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    Chapter 1 — A Small Thing to Bring Home

    A tree drifted past Anna’s window, its roots still gripping a ball of soil.

    It was a young pear tree. She caught a glimpse of three green fruits before it turned away, carrying its little patch of summer into the dark.

    Beyond it, a maintenance boat rolled slowly towards the crossing station. Its cargo cage had split open. Trees, broken shelves and beads of water spread behind it, catching the sunlight. Every few seconds its cabin window came round, and Anna could see the man inside.

    He was looking for her.

    “Good Company to maintenance boat. I’m Anna. Can you hear me?”

    “Yes.” His breath rasped against the microphone. “Yes, I can see you.”

    “Good. Leave your engines off. We’re coming alongside.”

    The rescue ship eased past a tumbling planter. Anna felt its small steering jets through the soles of her boots. Ahead, the crossing filled half the window: a vast metal hoop, fixed to the station by three thick arms. Inside it, a pale shimmer hid the stars.

    Ships could pass through that light and emerge at another sun. Close to the opening, however, a hard engine burn could make the passage unstable. Good Company’s main engines were locked off. For this job they had cold gas, cables and a little over four minutes before the workboat struck one of the support arms.

    “Port has stopped departures,” the ship said. Its voice was low and unhurried. “Two recovery boats are on their way. The nearest is seven minutes out.”

    Anna marked the drifting trees on her display. “Keep them out of our tow line.”

    “I’ll send the small drones.”

    At the console beside her, Idris leaned forward to study the workboat’s damaged underside. He had left his lunch on the edge of the instrument panel. A folded piece of bread, still warm, filled the cabin with the smell of onions.

    “Name?” Anna asked the man.

    “Nico.”

    “Anyone else aboard, Nico?”

    “Just me. I was moving the orchard. A clamp let go and the whole rack came forward.”

    His window turned towards her again. He wore a sealed pressure hood. One shoulder was pressed awkwardly against his seat, and a length of metal lay across his legs.

    “Are you hurt?”

    “My arm. I don’t think it’s broken.”

    Anna brought the image closer. His right hand was closed around the harness at his chest. The left hung loose.

    “We’ll get someone to look at it. Is anything pressing on you?”

    “The shelf’s across my knees. I can move my feet.” He swallowed. “I can see the station coming.”

    “So can I.”

    She put a small green mark on his cabin window. It stayed there as the boat rolled.

    “I’m going to turn with you. In a moment, whenever you look out, we’ll be in the same place.”

    She eased around the workboat, keeping opposite its window, and rolled Good Company to match. The crossing stood above them now, with Morrow’s blue-white curve filling the bottom of the window. The deck kept its steady pull beneath her feet as the station turned overhead. The workboat seemed to steady. Behind it, stars and station moved together.

    “There,” she said. “Can you see me properly now?”

    Nico nodded.

    “Keep looking this way.”

    Anna liked this part, when a difficult piece of flying settled into her hands. She could feel a slight delay in the left jets and the familiar weight of the ship answering them. The workboat’s motion was no longer a set of figures. It was something she could match.

    “The rear tow socket is intact,” Idris said. “I can get a line on it.”

    “Do it.”

    A drone slipped out beneath their window. Four jointed legs opened around its little body. It carried the end of a cable towards the workboat, paused for a branch to go past, then vanished under the stern.

    Anna waited for the view from its camera.

    “There.” Idris touched the screen. The legs closed around a recessed ring. “Seated. Taking up slack.”

    The cable straightened between the vessels.

    Good Company gave a gentle shudder. Anna watched the workboat’s predicted path bend away from the support arm. A little more pull would bring it into clear space, where she could stop the roll and dock against its hatch.

    “Nico, you’re going to feel—”

    The boat twisted sharply.

    Anna eased the pull at once. The cable jumped across the edge of the broken cargo cage. A metal shelf spun free and flashed past the drone.

    “Slack,” Idris said.

    “I’ve got it.”

    She nudged the ship closer, feeding cable back until it hung loose. The workboat kept turning, faster now.

    For a moment Anna could hear only Nico’s breathing.

    “Are you all right?”

    “Yes. What happened?”

    She examined the stern. Nothing had come loose at the socket. She had allowed for the turn it already had. Something was making it turn faster.

    “Company, show me everything leaving that boat.”

    The ship laid a thin white outline around the hull. Water droplets shone blue. Loose debris turned amber. Beneath the cargo cage, a narrow stream appeared in red.

    “There,” Idris said. “Gas, under the rack. It was hidden by the water.”

    Every time that side came into sunlight, Anna could see a faint white spray. It was coming from a pipe beneath the cabin, pushing the boat into its turn.

    “Nico, have you got a pressure alarm?”

    “Everything’s an alarm.”

    “Cabin air is holding,” the ship said. “The leak appears to be from an external tank.”

    “The watering system,” Nico said. “It’s pressurised. There’s a tank under the seat.”

    “Can you turn it off?”

    “From the panel. I tried. The panel’s dead.”

    Anna brought up the workboat’s layout. A drawing of the tank appeared, with a valve on the pipe leaving it.

    “We can close it by hand,” she said. “Under your seat, on the left.”

    “I can’t get my arm down there.”

    “Your right hand?”

    “The shelf’s in the way.”

    Their distance from the support arm ticked down. Anna could now make out separate panels on its surface, and a service ladder running along one edge.

    She pictured crossing to the workboat, cutting into its hatch and getting a hand under the seat. Her collar rose at her touch, unfolding into a clear shell around her head.

    “Company, hold us here. Idris, I’ll take the—”

    “No,” Idris said. “Look at the ladder.”

    “I am looking at it.”

    “Then look at the clock.”

    Two minutes and eleven seconds.

    She hated how quickly he could put her back in her seat.

    Idris enlarged the drawing. “Nico, is there room behind your heel?”

    “What?”

    “Behind your left heel. Can you get it under the seat?”

    “I think so.”

    “Tell me what you feel.”

    Anna closed her mouth. She had been about to give another instruction, and Nico was already trying to follow this one.

    His boot scraped. He made a small, involuntary sound.

    “Easy,” Idris said. “We’ve got time to do it once.”

    “There’s a handle.”

    “The valve in the drawing has a wheel,” Anna said.

    “That’s the old one,” Nico said. “They changed it. It’s a lever now.”

    Idris looked at her. Anna dismissed the drawing.

    “Nico, do you know which way it moves?” he asked.

    “Towards the door to shut. I’ve done it before, when we drained the tank.”

    “Can you hook it with your boot?”

    “I can reach it. I can’t get enough—”

    His window rolled away from them.

    Anna followed, using little taps of gas. The support arm passed behind his cabin, close enough now to hide Morrow altogether. She kept her eyes on the green mark.

    “Nico,” she said, “your right foot. Put it on the door frame. Give yourself something to push against.”

    “I’ll lose the lever.”

    “We’ll stay with you. Take your time.”

    There was a scrape, a breath held too long, then a hard grunt.

    The white spray stopped.

    “Closed,” the ship said.

    Anna left one hand resting flat on the controls for half a second.

    “Well done,” she told him. “Keep your feet where they are. We’re going to pull.”

    “Line?”

    “Clear,” Idris said. “Try it now.”

    She let the ship manage the matched roll while she worked the tow. This time, when the cable tightened, the boat answered smoothly. She added a little thrust, watched the load rise, and held it there.

    A pear tree came between them. One of the small drones caught its root ball and guided it away with absurd delicacy.

    The support arm continued to grow in the window.

    “Are we moving?” Nico asked.

    “Yes.”

    “It doesn’t look like it.”

    Anna could see their new path laid across the station. It still touched the arm. She wanted more thrust. Her thumb moved towards the control before she stopped it; the line was already close to its working limit.

    The corner of the cargo cage folded under the passing cable. A strip of yellow metal curled away.

    “Only the cargo rack,” Idris said. “The tow ring’s holding.”

    The thin rack would fold before the cable broke. Anna held the pull.

    The path lifted off the arm.

    “Clearance increasing,” the ship said.

    A ladder rung slid past the far side of Nico’s cabin. Then another. The workboat’s broken rack missed the end of the support by less than a metre.

    Sunlight came through the gap.

    Anna eased back in her seat, slowly enough that nobody would hear it in her breathing.

    “You’re clear,” she said.

    Nico made no answer. In the little window, his head had fallen back against the seat.

    “Nico?”

    A nod. Then another.

    “Good,” Anna said. “We’ll have you aboard in a minute.”

    

    In the rescue cabin, Nico stared at his left hand as though it belonged to someone who had recently disappointed him.

    A soft brace had formed around his shoulder. Under its clear surface, tiny lights marked the swelling the medical scanner had found. Nothing was broken, but the joint had been pulled badly. The medic at the station would decide what else it needed.

    Anna set a cup of water into his good hand.

    “Small drinks.”

    He nodded, took a mouthful and coughed most of it onto his knees.

    Across the cabin, Idris was putting away the cutter they had used to free him from the shelf. A pale line on his sleeve drew itself shut where the metal had caught it.

    “You said nothing was broken,” Nico told Anna.

    “I said someone would look at it.”

    “I thought you said nothing was broken.”

    “You had other things on your mind.”

    His mouth moved. It took her a moment to realise he was trying to smile.

    He looked towards the window. The damaged boat rode behind them on a shortened tow, attached now at two points. Port drones were collecting its loose cargo.

    “Those trees are for the south garden,” he said. “We took them out while they replaced the floor. People keep asking when they’re coming back.”

    Anna sat on the edge of the opposite bench.

    “Do you look after them?”

    “Usually. I don’t usually fly.” He stared into the cup. “I said I could do the move.”

    “The clamp failed, Nico.”

    “I signed it off.”

    She could have told him not to worry about that yet. It would have been easier than watching him think about it.

    “Then tell the inspector exactly what you checked,” she said. “And tell them their drawing still shows the old valve.”

    He turned the cup carefully in his hand.

    “Did I nearly get you killed?”

    “You helped get us clear.”

    “That’s not what I asked.”

    “It was close,” Anna said. “You listened when it mattered.”

    For a while they watched the workboat turn gently on its lines.

    At last Nico drank some more water.

    “The one that went past your window,” he said. “It’s a pear.”

    “I saw.”

    “First fruit this year. We planted it five years ago.”

    Beyond the glass, a recovery drone carried a tree towards a cargo net. Its leaves were already darkening along the edges.

    “Will it live?” Anna asked.

    “Maybe. If the roots haven’t dried out. They’re tougher than they look.”

    “Company, ask recovery to put that one somewhere pressurised.”

    “All the surviving root balls are being taken into the cargo lock.”

    “Thank you.”

