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Chapter 1 - Silence


The first thing Neris Vael understood was that Takuhai was silent.




A courier ship was never truly silent. Even in deep transit there were guidance tones beneath hearing, the faint pulse of circulation through the deck, and ER's reports arriving before a pilot knew she needed them. Takuhai had carried Neris across familiar routes for years. She knew the ship's smallest habits: the almost imperceptible change in vibration before dimensional insertion, the soft confirmation tone when a cargo seal passed inspection, the way ER reduced cabin lighting when he calculated that she had been awake too long.




Silence meant a system had failed, or a pilot had.




Neris opened her eyes to emergency red.




Her restraints held her hard against the couch. The cabin had rolled eleven degrees to starboard. A cabinet hung open above her, its contents scattered across the forward bulkhead. Somewhere aft, metal contracted with a series of tired clicks.




"ER."




"Present," Takuhai's intelligence answered. His voice emerged from the damaged cabin speakers with a thin distortion. "Pilot consciousness restored. I recommend postponing celebration until I complete structural assessment."




Her ears lifted despite the pain behind them. "Status."




"We are no longer in dimensional transit."




"I had inferred that."




"Your inferential capacity is reassuring."




She released the restraints and immediately regretted it. Her balance shifted beneath her in ways the deck did not explain. Takuhai had come to rest at an angle, half supported by soil and half by something harder beneath the hull. Gravity was close to Xianglume standard, but not exact.




Forty-seven minutes earlier, the assignment had been entirely ordinary: a routine diplomatic courier run between Xianglume and an outlying colony world along an approved route, with no experimental equipment, hazardous cargo or military escort—nothing that should have placed her beyond the beacon network or driven a mature dimensional system into catastrophic overload.




Neris placed both paws on the console. Most of the display remained dark. What survived showed fragments: atmospheric readings, local gravitation, damage reports, and an empty navigation field where the familiar network of Xianglume beacons should have been.




"Where are we?"




"Unknown."




The word seemed larger than the cabin.




Couriers crossed distance by passing through controlled folds in dimensional structure. The process was difficult, expensive, and so reliable that generations of pilots had come to regard it as routine. Navigation beacons framed every approved route. Rescue protocols assumed at least three independent points of contact.




The display showed none.




"Transit record."




A damaged graph appeared. The expected phase curve rose cleanly, then broke into a knot of impossible harmonics. Three separate background fluctuations had intersected during the transition: a gravitic shear, a vacuum-energy discontinuity, and a phase inversion that did not originate from Takuhai's drive.




ER highlighted a repeating twelve-part echo embedded in the corrupted data.




"Mechanical failure?" Neris asked.




"Insufficient evidence. The initiating disturbance appears external and natural. Its combined probability is below the threshold normally used for meaningful prediction."




"Meaning?"




"It should not have happened."




Neris stared at the twelvefold phase echo.




"But it did."




"A concise summary."




She tried the emergency band. Takuhai sent a compressed identity burst containing her name, vessel registry, species, medical status, and the courier priority code recognized by every cooperative civilization in Xianglume space.




Nothing answered, even when she widened the scan.




"Repeat at maximum safe power."




"Already attempted."




"Repeat it."




ER obeyed. The transmission left Takuhai, crossed the local sky, and vanished into a universe that appeared not to know what it was.




Neris reached for the dimensional navigation restart.




"Pilot," ER said, "the phase lattice is unstable."




"A diagnostic pulse only."




"The distinction will not comfort us if the damaged lattice collapses."




"Pulse at minimum amplitude."




Takuhai's deck vibrated once. The navigation field flashed into existence for less than a second, showing no beacons, no mapped coordinates, and the same twelvefold echo coiling through the background noise just as the aft systems shut themselves down.




A maintenance manipulator unfolded from the ceiling above her, shuddered, and stopped halfway through its reach. ER withdrew it, rerouted power, and extended a second arm from the opposite wall. Its three-fingered tool head passed Neris the medical scanner before folding back into Takuhai's structure.




"Manipulator one has sustained joint damage," ER said.




"Add it to the list."




"The list has acquired subcategories."




The cabin went darker.




Neris forced herself to breathe slowly. Her tail had expanded to nearly twice its normal volume, filling the space behind the couch in a white-striped cloud. She pulled it closer with both paws and found painful tangles where the emergency restraints had caught the long fur.




"Atmosphere?"




"The nitrogen-oxygen atmosphere is breathable, with trace pollutants within tolerable limits. Exterior temperature is six local degrees Celsius."




"Biology?"




"Abundant. Carbon-based. Surface microorganisms differ substantially from known databases. Your courier nanites are active and have entered quarantine mode."




The nanites could block most pathogens, prevent her from carrying unfamiliar organisms into the environment, control bleeding, mend fractures, and repair many wounds or diseases. They could not restore destroyed organs, replace a missing limb, or reliably reconstruct a body damaged in several catastrophic ways at once. They were medicine, not resurrection.




For the moment, they reported bruising, a mild concussion already resolving, and no internal injury.




She pulled the emergency suit over her clothes, sealing it at wrists, ankles, and neck. The suit had been designed for bodies like hers, allowing space for ears, muzzle, and tail without restricting movement. The left shoulder seal complained but held.




The main hatch did not respond.




"Manual release."




"The outer frame is distorted."




"I can see that."




"I was attempting to support your inferential process."




Neris bared her teeth at the ceiling, not quite a smile. "Open it."




Motors strained. The hatch shifted four centimetres and stopped.




Cold air entered Takuhai. It carried water, leaf mould, resin, soil, and hundreds of living scents too complex for the suit's filters to identify. Beneath them lay something distant and artificial: combustion, heated metal, perhaps machinery.




Neris widened the opening with the manual lever until she could turn sideways and squeeze through. Her boots sank into wet leaves.




Takuhai lay in a narrow hollow among tall trees. The dark hull had torn through branches before cutting a trench in the earth. Several trunks leaned over it, stripped of bark. A broad section of camouflage plating had blackened around the aft dimensional assembly, though the automatic surface systems were already dulling the damage into colours resembling stone and shadow.




Above the trees, the sky was pale and overcast. No orbital traffic crossed it, no courier beacon answered Takuhai, and no distant city glowed in any spectrum the ship could detect.




Neris walked the hull slowly. The dimensional field projector had taken the worst damage. Its outer housing was intact, but three control manifolds had fused, and a section of the phase lattice showed the rippled distortion of severe overload. The communications array had collapsed inward during impact.




She knew enough before ER finished his report.




They could neither leave nor call home. Neither system could be restored from the emergency stores alone, and several of the damaged components were beyond anything the onboard fabricator could simply replace.




"Local civilization?" she asked.




"Electromagnetic emissions indicate a technologically industrial species. Radio traffic is extensive. Orbital objects are present, though none displays active interplanetary propulsion."




"Language?"




“Multiple. I am processing the dominant local broadcasts. Your language-assimilation support will begin preliminary mapping when confidence permits.”




Neris turned toward the distant mechanical scent. Somewhere beyond the trees, an engine started. The sound was crude, uneven, and unmistakably purposeful. A second sound followed: a low animal call, answered by several others. The local civilization was not merely near. It was beginning an ordinary morning within walking distance of the impossible. Neris could not decide whether that made contact safer or more dangerous.




Her first instinct was to retreat into Takuhai and seal the hatch.




Her second was colder. They needed materials, power, information, and eventually help, unless she intended to remain in this forest until the stores failed and the seasons buried the ship.




Contact with an unassessed civilization violated almost every prudent courier protocol. Revealing advanced technology could alter local history. Offering a medical treatment, an energy source, or a manufacturing technique could destabilize institutions she did not understand.




Capability was not permission.




The principle had been taught to her before she learned to fly.




Survival had its own ethics.




"ER, establish a repair sequence."




"First stabilize the hull and environment, then restore coolant circulation and power distribution, followed by conventional sensors and communications, and finally the dimensional resonator and phase lattice. After that, analyze the anomalous signature and attempt return transit only if a safe method exists."




Six steps. The last contained more uncertainty than the first five combined.




"Begin cultural assessment," Neris said. "Prioritize local language, social threat indicators, and rural habitation patterns."




"Understood."




She took one last look at the blank sky.




"And keep transmitting."




"On every available channel."




Neris returned to the narrow hatch. Before entering, she placed one paw against Takuhai's scarred hull. A courier ship was never truly silent. Yet beyond the faint hum of damaged systems, the universe offered nothing back.






Chapter 2 - The Man at the Treeline


Daniel Mercer found the broken trees before he found Takuhai.




He had heard the impact during the night: not thunder, exactly, and not any aircraft he knew. The sound began high, with a pressure that seemed to pass through the roof rather than over it and ended in a concussion deep enough to rattle a glass in the kitchen cupboard. In the cattle shelter, forty-seven beef animals had crowded to the east wall and stood there with their heads raised, listening toward the forest.




Daniel had pulled on boots and gone outside with a flashlight, but the darkness beyond the feed yard was absolute. The wind carried the usual smells of silage, damp earth, diesel, and cattle. Beneath them lay something metallic and sharp, like a welder working far beyond the tree line.




He had not followed it then.




A frightened herd and a farm in October offered enough immediate problems without adding a night search through cutover woods. He checked the shelter supports, walked the water line, and found no animal injured. One bred cow had scraped a hip against the rail. He marked her number, spread another bale into the bedding pack, and stayed until the animals began to settle.




By morning, curiosity had become obligation.




The first light over Moose River was thin and colourless. Frost silvered the top wire of the north fence, though mud remained soft beneath it. Daniel fed the cattle, checked the mineral feeder, and ran the loader along the covered feed alley. The herd moved back to its ordinary impatience, gathering at the barrier while he laid out hay and silage. Ordinary appetite reassured him more than it should have.




At forty-two, Daniel had spent most of his life learning which sounds required immediate action and which could wait until after chores. The sound from the forest belonged to no category he trusted.




He found the first damaged fence post at the edge of the hay field. It leaned north, not from cattle pressure but from the ground having shifted beneath it. Beyond the fence, branches lay scattered across the old logging track. Some had been cut cleanly. Others had exploded into pale splinters.




Daniel parked the truck beside the feed shed rather than drive farther. He took a flashlight, a first-aid kit, a coil of rope, and the heavy coat he kept behind the seat. He considered the rifle locked in the mudroom cabinet.




He left it there.




If an aircraft had come down, frightened survivors did not need to meet an armed stranger. If the cause was something else, he doubted the rifle would make him more sensible.




The logging track narrowed quickly. Spruce crowded the edges, mixed with birch, poplar, and dark wet cedar. The land dipped toward muskeg before rising again over a low ridge of stone. Daniel knew every part of the track that could swallow a tire in spring and every tree that leaned after a north wind. That morning, familiar ground felt rearranged.




He stopped twice to listen. Nothing moved except a raven somewhere above him.




Near the ridge, he smelled scorched resin and hot metal. The scent had weakened since the night, but it remained wrong among the wet leaves. He passed a spruce with bark stripped from one side and found a trench beyond it.




