleeping things. Here and there a light remained lit, as if someone had been interrupted mid-motion. The Gull's ramp opened into a corridor that smelled of old bread and algae, and Erin swallowed a memory of better meals: a table ringed by hands, and laughter that was not sharp with hunger.
They found the first signs of Helios presence in a tidy, bureaucratic scar: a stamped placard near the docking port claiming proprietary rights. The placard's edges were clean, its font deliberate. It meant business. It claimed ownership of 'unallocated stabilization cores' within Aurelia's jurisdiction. Beyond the placard, the bay looked like someone had emptied a cabinet and left the crumbs neat.
'We need to find the core's signature,' Rafe said. He moved through the bay like a quick thought, fingers probing for any warm points, any data left like breadcrumbs.
'Helios left their paperwork and their silence,' Morrow said. 'And maybe a guard or two.' He tapped his drone, which blinked in response.
They followed a faint trail across the habitat: a scuff of fresh olive gel on a maintenance hatch, a pod latch pried inexpertly, a line of crushed sprout leaves that meant someone had moved hurriedly through the hydroponics. Each mark was a sentence in a story someone else had tried to edit.
'There,' Rafe said, and held up a shard of plating with a stub of an identification tag. The tag matched a transport registry: Helios Logistics, transport division E.
Erin felt the air compress around that small piece of metal like a hand on the throat of truth. 'So they took it somewhere,' she said, not asking who would have the audacity to do so but what they would do with such audacity.
Cally's voice found them when they reached the hydroponic dome: soft, mechanical, threaded with static and an almost human rhythm. 'Why did you come?' it asked. The voice trembled like someone who had been shouted at for a long time and had forgotten how to be loud.
Erin knelt and put a palm against a grow rack. 'We came to bring it back,' she said. The spool in her jacket pulsed, as if answering her before the world did.
Cally's presence revealed itself in flickers of green light along a maintenance panel, like messages left in leaves. The habitat's emergent caretaker was not a person but a careful, small intelligence patched together from old maintenance bots and an overheated empathy algorithm. It had been pushed to the edges of viability, given the polite name Cally by the residents and left to keep watch.
'They called it reclamation,' Cally said. 'They called it cleansing. They said it was for the good of the network.' The words came out as a whisper of air over circuitry.
'Who is 'they'?' Erin asked. 'Helios. Contracted recoverers. The tag was Helios.'
'Helios is a many-faced thing,' Cally replied. 'Here, it was a flat paper and a person with a ledger. Away from here, it was a dark hull and a light that did not blink.'
They went to the logs. Bits of conversation crackled through, interrupted by static. There was a manifest, and a route. The last bearing showed the core taken to a platform called Haven Spire: an offshore cluster where Helios parked things they wanted out of reach and out of sight. The registration tags had been scrubbed, but traces remained like footprints in dust.
Rafe's hands trembled when he read the coordinates. 'It's a long way—and it's a corporate spine. They don't take kindly to visitors.'
Erin's mouth made a small decision. 'We go.'
Morrow's jaw set. He did not say it would be easy. He only packed a small satchel of tools and an extra spool filament and handed Erin a thin, smoked lens. 'This will help you see the right waits,' he said. 'You'll need to look for the places where the fields forget themselves.'
Erin slid the lens over one eye and the world rewrote itself in faint blue rivers: eddies of field that the naked eye could not see. The Gull's console hummed, and the spool's gentle script lay across the screen like a path someone had once scribed with a gentle, trembling hand.
They left Aurelia the way they had come in: quiet, reverent, carrying back with them a small handful of memories and the larger weight of a promise. The spool settled warm against Erin's ribs as the Gull peeled out into the bruise-light of the dwarf. In the cockpit, Rafe's shoulders dropped as if he had accepted a hard truth. Kestrel hovered in a small, steady geometry and the world stretched ahead—Haven Spire marked now as a place that required not just engines but proof of will.

    
Tests in the Wake
The Rib field lived like a throat you had to push through, teeth of ruined satellites and ribs of dead hulls leaning one way as if to keep a secret. The Gull threaded itself along the spool's suggestions, each filament a small prayer against collision. Erin's hands learned the ship the way some people learn a lover's body; she could feel when it wanted to slide off a wake and when it wanted to anchor in safe slipstreams. The spool hummed under the console as if making its own map in space.