    Nico looked at her, then down at his cup. He held it a little less tightly.

    Idris finished with the cutter and passed behind Anna. As he did, he touched two fingers briefly to the back of her shoulder.

    She reached up and caught his hand for a moment.

    

    By the time the station took charge of Nico and the workboat, Anna’s shift had ended thirty-eight minutes earlier.

    The berth crew had Good Company secured. She stood at the foot of the access ramp while Idris closed the equipment locker beside her. Above the docks, the inhabited ring turned in the sunlight. Through long bands of glass she could see gardens curving away out of sight, a ribbon of water, and the tiny moving shapes of people.

    She had eaten breakfast up there once, years ago. All through the meal she had watched a woman walking a dog on a path that rose over her head. Elsie, still small enough to sit on her lap, had been far more interested in feeding crumbs to the cleaning machines.

    A message from her daughter waited on her wrist.

    I’m making dinner. The kitchen says it knows what it’s doing. I’m less sure. Are you coming?

    Anna smiled. She had promised to be home for dinner before leaving that morning, at a time when the promise had seemed easy.

    “Your lift’s boarding,” Idris said.

    “I’ve still got the incident report.”

    “The ship has the recording. Put your notes on it on the way down.”

    He pulled his folded lunch from a pocket and examined what was left of it. Anna could not remember seeing him put it there.

    “You haven’t eaten that?”

    “I was interrupted.”

    “Get something hot.”

    “I intend to.”

    He took a bite anyway.

    Anna looked back up the ramp. Good Company’s open hatch spilled warm light across the deck. The paint beside it had worn through where years of hands had reached for the same place.

    She put her palm there now, feeling the warmth of the hull, before turning towards the lifts.

    Coming, she sent. Save me some.

    She was halfway across the dock when the reply arrived.

    Depends how it turns out.

    Anna laughed, startling a porter, and broke into a run.

  
    Chapter 2 — Room to Grow

    Morrow filled the shuttle window long before Anna finished her report.

    The lift from the docks had delivered her to the passenger terminal with barely enough time to board. Now the station was behind them, a bright wheel above the planet, and she was watching the recording of the tow with the sound turned off.

    She stopped it before the cable tightened.

    Rotation increased unexpectedly, the ship had written in its summary.

    Anna added a note beneath it.

    I began the tow before identifying the external leak.

    She read that once, sent the report and closed the recording.

    Below, a long finger of land reached into a dark sea. White water showed along its western edge. Further inland, the evening sun caught the roofs of the city, and for a few seconds the whole coast appeared to be lit from underneath.

    Anna rested her forehead against the cool window. Her body had begun to notice that the work was over. A muscle in her jaw ached. She loosened her collar and let the pressure suit soften around her shoulders.

    Another message waited on her wrist. She recognised the small image beside it: Good Company, photographed from above with its tow arms folded away.

    Advance notice of disposal.

    The council had finally put a date on retiring the ship. Four months.

    She opened the notice far enough to see that bids would be considered from existing staff. There was a link to the inspection history, which she knew, and a long list of equipment that would be removed before sale, which she did not.

    She had been saving towards a deposit for three years. On her own, she was still short. With Idris, it might be possible, if the council’s price left them enough to pay for repairs and a berth.

    For a moment she saw the ship as it might be: her choice of work, her name on the contract, nobody telling her which repairs could wait another quarter. She would take it beyond Morrow. She knew the approach lanes here so well that whole shifts could pass without anything surprising her.

    Today had been an exception.

    The shuttle tilted into its descent. Sunlight moved across her knees.

    Anna saved the notice in the private folder where she kept her estimates. Then she opened her daughter’s message again.

    Are you coming?

    She checked their arrival time. Eighteen minutes to the ground. With luck, she could still get home before Elsie had decided dinner was a mistake.

    

    It had rained while she was away.

    The air outside the surface terminal was cool and smelled of salt. She took a tram along the sea wall, then walked the last two streets, her boots clicking on the narrow path above the water.

    Their neighbourhood had grown along an old tidal inlet. At low tide there were mudbanks beneath the walkways, crowded with small birds and the remains of things the sea had brought in. At high tide, as it was now, water lifted almost to the windows of the lower rooms.

    The houses had pale, curved walls grown over mineral frames. Most were older than Anna. A few were still being altered: across the inlet, a new bedroom was taking shape behind a mesh of feeding pipes, its roof no thicker yet than the shell of an egg. A woman stood on the finished balcony beside it, shaking a rug over the sea.

    Anna raised a hand. The woman waved back without stopping.

    At her own door, the rain screen folded into the wall. Warm air touched her face, carrying the smell of browned butter and something slightly burnt.

    “Shoes,” Elsie called.

    Anna looked down. She had put one wet boot on the dry floor.

    “How did you see that?”

    “I know you.”

    She left the boots by the door and followed the smell.

    Elsie was standing at the kitchen counter with a spoon in one hand. Her dark hair was tied back badly, and there was flour on the front of her shirt. She had rolled her sleeves to different heights. At sixteen, she had reached almost Anna’s height without seeming to have agreed on what to do with her elbows.

    “You made it.”

    “I said I would.”

    “You say that most days.”

    Anna stopped beside her rather than reaching for the pan.

    “Sorry I’m late.”

    Elsie leaned against her briefly, shoulder to shoulder, then went back to stirring.

    “The kitchen wanted to make everything smooth,” she said. “I told it I wanted to do the folding.”

    On the worktop lay a row of filled pasta, each one a slightly different shape. The counter had raised shallow hollows to support them. A small square of the surface lit beneath one with a leaking seam.

    “That one’s yours.”

    “Fair.”

    Anna looked into the pan. “The butter’s—”

    “Supposed to be brown. Taste it.”

    Elsie held out the spoon.

    Anna tasted butter, salt, a sharp green herb. It was good.

    “Well?”

    “Very good.”

    Elsie watched her long enough to decide whether she meant it.

    “Take the plates.”

    Their table stood beside a window overlooking the inlet. In the fading light, the water reflected the houses opposite so clearly that their neighbour’s unfinished room appeared to be growing downwards into the sea.

    Anna moved a stack of study sheets out of the way. Underneath was a thin case containing a model, no longer than her forearm. She recognised one of Elsie’s school projects: rooms arranged around a small open courtyard.

    “You’re still working on this?”

    “Don’t move it. I’ve got the outside temperature running.”

    Anna set the papers beside it instead. A narrow strip along the model’s roof was slowly opening.

    “Where’s the other plate?”

    “Dad’s at school tonight. They’ve got a rehearsal.”

    “Of course. He told me.”

    Ben taught at the school on the far side of the inlet. Since their separation, he and Anna had lived a ten-minute walk apart. Elsie moved between their houses with a bag, a charger she could never find, and an increasing certainty that both parents kept losing her things.

    Anna put two plates on the table.

    The pasta was uneven, and one piece had opened completely in the pan. Elsie served that one to herself and gave Anna the one she had threatened her with earlier.

    They ate while the light went from the water.

    

    “Was it bad today?” Elsie asked.

    “A workboat got into trouble by the crossing.”

    “Did you get the person out?”

    “Yes.”

    Elsie nodded and cut into a piece of pasta. She had stopped asking for every detail a few years ago. Anna had never been certain whether that was because the stories frightened her or because they had begun to sound the same.

    “There were trees aboard,” she said. “They were moving the orchard back into the station garden.”

    “I remember that garden.”

    “You fed half your breakfast to the cleaners.”

    “I thought they were hungry.”

    “You were very offended when one gave the crumbs back.”

    Elsie smiled. Anna took another mouthful and waited for her to begin a different subject.

    Her daughter kept looking at the study sheets.

    “What is it?”

    “Finish eating first.”

    “That bad?”

    “No.” Elsie put down her fork. “No, it’s good.”

    She reached for the sheets, then changed her mind and opened something on her wrist. She slid the display onto the table between them.

    There was a letter above a short recording of a building Anna did not recognise. Its terraces opened in different directions around a central tower. Trees grew along one of them. On another, people stood beside an enormous unfinished arch.

    Anna read the heading.

    Linden College. Habitat Design Programme.

    “They’ve invited me to the final assessment,” Elsie said.

    Anna read the first paragraph again.

    An assessment on Linden. Two crossings away.

    “When did you apply?”

    “Last month.”

    “You didn’t tell me.”

    “I didn’t think they’d answer.”

    “You could still have told me.”

    “I’m telling you now.”

    Anna set down her fork. The room was suddenly too warm.

    “When is it?”

    “Five weeks.”

    “And how long would you be there?”

    “For the assessment? Three days. They help with the travel. There’s a place for a parent as well.”

    “If they take you?”

    Elsie glanced at the letter, though she must have known it by heart.

    “The programme’s three years.”

    Outside, something bumped softly against a mooring post.

    “There are courses here,” Anna said.

    “I looked at them.”

    “The construction school takes students your age.”

    “I know.”

    “It’s a good school.”

    “Mum, I know.”

    Anna heard the impatience and nearly answered it before she looked at her daughter properly. Elsie had moved her plate away. Her hands were clasped beneath the edge of the table.

    “What does your dad say?”

    “He says we should all look at it. He hasn’t said yes.”

    Anna read the letter a third time, looking for something that would make the whole proposal easier to dismiss. The college offered supervised accommodation. The practical assessment was funded. Elsie had been selected on the strength of the model on their table.

    “This?” Anna looked at the little courtyard.

    “Yes.”

    “You sent them pictures of it?”

    “And the plans. And the recordings from the heat trials.”

    Anna knew about the model. She had bought material for it, moved it to clean the table, asked whether it needed to stay in the kitchen overnight. She had not known there were heat trials.

    “Show me,” she said.

    Elsie hesitated.

    “Please.”

    She drew the case towards them and lifted off the transparent lid. There were six little rooms, arranged around the courtyard. The roof over one room had folded almost completely back. Another was dark, shaded by a wide overhang.

    “It’s for people who have to move somewhere before proper houses are ready,” Elsie said. “The room frames pack flat. You put them up, connect them, and grow the walls around them.”

    “Like these houses?”

    “Sort of. But ours take months. These start with thin walls, then get thicker while people are already living inside.”

    She touched the edge of the model. A line of light appeared along one wall, showing a rough, pale surface behind its outer skin.

    “Can you live in it while it’s doing that?”

    “That’s what I’m trying to work out. The material grows fine, but it gives off too much heat. And the cooling uses more power than I wanted.”

    “Couldn’t you leave the roof open?”

    “In good weather, yes. Look.”

    Elsie moved the sun above the model. Light warmed the courtyard. The open roof cast a narrow shadow across the adjoining room.

    “Here, it helps. But when it rains—”

    She switched the model to rain. The roofs eased closed. A patch in one room turned orange.