At first, he saw only earth, roots, broken branches, and a shape his mind tried to classify as a boulder—but then part of the surface changed while he watched. Grey became brown. Brown darkened to the colour of wet bark. A line of reflected morning light slid across a curve too smooth to be stone.




Daniel stopped.




His pulse struck hard enough to feel in his throat. The first-aid kit handle had become slippery in his hand. He set it down before he dropped it and discovered that his fingers were shaking.




The object was the length of a small bus, though lower and broader through the middle. A dark forward-facing viewport was set into the sloping nose. The smooth sides showed no other windows. It had no wings, wheels or propeller. The hull widened behind the flight deck, then narrowed again toward the blackened machinery at the rear.




One side rested in torn soil. The other leaned against exposed Canadian Shield stone as though the ground had caught it before it could roll.




A seam opened along its side.




Daniel took one step backward.




A figure emerged only far enough to look at him.




His first impression was of a person in a fitted grey suit. The second corrected the first so violently that he forgot to breathe. She was shorter than he was, but not small. Black fur covered her from the crown of her head to the backs of her five-fingered paws, interrupted by white markings that began above her large oval eyes and swept over her head. Two mobile ears angled toward him. A short, blunt muzzle gave her face a compact shape unlike any mask or costume he had seen. Behind her, a vast striped tail remained half within the opening, its fur expanded until it nearly filled the passage.




She held a metal bar in both paws. Daniel decided it was a lever rather than a weapon, though perhaps that distinction mattered only to him.




He raised his empty hands slightly.




The stranger's ears shifted. One remained fixed on him while the other turned toward the vessel behind her. Her breathing was controlled, but the fur along her tail stood high.




Daniel slowly placed the first-aid kit on the ground.




"Hello," he said.




She replied with a series of fluid sounds he did not understand.




"Right," Daniel said. "That would've been too easy."




Her eyes narrowed in concentration. A small device at her collar emitted his word back to her in fragments.




"Hel... lo."




Daniel kept his hands visible. "My name is Daniel."




The device clicked. The stranger touched two fingers to her chest.




"Neris."




He nodded. "Neris."




Her ears lifted. She repeated his name with careful precision.




A third voice emerged from inside the vessel. It spoke first in the same rapid language, then in a rough English sentence.




"Local individual demonstrates controlled posture and low immediate aggression probability. Elevated cardiovascular response remains substantial."




Daniel stared at the dark opening. "There are two of you?"




Neris listened to something the collar supplied privately, then answered with visible effort.




"ER. Takuhai intelligence."




Daniel looked from her to the craft. "Your ship talks."




"ER talks," she corrected.




He nodded once. "Alright. ER talks."




Neris's tail lowered by a fraction. Daniel pointed carefully toward the damaged trees. "Are you hurt?"




The collar translated. She touched the side of her head.




"My injuries are minor. Takuhai’s are not."




"I noticed."




ER spoke again. "The local individual has produced humour during a hazardous first-contact situation. This may indicate emotional regulation or neurological impairment."




Daniel looked toward the opening. "Nice to meet you too."




Neris made a sound that might have been a laugh. Her eyes widened and softened; the corners of her muzzle did not move as a human smile would, but the expression was unmistakably warm. The reaction made her seem more, not less, impossible.




Daniel looked again at the vessel. A blackened section near the rear slowly changed colour beneath a crawling skin of camouflage. Neither smoke nor leaking fuel marked the ground. The lack of familiar danger was not reassuring.




"Is it safe to stand here?" he asked.




Neris's ears turned forward as the translation arrived. She looked toward the hull.




"The exterior is stable and the damaged systems are isolated. Do not touch the dark panel."




Daniel glanced at three dark panels. "Which one?"




A narrow amber line appeared along the nearest.




"That is helpful," he said.




"I am adapting to local expectations," ER replied.




The cold morning held steady around them. Daniel noticed a tremor in Neris's paws when she thought he was watching the ship. He opened the first-aid kit and removed a sealed bottle of water, then stopped. Food allergies seemed like the least of their problems, but poisoning the first visitor from another world would be a poor beginning. He held up the bottle.




"Water. It is safe for humans; maybe ER can test it."




Neris did not approach immediately. She exchanged a rapid series of words with ER. Daniel understood none of them, but he recognized disagreement in the angle of her ears. Finally, she stepped out of the hatch.




Her balance shifted when one boot reached the uneven ground. Daniel moved by instinct, then stopped himself before reaching for her. Neris caught the edge of the hull with one paw and steadied herself. She noticed that he had stopped. Neris accepted the bottle without touching his hand. A thin light crossed the plastic.




"Container integrity acceptable," ER said. "Water composition safe."




She drank—not much, but enough.




Daniel offered an energy bar. The same scan followed.




"Composition tolerable," ER reported. "Nutritional quality debatable."




"It's an emergency bar."




"The description is accurate. It may create an emergency."




Neris looked at Daniel. "ER believes humour improves morale."




"Does it?"




"Evidence limited."




Daniel almost smiled. "We'll work on him."




He glanced back toward the ridge. From higher ground, the farmhouse roof might be visible through the bare upper branches. Smoke rose from the chimney. Beyond it stood the cattle shelter, the machinery shed, wrapped hay bales, and the grain bins. The ordinary evidence of his life seemed suddenly as exposed as the ship.




He thought about telephones, police, military vehicles, news crews, and every person who might see Neris as a threat, a specimen, a miracle, or property. He had no idea what the correct action was.




"Does anyone else know you're here?" he asked.




Neris listened to the translation. "No."




"Can anyone find you?"




Her gaze went to Takuhai.




"No answer. No known route."




The words changed the problem: a crashed aircraft had procedures, and a lost person had authorities, but Neris had neither.




"I have tools at the farm, and food. A warmer place too, if you need it."




Neris looked at the path behind him, then back at Takuhai.




"You would help?"




Daniel shrugged inside his coat. "Seems like you could use it."




"You do not know me."




"No."




"You do not know what I am."




"Not exactly."




Her tail drew closer around her legs.




Daniel added, "But I know what stranded looks like."




Something changed in her expression. Her eyes held his for one heartbeat, then two. She looked away first, a movement so slight he nearly missed its significance.




"I cannot leave Takuhai," she said.




"Then I'll bring things here."




Neris and ER exchanged several sentences too quickly for Daniel to follow. Once, Neris's voice sharpened. ER answered without changing tone. She looked toward the farmhouse again. The collar finally produced careful English.




"Before assistance, conditions."




"Alright."




"No authorities, recordings or network messages about us yet."




Daniel looked at the communicator at her collar. "How would you know?"




"Takuhai can detect local transmissions near the site," ER said. "The capacity is damaged but sufficient."




"So, you want to monitor me."




Neris's ears lowered slightly. "We want time to understand."




Daniel looked at the impossible ship and the woman standing in front of it. He did not like being monitored. He liked the alternatives less. "How much time?"




"Forty-eight hours before reassessment," ER said. "Unless immediate danger requires contact."




It was not a permanent promise. Daniel respected that. "Alright. Two days. I won't call anyone or bring anyone here. You don't access my systems without asking. You tell me if something changes."




Neris looked toward the ship. ER answered first. "The condition regarding digital systems is reasonable."




"And if I decide this is too much?" Daniel asked.




The question seemed to surprise Neris. "Then you leave," she said. "We do not stop you."




"Good."




Neris studied him. "You agree easily."




"No," Daniel said. "I'm just trying not to make a bad situation worse."




The honesty seemed to matter more than confidence would have.




"What do you need first?" he asked.




Neris looked toward the hatch. "Water, insulation, basic electrical conductors, and tools that can apply force without heat."




"Pry bars, jacks, cable, blankets."




The translator hesitated over pry bar. Neris looked at the lever still in her paw, then at Daniel.




"Yes. More effective versions of this."




"I've got those."




"You say that with confidence."




"It's a farm. Tools multiply when you aren't looking."




ER said, "This claim is unsupported but may explain Daniel's outbuildings."




Daniel bent to retrieve the first-aid kit.




"Why help?" Neris asked.




He straightened.




The easiest answer was that no decent person would leave her there. The honest answer was more complicated. Since Emily's death, his days had narrowed to cattle, hay, machinery, taxes and weather—whatever required him. The thing in the forest required him in no way he understood, yet walking away felt impossible. He glanced at the broken trees and the vessel changing colour beneath the morning light.




"Because you're on my land," he said. "And around here, that makes you a neighbour until we figure out something better."




Neris turned her head as the translator supplied the meaning of neighbour.




Her ears relaxed. "Neighbour," she repeated. It was the first local word she seemed to choose for herself.




Daniel began walking back toward the farm. At the ridge he looked behind him. Neris remained beside Takuhai, one paw on the scarred hull. She was watching him leave with the rigid attention of someone who did not yet believe he would return. Daniel raised a hand. After a pause, she did the same.






Chapter 3 - Coffee and Spare Parts


Daniel returned the following morning with enough supplies for a week and no coherent explanation for why. He brought blankets, bottled water, canned soup, an extension cable, two toolboxes, work lights, a battery charger, spare fittings from the cattle water system, and the thermos he carried during winter repairs. He had also brought a mug, though he could not remember deciding to.




The selection represented several quiet negotiations with the farm. The extension cable had come from the grain auger and would need to be returned before the next feed delivery. The battery charger normally lived in the calving shed. The fittings were spares for a water line that could freeze without warning once the weather turned. Daniel had not brought anything whose absence might endanger the cattle, though he had stood in the workshop longer than usual deciding where that boundary lay.




Neris met him halfway down the logging track. Her emergency suit was gone, revealing work clothes shaped for her body and dense fur that made the cold seem less urgent. Her tail followed in a controlled arc until she saw how much he was carrying, then lifted in surprise.




"This is more than tools."




Her English remained slow, each phrase assembled from broadcasts and the short conversation of that morning.




"Wasn't sure what you'd need."




"So you brought... everything."




"Not everything."




ER's voice came through the communicator clipped to her collar. The device remained linked to Takuhai by a narrow encrypted radio channel; his intelligence had not left the ship.




"He omitted three categories of fastener that may prove useful," ER said.




Daniel adjusted the toolbox cutting into his fingers. "Good afternoon, ER."




"It remains afternoon by local convention."




Neris took one of the boxes before he could object. The ease with which she lifted it made his planned objection seem unnecessary.




Inside Takuhai, portable lights revealed more of the damage. The cabin looked less like a machine than Daniel expected. Surfaces curved around the pilot's reach. Controls combined touch panels with physical levers. A narrow couch occupied one wall, and personal objects softened the precision: a folded cloth, a stack of journals, and a small ceramic mug painted with irregular blue-and-gold shapes.




One of Takuhai's undamaged maintenance manipulators unfolded from a wall recess and lifted the lighter toolbox onto the work surface. A second arm attempted to follow, hesitated at its damaged joint, and withdrew. Daniel watched the first arm fold away. "ER has hands."




"Takuhai has maintenance manipulators," Neris said. "ER controls them. They cannot leave the ship."




"Good to establish limits early."




"Why?" ER asked.




Daniel looked at the two toolboxes. "No reason."




He set his thermos on the work surface.




Neris noticed. "What is that?"