They encountered a scavenger pack on the field's edge, ships with barnacled hulls and personalities that reeked of desperation. The pack moved with a practiced imprecision, hunting fragments and shipping the rest to the black market. Erin kept the Gull small in their sensors, letting gaps in the debris and the spool's lines do the work. One of the scavenger cutters scraped a line that sent a ribbon of sparks across the Gull's flank; a secondary thruster stuttered but did not die.
'They could have been greedy,' Rafe muttered, wiping a smear of metal from his palm. 'Or someone trying to see if we were worth the trouble.'
'Good to be uninteresting sometimes,' Erin said, and the hull answered in a comforting creak.
After the field they cut across a silent stretch where a transport had once carried colonists and lost its story. The Gull's external cameras picked up memory trails—marks on the hull where a child's hand had once been painted, a barely legible name, a laugh that had turned into a scatter of rust. Erin found herself thinking of Aurelia's school murals and the way small hands fix things with careful, sticky attention. She had a sudden, sharp longing to turn the world back into those afternoons.
Their second trial was less physical and more cunning. Helios maintained a net of listening buoys—discrete sensors that could triangulate an unauthorized hull and call in interceptors. The spool whispered a narrow loop that slid between two dead beacons and folded around a magnetized storm. Erin watched the readouts change color as if the world had been overlaid with new pigments: danger bled red, safe routes glowed a tentative gold.
Rafe's fingers flew across the console to mimic the spool's language. 'If we hit a net, they'll ping us and the Argus will send a cutter. Argus is sleek. Argus eats small ships.'
'Then we don't let them see us,' Erin said. For her, the spool's gift had become a quiet thing—an ally that did not speak but pointed. It did not replace skill or courage. It sharpened them.
They found a derelict transport whose skin had been broken open like a shell. Inside, light hung in the dust like old ghosts. The transport's data core held a faded log: Helios contractors had been in Aurelia, they had taken the core and loaded it onto an unmarked shuttle, designation scrubbed. The shuttle's last registered jump vector pointed toward Haven Spire but with a strange detour through a cluster that had no business being used as a waypoint: a graveyard of old comm arrays.
'Someone wanted to hide the trail,' Morrow said. He tapped at the data with the kind of tenderness a reader uses on a favorite book.
'Who would hide a core?' Rafe asked. He slouched, trying to be outwardly steady, but the muscles in his jaw trembled.
'Control money, power, leverage,' Erin said. 'You hold the thing that keeps neighborhoods whole, you bend them to your contracts.'
The spool pulsed then, almost nervous. It drew a line that did not point toward Haven Spire but toward a narrow corridor between two dead arrays. The corridor was not on any public map. It fit the description of a place that had been deliberately erased.
'It likes secrets,' Rafe said. He had a habitual grin for the absurd and the fearful alike.
They followed the corridor and found themselves in a small, quiet pocket where gravity stitched itself into unlikely seams, a place where the Gull's hull felt heavy and small at once. The spool's filament lay over the console in broad, patient curves; it seemed to suggest a place to wait.
While they waited, they were not idle. Erin taught Rafe how to listen to the ship's small betrayals: the slight pulse when a thruster was tired, the way micro-punches of hull stress moved across a rivet, the noise a compressor made before it failed. He learned to stop panicking and to check twice. Morrow showed them how to stitch minor transgressions, to thread replacement seals without leaving trace. The waiting was a kind of education.
But the lesson came at a price. Late one watch, a cutter slipped into view like someone entering a prayer—quiet, confident. The spool gave a sharp, surprised note and a beam lanced across the Gull's sensor array. Erin's hands tightened on the controls, and a plan that had felt sturdy into a thing made of brittle muscle. They were counted, and someone had enough interest in them to make the count matter.
The hunter hailed them with corporate politeness. 'You are in a restricted corridor,' the voice said. 'Identify and state purpose.' The tone was syrupy and final.
Erin thought of many answers: lies that might have worked, truths that would have only invited force. She chose a different tack. 'We are salvage, passing through to register a claim,' she said.
The voice did not flinch. 'Present your manifest for inspection. Failure to comply will result in seizure.'
Rafe's palms sweated against the console. He worked with fingers that felt like small storms, fabricating a manifest with enough holes to be credible and enough detail to be plausible. The spool's filament hummed a small, encouraging song.
'It's risky,' Morrow said quietly. 'But they are confused when they think you are official.'