    “It gets too hot.”

    “Only in that one?”

    “That’s where two wall sections meet. They’re both still growing.”

    Anna bent closer. Someone had drawn a bed into the floor plan, with a tiny square beside it for a chair.

    “They’d have to find somewhere else to sleep,” she said.

    “Yes.” Elsie sounded relieved. “Everyone keeps saying the walls are within tolerance, but it wouldn’t feel like a room you could sleep in.”

    Anna could remember a berth on a ship she had flown years ago, the mattress warm from a pipe beneath it. On paper the cabin had been habitable. She had spent three nights sleeping beside a storage locker.

    “Can you grow that corner more slowly?”

    “I tried. Then it doesn’t join properly.”

    “So what do you do?”

    “I don’t know yet.”

    Elsie sat back. “There’s a team at Linden working with the same material. They asked if I could bring the model. Not just the pictures.”

    Anna looked from the small orange room to the building in the letter.

    At the far end of its terrace, beneath the unfinished arch, someone stood on a platform controlling a spray of pale material. It settled over an open frame. People moved through the shade below it.

    She could see why Elsie wanted to go.

    That made it harder.

    “What if you’re miserable there?” Anna asked.

    “I might be.”

    “You can’t come home whenever you want. You’ll have to wait for a crossing, sometimes more than one.”

    “I know.”

    “You’ve never even been off Morrow without us.”

    “That’s why they let someone come to the assessment.”

    “And afterwards?”

    Elsie looked down at the model. “I’d have to learn.”

    Anna wanted to say that there were easier ways to learn. There were friends here, and familiar streets, and Ben ten minutes away. There was a room upstairs Elsie had spent a whole year deciding how to paint.

    She could hear how small all of that would sound across the table.

    “The assessment is a visit,” Elsie said. “We don’t have to decide the rest tonight.”

    Anna rubbed a thumb over a scratch in the tabletop. She had made it while taking apart a seized valve, despite several objections from the kitchen.

    “All right,” she said. “We’ll look at the travel with your dad. Tomorrow.”

    Elsie was very still.

    “You mean we can go?”

    “If we can make the dates work. I need to check my shifts, and we need to know exactly what the college pays for.”

    “But you’re not saying no?”

    “I’m saying I want to see the place.”

    Elsie let out a breath. Then she pulled the letter closer and began pointing out the travel arrangements, talking too fast for Anna to catch everything.

    “Slow down,” Anna said.

    “Sorry.”

    “Start with the dates.”

    

    Later, with the plates in the sink, Elsie picked up the model to take upstairs and charge.

    At the door she stopped.

    “You’d tell me if you wanted to move somewhere, wouldn’t you?”

    Anna’s hand went still on the tap.

    “What?”

    “You keep looking at that picture of the ship.”

    “Good Company?”

    Elsie nodded.

    Anna had thought the private folder was enough to keep the idea to herself. Apparently her face had been less careful.

    “The council’s selling it,” she said. “I’m thinking about making an offer.”

    “Really?”

    “Thinking.”

    “Would you live on it?”

    “Probably not. It would be my work.”

    “It’s already your work.”

    “I’d choose where I took it.”

    Elsie considered that. “Could you afford it?”

    “Not by myself.”

    “Idris?”

    “Maybe. There’s a lot to work out.”

    Her daughter looked at her for a moment, and Anna waited for her to point out what they had just spent dinner discussing.

    Instead, Elsie said, “You’d have to show me all of it. You only ever show me the cabin.”

    “The rest isn’t as tidy.”

    “I’ve seen your room.”

    She disappeared upstairs before Anna could answer.

    Anna finished washing the pan. The kitchen offered to take over, and this time she let it. Water slipped out of the pan and into a narrow channel in the worktop; soft cleaning pads rose around the scorched base.

    Beyond the window, the neighbour had switched on a light in the room that was still growing. The thin walls glowed like paper. Someone had already put a chair inside.

    Anna opened the ship notice again.

    Beneath it, Elsie’s letter waited where she had left it on the table.

    She sent Ben a message asking when he was free tomorrow, then took a screenshot of the sale notice and sent it to Idris.

    They’ve set a date. Are we going to look at the numbers?

    His reply came while she was putting out the lights.

    Breakfast. Your turn to buy.

    Upstairs, a drawer scraped across the floor. Then Elsie called down to ask whether they had any of the good adhesive left.

    “In the cupboard by the door.”

    “I looked.”

    Anna opened the cupboard and found two tubes behind a box of old charging cables, one full, the other almost empty.

    She took both and went upstairs.

  
    Chapter 3 — The Arrivals Board

    A boat passed upside down above the breakfast terrace while Idris told Anna they couldn’t afford the ship.

    She watched its small wake spread along the canal. Further round the station’s turning ring, the water became a blue thread between gardens, then disappeared behind the terrace roof.

    “You said we should look at the numbers.”

    “I have. They’re unpleasant.”

    He pushed a plate towards her. Under it lay the council’s list of equipment to be removed from Good Company before sale. He had marked several items.

    “They’re taking the medical scanner?”

    “And the long-range radio. And both large drones.”

    “What are we supposed to rescue people with?”

    “Warmth. Encouragement.”

    Anna pulled the list closer. The scanner alone would cost most of what she had saved. She had checked comparable ships, repair bills, insurance. She had not thought to ask whether the council intended to sell her a rescue ship with the rescue equipment taken out.

    Idris cut a piece from his breakfast.

    “We could ask them to lease us the equipment.”

    “You just said we couldn’t afford it.”

    “As it stands.”

    “You might have started there.”

    “You were looking at the boat.”

    She smiled despite herself and looked down at the figures. He had made a second column. The first year was possible, just, if neither of them expected much from it. The second depended on contracts they did not have.

    “How much of this have you done?”

    “Enough to know we shouldn’t say yes over breakfast.”

    “Are you saying yes to looking?”

    He put down his knife.

    “Yes. But I need to talk about it at home before we put anything in writing.”

    Anna nodded. It was the first time the idea had acquired another household, another person who would lie awake over a bill.

    She saved his figures beside her own.

    Her wrist showed a message from Ben, sent while she was on the shuttle up. Seven that evening would suit him. Elsie could bring the college information over after dinner.

    Seven works, Anna wrote. I’ll call if I’m held up.

    “How was dinner?” Idris asked.

    “Good. She made pasta.”

    “The kitchen made pasta?”

    “She did.”

    “Then you’d better bring some next time.”

    Anna took a mouthful of breakfast. Through a gap between the trees she could see a child on the opposite bank, trying to persuade a floating delivery basket to carry him. The basket kept moving politely out of reach.

    For the first time since opening the sale notice, she let herself imagine a name on the ship’s registration besides the council’s.

    Two names, perhaps.

    

    Good Company was warm and ready when they reached the dock.

    The previous crew had left fresh air in the tanks, charged the small drones and replaced a worn pad on the forward tow arm. Anna ran her hand across the new surface. It yielded under her palm, then firmed as she leaned on it.

    “Don’t get attached,” Idris said. “That’s on the list too.”

    She gave him a look and went aboard.

    Their first job was to escort a cluster of freight pods past the receiving lane. There was nothing wrong with the pods. They were large, slow, and required a rescue boat nearby whenever they crossed the path of arriving passengers.

    Anna took Good Company out through the dock lights.

    Sunlight came over the station rim. It found the curved tops of the pods one after another, turning a dark procession into six bright shells. Each held a different growing season: seed stock, orchard cuttings, living soil. The cargo needed warmth, air and a steadier journey than machinery.

    A cargo tug pulled at the front. At the rear, Anna matched their unhurried speed and watched the tug’s wake of small steering pulses.

    The crossing waited off to her right. Its middle was dark.

    “Receiving in two minutes,” the ship said.

    “We’ll be clear.”

    The last pod had a transparent inspection strip. As it passed beneath her window, Anna saw racks of leaves, moisture on the inner wall, a little maintenance machine moving between the trays. It stopped beside something too small for her to see and bent over it.

    She thought of Nico’s pear trees.

    “Any word from the garden?” she asked.

    Idris looked up from his console. “They’re waiting.”

    “For what?”

    “To see what grows.”

    The tug cleared the lane and took the pods towards the agricultural docks. Anna released their escort assignment. A line on her display faded, leaving an empty approach corridor between the crossing and the station.

    Across the hoop, light began to gather.

    It started at the edge, a thin milky line. Then it spread inward until the stars behind it were gone. For an instant she could make out an uneven depth inside, like sunlight passing through a long sheet of ice. The surface settled into its familiar pale shimmer.

    Somewhere beyond it, another station had opened beneath another sun.

    Anna brought Good Company to the marked standby point.

    “Vela reception established,” the port controller said. “Morning Bell entering in three minutes. Please confirm the arrival lane is clear.”

    Anna checked the tug, the pods and the small service traffic moving around the station arms.

    “Lane clear.”

    The ferry’s outline appeared on her display: a long white vessel with blue bands around its passenger decks. She had travelled on it once with Elsie and Ben, before Elsie had been old enough to carry her own bag. There had been a shallow pool in the central garden. They had spent most of the crossing recovering a sandal from it.

    “You’ve got that look,” Idris said.

    “What look?”

    “The one where I’m about to hear something about a child.”

    “I was thinking about a sandal.”

    “Worse.”

    Anna settled back in her seat.

    The ferry would spend twelve minutes in the crossing. Good Company would remain here until it emerged, with a clear route to either end of the ship if it needed help. After docking, the ferry’s passengers would scatter into the station: lifts, shuttles, people waving at the wrong window.

    She had spent plenty of shifts watching arrivals from this seat. Sometimes someone would have a medical problem, or a cargo restraint would fail. Mostly the work consisted of being ready while nothing happened.

    The controller confirmed the ferry had entered.

    Anna started the clock.

    

    With four minutes to arrival, a line of lights opened along the passenger berth.

    Flexible walkways unfolded from the dock, their empty mouths turning towards the place where the ferry would stop. Behind the glass, people gathered at the viewing rail. Someone held a large yellow sign with letters Anna could not read from here.

    “Good Company, receiving field stable,” the controller said.

    “Standing by.”

    Idris had opened the diagram of a replacement radio. He closed it as the arrival clock passed one minute.

    Anna moved her feet onto the steering controls.

    The ferry should appear nose first, with a slight roll as it left the passage. Ships always seemed hesitant at that moment. Then the stars would be behind them again, ordinary distance would settle around them, and the dock tugs would guide them in.

    Thirty seconds.

    A pale line travelled across the crossing’s surface.

    Ten.

    Anna watched the centre of the hoop.

    The clock reached zero.