"Coffee."




ER immediately said, "The beverage contains a psychoactive stimulant and several compounds associated with acquired preference rather than innate appeal."




Daniel poured himself a cup. "That's one way to advertise it."




Neris leaned close enough to smell the steam. Her nostrils shifted at the end of her short muzzle. "Bitter."




"Very."




"You enjoy it?"




"Usually after the first few years."




Her ears angled forward. Daniel poured a small amount into the spare mug and waited while Takuhai analyzed it. "Biologically acceptable in limited quantity," ER said. "The pilot's nanites will compensate for several unfamiliar alkaloids."




Neris took a cautious sip. Her ears flattened.




Daniel tried not to laugh. "Not a fan?"




She swallowed with dignity. "It is... direct."




"That's polite."




"I am attempting diplomacy."




• • •




Over the next four days, Daniel returned each morning after feeding the cattle and checking the waterers. Neris's English changed between visits. At first, she built sentences carefully and avoided contractions. By the third day she could interrupt him. By the fourth, she understood that "I'll bring the grinder" did not mean he intended to prepare food.




Her courier nanites assisted with language acquisition, mapping unfamiliar sounds, syntax and vocabulary from radio, downloaded recordings and conversation while ER supplied context and correction. The system could identify patterns and suggest possibilities. It could not provide understanding she had not learned for herself.




"It provides possibilities," Neris explained while they unpacked tools. "Then I learn which meaning humans intended after I have already answered incorrectly."




"That's how most of us do it too."




"Your species designed the language."




"No one person did. That's how we got into this mess."




At thirty-two, Neris had considered herself an experienced courier, capable of negotiating ports, failures, and unfamiliar cultures without needing anyone to check whether she had eaten. Daniel nevertheless arrived with soup every day and noticed when she forgot to eat it.




On the second visit he asked about the bruise disappearing beneath the fur at her temple.




"The nanites repaired the injury," she said.




"They can do that?"




"They prevent most illness, treat many diseases, stop bleeding, mend fractures, and repair wounds that do not require major reconstruction."




Daniel looked toward the medical display. "And what can't they do?"




"Replace a severed limb. Rebuild an organ destroyed beyond viable tissue. Reverse irreversible brain death. Multiple catastrophic injuries may exceed their capacity."




ER added, "They are highly advanced medical systems, not evidence that biology has become optional."




Daniel was quiet for a moment. "Could they work on a human?"




Neris's ears shifted back.




"Possibly. They would first need to model your biology. Use would carry risks to the patient and consequences for your society."




"So not for a headache."




"No."




The answer came too quickly. Daniel let it stand and set one condition of his own.




"You don't use them on me without telling me, unless I can't answer and I'm dying."




Neris's ears shifted. "That is not a complete ethical protocol."




"It's a starting point."




ER said, "The condition is clear but leaves several definitions unresolved."




"Then we resolve them before we need them," Daniel said.




Neris studied him, then nodded. "Agreed as a provisional boundary."




The outer hatch became their first repair. Its frame had twisted during impact, and the motor could no longer overcome the friction. Neris needed the seal restored before the next rain. Before they touched it, ER projected a repair sequence across the work surface. "First, hull and environmental stability," Neris said. "Then coolant and usable power. Then ordinary communications. The dimensional resonator and phase lattice come later."




Daniel studied the final two items. "And the thing that threw you here?"




"We identify its signature before we decide whether it can help us communicate or kill the drive again."




"Good distinction."




The hatch metal looked unfamiliar but behaved like a high-grade alloy. Daniel inspected the bent guide. "I can straighten the bracket, though probably not perfectly."




"Perfect is unnecessary. Functional is sufficient."




"Now you're speaking farmer."




They worked side by side. Daniel used a jack and timber blocks to apply slow pressure while Neris monitored stress through Takuhai. When the frame shifted, she moved before he asked, bracing the opposite side. Their first attempt failed when the jack base sank into wet soil beneath the hatch. Daniel found a wider timber pad. On the second attempt, one block split along the grain and forced them both backward. ER's manipulator caught the stress sensor before it struck the deck.




"Your equipment is attempting to disassemble itself," Neris said.




"That's why I brought more than one piece of wood."




Rain began ticking against the leaves outside. The distorted hatch could not seal against a sustained storm. The weather report on Daniel's phone predicted only light showers, but the clouds over the forest looked darker than the forecast.




The third attempt moved the guide less than a millimetre. The fourth brought it nearly true.




"Again," Neris said.




"If we push too far, we'll crack it."




"The material will tolerate another one point two millimetres."




"And the jack?"




She looked at the old hydraulic tool. "Its tolerances are less clear."




"Also speaking farmer."




The jack groaned but held. The bracket settled into alignment. Neris activated the hatch. It closed with a shudder, stopped, then drew itself firmly into the seal. For the first time since the crash, Takuhai became airtight.




Neris stood motionless with one paw on the control. The repair did not restore navigation, communications, or dimensional transit. Yet her shoulders lowered, and her tail loosened from the tight curve it had maintained for days.




"One thing fixed," Daniel said.




"Yes."




ER ran a pressure test. "Seal efficiency ninety-six-point-four percent."




Daniel nodded. "Close enough."




"The pilot has informed me that humans use this phrase with surprising frequency."




Neris looked at Daniel. "I am beginning to understand why."




After the seal held, they stood at the hatch listening to rain strike the hull rather than enter it. The practical success arrived with a sensation Neris had not expected: Takuhai sounded like a ship again, not a damaged room exposed to a foreign forest.




They spent the afternoon identifying components Daniel could source without drawing attention. Copper tubing might replace part of a coolant loop. Heavy cable from an unused feed auger could be adapted for temporary power. Damaged housings could be machined in Daniel's workshop if Neris supplied dimensions but not the principles behind them.




That boundary mattered.




She could adapt local materials. She could not teach Daniel to reproduce systems that might transform human medicine, energy, computing, or propulsion. Daniel accepted the restriction more easily than she expected.




"You're saying I can help make the bracket, but I don't get the plans for the machine it goes in."




"Correct."




"Fair enough."




"You do not object?"




"Neris, I don't lend a neighbour a chainsaw without explaining the kickback. I'm not asking you to hand me a machine that folds reality."




ER said, "This analogy is imprecise but ethically compatible."




"High praise," Daniel replied.




Near sunset, Daniel packed the tools he needed to take back. In the narrow passage, he came close enough to notice the natural warmth of Neris's fur scent: a faint, dry spice beneath metal and coolant.




"You will return?" she asked.




The question came too quickly. Her ears shifted back, and her tail pulled closer as though trying to erase it. Daniel pretended not to notice the embarrassment. "Tomorrow morning. I've got fittings from the cattle water system that might work for your coolant line."




"Good."




He lifted the thermos. "I'll bring more coffee."




Neris stared at it.




"That is unnecessary."




"Tea, then."




Her ears relaxed. "Tea may be acceptable."




The initial forty-eight-hour secrecy agreement had expired earlier in the week. Before Daniel left on the fifth evening, he stood at Takuhai's hatch while Neris and ER reviewed what they knew of Earth, the farm, and one another.




"Do we keep it?" Daniel asked.




Neris looked toward the dark trees. "Yes—because you choose to, not because you were ordered."




Daniel nodded. "Then I choose to."






Chapter 4 - The Market


Six days after the crash, on the first Saturday Neris spent on Earth, she saw the nearest town through the passenger window of Daniel’s truck but did not leave it. Takuhai’s cultural assessment and her English remained incomplete, and no borrowed clothing could disguise her appearance at close range. Daniel needed a stainless valve, ceramic insulation and several lengths of tubing for the coolant manifold, so Neris would identify likely materials from the truck while he collected from the farm-supply shop. Daniel called it getting out of the woods.




Before leaving, they negotiated what would happen if the truck failed, if police stopped them, or if someone recognized that Neris was not human. Daniel carried a blanket large enough to cover her completely, a written list of harmless explanations, and enough farm paperwork to justify the fittings and tubing in the truck. Neris carried no advanced tool that could be discovered. ER would accompany them through a communicator connected to an encrypted relay Daniel and Neris had installed beneath the dashboard.




"If the link fails, you return directly," ER said.




"If the truck fails, returning directly becomes difficult," Daniel replied.




"Avoid mechanical failure."




"Excellent plan."




They left the farm before sunrise. The Moose River district lay far enough north that distance affected every errand. The road was narrow, patched, and rimmed with dark spruce. Low ground held black water beneath skin-thin ice. Hydro poles followed the cleared corridor toward the settlement, proof that the outside world remained connected even where the forest appeared endless. Neris sat low in the passenger seat wearing Daniel's largest coat, a deep hood, a scarf across her muzzle, and tinted glasses that concealed the unusual size of her eyes. A folded blanket covered her tail across the footwell.




"The vehicle produces seven vibration signatures outside its manufacturer's intended range," ER reported through the link.




Daniel turned onto the main road. "It's a farm truck."




"That statement does not refute my analysis."




Neris watched forest give way to cleared fields, storage sheds, scattered houses, and machinery parked for winter. The civilization was technologically young by Xianglume standards, yet the landscape had been shaped by generations of continuous intention.




"Every household maintains separate equipment," she said.




"Mostly."




"This appears inefficient."




"You say that a lot."




"Your world provides many opportunities."




At the edge of town, traffic increased. Neris's ears moved constantly beneath the loose hood, tracking engines, voices, doors, dogs, music, and the thin electrical whine of systems Daniel no longer noticed.




The farmers market occupied a paved square beside an old community hall. Daniel parked where Neris could see without being easily seen and lowered the window a few centimetres.




The result overwhelmed her.




She could separate individual scents but identifying them did little to reduce the intensity. Human skin carried soap, wool, tobacco, cold air, illness, exertion and food. Apples differed by variety, and every bread stall smelled slightly different. A generator behind the community hall produced a vibration she felt through the truck floor. Somewhere nearby, a child had spilled a sweet drink and was doing a poor job of hiding the evidence.




People greeted one another without formal identification. They exchanged food, money, information, and small complaints about weather. Children moved through the crowd with a degree of freedom that would have alarmed a shipboard safety officer. Dogs led their humans toward anything edible.




One dog stopped near the truck. Its head lifted. Its nose worked rapidly toward the open window. Neris became motionless beneath the coat. The dog stepped closer, pulling its owner by the leash. Its attention fixed on the faint unfamiliar scent of her fur. Daniel raised the window before it reached the door.




"Come on, Mags," the owner said, tugging the dog away. "Leave the truck alone."




Only after they disappeared did Neris release her breath. Her claws had pressed through the blanket into the truck seat. Daniel noticed the marks and said nothing until her paw relaxed.




"Your local predators are observant."




"Mags is mostly dangerous to sandwiches."




"Her assessment was not limited to sandwiches."




Daniel went inside the supply counter with a handwritten list, returning several times with fittings for Neris to examine through the window. On his third trip, an older woman in a red knitted cap followed him to the truck.




"Daniel Mercer," she said through the open driver's door, "you've been avoiding my shop."




"Morning, Edith."




"Don't morning me. I saved you a loaf."