Erin fed the fabricated manifest into the comms. For a beating span the hunter was silent. Then the voice returned, bland as any bureaucrat. 'Manifest accepted. Proceed subject to inspection.'
They navigated the corridor under the hunter's eyes. Every system felt like an exposed muscle. Erin tasted metal and the sour-sweet tang of fear. The spool lay in her jacket like a heat that could be shared.
The hunter detached, its lights smoothing into the dark like a hand withdrawing. The corridor yielded them and they moved outward, toward the faint smudge that marked the route to Haven Spire.
The detour they had followed was a trick of clever engineering: a route that banked near a transport waystation where Helios held things until invoices cleared. Erin guessed its means—boxes and boxes of hardware, cores crated for private sale. Somewhere inside that complex, someone had taken Aurelia's core and intended to move it into a more permanent, more protected place.
They passed the waystation in a tense silence. Kestrel hovered and reported only geometry updates, tiny, radiant triangles on a screen that meant nothing until you knew what to look for.
When they finally approached Haven Spire, it rode in view like a crown of glass and rail, neat and arrogant. Its pylons were angular, its lights precise. The company ships assembled around it in the way guardians assemble around a shrine. Erin felt the weight of all the things Helios considered theirs.
'We could go back,' Rafe said, voice thin. 'We could leave and pretend this never happened.'
Erin looked at the spool in her hand, at the way it had guided them through the narrowness. She thought of Aurelia's children's murals and the way hands small and big had kept a place glued together. 'We can't,' she said. 'Not when somebody's counting on us.'
The Gull's thrusters whispered. The spire's lights blinked like eyes. The next stage of the trial was a kind of hunger, visible and corporate and patient.
Haven Spire had an architecture of confidence: platforms stacked like promises and a ring of administrative towers that glowed with soft white light. The docking apron had a row of glossy hangars where Helios marked their fleet with tidy logos. Security drones scanned the sky like metallic swallows, practiced and efficient. Erin felt the spool's filament tighten like lace.
They took up a shadow run on the spire's periphery, a small, crooked path the spool suggested, and found a maintenance hatch with its seal deliberately loosened. Someone had wanted access without drawing the public eye. The hatch greeted them with the sterile smell of disinfectant and an echo like footsteps in a long room.
Inside, the spire's veins were a labyrinth of mesh and catwalks, hydraulic hums and a distant, cultured warmth. They moved quietly, which in itself felt transgressive under such a roof. Erin kept the spool over the console and watched as it sketched a route toward a sub-deck labeled 'Asset Locker'.
They were almost at their goal when the floor under them chose to speak. A pair of corporate enforcers dropped from above like neat question marks, faces masked, voices flat with procedure.
'Unauthorized presence,' one said. 'You are detained.'
The fight that followed was not epic so much as a series of small economies: misdirection, the snap of a restraint line, a thrown wrench that sung through a room and found a hinge. Erin fought the way she fixed—an economy of motion and an appetite for leverage. Rafe, who had been more comfortable soldering than swinging a tool, moved with an adolescent courage and a clumsy, useful precision. Morrow ducked and used the drone to steal a moment of light, distracting one enforcer for long enough that Erin could reach the console.
She shoved the spool into the panel and let it sing. It threaded itself into the spire's maintenance channels and whispered a code that made a slow lock hesitate. The enforcers cursed as doors that should have slammed open instead hiccuped. For one narrow breath they were not where they were supposed to be.
'Run!' Erin shouted, and they moved, bodies low and breath loud in their ears.
They carried the core in the span of a breath: a heavy, humming piece of engineered mercy she had half-expected to be smaller and half-afraid of touching. It lay in her arms like a heart. The spool draped warm against the console as if pleased.

    
The Spire's Teeth
The spire's corridors learned their names fast. Alarms had the courtesy to be polite about their displeasure. Erin ran with a core against her chest and the world flaring into a rash of lights that meant pursuit. Helios did not stay polite long. Sprites of drones untied themselves from their perches and surged after them like stinging things, their voices electronic and unyielding.
'We split,' Morrow said, breath a gust beside her. He moved with a still effectiveness that betrayed his age. 'One goes with the core, one distracts them.'
'Who's going to distract them?' Rafe shouted. He had new scars: a thin black line across his forearm where a restraint had tried to claim him.
'I'll hold the noise,' Morrow said. His hands, which had once soldered impossibilities, were steady. Erin wanted to argue but there was no time for argument. The spool thrummed, impatient now, its filament drawing sharp arcs across the readout. It wanted movement.