    On her display, Morning Bell’s outline moved from the crossing to the receiving lane. A small green mark appeared beside its name.

    Nothing came through the light.

    Anna waited for the bow.

    The ship outline continued along its predicted path. In the window, the lane remained empty.

    “Company. Actual position.”

    “No independent contact.”

    Idris leaned forward.

    Anna removed the predicted outline from her display. Empty space replaced it.

    “Port, Good Company. We have no visual on Morning Bell.”

    “Stand by.”

    She switched to radar. The station arms showed as sharp, familiar returns. A maintenance drone moved near the lowest one. There was no ferry between them.

    “Morning Bell, Good Company. State your position.”

    No answer.

    Anna checked the receiver herself. Correct channel. Clear local signal. She sent again.

    At the dock, the first walkway had begun moving forward to meet the empty berth.

    “Port, stop the docking gear.”

    The walkway stopped.

    “Morning Bell, Morrow control. We have a reception discrepancy. Do not apply thrust. Confirm your position.”

    The controller waited.

    Anna could hear another voice in the room behind her, too faint to make out.

    “Good Company,” the controller said. “Their departure station reports passage complete.”

    “Have they seen it leave?”

    “They saw it enter. The entry load cleared on schedule. Our receiving system registered the matching transfer.”

    “We haven’t received a ship.”

    “Understood. All traffic held.”

    The controller’s voice had changed. The clipped politeness was gone; every word was being placed carefully.

    Idris brought up a wider view, built from cameras on all three station arms. Anna watched the images resolve. Different angles on the same empty lane.

    “Could it have come out behind us?” she asked.

    “Nothing at that mass anywhere in the local sweep,” the ship said.

    “Keep looking.”

    She called the ferry again.

    This time a burst of noise answered. It was brief and flat, without anything she could recognise as a voice.

    “I heard that,” Idris said.

    “Company, record every channel.”

    The arrival clock kept counting upward. One minute and forty-three seconds late.

    Through the dock glass, the person with the yellow sign lowered it.

    Anna looked back at the opening.

    Along its bottom edge, the pale surface had developed a shallow fold. It drew inward, relaxed, then drew inward again. She had seen light ripple through a crossing before. This was slower. It reminded her of fabric caught on something behind a door.

    “Port, look at the lower edge. Between the two service lights.”

    “We see it.”

    “Request a closer inspection.”

    “Hold position. We’re comparing the field readings.”

    Anna held. She hated the time it took, but the ship’s main engines could make the situation worse, and she did not yet know what the situation was.

    Idris opened the compartment below his seat. He took out the small inspection kit and secured it to his console.

    “Which camera?” she asked.

    “The wired one.”

    She nodded. A cable could bring back a picture when radio could not. It could also tell them whether the thing at the other end was still attached.

    “Good Company, approach approved,” the controller said. “Cold gas only. Stop at one hundred metres. Do not enter.”

    “One hundred metres. We won’t enter.”

    Anna eased them forward.

    The crossing grew beyond the edges of the window. Its supports moved apart until she could see only one. She kept that arm on the left of her display, a solid piece of known machinery beside something she no longer understood.

    “The automatic closure is in two minutes,” Idris said.

    “Port?”

    “Emergency hold is engaged. The driver will keep it open.”

    Anna glanced at the power figures. The driver was doing what it did on busy days: feeding energy into the crossing so it could stay open beyond its ordinary twenty minutes. Today there would be no second ferry coming behind the first.

    At one hundred metres, she stopped.

    The fold reached almost to the lowest service light. It was darker at its deepest point. Not black, exactly. More like the space beneath a shelf, where a light had failed to reach.

    “Anything?” she asked.

    “Nothing clear.” Idris turned the camera in his hands, checking its little protective cage. “Give me a moment.”

    He fitted the cable and pulled gently against the connection. Then he put the camera into the launch tube.

    Anna opened a direct channel to the ferry once more.

    “Morning Bell, this is the rescue boat Good Company. If you can hear me, keep your engines off. We’re at the Morrow opening.”

    The same noise came back, longer this time.

    Something clicked beneath it.

    Idris lifted his head.

    Anna kept her hands still on the controls.

    “Morning Bell?”

    Three faint notes sounded in the cabin. A little rising tune, followed by a single falling note.

    She knew it before she remembered where she had heard it: Elsie asleep against her shoulder, a wet sandal beneath the seat, that sound coming through the ferry’s garden speakers before an announcement.

    The noise swallowed the tune.

    Anna leaned towards the microphone.

    “We can hear your ship,” she said. “Can anyone hear us?”

  
    Chapter 4 — Someone at the Window

    “I can hear you,” a woman said. “Who is this?”

    Her voice was so faint that Anna nearly spoke over it.

    “Good Company. The rescue boat at Morrow. Who am I talking to?”

    The reply broke apart. Anna caught a breath, then a name.

    “Tessa. I’m a steward. I’m using the service radio.”

    Idris raised one finger. He had found the channel.

    The woman’s breathing became clearer.

    “Where are you?” she asked.

    “Outside the crossing. We’re trying to locate your ship.”

    “We should be at the dock.”

    “You haven’t come through.”

    A pause.

    “The announcement said we’d arrived.”

    Anna looked at the empty lane beyond their stern. She could still see the waiting walkways, the people behind the glass.

    “What can you see from where you are?”

    “I’m in the aft service passage. There’s a window, but it’s dark outside.”

    “Are there stars?”

    “No.”

    “Is the ship holding air?”

    “Here, yes. The pressure lights are green.”

    “And the passengers?”

    “I’ve put everyone I can reach in the aft lounge. Sixty-two, including crew. I’ve counted them.”

    Anna opened the ferry manifest. Two hundred passengers. Twelve crew.

    “There are two hundred and twelve aboard in total. Does that sound right?”

    “Yes. Some were in their cabins. The central stairs shifted when we stopped. We can’t get through that way.”

    “Have you spoken to the bridge?”

    “Not since they told us to stay where we were. The internal calls aren’t going through.”

    The ship put a quiet mark beside the information as Anna spoke it onto the rescue record. She kept her voice level.

    “We have contact with an occupied aft section. Pressure holding. Access forward obstructed. Other sections not yet checked.”

    “Received,” the controller said in her ear. “Medical and recovery crews are gathering. Vela is maintaining its end. Their team is looking for another way to reach the bridge.”

    Anna returned to Tessa.

    “Is anyone seriously hurt with you?”

    “One man has a bad cut on his leg. We’ve stopped the bleeding. A girl hurt her wrist when the lights went out. I have a medic with them.”

    “Crew?”

    “Passenger. She showed me her certificate before I’d finished asking.”

    “Good. Let her work. Don’t try the stairs again until we’ve seen what’s happened.”

    “I’ve closed that door.”

    Anna glanced at Idris. He had already brought the launch tube’s camera onto her screen.

    “We’re going to send a light towards you, Tessa. Stay near the radio.”

    

    The inspection camera left its tube on a short puff of gas.

    It was smaller than Anna’s fist, surrounded by a cage of flexible ribs. A thin cable trailed back to Good Company. Idris let it pay out as the camera crossed the hundred metres to the opening.

    On one screen, Anna watched it from the ship. On the other, she saw what it saw: pale light, the lower curve of the hoop, then the dark fold beneath it.

    “Port, we’re at the edge.”

    “Hold there.”

    The camera stopped.

    Idris laid two fingers on its steering pad. Anna watched the station’s service lights for any change.

    “We’re adjusting the lower section,” the controller said. “You should see the fold open.”

    It narrowed instead.

    Anna’s hand moved towards the controls, then stopped. The camera was still outside.

    “Wrong direction,” she said.

    “We see it. Reversing.”

    The fold widened. A slit appeared along its deepest part, barely enough for the camera’s cage.

    There should have been a broad, stable passage beyond it. For twelve minutes, travellers ordinarily sat inside a tube of light while their ship coasted between the stations. The windows showed little; the bridge used an image assembled from the route instruments.

    Anna had flown through crossings herself. She knew the mild unease of trusting that image when her eyes could not confirm it.

    Now even the instruments disagreed.

    “Camera cleared to advance,” the controller said. “Very slowly.”

    Idris moved it forward.

    Light filled the picture, white fading to grey.

    The cable counter climbed. Anna watched it pass two hundred metres, then three. Somewhere beyond that blank picture, the camera was still moving.

    After nearly a minute, the grey thinned. The camera’s lamp found a blue stripe.

    The stripe crossed a curved wall.

    “Stop,” Anna said.

    Idris stopped.

    She enlarged the picture. Beyond the cage was a section of hull, pale beneath its blue band. A row of little inspection covers ran along the surface. One stood open.

    The cable counter read a little over five hundred metres from Good Company.

    Anna looked through the window.

    The ferry was nowhere in sight.

    She looked back at the screen. Paint. Rivets around a replacement panel. A dark streak beneath a drain. A real ship, close enough for its small neglects to show.

    “We’ve found the hull,” she said.

    Idris exhaled through his nose. He had been holding his breath.

    The camera turned.

    Its lamp travelled across the ferry’s name.

    Morning Bell.

    “Port, identification confirmed. We have the aft starboard side.”

    “We have your picture.”

    For a moment the controller said nothing more.

    Anna traced the visible hull against the ferry’s plan. The service passage ran along this section. There should be a small window beside a cargo door.

    “Tessa, is your window round or square?”

    “Square. With the corner cut off.”

    “Idris, up a little. Past that cover.”

    The camera rose. Its cable drew a long, loose curve through the light behind it.

    The window appeared at the edge of the picture. It was dark until the lamp touched it. Then a hand rose on the other side.

    Anna leaned forward.

    A face came into view behind the glass. A woman with a pale uniform collar and her hair pulled back from her forehead. She was shading her eyes.

    “That’s very bright,” Tessa said.

    Idris lowered the lamp.

    The woman dropped her hand.

    “Better,” she said.

    Anna felt the muscles across her back loosen. Not all the way. Enough to notice how tightly she had been holding herself.

    “I can see you,” she told Tessa.

    The woman closed her eyes for a moment.

    Then she turned away to call something down the passage. Through the glass, Anna saw her mouth forming words. A second person came into view, looked out, and put both hands flat against the window.

    “Tell them we’re here,” Anna said.

    “I have.”

    Tessa was smiling now. It made her look suddenly much younger and much more tired.

    “They want to know when you’re coming aboard.”

    Anna studied the gap around the camera’s cable.

    “We’re working on the way in.”

    

    Idris moved the camera back far enough to show the service door beside the window.

    It was a small loading lock, used for supplies the passenger decks did not need to see. A recessed rail ran along the outside. The door itself looked undamaged.

    Anna marked it on the ferry plan.

    The displayed door was in a slightly different place.