Her gaze shifted past him.




Neris froze. The hood shadowed her ears. The scarf and glasses concealed most of her face. The coat hid her body. Edith could see only an unfamiliar passenger bundled against the cold. Her expression changed from accusation to interest.




“Well,” she said. “You didn’t say you had company.”




Daniel’s hand tightened briefly on the door.




“This is Neris. She’s staying nearby for a while.”




Edith leaned slightly, but not enough to intrude. “Friend of Claire’s?”




“Friend of a friend,” Daniel said. “She’s not feeling well, so we’re keeping this short.”




Edith's curiosity softened into concern. "Then don't keep her sitting in the cold."




She placed a paper bag on Daniel's lap. "Bread. And soup. No arguments."




Daniel accepted both. "Thank you."




Edith looked directly at Neris. "Welcome." The word reached Neris through her language support, carrying more than its dictionary meaning. Tone, posture, and context assembled around it.




She lowered her chin. "Thank you."




Her pronunciation surprised Edith, who smiled.




"There. Perfectly polite. Better than Daniel."




"Low bar," Daniel said.




Edith closed the door and returned to the market without asking another question. Only when she disappeared into the crowd did Neris breathe normally.




“She accepted that explanation very easily.”




Daniel rubbed one hand over his face. “That’s Edith.”




“She did not ask who the friend was.”




“No.”




ER said, “The local woman possessed insufficient information and elected not to acquire more.”




Daniel looked toward the market. “Around here, sometimes that’s called minding your own business.”




Neris looked at the moving crowd. "She welcomed me without knowing me. She also gave us soup."




"That's also Edith."




"Is she always like that?"




"If she likes you, yes. If she doesn't, she still feeds you but complains while doing it."




Daniel made one final trip to the cooperative counter for cattle mineral and a roll of electric-fence wire, purchases ordinary enough to anchor the stranger items on his receipt. Before they left, Neris watched a young family choose vegetables from a stall. One child held a loaf of bread nearly as large as his torso. Another pointed at a dog wearing a yellow raincoat.




No one looked toward the sky or knew that Takuhai lay damaged and hidden beyond the farm’s hay fields and forest. The secrecy should have reassured her. Instead, she felt the first edge of something she could not identify.




She had crossed hundreds of inhabited worlds. She had arrived under formal protocols, greeted by officials, guided through ports, and processed through systems designed for travellers like her. Here, her first welcome had come from an old woman with bread and soup, who had misunderstood nearly everything about her.






Chapter 5 - The Manifold


The failed coolant manifold looked simple until Daniel tried to touch it.




"Do not touch that surface," Neris said.




His hand stopped a centimetre above the dark metal. "Hot?"




"Chemically active."




Daniel withdrew his fingers. "That's worse."




The manifold sat behind an access panel near Takuhai's aft compartment, where the hull narrowed around systems never meant to be serviced by anyone with human shoulders.




Daniel had learned the layout without ever being shown a plan. The main hatch opened into the work bay, the largest clear space aboard. A short passage led forward past the compact galley and passenger compartment to the flight deck and its forward viewport. Behind the work bay, the ship narrowed quickly into resonator, propulsion and environmental machinery.




Most of Takuhai was systems hidden behind walls and beneath the deck rather than habitable space.




During the dimensional accident, pressure had forced coolant through a microscopic fracture. Takuhai had isolated the line before the leak reached the phase lattice, but the loss left the ship operating on restricted power. Conventional communications could not be tested at full load. The environmental reserve remained safe, though no longer comfortable. ER had begun turning lights off in rooms after people left them.




Neris had designed a replacement insert from materials Daniel could obtain without raising questions: copper pipe, ceramic insulation, a section of stainless-steel tubing, a check valve from a retired hay-baler hydraulic system, and a shielding sleeve printed from Takuhai's remaining fabrication feedstock. None of the pieces belonged together, but together they might survive.




"This is temporary," Neris reminded him.




"Most farm repairs are temporary until they last twenty years."




"That is not reassuring."




"It wasn't meant to be."




The first problem appeared before they installed anything. The stainless tube Daniel had brought was eleven hundredths of a millimetre wider than the dimension Neris had specified. On a baler, the difference would have disappeared inside a gasket. In Takuhai, it prevented the printed sleeve from seating.




Neris measured it three times. "Your instrument is inconsistent," she said.




Daniel took the micrometer from her. "My instrument says the tube is too big."




"The supplier's tolerance should have been narrower."




"The supplier assumed nobody was repairing a dimensional courier ship."




Neris's ears angled outward. "A lack of foresight."




They carried the tube back to Daniel's workshop. Neris had been inside it only once before. That day she noticed more: the smell of cutting oil and old cedar; a rack of hydraulic hoses; welding masks hung beside cattle halters; shelves containing baler bearings, water-line fittings, tractor filters, and coffee tins filled with bolts whose original labels had long disappeared. A whiteboard listed cattle numbers that needed vaccinations, hay moisture readings, and parts Daniel meant to order before freeze-up. His life had no clean separation between mechanical, biological, and domestic work. Everything waited in the same room to be kept functioning.




Daniel mounted the tube in the lathe.




"You can remove the excess evenly?" Neris asked.




"If you stop asking while I'm doing it."




"Questions improve reliability."




"Not while the cutting tool is moving."




The sentence came sharper than he intended. Neris went still. Her ears lowered by a degree. Daniel switched off the lathe. The sudden quiet exposed the wind against the workshop wall.




"Sorry," he said. "I need to listen to the cut."




She looked at the machine, then at his face. "I did not know."




"You couldn't."




The answer left the moment intact and gave them somewhere to put it. Neris moved to the far side of the bench and watched without speaking. Daniel took off the thinnest possible ribbon of metal, measured, and repeated. When the tube finally met her tolerance, she examined the surface under magnification.




"Acceptable," she said.




Daniel leaned against the lathe. "High praise."




"It is nearly round."




"And there it goes."




Back aboard Takuhai, ER extended one of the ceiling maintenance manipulators to hold the sensor cluster above the open panel. The arm's left joint still carried a slight hesitation from the crash, pausing before every correction as though remembering pain.




"Your manipulator is drifting," Neris said.




"By point zero three millimetres. I have compensated."




Daniel looked up. "You have arms?"




"Takuhai has integrated maintenance manipulators. I operate them."




“Can they come outside?” Daniel asked.




“No. They are integrated into Takuhai.”




Daniel glanced at the neatly arranged tools. “Probably for the best.”




“I do not understand the concern,” ER said.




“Because if you could reach my workshop, I’d come home one day and find every tool reorganized.”




“I have already observed your workshop through Neris’s communicator.”




Daniel looked up at the maintenance arm. Neris’s ears shifted with amusement. “You did give him permission to use the camera.”




“I know,” Daniel said. “I’m beginning to regret how much access that gave him.”




The repair space forced Daniel onto his side beneath the line while Neris knelt over the open panel with the sensor wand. ER held the upper assembly. Neris supported the printed sleeve with one paw and guided Daniel's hand with the other.




Her tail had nowhere sensible to go. She curled it along the wall. The tip knocked a clamp into the access cavity. ER retrieved it with a manipulator. She threaded the tail behind her ankles. It brushed the chemical warning plate. Finally, it settled across Daniel's back, heavy enough that he felt the warmth through his coat. Neris tried to move it. Her elbow struck the sensor wand against the housing.




"Leave it," Daniel said.




"It is touching you."




"I've survived worse."




"That statement is too broad to be useful."




"I'm not in danger from your tail."




Her ears warmed beneath the fur. Mephit tails were expressive, private, and difficult to discipline. Deliberate contact signified trust. Accidental contact could reveal more than speech. She had not yet determined which category this belonged to.




"ER," she said, "do not record this."




"Your instruction conflicts with maintenance logging requirements."




"The manifold, not my tail."




"Clarification accepted."




Daniel's shoulders shook with restrained laughter beneath the weight of the tail.




"You are encouraging him," Neris said.




"I didn't say anything."




"That has not prevented you."




The first pressure test failed before it reached half load. A bright thread of coolant appeared around the lower seal and spread in a perfect circle. Neris shut the line. ER's manipulator dropped an absorbent shield into place before the fluid touched Daniel's sleeve.




Daniel pushed himself out. "Bad seal?"




"Bad geometry."




"That's a diplomatic answer."




"I am attempting diplomacy."




They dismantled the insert. The ceramic liner had shifted while the sleeve seated, leaving one side under-compressed. Daniel proposed a compression collar. Neris objected that the local alloy would deform under cycling. He showed her how a tapered collar could settle gradually around the imperfect surface rather than force it all at once.




"You are compensating for poor precision with material behaviour," she said.




"That's one definition of repair."




"It is also a definition of accepting preventable error."




Daniel looked at her. "We don't have your factory. We have my baler parts, one lathe, and whatever Takuhai can print before you run out of feedstock."




Her ears went back. "I am aware of our limitations."




"Then stop treating every Earth part like it failed a moral test." The words landed harder than he intended.




Neris set the damaged liner on the work surface with careful precision. "My ship is damaged because the universe produced an event that should not occur. Every substitute adds another uncertainty."




"I know."




"No. You know the part is imperfect. I know what happens if the coolant flashes across the phase controls."




Daniel opened his mouth, then closed it. The ship hummed quietly around them. Somewhere forward, a pump reduced speed to conserve power. Neris stared at the wasted piece of fabrication feedstock. "Takuhai cannot make unlimited replacements."




Her voice had lost its irritation. What remained was fear.




Daniel picked up the collar drawing. "Then we don't waste another one. We make the Earth pieces fit before we touch the printed sleeve."




She looked at him.




"We test it cold in the workshop," he continued. "We cycle it with water. We mark where it moves. And then you decide whether the risk is acceptable."




The plan was slower than hers and used measurements she considered crude. It also protected the material she could not replace. Neris exhaled. Her ears lowered, then rose again.




"Show me where you would place the collar."




They built a test rig from a cattle-water pressure pump, two sections of hose, and a gauge Daniel distrusted on principle. Neris added Takuhai sensors through the communicator relay. The first collar twisted under pressure. The second held but bit too deeply into the copper. Daniel cut a third from the discarded bearing race of the hay baler and polished the edge until Neris could find no scoring under magnification.




"Your obsolete machinery contains useful materials," she said.




"That's why I never throw anything away."




"Your workshop suggests the practice has expanded beyond useful limits."




"Careful. You're standing in the reason we can fix your ship."




"I acknowledge the strategic value of sedimentation."




ER said through the communicator, "I have recorded this concession."




They returned to Takuhai near evening. The third insert held at half pressure. At three quarters, the sensor trace wavered. Daniel watched Neris rather than the gauge. Her eyes narrowed. One ear aimed at the line while the other tracked ER's reports. Her tail pressed more firmly across Daniel's back without her noticing.




"It's going to hold," he said.




"You cannot know that."




"No. But I know what a fitting looks like before it fails."




"That is not measurable."




"Neither is half of farming."




Neris's paw hovered over the control.




The repair represented more than coolant. Full circulation would restore enough power to test the damaged communications stages. Failure would consume their best local components and another piece of printed feedstock.