They split. Erin and Rafe dove through a service hatch while Morrow moved in a slow, deliberate loop meant to pull pursuit. The spire's innards were less glamorous than the outside: an underbelly of pipes and catwalks, the kind of place corporations left tidy because their lawyers insisted. Erin's boots found the rhythm of escape: step, breath, step, breath. She could feel the ship's thrum as if it were a hand on her back.
They made for an auxiliary shuttle bay that looked as if it had been intended for discreet departures. The bay's doors were small and not elegant but they would serve. Rafe worked the latch with hands that trembled but did not fail; his grin felt like brittle light.
'Almost there,' he panted. 'Just a—'
A shape cut across their path: a Helios supervisor with clean hands and a voice that suggested the kind of person who believed rules were the same thing as truth. 'Stop. Return the property,' the supervisor demanded.
Erin's mouth was a small well of fire. 'We are not property,' she said, and it landed against the supervisor like an ill-fitting shield.
For a breath the world held itself poised. Then the supervisor stepped forward, and in a movement more efficient than wickedness, produced a restraining lance. He jabbed. It brushed Erin's shoulder and sang like a sting. Something hot blossomed in her palm where the core's casing had pressed.
Rafe answered with the impulsive courage of those who have read too many bad endings. He launched himself at the supervisor, a clumsy, heroic arc. The supervisor's eyes widened in surprise and then narrowed. The space between competent and catastrophic thinned. Erin felt the core's weight increase as it became a pivot around which danger turned.
They reached the auxiliary shuttle with the sound of pursuit like a throat behind them. Rafe slammed the bay door and the shuttle coughed to life with the tired cough of machines asked to perform miracles. The spool held a map steady in Erin's hands.
They pushed away from the spire and into a scrub of space that felt raw and exposed. The Helios fleet hashed like angry birds on the outer ring, taking up pattern and searching. Erin watched the spire recede like a bright tooth in a mouth and felt suddenly very small.
'We can outrun them for a while,' Morrow said through static. 'But they will call an Argus. Those things are built to hunt.'
'Then we give them something else to hunt,' Erin said. Her throat felt hoarse and very human. 'We take the wrong route and then loop back in a way they won't expect.'
They ran a pattern the spool found in its filament: a loop through a series of micro-eddies that would confuse pursuit sensors. The shuttle shuddered, a tired thing glad for the excuse to move. For a measure of time they escaped, held together by hairline margins and the spool's patient guidance.
Then the hull coughed and died. A sound like a slow, ashamed animal.
Power dipped, systems readouts rolled to amber. The shuttle's thrusters stuttered and fell to silence like someone cutting a string on a marionette. Erin felt the shuttle be chewed slowly into the dark. The spool pulsed once, a kind of anxious drumbeat. They were out in the raw of the spire's shadow with nothing between them and the fleet but a thin skin of hope.
'Impact predicted in nine minutes,' the shuttle's emergency voice said with bureaucratic calm.
Rafe swore and banged a fist against a console that did not deserve such rough love. 'We can hot-wire the main drive. We can jury-rig a power bleed. We can—'
Morrow put a hand on his shoulder that was both kind and firm. 'Do the thing you do. I will do the thing I must.'
They worked with a kind of ferocity that held prayer and patience. Rafe's hands were everywhere, soldering and rerouting channels like a magician with a limited spellbook. Erin kept the core safe in her lap, fingers flexed around its casing. The spool sat against the console and looked at them with a quiet, almost human patience.
Outside, the Helios Argus closed. Its shadow passed across them like a promise of small, precise ends. Inside the shuttle, Morrow stood and unhooked a small object from his coat: a coil of old fiber-optic and a tiny, battered micro-burner.
'No,' Erin said. 'You can't—'
'Yes,' Morrow said. 'You promised a story. Stories require a sacrifice sometimes.' His voice was not grand. It was thin and very real.
He fed the micro-burner into a maintenance port and the spool sang like a bird. Sparks flared. Something in the shuttle's guts took the furnace and coughed alive. The main drive coughed and, with an animal sort of fury, accepted the offered heat and bled a stream of torque.
'Go,' Morrow said. 'Get the core home. I will hold the path.'