    “That plan’s wrong,” she said.

    “Or the ship isn’t where the plan expects,” Idris said.

    He put the drawing aside and measured from the camera instead.

    “About four hundred metres beyond the opening. There’s room to come alongside the lock.”

    “Can you show us what’s around it?”

    He turned the camera’s light away from the hull.

    There were no stars.

    The beam reached into a grey distance without finding an end. Thin streaks of light crossed it at different angles. Some stopped abruptly, as if they continued behind something the lamp could not reveal.

    Anna had expected wreckage. Broken pieces of ferry, perhaps, or some recognisable part of the crossing.

    She could not tell whether the nearest pale streak was a metre long or a kilometre away.

    “Back to the hull,” she said.

    The blue band returned. She welcomed it.

    “Port, we need an opening for a rescue craft.”

    “We’re testing the available width.”

    A low vibration passed through Good Company. Anna felt it through the seat before she heard the ship’s warning.

    “Cable moving left.”

    On the camera picture, the ferry slid sideways.

    “Stop the adjustment,” Idris said.

    The controller repeated the order to someone behind her.

    Anna looked at the cable where it crossed the lower edge. The narrow slit had widened into a dark oval. Its left side was drawing tight against the line.

    Idris fed out more cable. The pull eased, then returned.

    “It’s carrying us towards the hull,” he said.

    “Can you pull back?”

    “Not against that edge.”

    The camera tilted. A pale inspection cover filled the screen.

    Anna turned Good Company a few degrees and eased sideways, bringing the launch tube into line with the moving gap. The station arm slipped towards the top of her view. She kept the ship outside the hundred-metre limit.

    “There,” Idris said. “Hold that.”

    She held.

    The cable straightened through the centre of the oval. Idris drew it in. On the screen, the ferry’s hull stopped growing and began to recede.

    “Tessa, move away from the window,” Anna said.

    The woman stepped back at once.

    The camera steadied.

    Idris brought it to a stop, clear of the ship. One of its protective ribs had folded inward. The picture flickered, then settled.

    “Camera’s still working,” he said. “The cage touched the cover.”

    Anna released a little pressure on the steering pad.

    “Port, keep that adjustment off.”

    “It’s off. The access has settled.”

    The oval remained. It looked scarcely wide enough for a person with their arms outstretched.

    The gap was narrower than Good Company’s cabin. Their ship was never going through it.

    “What can we send?” she asked.

    The answer took long enough for her to check the camera and call Tessa again. The ferry’s pressure lights were still green. Nobody by the window had been hurt.

    “Current clearance is three hundred and fifty kilos,” the controller said at last. “Craft, equipment and people together. That’s what the measured field will support at this setting. It’s less than two metres across.”

    Anna looked at Idris.

    He was already opening the rescue-sled inventory.

    “And duration?” he asked.

    “We can hold that width for four minutes under load. Then the access section has to recover. Engineering says at least six hours before another loaded attempt.”

    “Is that the whole crossing?” Anna asked.

    “No. We keep the pocket supported throughout. It’s widening this neck with mass moving through it that heats the access section.”

    Anna looked again at the ferry. Two hundred and twelve people, four hundred metres away. She could see the paint peeling from a service cover.

    The rescue sled could take two people. Even a better arrangement would bring out only a handful before another six-hour wait.

    “Ask them to keep looking for another way in,” she said. “We’ll work with this one.”

    

    Tessa was still at the radio.

    The second person had gone back to the lounge. Through the camera, Anna could see the steward rubbing her hands together while she waited.

    “Tessa, can you operate the service lock from inside?”

    “Yes.”

    “I need you to check its seals and the outer-door controls. Keep both doors closed for now.”

    “I’ll have to leave the radio.”

    “We’ll wait.”

    Tessa moved away from the window.

    Anna asked the ship to bring up the sled. The image appeared beside the ferry: two moulded seats, a folding hood, small gas bottles behind the backrests. It had no cabin to walk around in. Most of its bulk was air, restraints and the frame that held its passengers safely against a tow line.

    Eighty kilos before anyone got aboard.

    “Me and one other,” Anna said. “With the working kit, we’re under the limit.”

    “On paper,” Idris said. “We’ll weigh it.”

    “How long to prepare?”

    “We haven’t used it in eleven months.”

    Anna turned towards him.

    “I checked it last week,” he said. “Give me fifteen minutes.”

    He unfastened his harness, then paused with his hand on the seat.

    “I’ll need the camera back before we send anyone. I want to see what happened to that cage.”

    “Bring it in.”

    “And, Anna. Four minutes includes coming back.”

    “I know.”

    She said it without irritation. He needed to hear her agree, and she needed to hear the limit spoken aloud.

    Before moving to the equipment bay, Idris guided the camera closer to the window one last time.

    Tessa returned with a strip of green lights showing on her sleeve. She held it against the glass.

    “Seals passed. Both doors respond. There’s a handrail outside.”

    “We’ve seen it. Who can take over your section if you meet us at the lock?”

    “My other steward. She’s with the medic.”

    “Ask them for an update on the injured man. I need to know if anyone has to come out first.”

    Tessa nodded. Then she looked past the camera, into the grey.

    “You can’t bring the rescue ship through, can you?”

    “No. I’m preparing something smaller.”

    “How small?”

    “A seat beside mine.”

    The woman’s eyes moved back to the camera.

    Behind Anna, a latch opened in the equipment bay. She heard Idris slide the sled out of its rack, the short scrape of a frame that had spent too long folded away.

    “That’s a start,” Tessa said.

    “Yes.”

    “I’ll get you the medical update.”

    Anna checked that the port was recording the live channel, then told Tessa they were withdrawing the camera. The woman raised a hand before it moved away.

    For several seconds the little window remained visible at the edge of the picture. Beyond it were a lit passage, a coat hanging from a hook, someone walking quickly out of sight.

    Then the crossing’s pale light filled the screen.

    Anna left the ferry plan open at the service door and went to help Idris unfold the second seat.

  
    Chapter 5 — The Second Seat

    The man they were bringing out had asked whether he needed his ticket.

    Tessa told Anna this while Idris tightened the last restraint on the empty sled. For a moment Anna thought she had misheard.

    “He keeps asking,” Tessa said. “The medic says he’s confused. His name’s Owen.”

    “How is his leg?”

    “The bleeding’s stopped, but she’s worried about how much he lost before we got to him. She wants him somewhere with a proper treatment bed.”

    “Then he comes first.”

    Anna looked at the second seat. Idris had extended its footrest and covered it with a thin support pad. Under his hand, the pad formed a hollow where Owen’s injured leg would lie.

    “He can sit?” he asked.

    “With support,” Tessa said. “We can get him to the service lock.”

    “Get the medic to speak to ours,” Anna said. “Company will connect them. Don’t move him until they agree how.”

    The port’s medical launch had arrived while they were assembling the sled. Now a woman in a green jacket stood just inside Good Company’s equipment bay, listening to the ferry medic through her wrist. At her feet waited a treatment bed, its surface rising and settling as it tested itself.

    Anna was grateful for the bed. It made the far end of what she was about to do look ordinary.

    Idris lifted the returned camera from its tray. One rib of its protective cage had folded against the lens. He opened it with his thumb.

    “A scrape and a bent rib. No heat damage. The cable’s sound.”

    He brought up the last view of the ferry’s loading lock. Beside the outer door, the pale inspection cover stood open like a fin.

    “We stay above that on the way back,” he said. “I’ve marked the clearance.”

    “Seen.”

    “Look at it.”

    She looked. He waited until she had enlarged the image herself.

    “There,” she said. “I’ll come straight out from the lock before I turn.”

    He nodded and put the camera down.

    The sled was sitting on Good Company’s loading platform, facing the closed outer doors. Two seats, a clear folding hood and very little else. Its gas bottles would move it; a thin line running back to the ship would carry pictures, voice and, if necessary, the sled itself.

    Anna sat. The seat fitted itself around her hips. Behind the empty place beside her, two replacement air-cleaning cartridges were strapped into a delivery rack. Tessa had asked for those while they were checking Owen’s treatment. A relief boat had brought them across from the port stores.

    Idris read the loaded weight, then the projected return weight with Owen aboard.

    “Within clearance. Even if he’s been optimistic.”

    “About his weight?”

    “People usually are.”

    The woman in green looked up. “He’s ready to move. We’ve sent the transfer instructions. No standing on that leg.”

    “Tessa?” Anna said.

    “We’re taking him in now.”

    On the screen, the little service lock filled with people. Owen was long-faced and pale, with a growth of dark beard. A pressure suit had been opened around him like a blanket and sealed up the front. The left leg was thick with support material. Tessa and another woman eased him onto the lock’s folding bench.

    He watched their hands with the grave interest of someone trying to understand a trick.

    Anna raised her collar. It unfolded around her head, and the familiar change came over the room: Idris’s breathing disappeared, the soft movements of the treatment bed became silent. His voice returned through her ear.

    “Can you hear me?”

    “Yes.”

    He crouched beside the sled. A hand rested on its frame.

    “The line can recover you if the steering fails. It can’t drag you through a closed opening.”

    “I’ll turn back when you tell me.”

    His eyes stayed on hers for a moment.

    Then he squeezed the frame and stood.

    

    The doors opened onto a wall of pale light.

    Beyond the lip of the loading platform lay a hundred metres of ordinary space, then the crossing. Its lower edge was folded inward. Anna could see the narrow dark oval through which the camera had passed.

    From the cabin it had looked too small for their ship. From the sled it looked too small for her.

    She checked the view behind her. Good Company’s open bay shone warm yellow. The medical launch hung beside it, blue lamps flashing against the hull. Further back, the station’s gardens turned in sunlight.

    “Ferry lock?” she asked.

    “Inner door closed,” Tessa said. “Owen’s hood is sealed. Mine too.”

    “Port?”

    “Access ready. Four minutes from entry. We’re holding the adjustment fixed.”

    Idris had control of the recovery line. The ship watched her gas, air and loaded weight. Anna’s task was to fly the seat.

    She touched the pad beside her thigh.

    The loading platform slipped away.

    She crossed the first hundred metres slowly. The dark oval grew; its edge was neither sharp nor still. Light ran along it in little shivers.

    At the mark, she stopped.

    “Ready,” she said.

    “Clear to enter.”

    She eased forward.

    For a moment everything beyond the hood went white. Her own gloved hands became faint shapes. She could hear air moving past her cheek, loud in the absence of any other sound.

    Then the whiteness thinned.

    The timer read three minutes, fifty-six seconds.

    Morning Bell appeared ahead, immense and close. Without stars, it was difficult to judge its distance. Anna let the camera’s recorded path guide her while she checked the growing hull with her own eyes.