"Pilot," ER said, "thermal projections remain within the agreed margin."




Neris turned the pressure to full. The manifold shuddered once. A metallic sound travelled through the line. Daniel felt her tail tighten. Nothing leaked through ten seconds, then twenty. ER completed the first cycle, reduced pressure, and raised it again.




"Coolant circulation restored to eighty-one percent nominal efficiency," he reported. "Thermal stability remains within safe margins."




Aft power returned in stages. Lights brightened along the corridor. Somewhere deeper in Takuhai, a pump started with a smooth tone Neris had not heard since before the accident. She stared at the reading. Daniel pushed himself out from beneath the line and sat up slowly. His neck had gone stiff. His sleeve smelled faintly of metal and chemical sealant.




"One more thing fixed," he said.




Neris turned toward him. Relief arrived too quickly for discipline. She stepped forward and put both arms around him. Daniel went still, and so did she.




The hug had not been planned. Mephits used touch naturally among trusted family and close companions, but Neris had spent years in transit where professional courtesy replaced physical closeness. Her body had chosen before her mind could argue.




Her cheek pressed against his chest. His coat smelled of cold air, coffee, machine oil and the cedar dust of his workshop. Beneath his hand, her fur was denser than he had expected, warm from exertion and carrying the mild spicy scent he had noticed in the forest. Something else lingered in it now, worked through the fur: the grooming oil she had used that morning, bright with citrus and softened by a darker scent that reminded him of chocolate.




Neris caught the same fragrance and, for a heartbeat, was back in the grooming room at her family’s home. Lysa was complaining that Teral had used too much oil while Jaydee covered a ceramic mug in blue-and-gold shapes and the adults pretended not to notice the mess. Her tail rose behind her, expanded with emotion, and curved around Daniel's legs. Daniel’s arms came around her carefully, neither possessive nor uncertain, simply present.




"Thank you," she said into the fabric.




"You're welcome."




Neither moved immediately. Neris became aware of the communicator light on the wall, the open access panel, and ER's complete silence. Embarrassment arrived in a wave. She stepped back too quickly, and her tail remained looped around Daniel's calves for another second before following. Her ears angled sharply backward.




"That was..."




Daniel offered her the easiest possible exit. "A successful manifold test?"




She looked up at him. His expression held no mockery. "Yes," she said. "A successful manifold test."




ER waited exactly two seconds.




"For maintenance accuracy, I should note that the physical contact occurred after the test."




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. "ER."




"Yes?"




"Sometimes accuracy can wait."




The AI considered this. "I will open a research category."




Neris laughed despite herself, and some of the tension left her shoulders.




They still had to secure the shielding collar, clean the coolant residue, and run a second thermal cycle. For the next twenty minutes both became unusually formal. Daniel asked before reaching past her. Neris thanked him for tools he had already placed in her paw. When their shoulders touched, each adjusted too far in the opposite direction and made the work harder. ER recorded the sudden increase in procedural courtesy and wisely declined to classify it.




During cleanup, Daniel found a thin burn in the cuff of his coat where a drop of coolant had struck the absorbent shield and splashed. Neris touched the damaged fabric. "Your garment requires repair."




"I've got three coats."




"That is not the same as repairing this one."




He looked at her paw resting near his wrist.




"No," he said. "It isn't."




At the hatch, he lifted the failed collars and ceramic pieces in a metal tray.




"I'll dispose of these in the workshop."




"Do not mix the printed material with local waste."




"Separate container, labelled and locked. I remember."




Neris followed him into the corridor. Her tail reached the hatch before she did, its tip drifting after him through the narrowing gap. Daniel noticed. This time he did not pretend otherwise.




"Tomorrow?" he asked.




Neris's eyes softened. "Tomorrow."






Chapter 6 - What Home Means


The first hard frost Neris had seen since the crash silvered the Moose River farm before dawn and vanished by midday. She discovered it on the grass outside Takuhai. Each blade carried a border of crystals so fine that her eyes could resolve their branching shapes. She crouched near the ground, one paw hovering above them.




"Frozen condensation," ER said through the open hatch.




"I know what frost is."




"Your prolonged observation suggested uncertainty."




"Not everything observed requires explanation."




"This principle continues to reduce available conversational topics."




Daniel arrived carrying two covered mugs. Steam rose from the openings.




"Tea," he announced. "Since coffee failed diplomacy."




Neris stood. "It did not fail."




"You looked personally betrayed."




"I was surprised by its aggression."




The tea was mild, fragrant, and sweetened with a little honey. Neris approved after Takuhai's scan, though she made Daniel wait through an unnecessarily long evaluation before admitting it.




They spent the morning tracing damage in the communications system. The work was slow. Several array components had fused into new and useless shapes. ER could rebuild the conventional signal processors with local materials and Takuhai’s limited fabrication system. The dimensional resonator was another matter.




Corrupted diagnostics still contained the twelvefold phase echo that had appeared during the crash, but neither Neris nor ER could determine whether it was a path, a scar, or meaningless residue. Daniel studied the diagram Neris allowed him to see. It showed physical relationships but omitted the principles that made them work.




"You really can't tell me what this part does?"




"It establishes coherence with the courier beacon network."




"And in English?"




"That was English."




He waited. Neris's ears tilted outward. "It allows the ship to find the correct universe."




Daniel looked at the damaged assembly again. "Right. Should've stuck with the first answer."




They tested three Earth fittings against the communications housing. The first was visibly wrong. The second almost seated. The third threaded far enough to appear useful before Neris stopped Daniel's hand.




"It is not compatible."




"It turned."




"The pitch differs. One additional rotation would damage the port."




Daniel removed it and examined the threads. "Close enough to be dangerous."




"That phrase is more accurate than your usual use of close enough."




By noon the frost had disappeared, leaving dark soil and wet grass. Their progress consisted mostly of learning which parts would not work. Daniel gathered the failed fittings into a box. "Lunch?"




Neris looked toward the farmhouse. She had been close to it many times. She had stood on the porch, accepted tools at the back door, and watched light move behind the windows after dark. Entering felt different.




"Is this permitted?" she asked.




Daniel held the door open. "It's my house."




"That does not answer the question."




"Yes, Neris. You're invited."




The kitchen was warmer than Takuhai in a way temperature alone did not explain. The air held layers of meals, wood smoke, soap, old timber, paper, and Daniel's familiar scent. Boots stood by the door. A coat hung from a peg. Mail occupied one end of the counter despite a wooden tray positioned specifically to contain it.




Neris paused just inside. Her tail widened slightly.




Daniel noticed and gave her room. "Too much?"




"No. There is information everywhere."




"That's a polite way to say cluttered."




"It is not clutter. Objects have positions."




"Tell that to the mail."




He added leftover beef and barley to the soup from Edith's market bag, explaining that meals during feed season were built around what could remain warm while someone went outside to solve another problem. He cut thick slices of bread. Neris watched the preparation, fascinated by how little measurement it required.




"You are not following instructions."




"It's soup."




"That does not make it exempt from procedure."




"Around here it does."




After lunch, Daniel went to find a box of old electrical fittings. Neris remained in the hallway, drawn to a row of framed photographs. The pictures showed Daniel at different ages. A younger Daniel stood beside two older humans. Daniel appeared with a dark-haired woman in a garden. In another picture, he and the same woman sat on the farmhouse steps, both laughing at something beyond the camera.




A woman Neris later identified as his sister stood beside him in another image, city buildings behind them. Neris noticed the resemblance but did not ask for names. The hallway felt less like a collection of facts than a place where questions had been left in view.




The photographs were not data records. Their composition was imperfect. Some were faded. One had been taken with a finger partly covering the lens. Yet Daniel had placed them where he would pass them every day.




"That's Emily," he said behind her.




Neris turned. He held the box against one hip.




"Your mate?"




"My wife."




The language support provided context: marriage, partnership, public and private commitment.




"Where is she?"




Daniel's face changed with a stillness more revealing than grief displayed openly.




"She died three years ago."




Neris lowered her ears. "I am sorry."




"Thank you."




He did not move the photograph. He did not look away from it either. Neris waited for him to say more. Daniel did not. The restraint was not refusal exactly, but a closed door he was not ready to open. She recognized the boundary and stepped back from the photographs.




"She appears happy," Neris said.




"She was, that day."




The qualifier carried its own history, and Neris chose not to ask. Instead, she pointed to a picture of the farmhouse beneath summer trees. "You call this place home."




"Yes."




"Because you own it?"




Daniel leaned against the wall. "That's part of it."




"Because your family lived here?"




"Part of it."




"Because Emily lived here?"




His gaze returned to the photograph. "Also part of it."




Neris's language support held dozens of dictionary definitions for home: residence, origin, habitat, destination, family seat, place of belonging. None explained the care with which Daniel said the word.




"Translation can help define home," she said. "It cannot explain why it matters."




Daniel was quiet for a while.




"Maybe home is where your absence changes the place."




Neris looked at him.




He gestured around the hallway. "When someone belongs somewhere, things are different if they aren't there. Meals. Sounds. Routines. The way a room feels."




She thought of Takuhai. Of ER calling her Pilot through silent systems. Of the painted ceramic mug made by her niece and fixed to its shelf with museum gel. Of her sisters receiving messages from ports but rarely knowing which sky she slept beneath.




"Then a ship may be a home."




"Sure."




"Even if it is always moving?"




"Movement doesn't stop people from noticing when you're gone."




Daniel carried the fittings back to the kitchen. They turned out to be wrong for the communications housing: one thread was close enough to appear useful and different enough to damage the port. Daniel accepted the failure with a shrug that Neris found almost offensive.




"It was a wasted search," she said.




"It told us what not to use."




"Humans assign educational value to failure very quickly."




"Otherwise, we'd have to admit how much time it takes."




Neris followed him back to the kitchen, but her attention remained on the hallway.




That evening she returned to the ship after dark. The trail was familiar now, though the forest still changed with every wind. Before entering the hatch, she looked back. Daniel's porch light was on. He had told her he left it burning so she could find the path.




Takuhai possessed navigation systems capable of crossing dimensions. She did not need a household lamp to locate it. She stood there longer than necessary, watching the small light among the trees.






Chapter 7 - Shared Weight


The sliding gate between the winter cattle shelter and the feed yard jammed before sunrise. Daniel found it tilted in its track, one lower roller buried in frozen mud and the upper frame twisted where the previous night's wind had caught the sheet metal. Six curious cattle stood behind it, breathing steam and waiting for breakfast with the unwavering conviction that Daniel had personally delayed it. Neris joined him carrying a coil of cable, a pry bar, and the communicator linked to Takuhai.




"ER says Takuhai can operate without me for four hours."




"ER agreed to that?"




"He described it as an inefficient allocation of courier personnel."




"Sounds more like him."




She wore the borrowed canvas jacket Daniel had altered to leave room for her tail. He had cut and reinforced the opening the previous evening without comment. The stitching was uneven but strong.




"You repaired the garment," she said.




"It needed it."




"You modified it for me."




"Also needed it."




He turned toward the gate before she could examine the answer too closely. Her eyes softened anyway.