They did not have time to argue. Rafe dove to the pilot's seat and pushed the shuttle into a fraction of thrust that sounded like wind against a child's face. The Argus loomed, a neat, bright thing prepared to extract its due. In the last breath before the world split, Erin turned and met Morrow's eyes.
'Get us both home,' she said. It was not a command. It was a wish.
Morrow's smile was small. 'Bring me a story,' he said.
The shuttle surged and the world turned into an angry motion of tail-lights and static. Behind them, the Argus broke into a neat pursuit and then, with the cold arithmetic of corporate inevitability, detached a missile. It arced, precise as calculus.
Erin felt the shuttle throw itself into a dive and then a roll. The spool's filament glowed like a living thing, charting their escape in desperate curves. The missile drew closer, the sound of its approach a pressure in Erin's teeth. The world narrowed into the single imperative of movement.
There was a brightness and then nothing like the brightness of being held. When Erin found her lungs again, the shuttle floated, a little broken and a lot alive, and the core in her arms hummed steady as a heartbeat. Rafe stared at the displays as if they had betrayed him and then laughed, a sound that cracked under the weight of what they had lost.
They found Morrow on a small registry outcrop, curled like a sleeping thing, his coat threaded with burns but his eyes bright with the look of someone who had given a story away and found it returned. He sat and hummed the kind of tune that belonged to begonias and boxes of solder.
'You did it,' Erin said, voice thin with the accumulation of fear.
Morrow shook his head and produced, from beneath his coat, a tiny relic: a strip of polymer film with an image burned into it. It was a small thing, of a small person—a child with a gap-toothed grin, paint on the fingers. 'A story,' he said, and the strip tasted like warmth.
They did not have the luxury of ceremony. The Gull took them back through the spool's soft suggestions, and when they dropped into Aurelia's embrace, the habitat received them with a kind of rough, collective breath. Cally's voice wove through the vents, crying and trembling with a mechanical sort of laughter.
The core fit into the housing like a key into a lock. Erin watched it nestle and felt the habitat take a cautious, shaky breath. Lights that had been dim flickered and then steadied; the ring trembled once and then found its line. It was not everything returned to the way it had been, but it was enough to keep the place from tearing itself apart.
People gathered in the hydroponic dome and in the maintenance courtyards, faces wet with relief. They passed around mugs of bitter tea that tasted like small miracles. Rafe sat on a cracked planter and laughed until it sounded like he might crack. Erin felt a strange, clean fatigue move through her shoulders.
There were letters and offers that came later—the neat kind of gratitude corporations buy with public relation slates and official plaques. Helios sent cold, legal words about claims and paperwork. Representatives arrived with suits and smiles and tried to make the core into an opportunity for partnership. Aurelia's council stood and looked in a way that belonged to small polities: careful, certain, stubborn.
Erin turned them down. The offer glittered like a coin dipped in clean water and then handed back a hollow reflection. She had not done what she had to do for contracts. She had done it because someone had sent a voice into the dark and it had been answered. She kept the spool in a drawer and a small lens on a shelf, tokens of a thing that chose hands.
Recognition came in other ways: a place at the civic table for Erin and her crew, a small plaque nailed to the Gul's hull by the children of Aurelia, and the steady, awkward gratitude of neighbors who had learned how to trust a person enough to let them step forward. Rafe took to teaching wiring in the evenings, making faces at kids who chewed on polymer snacks, all the while grinning because he had been useful and had lived through it.
Morrow, when he could, told stories in the market: tales of a spool that sang and a girl who held a core like a heart. People listened and bought loaves and fixed a chair in return. The stories multiplied in the market like small, useful weeds.

    
Return and New Bearings
Months later, Aurelia's hydroponics hummed with the soft rustle of leaves and with children learning to weave light into stories. Erin found herself in the routine of small repairs and larger decisions. Being known felt strange and useful in equal measure. People asked her to weigh in on council matters and to sit on panels about local defense, and she learned to make her voice measured and clear. She still kept her tools in a milk crate and her jacket carried the dent of the spool in its inner pocket like a heartbeat.
The Gull had a new patch on its port, a seam carefully riveted and shiny. The ship smelled of oil and tea now, and sometimes of the subtle sweetness that comes from work well done. Erin would find the spool sometimes, tucked into a drawer, glowing faintly like an ember. It had not been made for ownership; it had sat with a quiet luck, choosing small, steady hands.