    The blue band came into focus. Windows. Inspection covers. A row of small white lamps around the loading door.

    Someone was moving behind one of the windows.

    Anna kept her eyes on the lamps.

    “Fifty metres to lock,” the ship said.

    She reversed the little jets. The sled slowed, and the doorway stopped growing quite so quickly.

    Tessa had opened the outer door. She stood inside with Owen on the bench beside her, his good hand wrapped around a strap. The light in the lock gave his face a waxy shine.

    The sled’s forward hooks reached for the rail beneath the doorway. Anna felt two light knocks through the frame. The lock’s gravity pulled gently at the sled, settling it against the hooks.

    “Attached,” she said.

    Three minutes, eight seconds.

    She folded back the sled’s hood. Her suit held its own air. The light beyond the ferry was grey and depthless, with a few thin streaks crossing it far away—or close enough to touch. She could not tell.

    She opened the rack’s clips and pushed the two cartridges into Tessa’s hands. Tessa caught them, tucked them behind the bench and secured them with a strap.

    Anna swung the second seat towards the doorway. Its empty footrest slid over the sill.

    “Owen. I’m Anna. We’re going to move you into this seat.”

    His gaze came slowly to her.

    “Have we docked?”

    “Nearly. Keep looking at me.”

    Tessa brought his good foot to the edge of the bench. The ferry medic had left two broad lifting loops around his body. Anna took the one beneath his shoulders; Tessa took the other.

    “One movement,” Anna said. “On three.”

    Owen cried out when they lifted him. His right hand came away from the strap and caught the edge of the doorway.

    They stopped with him half over the seat.

    “You’ve got to let that go,” Tessa said.

    “No.”

    “Owen, we’ve got you.”

    His fingers tightened.

    Anna could see what he was looking at. Beneath the footrest, beyond Tessa’s boots, there was nothing that looked like a floor. The sled was a pair of chairs hanging outside a ship.

    He had enough strength to be frightened.

    She adjusted her grip under his shoulders.

    “Hold my arm instead.”

    He looked at her.

    “Here.” She brought her forearm against the back of his hand. “You can hold as hard as you like.”

    One finger opened, then another. He caught her sleeve.

    They lowered him together.

    The support pad rose around his injured leg. Anna brought the harness across his chest while Tessa fastened the lower straps.

    Two minutes, twenty seconds.

    “There,” Tessa said. “That’s you.”

    Owen was still gripping Anna’s arm.

    She let him.

    Tessa checked his hood connection, leaned close enough for him to see her face, and raised a thumb. Then she caught Anna’s shoulder.

    “The medic’s staying with us. Tell them we still need a way forward.”

    “I will.”

    “Not just more seats.”

    Anna met her eyes through the two clear hoods.

    “I know.”

    She turned the second seat into travelling position and brought the sled’s hood down. Its seal drew a thin green line around them. Air hissed into the small space.

    “Returning,” she said.

    The right hook released.

    The left did not.

    Anna touched the control again. The frame gave a little tug beneath her.

    “Left attachment,” she said. “Still holding.”

    “I see it,” Idris replied. “Don’t pull.”

    She took her hand away from the flight pad.

    Through the camera below the seat, she could see the hook around the rail. Their weight had drawn the damaged rail outward. A thin lip of metal had folded over the hook’s opening.

    It had looked straight until they loaded it.

    Tessa was still in the doorway. She bent to look down.

    “Can I get it?”

    “Keep your hands out,” Anna said.

    One minute, forty-eight seconds.

    Idris spoke into her ear. “Release the hook from the sled. Leave it on the rail.”

    Anna found the emergency release beside her left knee. She pulled its cover away and turned the handle.

    It stopped halfway.

    “Loaded,” she said.

    “Take the weight off it.”

    She gave a tiny pulse towards the lock. The sled moved a finger’s width, then settled back. Owen’s hand tightened.

    The timer changed to one minute, thirty-one.

    Tessa reached past the sill and took hold of the sled’s delivery rack.

    “Tell me when.”

    Anna almost told her to let go. The warning rose automatically; Tessa was outside the doorway, one hand on a vessel that was about to move.

    Then Anna saw the short safety line clipped from her belt to the lock’s inner rail.

    “Push the frame down,” Anna said. “Just a little. I’ll bring us towards you.”

    She fired the jets again.

    Tessa braced a boot against the bench and pushed. The hook’s mounting shifted. Anna turned the release handle with both hands.

    It came free so abruptly that she struck her wrist against the seat.

    The sled lifted away from the rail.

    Tessa let go.

    “Clear,” Idris said. “You’re clear.”

    Anna backed straight out. The inspection cover passed below the footrest exactly where they had marked it. Only when it was behind them did she turn towards the opening.

    One minute, twelve seconds.

    She increased the gas flow.

    The ferry receded. In the window beside the lock, hands moved against the glass. Anna could not look at them for long.

    “Coming back,” she said.

    “I have you,” Idris replied.

    Owen’s fingers had loosened on her arm. His head rested sideways against the seat.

    “Owen?”

    His eyes opened a little.

    “You can let go now.”

    He shook his head.

    “That’s all right.”

    The oval ahead was a pale sliver against the grey. Her display marked its centre. She reduced speed early, allowing space for one last correction.

    Thirty-eight seconds.

    The sled’s frame trembled. Idris was keeping the line straight, taking in the slack as she approached.

    For an instant Anna saw the opening from the side. Light seemed to extend backwards from its rim in a long, crooked seam. Something beyond that seam interrupted the glow.

    Then she was aligned, and there was only white.

    The line pulled gently.

    Stars appeared.

    “Clear of access,” the ship said.

    Twenty-three seconds remained on the clock.

    Anna let her breath out. Morrow filled half the sky, blue water and white cloud. Good Company’s loading bay was directly ahead, and Idris stood behind its inner window with one palm against the glass.

    Owen lifted his head.

    “Oh,” he said.

    

    The treatment bed took Owen’s weight so softly that he did not seem to notice leaving the seat.

    Its surface opened around his injured leg. Under a transparent cover, fine threads moved towards the damaged tissue. The woman in green touched his cheek and asked him to follow her hand.

    Anna stood beside him until she was no longer useful there.

    “Can you tell Tessa?” she asked the medic.

    “We’re sending his readings through now.”

    “Thank you.”

    Owen caught her sleeve as she turned.

    “My bag.”

    “We’ll ask about it.”

    “Blue. There’s a little orange bird on the handle. My wife put it there.”

    “We’ll tell them.”

    He released her. The bed moved down the passage towards the waiting launch, carrying its light with it.

    In the equipment bay, Idris had already put a red cover over the empty hook mounting. Anna sat on the edge of the loading platform and unsealed her collar.

    Her wrist hurt where she had struck it. She opened and closed her hand.

    “You all right?” he asked.

    “Yes.”

    “Try that again after you’ve looked.”

    She pulled back the sleeve. A purple mark was forming, but her fingers moved freely. The suit offered a cool patch. She accepted it.

    Idris sat beside her.

    For a while neither of them spoke. Beyond the outer doors, now closed, the crossing still held the rest of the ferry.

    “How long?” Anna asked.

    “Six hours before the next loaded opening. Engineering’s confirmed the cooling curve. They’re looking for a better setting.”

    “And the cartridges?”

    “Delivered. Tessa’s other steward has fitted the first one.”

    Anna nodded.

    One person out. A little more time for the others.

    Her wrist gave a soft pulse. A message from the medical launch: Owen was responding to treatment. Below it, Tessa had sent a photograph of a blue bag with an orange bird on its handle.

    Anna passed the photograph to the launch.

    Then she stood.

    “For the next trip,” she said, “I want the sled able to come back without me.”

    Idris looked up at her.

    “With two passengers,” she added. “I stay aboard and help them find a route through the ship.”

    He rubbed a thumb over a dark mark on his trousers.

    “We’ll need a proper boarding plan.”

    “Yes.”

    “And someone out here who can tell us where that ship actually is.”

    Anna looked towards the cabin, where the ferry still glowed on the screen.

    “Let’s find them.”

  
    Chapter 6 — The Clean Result

    Kit Tan was wearing the wrong jacket for a missing ship.

    He had chosen it for an interview. Dark green, a narrow collar, a red lining visible only when he moved. The fabric had spent the morning adjusting itself to him while he pretended to work.

    Now the interview reminder hovered beside a picture of an injured passenger being lifted from a rescue sled, and the jacket felt ridiculous.

    He dismissed the reminder.

    Across the little measurement office, a woman was explaining to someone at the port that they could not certify the ferry’s position from the crossing instruments. She had explained it twice already. Kit knew because he was supposed to be helping her.

    Instead, he was looking at a white inspection cover on the ferry’s hull.

    In the rescue camera’s picture it stood beside a loading door. On the calculated view, the same door sat several metres away.

    He moved the pictures together. The cover matched. The doorway did not.

    Kit worked for the Common Passage Office, which coordinated crossings between worlds. His assignment on Morrow was to assess the station’s driver—the equipment that kept a route open after its ordinary window should have ended. He had expected three dull months and a good reference.

    Six weeks earlier, he had signed a report saying its measured performance was within the approved limits.

    That was true of the measurements he had kept.

    He opened the report.

    The excluded readings were still in the attached record. Three brief returns from instruments looking beyond the normal passage. Each had suggested that something was in the wrong place. Nothing had been visible on the ordinary cameras; no ship had been missing; the returns had not repeated on command.

    His supervisor had asked whether they belonged in the main findings.

    Kit had said no.

    He could remember the room, the uncomfortable visitor’s chair and the way the supervisor had stopped reading once Kit answered. No one had threatened him. No one had needed to.

    He had wanted a clean result.

    On the screen, a rescue pilot was turning back towards the ferry after handing a passenger to the medical crew. Kit enlarged her face. She looked tired and quite ordinary. There was a cooling patch around her wrist.

    Someone who had just gone through the part he had left out.

    “Kit?”

    He turned.

    His colleague stood beside his desk. “They want someone to help plan the next boarding. I can send the model with warnings, but they need a person who understands it.”

    “I’ll go.”

    She looked at his jacket.

    “Your interview?”

    “I’ll move it.”

    “Take the independent range set. The pilot’s asked for measurements we haven’t made from the gate itself.”

    He nodded. She was already turning away when he spoke again.

    “There’s something in my last report you should read.”

    She stopped.

    He opened the excluded observations and sent her the complete record, not just the three pictures.

    Her eyes moved over it.

    “Were these in the review?”

    “In the attachment.”

    “Not in the conclusion.”

    “No.”

    She pulled out the chair beside him and sat.

    For the next few minutes, neither of them mentioned the interview.