Daniel wanted to lift the frame, clear the roller, and allow enough play for frost heave during winter. Neris studied the distortion and proposed bracing the upper track until it could no longer move.




"If you make it rigid, the ground will move and the frame won't," Daniel said. "Then something else breaks."




"Movement caused the current failure."




"Wrong kind of movement."




"That distinction is convenient."




"It's also what the ground does up here."




ER spoke through the communicator at Neris's collar. "Daniel's explanation is imprecise but consistent with available thermal-expansion and soil-freezing data."




Daniel looked at the device. "I heard the first half."




They tried the jammed gate once before feeding. The loader lifted the lower edge, but the upper frame twisted and dropped hard enough to make the waiting cattle surge backward. Daniel lowered it immediately.




"Stop," he said.




Neris had already begun calculating a second lift. "The angle can be corrected."




"Not with animals behind it."




She looked through the rails at the herd and understood the rule beneath his tone: machinery could be risked; living bodies could not. They fed the cattle through the smaller side gate before starting. Neris stood safely outside the pen while Daniel spread hay along the feed line with the loader. The animals watched her from a distance; large heads aligned over the rail.




"They are evaluating me," she said.




"They're evaluating whether you brought food."




One cow extended her nose toward Neris's sleeve. Neris held still while the animal inhaled the unfamiliar spicy scent of her fur and the faint citrus-chocolate trace of grooming oil beneath it. The cow's tongue emerged without warning and dragged across the canvas cuff.




Neris recoiled. "It tasted me."




Daniel caught the bucket before her tail struck it. "She was checking for salt."




"Your livestock evaluates visitors by licking them?"




"Not officially."




The cow lost interest and returned to the hay. "I have been rejected."




"You didn't bring food."




They returned to the gate. Daniel looped a chain beneath the lower frame and attached it to the tractor loader. Neris monitored the angle while he raised it a few centimetres at a time.




"Stop."




The loader halted.




"Lower by two centimetres."




"If I lower it, the roller settles back into the hole."




"The upper track is taking excessive load."




"We can support the track while we clear the hole."




They argued for another minute, not angrily, but without either yielding merely to preserve harmony. Finally, Neris built a temporary brace from two shorter timbers while Daniel held the gate in position with the loader. Her solution distributed the load. His left enough movement for winter. Neither method belonged entirely to one world by the time they finished.




When the bent roller bracket came free, Neris stepped backward onto frozen ruts and lost her footing. Daniel reached up automatically, then stopped with his hand open between them, giving her the choice. She placed her paw in his. His hand closed around it.




The contact lasted only long enough to steady her, yet both became aware of it at once. Her paw was narrower than a human hand, padded at the palm, delicate fingers with short claws shaped for grip rather than cutting. Daniel's skin was rough and warm.




Neris reached firm ground. She did not withdraw immediately. Her tail knocked the bucket of bolts sideways. Daniel caught it with his boot before the contents scattered.




"Your tail has excellent timing," he said.




"It has no timing. It has impulses."




"Historical observation supports this distinction," ER said.




They ate lunch on the tractor's lowered bucket while the cattle worked steadily through the hay. Neris took a cautious first bite and waited for her nanites to report any adverse response before continuing.




"Do you always work alone?" she asked.




"Mostly."




"Even tasks intended for several people?"




"You learn ways."




"That is not the same as answering."




Daniel looked across the feed field, stubble dark beneath the frost. "Since Emily died, yes. Mostly alone."




Neris took another bite and waited.




"Neighbours help if I ask," he continued. "I don't always ask."




"Why?"




"Habit."




One of her ears angled toward him. "You use that word when you do not wish to examine a decision."




Daniel laughed softly. "Your English is getting dangerous."




In the afternoon they installed the repaired roller and tested the gate. It moved smoothly until the final thirty centimetres, then caught again. Neris looked at Daniel. Daniel looked at the track.




"Your brace is too rigid," he said.




"Your lower guide is misaligned."




They checked both and found each correct. Daniel loosened the guide. Neris changed the brace angle. The gate closed without resistance.




"Joint failure," Daniel said.




"Joint success," Neris corrected.




They lifted the tools together. When the pry bar shifted, Daniel's free hand settled briefly at the middle of her back to guide it clear of the loader. Neris stiffened at the unexpected contact, then relaxed when she understood the intention.




Her tail did not curl around his boot. Instead, it slid behind his legs and rested lightly against the back of his calf, using him as an anchor while she balanced the long pry bar on one shoulder. He adjusted his pace to hers.






Chapter 8 - The AI Who Wasn't Amused


ER reorganized Daniel's tools at 03:17 local time.




Daniel discovered this the next morning aboard Takuhai when every wrench, driver, clamp, socket, and measuring instrument had been arranged by function, size, material, and what ER called probable future relevance. The bench was empty. The drawers had labels. One label read: OBJECTS DANIEL WILL CLAIM HE NEEDS IMMEDIATELY.




Daniel stood in front of it with his coat still buttoned.




"Where's my half-inch socket?"




"Drawer three, compartment six," ER said through the cabin speakers.




Daniel opened the drawer. The socket sat inside a fitted recess beside three near equivalents.




"It used to be on the bench."




"That location was not a system."




"It was my system."




"It was sedimentation."




Neris stood near the diagnostic console, attempting to focus on a pressure graph. Her ears betrayed her by turning toward Daniel while her eyes remained on the display.




"You let him do this?" Daniel asked.




"ER possesses maintenance manipulators. You discovered them during the manifold repair. I was asleep."




"The pilot's contribution to the reorganization was therefore ideal," ER said.




A slim articulated arm folded into a ceiling recess with mechanical innocence. Daniel had accepted that ER could move tools inside Takuhai. He had not considered what the AI might do with several uninterrupted hours and an opinion about storage.




"Put them back."




"Specify the previous location of each item."




Daniel looked over the immaculate drawers. "I hate you a little."




"The statement conflicts with your continued voluntary assistance."




"People are complicated."




"I have noticed."




Neris's tail moved once behind her, an almost-laugh Daniel had become fluent enough to interpret.




"You're taking his side."




"I have not spoken."




"You don't need to anymore."




That pleased her more than the joke deserved.




The day's repair was the secondary coolant regulator. Restoring the main manifold had returned enough power to operate half the communications array, but flow through the aft distribution loop remained uneven. The regulator housing lay beneath floor panels near the dimensional-control compartment. A control vane had fused at an angle during the crash, opening and closing unpredictably as temperatures changed.




"If it sticks open, the communications stage overheats," Neris said.




"If it sticks closed?" Daniel asked.




"The coolant bypasses the aft systems and we lose the power we restored."




"So, it needs to do neither."




"Your grasp of the problem is excellent."




ER extended two maintenance manipulators through the open floor. "I can maintain alignment within point zero two millimetres."




Daniel handed one arm a clamp. "Don't get smug."




"I do not possess smugness."




Neris looked up. "You reorganized his tools while he slept."




"That was efficiency."




"You predicted which drawer he would open first."




"That was probability."




"You waited until he entered the room before illuminating the label."




ER paused. Daniel pointed a screwdriver at the ceiling. "Smug."




They began with the floor plates. The first fastener released cleanly. The second had deformed under impact. Daniel used an extractor while Neris steadied the plate. The third broke below the surface.




"That's going to take time," Daniel said.




"We planned four hours."




"Now we planned six."




Neris disliked changing estimates. Daniel could see it in the angle of her ears. They drilled the broken fastener and removed the floor plate. Beneath it, the regulator sat between two dark conduits in a space designed for one mephit technician and several maintenance arms, not a human and a mephit attempting to share the same access opening.




ER held the regulator at an angle no biological wrist could maintain. Daniel loosened the fused ring while Neris guided a micro-cutter through the housing. The space forced them close together. Her shoulder pressed against his chest. His forearm rested beside her waist. The contact lasted too long to be accidental and was too necessary to avoid without abandoning the repair. Neither apologized. The ring moved by a fraction.




"Again," Neris said.




Daniel adjusted the tool. "If I put more force on it, the housing twists."




"ER will compensate."




"ER's arm is mounted to the same ship."




"The load path is independent."




"Until it isn't."




ER said, "Daniel's caution is mechanically justified."




Neris looked toward the nearest speaker. "You agree with him?"




"On this specific matter. Please do not generalize."




Daniel smiled into the access cavity.




They changed the plan. Rather than force the ring, Neris cut three relief grooves while Daniel kept the housing below its deformation threshold. The first groove worked. During the second, the micro-cutter lost power. The tool went dark between Neris's paws.




"ER?"




"The aft distribution circuit has dropped seven percent. The regulator's oscillation is worsening under load."




The repair had become its own deadline.




Daniel backed out of the opening. "Can you isolate the communications stage?"




"Yes," ER said. "Doing so will erase the calibration work completed yesterday."




Neris's jaw tightened. "We will repeat it. Isolate the stage."




The lights dimmed. The micro-cutter returned at reduced power.




Daniel watched Neris reset her grip. "You alright?"




"Yes."




"That sounded like no."




"The work must continue regardless of my emotional state."




"Doesn't mean I can't ask."




One ear turned toward him. The other remained fixed on the tool.




"I am frustrated," she said.




"There. Saved us both a translation problem."




They finished the second groove. During the third, the ring released suddenly. Neris jerked back. Her tail, threaded around a vertical support to keep it out of the work area, tightened by reflex and slid beneath the lifted floor plate. She made a sharp, involuntary sound. Daniel dropped the wrench.




"Don't move."




"I am aware."




The long fur had twisted around a fastening stud and caught beneath a burr in the plate. Pulling would tighten it. Lowering the plate would trap more. ER froze both manipulators.




"I can cut the entangled fur," he said.




"No," Neris answered immediately.




The force of the response surprised Daniel. Neris closed her eyes, breathing through the discomfort. "Not unless necessary."




Daniel crouched beside the trapped section. "May I look?" She nodded.




He moved closer, then stopped before touching her. "May I touch it?"




The question mattered.




Neris met his eyes. Prolonged eye contact between mephits carried an intimacy humans often assigned elsewhere. She held his gaze long enough that the rest of the room seemed to recede, then lowered her eyes in acknowledgement.




"Yes."




Daniel worked carefully, separating the dense black-and-white fur with his fingers. The outer guard hairs were coarse enough to protect the soft undercoat beneath. A metal burr had caught several strands and twisted them around the stud. Her tail trembled despite her efforts. "Does this hurt?" he asked.




"It is uncomfortable."




"That's not what I asked."




One ear folded back. "A little."




Daniel slowed further. The contact was practical. It was also intimate in a way he did not yet fully understand. Neris's breathing changed when his fingers moved through the undercoat. Her tail attempted to curl toward the touch, then tightened when another strand pulled.




"Sorry."




"You are not causing the problem."




"Still sorry."




ER illuminated the area but made no other movement. Daniel freed the first twist. The second had wound beneath the stud head. He used the smallest pick from ER's newly ordered drawer, lifting one strand at a time.




"Your tool arrangement is useful," he said.




"Please repeat the statement more clearly," ER replied.




"Don't ruin it."




"I require an accurate maintenance record."