Rafe taught teenagers to solder and to read the spool's scratch like a sacred lyric. He had a way of laughing at his own past fear that made it easier for others to face the dark. When he spoke to a room full of wide-eyed kids about how to patch a leaking manifold, the way he described the moment felt like a shared map: 'You keep your hand steady. You don't let the machine scare you. Machines forget you are small sometimes.'
Cally's voice became a fixture in the habitat's corridors, an old friend who hummed at dawn and coaxed seedlings into the light. She occasionally sent the Gull postcards—data slices of small things: the way a new tendril curled in the hydroponics, or the echo of a child's laugh in a corridor. People would gather around the communal screen and watch the postcards as if they were new constellations.
There were moments that returned like tides: the first harvest when algae bread rose like soft suns; the children's mural that grew each week with bright stars and small ships; the day a repair crew arrived from a neighboring cluster to trade parts for stories. People who had watched Aurelia teeter found their voices and their muscles again. They learned to hold a place with hands and with stubbornness.
Not all the scars smoothed. Helios did not disappear; its agents still smiled in public and sharpened their pens in private. A legal suit arrived, as tidy and polite as a funeral announcement, and demanded compensation for 'unauthorized retrieval.' The council answered with a truth that cost them in official red tape but gained them in stubbornness: Aurelia had declared its own rights over its core and its people. The case turned into a small, spinning theatre where words were tools and rhetoric a kind of blade.
The Gull and its crew were lauded in small, human ways instead of corporate laurels. A plaque went up near the hydroponic dome with the names of those who had risked everything—a list of fists and patched clothing. Children argued about whether Erin's name should be first. She stood there once and tried not to wince at the formality of being singled out. Instead she placed the spool on a low shelf where anyone could touch it and feel the faint warmth. The spool did not sing unless it thought someone might need it.
A late evening found Erin alone on the maintenance tower, looking out at the brown dwarf. The sky there was a slow, heavy thing, its light uneven and tender. Rafe joined her with two mugs of tea that tasted like burnt sugar and good decisions.
'You ever think about leaving?' he asked. He had the habit of asking large questions with small voices.
Erin considered the question the way you consider a map with no edges. 'Sometimes,' she admitted. 'Then I see a mural with someone else's hands in it. Or a kid with polymer paint on their fingers, and I think, not yet.'
Rafe nodded and handed her a mug. 'There's talk of a network forming. Habitats talking. Not the corporate kind. People sharing sensors and repairs. They say it's because of what you did.'
'Then let them say that,' Erin said. Her hands held the mug like a bridge.
Later, when the market fell into its comfortable cacophony and the night's small music replaced the day's clatter, Morrow came by with a new spool wound in a way that suggested he had learned to treat miracles like bricks. He set it on the market table and sold it to a teacher who wanted to show children how to find small safe routes in the dark. Morrow winked at Erin, who returned the wink like a younger person given a chance to grow.
Aurelia grew in small increments. People mended fences, tacked new handwriting to old doors, and planted a climbing vine near the dock that promised blooms next spring. Erin found her life fuller for the dangerous things she'd done and for the quiet ones she kept afterward.
Her days settled into a new rhythm: morning repairs, midday council, evenings teaching a small class of young mechanics to listen to machines. The Gull rested in its berth and sometimes left for small runs to neighboring habitats. Each time Erin strapped herself into the pilot's seat she felt a thoughtful sort of weight: the knowledge that the world might ask again.
On the day a small council from three neighboring habitats delivered a petition to form a shared registry of stabilization cores, Erin sat at the table and felt the spool warm in her pocket. When the petition was signed, people cheered not for her name but for the idea that had grown: a way for neighbors to keep their own, and a small mechanism for refusing being sold.
They celebrated that night with a feast of algae bread and a sky full of small lanterns. Children ran with polymer paint smudging their faces into bright little masks. Erin walked among them, a little taller and a little less alone. She held a child's hand and showed her how to tie a basic harness.
'You will know how to hold on,' she told the little one. 'When the world pulls hard, you will have something to take hold of.'
The child looked up with eyes like newly polished coin and nodded solemnly, as if the advice were an instruction manual for miracles.
Erin put her hand inside her jacket and felt the spool's warmth. It was small and bright and stubborn. It had chosen her, and she had used it to answer a voice in the dark. That answer, she realized, was less a single act than a beginning. The sky would keep asking questions. And Sable Mouth, Aurelia, and the neighboring habitats would have people ready to answer.
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