    

    The lift down to the working docks was full.

    Kit stood with the range set between his feet. The case was too wide to hold comfortably and too expensive to leave unsecured, so he clipped it to the floor. A little cleaning machine arrived, discovered the obstruction and waited with patient indignation beside his shoe.

    At the next level, two people got in carrying a folded wheelchair. They were arguing quietly about which reception room they had been told to use.

    Kit moved his case to make space.

    The woman noticed the silver Office badge on his collar.

    “Are you with the ferry?”

    “I’m going to the rescue team.”

    “Can we see it from the lower windows? They told us to wait upstairs, but there’s nothing happening up there.”

    He had spent much of the past hour watching the ferry. It took him a moment to remember that nobody here could look out and see it.

    “Only on the camera,” he said. “The port should have a picture in the reception room.”

    “They have a picture of a door.”

    Her companion touched her arm. She shook him off gently.

    “My sister’s in a cabin near the front. They keep saying the aft lounge.”

    Kit looked at her. The correct answer contained a distinction between unconfirmed locations and missing persons. He could hear himself preparing it.

    “They haven’t reached the front yet,” he said.

    “Is that what you’re going to do?”

    “Help them find a way there.”

    The lift slowed. Through its glass wall, the station’s dock opened below: work lights, mooring arms, vessels arranged around a great empty central space. Beyond them, the crossing shone.

    The woman watched it until the doors opened.

    “Then go on,” she said.

    He unclipped the case and went.

    On the dock, his wrist flashed with a call from Evan.

    Kit almost declined it.

    Evan was in another office on Morrow, close enough to speak without waiting for a crossing relay. He had arrived that week to help select a new central survey team. Kit had once shared a miserable rented room with him during training. Now Evan had a spacious apartment, a job that sent him to places people paid to visit, and the power to offer Kit both.

    Kit answered.

    “Where are you?” Evan asked.

    “Rescue dock.”

    “I’ve just had a report correction land in my review queue.”

    “An addition. The original’s still there.”

    “You’ve put your name on it.”

    “It was on the first one.”

    Evan was quiet for a moment. On his sleeve, a window reflected afternoon light. Somewhere behind him, people were setting out cups for a meeting.

    “Are you saying the driver caused this?”

    “No. I don’t know what caused it.”

    “Then make that clear.”

    “I have.”

    “Good.” Evan leaned closer. “And don’t turn three bad readings into a confession to something we haven’t established. You don’t get to decide you’re responsible just because that makes the story simpler.”

    Kit looked down the dock. A small electric cart was carrying pressure suits towards the boarding gate. Their empty arms hung over the sides.

    “I decided the readings weren’t worth discussing.”

    “Yes. You may have been wrong.”

    “I didn’t give the next person enough to question me.”

    Evan looked away briefly. When he returned, his voice was softer.

    “The selection panel is here today. I can hold your time for an hour.”

    Kit could picture the room. A proper table, good lighting, people who had read his work. He had rehearsed a modest answer to the question of why he wanted the post, and a much more honest one about the work itself. He wanted both the work and the room.

    He wanted Evan to introduce him as someone worth listening to.

    “I can’t promise an hour,” he said.

    “Then I have to put the other candidate in.”

    “I know.”

    “I’m not doing that to punish you.”

    “I know that too.”

    Evan waited.

    Kit could still say he would come. The rescue team had other analysts. He was not indispensable. Leaving would not cause the ferry to disappear a second time.

    That made the choice harder than he had expected.

    “Give them the slot,” he said.

    When the call ended, he stood still long enough for a porter to ask him to move.

    

    Good Company was moored at an outer rescue berth, close to the crossing. A small transfer boat took Kit across from the main dock. He had travelled on larger vessels and more elegant ones, but none had looked so thoroughly occupied by its work.

    A damaged hook mounting lay in a tray beside the entrance. Someone had put a mug on top of a sealed box of dressings. Warm air carried the smell of metal and reheated bread.

    Idris Bell met him in the equipment bay.

    “Can that tell me where a thing is?” he asked, looking at the case.

    “Between two points I can see.”

    “Good start.”

    The pilot came down from the cabin. Anna Holt. Kit had learned her name from the rescue record while he was on the transfer boat.

    “You asked for someone who could check the ferry’s position,” he said.

    “I asked for someone who could help me get through it. The two seem to be connected.”

    “They might be.”

    He set the case down and opened it. Inside lay two small instruments, each with a lens at one end and a bright orange handle at the other. They looked disappointingly simple. Kit usually liked that about them.

    He placed one on the equipment bench and carried the other to the doorway. A thin line appeared between them on his wrist display.

    “Each measures the distance to the other. No crossing instruments, no route model.”

    Idris brought a ruler out of a drawer and laid it along the bench.

    Kit smiled despite himself.

    “Yes,” he said. “We’ll check them here first.”

    Anna stayed beside the open case.

    “What’s wrong with the picture we’ve got?”

    “It assumes the space between the stations is where the model says it is. That usually works. Here, it doesn’t.”

    “Why?”

    “I don’t know yet. But measuring from the gate and correcting the picture until it agrees with the gate won’t give you an independent answer.”

    She looked towards the cabin.

    “So we take these aboard. Measure from the ship.”

    “Yes. Doorway to doorway. The parts people can actually move through.”

    Idris checked the first distance against his ruler. “And if these disagree?”

    “We mark that place as uncertain. We don’t tidy it away.”

    Kit heard his own words.

    Anna was already opening the ferry plan. If he kept speaking about equipment, this part could be easy. They could work for several hours before anyone needed to mention the report.

    “There’s something you should know before you use my advice,” he said.

    Idris stopped moving the ruler.

    Kit told them about the three returns. He described what they had shown, what they had not shown, and the decision he had made.

    Anna listened without interrupting. He found that worse than the questions he had expected.

    At the end, she said, “Would keeping them in have stopped this?”

    “I can’t tell you that.”

    “Would it have changed what I was told before I went through?”

    “It should have changed the uncertainty attached to the position readings.”

    “That wasn’t my question.”

    He looked at her cooling patch.

    “Yes. You should have been told those readings had failed before.”

    She put the ferry plan down.

    Beyond the doorway, the ship was checking supplies with someone on the dock. Ordinary voices, an ordinary delivery. Kit wished they would stop so he could hear what Anna would say.

    “Why did you leave them out?”

    “They didn’t fit the approved model.”

    Idris made a small sound through his nose.

    Kit could have stopped there. The sentence was accurate. It even sounded like a professional problem.

    “And I wanted the report finished,” he said. “I wanted it to be good work with my name on it. I didn’t want the awkward part to become what people remembered.”

    Anna glanced at Idris, then back at him.

    “Who else has the full record now?”

    “My colleague at the measurement office. Engineering. The incident team. I’ve filed an addition explaining the exclusion.”

    “Send it to this ship.”

    He did.

    She waited until Good Company confirmed receipt.

    “I need measurements,” she said. “Idris checks your method. The port checks the result. Any disagreement comes to all of us.”

    “Yes.”

    “And you tell me what you don’t know before I act on what you do.”

    “Yes.”

    She looked at him for another moment, then returned to the ferry plan.

    It was not forgiveness. He was relieved she had not made it sound like that.

    

    They worked on the floor because the bench was full.

    Idris moved the second instrument between marks while Kit checked the returns. Good Company recorded the results and compared them with the ship’s own measurements. Anna spoke to the ferry steward in the cabin, asking for doors, corners and places where a person could attach a line.

    After a while Idris pushed a wrapped piece of bread across the floor.

    Kit shook his head.

    “Eat it,” Idris said. “You keep looking at my lunch.”

    “I didn’t realise.”

    “Neither did I, the first three times.”

    Kit took the bread.

    His jacket had acquired a black mark along one sleeve. The cloth had removed the easy dirt and was now politely failing at the grease. He switched off the cleaning function before it could distract him again.

    On the display, the next loaded opening was still hours away. Enough time to test the instruments, prepare a route and give the people aboard something more useful than a picture of a door.

    He put the bread down on its wrapper.

    “Again,” he told Idris. “From the far mark this time.”

  
    Chapter 7 — The Garden Path

    By the time the next opening was ready, Anna had eaten two pieces of bread, changed the cooling patch on her wrist and failed to find a better way of telling her daughter she would not be home.

    She called from the little washroom behind the cabin. It was the only place aboard where she could shut a door without shutting someone else in with her.

    Ben answered. Elsie was beside him at the kitchen table, turning a piece of pale material between her fingers. It kept trying to become a cup.

    “We’ve seen the updates,” Ben said.

    “I’m going aboard.”

    Elsie stopped turning the material.

    “For how long?”

    “At least six hours. Possibly longer.”

    “So not seven o’clock.”

    “No. I’m sorry.”

    “We can talk about Linden tomorrow,” Ben said.

    “Actually,” Elsie said, “there’s something I can tell you now.”

    Anna sat on the closed lid of the washroom’s storage box.

    “I want Dad to come to the assessment.”

    For a moment Anna heard only the ship’s ventilation.

    “All right,” she said. Then, because she could not quite leave it there: “Is that because of work? I can arrange—”

    “It’s because you answer things.”

    “I wouldn’t answer for you.”

    Elsie looked at her.

    The cup in her hands opened into a flat sheet.

    Anna remembered the tutor’s visit last year. A question about Elsie’s design, a long silence, Anna explaining what Elsie had meant. Afterwards she had thought how well they had managed it together.

    “Oh,” she said.

    “I want to do it myself. Dad can just be there.”

    Ben had found something on the table to look at.

    Anna made herself wait before speaking.

    “Then Dad should go.”

    Elsie’s shoulders lowered a little.

    “You can still help me practise.”

    “I’d like that.”

    “Without answering.”

    Anna smiled. It took some effort, but by the time it reached her face it was real.

    “I’ll try.”

    A soft knock came at the door. One knock, then silence. Idris would wait.

    “Will you call when you can?” Elsie asked.

    “Yes.”

    Anna touched the edge of the picture, near her daughter’s hand, and ended the call.

    She stayed sitting for one more breath.

    Then she opened the door.

    

    The sled’s new hooks had red handles, large enough to work in gloves. Idris made Anna release each one before he let her sit down.

    Around the second seat, supplies filled every available space: air cartridges, dressings, spare suit collars and two folded carrying slings. Her own bag held the range instruments and a small inspection drone borrowed from the port. A powered line reel was clipped beside her hip.

    “Three hundred and eighteen kilos going in,” Idris said. “The return load’s agreed with the medics. Both people are ready at the lock.”

    The sled would bring them back under Good Company’s control. Anna would remain aboard the ferry until the access could bear another loaded passage.