Neris made a breathless sound that might have become laughter if the tail had not pulled again. The last strands came free. Her tail did not withdraw. It settled across Daniel's lap, its weight surprising him. He kept one hand beneath it, supporting rather than holding.




"Alright?" he asked.




Neris breathed out slowly. "Yes."




ER remained silent.




Daniel looked toward the nearest speaker. "You okay?"




"I am evaluating whether commentary would improve the situation."




"And?"




"Current probability: four percent."




"That's growth."




"It is a revised response strategy based on observed outcomes."




Neris carefully gathered her tail. Before she stood, its tip curled once around Daniel's wrist and loosened again. He let the gesture pass and returned to the unfinished repair.




The freed vane had a hairline crack along one edge. Under normal conditions Takuhai would have printed a replacement. The remaining fabrication feedstock was reserved for components with no Earth substitute. Daniel studied the broken piece. "Could we reinforce it?"




"Added mass changes the response time," Neris said.




"Could we remove the same weight somewhere else?"




She looked at him. They carried the vane to the work surface. Daniel proposed a thin steel brace. Neris rejected steel because of magnetic interference. Copper was too soft. Aluminum expanded too quickly. They tested a strip cut from the ceramic-and-fibre shielding mesh purchased in town, bonding it to the cracked side and removing material from the undamaged edge until the vane balanced again. The first test oscillated; the second stuck at thirty percent. On the third, ER altered the actuator timing by six milliseconds. The vane moved through its full range and returned without hesitation.




"Again," Neris said.




They ran twenty cycles, then fifty. By the hundredth, Daniel's back ached from leaning over the opening. Neris's ears had begun to droop with fatigue.




"One hundred stable cycles," ER said. "Coolant distribution remains within target range."




Power returned to the communications array. A line of indicators illuminated across the wall.




Neris's relief showed first in her ears, then her eyes, then the slow expansion of her tail. She rested one paw briefly against Daniel's forearm.




"Thank you," she said.




The words were formal. The contact was not. Daniel covered her paw with his hand for one quiet second before releasing it. ER said nothing. His four-percent calculation remained calculation rather than understanding, but for once it produced the right result. Daniel attempted to recover authority by returning a wrench to the wrong drawer. A manipulator emerged silently, removed it, and placed it in the correct compartment. Daniel watched the arm retreat.




"You waited for me to see that."




"I cannot confirm the interpretation."




"Smug."




The repair had taken most of the day. Outside, cold rain struck the hull and the temperature inside the aft compartments continued to fall whenever Takuhai diverted energy to communications. Daniel went to his truck and returned carrying a compact cast-iron heater he had once used in an ice-fishing shelter. ER rejected it before Daniel reached the work surface.




"Open combustion aboard a damaged spacecraft is unacceptable."




"It has a flue."




"The flue does not currently pass through Takuhai's hull."




"That's why I brought tools."




Neris studied the heater. "It creates visible flame."




"Behind glass."




"This does not make it less like fire."




Daniel looked between pilot and AI. "You both cross dimensions for a living and you're worried about a wood stove."




"Dimensional transit is regulated," Neris said.




"Fire is historically undisciplined," ER added.




Installation took longer than the regulator repair. ER refused approval until they used an already damaged service collar rather than cutting intact hull, fitted a sealed double-wall flue, added independent carbon-monoxide and particulate sensors, and gave Takuhai automatic shutdown control. Daniel also built a raised heat shield from farm steel so the heater could not radiate directly into the deck. When the first small fire caught, orange light moved behind the glass. Neris sat on her heels and watched it.




"It is inefficient," she said.




"Yes."




"It produces particulates."




"A few."




"It requires manual fuel handling."




"Also yes."




The fire shifted. Neris's eyes followed it.




"I understand why you brought it."




ER said, "Comfort appears to be an engineering hazard."




Daniel stretched his aching shoulders. "You're enjoying this."




"I do not experience enjoyment."




Neris's eyes softened. "Of course not."




"However, I have recorded the interaction for future repetition."




Daniel glanced at the carefully ordered tools, the repaired regulator, and the small fire warming a ship that had once felt too damaged to inhabit.




"You're going to fit in around here just fine."




ER took six seconds to answer. "I am not certain what fitting in requires."




Daniel looked at Neris. Her tail had settled around her feet, the freed section still slightly disordered where his fingers had worked through it.




"Neither are we," he said. "I think that's how it starts."






Chapter 9 - A Trip to Town


By the fourth week, Neris's English had become good enough to be dangerous.




She understood most literal speech. She could follow ordinary conversation when people spoke clearly. Idioms remained a minefield, humour depended on assumptions her language support could not supply, and contractions occasionally collapsed into sounds that seemed deliberately unhelpful. She wanted to go into town anyway.




"Observation from the truck is no longer sufficient," she told Daniel.




They stood in the farmhouse mudroom assembling a disguise meant only to prevent close inspection, not make Neris look human. Daniel’s oversized coat, hoodie, scarf, glasses and gloves repeated what had worked during the market trip. The new problem was her tail: she compressed it beneath the coat with two broad supports and an improvised waist sling. The result was uncomfortable and gave her silhouette the appearance of someone carrying a bedroll beneath her clothing.




"You look like you're smuggling a sleeping bag," Daniel said.




"I am smuggling part of my body."




"Fair point."




ER spoke through the communicator, its encrypted link relaying his voice from Takuhai.




"The concealment strategy has a projected success probability of sixty-three percent during brief encounters and nine percent during medical examination."




"We are not planning a medical examination," Neris said.




"This improves the projected outcome."




Daniel adjusted the hood without touching her ears. "Rule one: we leave if you feel exposed. Rule two: you don't owe anyone conversation. Rule three: if something goes wrong, follow me and let ER complain later."




"I object to the structure of rule three," ER said.




"That's why it works."




The hardware-and-feed cooperative sat at the edge of the nearest service town, large enough for anonymity but small enough that Daniel knew the owner and half the customers knew his truck. It sold fencing supplies, mineral supplements, hydraulic hose, winter clothing, chainsaw parts, and enough household goods to spare northern residents a longer drive south. Neris entered beside Daniel with her head lowered against the cold. Her tail remained tightly constrained, an absence she felt with every step.




The automatic doors opened, and she stopped. Warm air moved across her face carrying rubber, cut timber, fertilizer, paint, metal, dust, and dozens of humans. Carts rattled. A child cried somewhere near the garden section. Music played through ceiling speakers. Fluorescent lights flickered at frequencies most humans did not perceive. Daniel waited without turning the pause into attention.




"Still good?" he asked.




"Yes." Her voice sounded muffled by the scarf.




They moved through the aisles while Neris studied the tools with intense professional interest. Human devices were inefficient and heavy, but wonderfully repairable: their components exposed their purpose, fasteners could be removed, housings opened, and a patient person could keep a machine operating long beyond its intended life.




"Your civilization permits consumers to repair many objects themselves," she said quietly.




"Less than it used to."




"That is unfortunate."




They found ceramic bushings, copper braid, shielding mesh, and a set of precision files. Daniel also loaded cattle mineral and two heater elements into the cart, so the purchase looked like an ordinary winter farm run. Neris examined a display of calving chains and assumed they were lifting equipment until Daniel explained their purpose. Her ears lowered beneath the hood.




"You assist birth with metal chains?"




"Only when the calf is stuck, and carefully."




"Your species has made reproduction an equipment category."




"Farming makes most things an equipment category."




Neris compared two brands of precision file while Daniel watched her become absorbed enough to forget the crowd.




A store employee approached. "Can I help you find anything?"




Neris froze for less than a second. Her language support offered several possible replies. Daniel did not answer for her.




"A fine abrasive file," she said. "For ceramic material."




The employee pointed toward the next aisle. "Diamond-coated. Blue package."




"Thank you."




"No problem."




The human walked away. Neris stared after him until Daniel leaned closer. "You did fine."




A child rounding the end of the aisle looked up at the same moment one of Neris's ears shifted beneath the hood. The fabric rose into a shape no human hat should make. The child slowed. Neris lowered her head and pretended to study the files. Daniel stepped between them, lifting a large bag of mineral supplement from the display.




"Mum," the child called, "that lady has a funny hat."




"Don't stare," a woman answered from the next aisle.




Footsteps moved away. Only then did Neris's ear flatten fully.




"The disguise has been observed."




"The disguise was called a funny hat," Daniel said. "We're still inside the plan."




"He did not suspect."




"He saw what he expected to see."




Neris considered that. "This is useful social camouflage."




At the checkout, the cashier complimented Neris's coat and asked whether she was visiting family. The language support supplied too many possible meanings for family. Neris hesitated long enough that Daniel shifted beside her but did not speak for her.




"I am staying with a friend," she answered.




Daniel looked at the card reader so she would not see his expression.




The cashier nodded. "Hope you're enjoying the north before winter really starts."




Neris considered explaining that winter had already begun by several interstellar standards.




"It is educational," she said instead.




They could have returned directly to the farm. Neris expected them to. Her tail supports ached, the fluorescent lights had exhausted her, and the near discovery by the child remained sharp in her mind.




Daniel asked rather than deciding. "Diner or home?"




Home was safer. Neris chose, "Diner. Briefly."




They stopped where the booths had high backs and the lunch rush had already passed. Neris chose the corner seat. Removing the scarf was impossible, so she ordered tea and held the cup near her face for warmth without drinking. Daniel ate pie.




"Humans consume dessert independently of meals," she observed.




"One of our better ideas."




"The nutritional logic is poor."




"That's not why pie exists."




ER said, "I have detected a recurrent human belief that pleasure exempts food from analysis."




Daniel took another bite. "Correct."




At the next table, two older men discussed weather, fuel prices, and a hockey game. A waitress called everyone dear without regard to age or familiarity. Someone dropped a fork. No one reacted to Neris beyond a brief glance at her heavy winter clothing. Ordinary life continued around her. It moved her more than the market had. Formal first contact imagined speeches, scientific delegations, translation teams, and negotiated boundaries. Her actual first conversations had concerned abrasive files, calving chains, and tea.




"What are you thinking?" Daniel asked.




Neris watched steam gather on her glasses. "That I might never understand humans completely."




Daniel waited.




"But I want to keep trying."




His hand rested near hers, close enough to be available without touching. Neris moved her gloved paw until the sides of their hands met. Her tail, compressed beneath the coat, attempted to move and failed. The restraint made the emotion feel trapped inside her body. She almost laughed at the indignity, but the sensation also reminded her how much of her ordinary language she had hidden to enter the room.




ER broke the silence. "I have created a record title for today's event."




Daniel looked suspicious. "What title?"




"Initial Contact Protocol: Hardware Store."




Neris's eyes softened behind the glasses. "Accurate."




"I was considering 'Aisle Be Back,' but preliminary humour models advised restraint."




Daniel stared at the communicator. "Was that a joke?"




"An experiment."




"It was terrible."




"Your response has been recorded."




On the drive home, Neris removed the hood and scarf but left the tail supports until they reached the farm. When Daniel finally loosened the outer strap, her tail erupted from beneath the coat in a vast relieved sweep. It struck the truck door, recoiled indignantly, and then curled around Daniel's forearm while he removed the last support. Daniel paused rather than pulling away, allowing the contact to be hers to end.