    Kit stood by the loading door with his display in both hands. His fine green jacket had acquired a stripe of grease along one sleeve.

    “The two instruments agree over every distance we could check here,” he said. “Idris has the results.”

    “And aboard?” Anna asked.

    “We find out.”

    She nodded. That answer would do for now.

    Idris reached across her to check the line reel’s attachment.

    “You don’t have to get all the way forward today.”

    “I know.”

    “I’d like you to know it while you’re there.”

    Anna put her hand over his for a moment.

    Then he stepped back, and she sealed her hood.

    This time she knew how small the opening would look. It made very little difference.

    She followed the recorded path through the white light and across the grey space beyond. Morning Bell grew ahead of her. The loading door opened. Tessa was waiting inside with two suited figures on the bench.

    Anna attached to the undamaged section of rail, above the abandoned hook. She climbed into the lock and passed the supplies in after her.

    One of the returning passengers was a broad woman with a breathing unit at her collar. The other needed help bending his knee. They watched the empty pilot’s seat until Tessa explained that the ship outside would fly them home.

    “Is it good at that?” the woman asked.

    “It taught me several things,” Anna said.

    “Useful things?”

    “Mostly.”

    Good Company spoke through the sled. “I can hear you both.”

    The woman laughed, then pressed a hand to her chest while the breathing unit worked.

    They settled her carefully into the seat.

    Anna checked the restraints, moved back beside Tessa and watched the hood close. Both red handles turned. The sled drifted away, its line shining behind it.

    For the first time, Anna watched her way home leave without her.

    She kept a hand on the doorframe until Company confirmed the sled was clear.

    “Both passengers aboard,” Idris said shortly afterwards. “Medical crew has them.”

    Tessa closed the outer door.

    As the lock filled with air, the noise of the ferry returned around them: a low fan, something tapping irregularly behind a panel, voices on the other side of the inner door.

    Anna lowered her hood.

    “Where do we start?”

    “Come and let them see you first.”

    

    The aft lounge smelled of warm fabric and soup.

    Someone had spread emergency blankets over the chairs. A boy slept beneath a table, one bare foot resting on a shoe. Beside the windows, a woman was dealing cards to three people who were not looking at them.

    They all looked at Anna.

    She had expected questions. The silence was worse.

    Tessa moved ahead of her.

    “The other two are out safely,” she said. “This is Anna. She’s staying to help us get through to the front.”

    A man near the drinks counter stood.

    “Can you take a message? My husband’s in there.”

    “Yes.”

    He told her his husband’s name and cabin number. Before he had finished, another person rose, then a third.

    Anna opened a list on her wrist. Her suit was linked to the service radio; Company would copy the names back to the port. She took the names while Tessa handed the supplies to the medic.

    The girl with the injured wrist was sitting on the floor beside her mother. She had built a tower from empty cups, fitting the handles together to stop it falling.

    Anna crouched to hear her message.

    “Tell my grandad I’ve still got the present.”

    “What’s his name?”

    The girl told her. Anna added it to the list.

    She did not promise to find him.

    At the far end of the lounge, Tessa was waiting beside a narrow door marked with a cup and a cloth.

    “Housekeeping?” Anna asked.

    “And plant care. There’s a way through the garden behind the central stairs.”

    “On the plan it ends at a cupboard.”

    “They joined the cupboards during the last refit. We were tired of taking wet mops through the café.”

    Anna looked at the neat, useless line on her display and closed that part of the plan.

    “Show me.”

    

    The service passage was just wide enough for them to walk without turning sideways. Through an open cupboard, Anna saw rows of clean cups held in soft grey shelves. Further on, a split pipe had covered the floor in a shining skin of water.

    At each bend she left one range instrument behind and carried the other ahead. The little drone brought the rear instrument forward when they had checked the distance. Kit watched the figures through her suit camera; Idris watched Kit.

    For the first three sections, the measurements matched the ferry’s fittings closely enough to use. Anna marked their route with small orange lamps from her bag.

    Then Tessa opened the garden door.

    Anna stopped.

    She remembered sunlight here. A pool with a low stone edge, a path wide enough for Elsie to run along with her arms out.

    Now the pool stood on the wall.

    Its water spread across a bank of climbing plants, held there in a trembling sheet. A few leaves floated inside it. Light from a cracked ceiling panel passed through the water and laid moving bands across the opposite seats.

    The pool’s empty basin gaped in the floor below.

    “The gravity plates are behind those plants,” Tessa said. “One must have shifted. It was doing that when I came to close the stairs.”

    Anna let the drone rise from her palm. Near the doorway it hovered normally. When she sent it towards the middle of the garden, it slewed sharply sideways, caught itself and steadied at an angle.

    A warning appeared on her wrist. The drone was using most of its thrust to stay there.

    “Bring it back,” Idris said.

    She did. It settled on her shoulder, warm against her suit.

    Across the room, the main passenger path had pulled away from its supports. A gap separated it from the forward doors. Along the other side of the empty pool, a narrow maintenance walk still reached a service platform.

    “That’s our way,” Tessa said. “The door beyond it comes out behind the forward lounge.”

    Anna sent the drone along the edge, keeping it close to the floor. It showed them the walk’s supports, then the platform beyond. One support was bent. The others appeared fixed.

    The drone returned with a picture of a green pressure light beside the far door.

    “Could there be another route?” Anna asked.

    “Through the stair landing we shut. I wouldn’t put anyone on it.”

    Anna studied the maintenance walk. It was only eight metres long. The pool beneath it was deep enough to stand in, but the sideways pull would take anyone who fell towards the flooded wall.

    “We put a line across first.”

    They sealed their hoods. Anna secured a safety line to a structural ring beside the garden door and sent the drone over with the free end. On the far platform, its small gripping arms closed the hook around another ring.

    She drew the line taut, locked its spool and tested it with her weight. Neither ring moved.

    Tessa watched the reading climb.

    “Will it hold both of us?”

    “Yes. The walk only has to hold one.”

    Anna clipped her harness to the line and stepped out.

    At first the pull was barely noticeable. By the middle, it was like walking against a strong wind. She leaned away from the flooded wall, keeping one hand on the line. Beneath her boots the narrow metal surface rang with each step.

    She reached the platform, tested it and clipped herself to its fixed ring.

    “All right,” she said.

    Tessa came onto the walk.

    She moved carefully, placing her boots where Anna had placed hers. Her face was pale inside the hood. Halfway across, she paused to adjust the short connection between her harness and the line.

    There was a sharp metallic crack.

    Anna saw the bent support straighten.

    For an instant the walkway stayed where it was, hanging from its remaining fixings.

    “Keep hold—”

    The far end dropped.

    Tessa fell sideways towards the wall. Her harness caught her with a jerk, but the safety line sagged under the sudden load. Her boots struck the hanging water.

    The sheet broke around her legs and climbed her body.

    “Anna.”

    “I have you.”

    Water closed over Tessa’s hood.

    Anna could still see her outline. One arm was raised; the other reached for something below her. The broken walk hung underneath, slowly bending at its last attachment.

    “I can’t see.”

    “Your suit has air. Keep breathing.”

    Anna pulled on the span beside her, trying to raise Tessa towards the platform. Tessa’s harness moved, but her legs stayed against the wall. The sagging line dragged across a torn edge of the fallen walk.

    “Stop,” Idris said. “That edge will cut it.”

    Anna stopped. She could hear Tessa breathing, quick and shallow.

    The second carrying sling was still on Anna’s belt.

    She fixed her powered reel to the platform’s ring, fastened the sling to its recovery line and sent the drone out with the loop. This close to the wall, the little machine shuddered with effort.

    “Tessa. There’s a loop coming to your right hand.”

    “I can’t—”

    “Keep your hand still. I’ll bring it to you.”

    The drone touched Tessa’s glove. Her fingers closed around its arm.

    “The strap beneath it,” Anna said. “Let the drone go. Put the strap through the front ring of your harness.”

    Tessa’s hand moved slowly in the water.

    “Through,” she said.

    “Close the hook.”

    A pause.

    “Closed.”

    Anna checked the picture. Metal through metal. The latch lay flat.

    She took the load on the new line, anchored directly to the platform, then told Tessa to release her short connection to the sagging span.

    The moment it came free, the reel began to turn.

    Tessa emerged from the water shoulders first. A great clear sleeve of it stretched after her, thinned and broke. Droplets swept back towards the wall.

    Her boots struck the platform’s edge. Anna caught the front of her harness and pulled while Tessa pushed with both legs.

    They landed together against the closed door.

    Across the garden, the last fixing tore out of the maintenance walk. The metal strip swung into the empty pool with a noise that came through the deck and Anna’s boots.

    Tessa sat with her hands flat beside her.

    For a while Anna let her.

    Then Tessa lifted her head.

    “We aren’t going back that way.”

    “No.”

    “I liked that garden.”

    Anna looked at the water moving over the wall.

    “So did I.”

    

    They checked each other’s suits before touching the forward door.

    Tessa’s hood had a long scratch across it. The seal held. She wiped the water from its surface with a sleeve and tried the call button.

    Nothing answered.

    Anna checked the pressure gauge. The rooms on either side were close enough for the door to equalise safely. She opened the small balance valve and waited for its light to steady.

    Then someone knocked from the other side.

    Three quick blows. A pause. Three more.

    Tessa scrambled to her feet.

    “Hello?” she called, putting her hood against the door so the sound would carry.

    The reply was muffled, but it was a voice.

    Anna released the manual latch. From the other side, someone helped pull.

    A man in a torn ferry uniform stood in the opening, holding a heavy serving ladle. He looked at Tessa, then at Anna’s rescue markings.

    “Oh, thank God,” he said.

    Behind him, people filled the forward lounge. They sat on the floor and on tables, among bottles of water, folded clothing and opened meal packs. Further back, beneath a reading lamp, someone had made a bed out of three chairs.

    Tessa stepped through and caught the man around the shoulders.

    Anna gave them a moment, then asked for the captain.

    “Here,” a woman called.

    She was coming between the tables, one arm in a sling. A young crew member followed her with a handwritten list.

    “How many?” Anna asked.

    “One hundred and forty-seven here. Three engineers went below before we lost the internal calls. We haven’t reached them.”

    Anna repeated the numbers to Company. They fitted the manifest: the people already counted aft, the three now safely out, these people here, and three still missing.

    The captain looked past her towards the ruined garden.

    “Can we get through?”

    “Not by the way we came,” Anna said. “We’ll find another.”

    The man with the ladle was still holding Tessa. She had begun to cry without making any sound.

    Anna opened the list on her wrist.

    “I have some messages,” she told the room.

    A woman at the nearest table moved her bag off a chair.

    “Sit down,” she said. “You look as though you need it.”
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