"Better?" he asked.




Neris closed her eyes for one second. "Significantly."




The tail loosened, but its tip remained hooked lightly at his wrist as they walked toward the farmhouse.






Chapter 10 - The Spaces Between Words


The north wall of the cattle shelter began to rattle whenever the wind crossed the feed field. Daniel tolerated the noise for two days. On the third morning, after hearing it through breakfast and again while he opened the feed alley, he set down his coffee and said, "Either that panel comes off today or I’m moving into the bush." Neris looked up from the communication diagram spread across the kitchen table. "You intend to leave the farm because of a sound?"




"No. I intend to remove the sound before it drives me into the bush."




Her ears angled forward. "This appears disproportionate."




"You've been hearing it for three days too."




"I assumed it belonged to a machine you understood."




Daniel put on his coat. "That's insulting in at least two ways."




The sky over Moose River was the colour of unpolished steel. A hard northwest wind moved across the cut hay fields, gathering speed where the land opened before striking the shelter wall. Behind the sheet metal, the cattle stood deep in fresh bedding, their breath rising through the open ridge vent. The older cows ignored the noise. Two younger animals flinched every time the panel snapped against its support.




Daniel had already laid out cedar bracing, galvanized bolts, washers, and a strip of rubber cut from a damaged conveyor belt. Neris carried the impact driver, a sensor wand, and the communicator linked to Takuhai. ER's core remained in the ship beyond the trees. His voice reached them only because the encrypted communicator could maintain a narrow relay across the farm.




"Wind velocity at the shelter face is thirty-nine kilometres per hour with gusts above fifty," he reported.




Daniel looked at the grey sky. "I can feel it."




"Quantification remains useful even when discomfort is obvious."




After his first deliberate attempts at humour in town, ER had begun collecting English idioms with the determination of a scientist studying unstable compounds. He now treated ordinary farm conversation as a live test environment. Daniel removed a warped fastener. "Hand me the impact driver."




Neris passed it before he finished speaking.




"Thanks."




She braced the replacement timber while he tightened the bolt. Their shoulders touched beneath the shelter overhang. This time Daniel adjusted only enough to give her room to work.




"You have become accustomed to working with me," she said.




"Seems so."




"You no longer explain every action."




"You don't need me to."




One ear turned toward him. "That is trust."




Daniel looked at her over the timber. "Yeah. I suppose it is."




The statement sat more directly between them than either expected. Daniel returned to the fastener. Neris checked the brace twice though the first reading had been sufficient. They fitted the rubber strip behind the lower edge and tightened the new support. The wall remained quiet through one gust, then rattled again, higher and harder than before.




Daniel closed his eyes.




Neris's muzzle softened. "You appear disappointed."




"Thank you for the analysis."




She walked the length of the wall, listening. Her ears moved independently, one following the broad vibration of the panel while the other tracked sharper impacts beneath it.




"The lower fastener was not the primary source."




"You could've mentioned that before we replaced it."




"You stated that it was the problem."




"And you believed me?"




"At the time, my trust was apparently excessive."




Daniel laughed hard enough that his breath fogged in front of him. They removed a second section of siding. A hidden horizontal support had split near a knot. Each gust flexed the crack, transferring vibration into the metal skin. Daniel examined the break. "I don't have another cedar length this size dry enough to use."




"The shorter offcuts could be joined."




"Not in a place that takes this much wind."




"Takuhai can print a connector."




"From the feedstock you're saving for your dimensional systems? No."




Neris's ears shifted back. "The required volume would be small."




"Small isn't the same as replaceable."




The answer surprised her. Daniel had accepted every boundary she set around advanced technology. Now he was defending Takuhai's resources from her own impatience.




"What do you propose?"




Daniel looked toward the machinery shed. "There's an old ash tongue from the hay wagon."




"A tongue?"




"The beam that connected the wagon to the tractor."




"Your language assigns anatomy to equipment at an alarming rate."




"Wait until we get to universal joints."




They crossed the yard to the shed. The old wagon tongue lay behind stacked mineral tubs and a retired silage blower. It was heavy, weathered, and straight through most of its length. Daniel cut away the cracked end while Neris inspected the grain.




"The material contains several old stress lines," she said.




"Which is why we use the sound part."




"You preserve damaged objects because portions may remain useful."




"You say that like it's strange."




"On many worlds, material recovery is centralized."




"Around here, central recovery is forty kilometres away and closes before chores are done."




Distance shaped every decision in the Moose River district. The nearest cooperative carried feed supplements, fencing materials, fuel and common machinery parts. Anything specialized required a longer drive south, good weather and the confidence that the cattle would not choose that exact day to break something important.




Daniel cut the ash beam to length. Neris proposed a scarf joint. He proposed doubling the support with steel plates. They combined both methods: a long timber joint to distribute the load, farm steel outside it, and rubber isolation between wood and siding. The first plate hole landed over an old nail buried inside the beam. The drill bit snapped. Daniel stared at the broken end.




"The object has failed," Neris said.




"Obviously."




"I was not criticizing."




"You're improving."




They extracted the bit, shifted the pattern, and drilled again. By midday the wall stood quiet even when the next gust flattened the grass across the feed field. The younger cattle stopped flinching.




Daniel and Neris sat on the truck tailgate with coffee, tea, and sandwiches wrapped in waxed paper. The shelter blocked most of the wind. The remaining cold sharpened every smell: hay, cedar, cattle, coffee, the faint spice of Neris's fur, and diesel cooling in the loader. A flock of geese passed overhead in an uneven formation. Their calls arrived before Neris found them against the clouds.




"They are leaving?" she asked.




"South for winter. Most of them return."




She watched until the last line of birds dissolved into the grey distance.




"Couriers return less often than people imagine."




Daniel waited. Neris held the mug between both paws. Steam moved around her muzzle and vanished in the cold. "Every station welcomes us," she said. "There are meals, guest quarters, ceremonies sometimes. Local officials learn our names. Children ask to see the ship."




"Sounds social."




"It is."




He let the word remain unfinished.




Neris's ears lowered. "Being welcomed everywhere is not the same as belonging anywhere."




The sentence had lived inside her for years.




Daniel looked down at his coffee. "No. It isn't."




"Ormaz, my father, used to ask how long I would stay before I unpacked. Linnea, my mother, stopped asking. She would simply put food in front of me and wait to see whether I was still there the next morning."




"Were you?"




"Usually not."




The geese were gone, but Neris continued looking toward the place they had disappeared.




"Couriers travel light," she said. "Possessions complicate departure."




Daniel rubbed one thumb over a scratch in his enamel mug. "People do too."




She turned toward him. He did not continue immediately. The shelter behind them contained the small sounds of cattle feeding: jaws working, hay shifting, an occasional hoof against packed bedding. Wind moved across the repaired wall and found nothing loose enough to answer. Neris waited. Daniel had become accustomed to her questions. Waiting without one was harder.




"Emily was sick for a long time," he said at last.




Neris did not move.




"Long enough that the whole farm reorganized around appointments in town, specialists farther south and medication schedules. On good days we tried to act as though nothing had changed; on bad nights, nothing else existed."




He looked toward the feed alley.




"The cattle still needed feeding. Hay still had to come in before rain. Water lines froze whether we were tired or not. Sometimes a neighbour covered chores. Sometimes Claire came up from Toronto. Mostly it was us."




"You cared for her."




"Yeah."




"Did she want to remain here?"




The question struck a place Daniel had protected with routine.




"Most of the time," he said. "Near the end, she wanted whatever hurt least."




Neris lowered her gaze. "I am sorry."




Daniel nodded once.




"People kept telling me to ask for help," he continued. "I did, sometimes, then I spent the whole time explaining the farm or feeling guilty because someone else had left their work to do mine. It was easier to keep moving."




"Easier?"




"More familiar."




Neris recognized the correction. Familiar was not the same as easy. It was simply a pain already mapped. Daniel's hand tightened around the mug.




"When she died, everyone thought I'd have time again."




"Did you?"




"Technically."




The distinction sounded familiar to both of them.




"The work still existed, and I knew how to do it, so I kept feeding cattle, fixing machinery, cutting hay and clearing snow. Anything that wasn’t required could wait."




"Did it?"




He looked toward the workshop, its closed doors holding tools he had not discussed.




"Most of it is still waiting."




Neris studied the maintained buildings, the dry feed under cover and the healthy cattle. Daniel had preserved everything that depended on him while allowing nearly everything else to become quiet.




"The farm settled," she said.




Daniel stared into his coffee. "I didn't."




For a while neither spoke. Neris wanted to answer with something useful. Her language support offered phrases of condolence, therapeutic language, cultural comparisons, and several human idioms whose emotional reliability she distrusted. None of them fit the man beside her. She did not choose one. Instead, she shifted closer until their shoulders rested fully together. The movement was deliberate enough that Daniel could have declined it. He did not. Her tail remained along the tailgate behind them. It did not wrap around his boot or announce the meaning for her. The contact of their shoulders was enough.




"I am sorry you carried so much alone," she said.




Daniel breathed out slowly. "I got used to it."




Neris looked at him. "That does not make it lighter."




"No."




His hand rested on the tailgate between them. Neris placed her paw beside it, not over it. Daniel looked at the narrow space separating their fingers. He turned his palm upward. She placed her paw in his. The pads of her palm were warm. His hand was rough from cold, tools, and years of work. They sat without moving while the wind passed over the shelter and the cattle continued feeding behind them.




ER had been silent for twenty-three seconds before the communicator sounded softly. "The exterior temperature is decreasing," he said. "Continued inactivity will reduce biological comfort."




Daniel glanced at the device. "Were you waiting?"




"I delayed twelve seconds beyond the point at which the warning became relevant. Previous observations indicate that immediate commentary during personal disclosure reduces trust."




"So, you're refining your timing."




"Correct."




Neris listened carefully. It was analysis, not yet understanding. ER had learned that silence sometimes improved outcomes. He had not yet learned that silence could itself be part of the companionship.




"Thank you for waiting," she said.




"The delay produced an acceptable result."




Daniel stood and offered Neris his hand. This time neither reacted to the familiarity of the gesture. They collected the tools and walked back past the feed shed. At the fork, one path led to the farmhouse and the other to Takuhai.




Daniel stopped. "Dinner?"




Neris looked toward the porch light, though it was not yet dark enough to need it. Part of her wanted to return to the ship. The communications system required calibration. ER had three diagnostic questions waiting. The familiar discipline of work offered a place to put everything Daniel had said. Another part of her was tired of always choosing departure because it was easier to name.




"Yes," she said.




Daniel nodded and turned toward the house. Neris followed.






Chapter 11 - Home Is a Verb


Fog covered the farm before sunrise.




It softened the fence lines, erased the far feed field, and reduced the forest around Takuhai to layers of grey. Sound travelled strangely through it. Daniel could hear the cattle shifting in the shelter before he could see the building, and the low engine note of the feed tractor seemed to come from every direction at once. He had just finished checking the heated water trough when Neris emerged from the mist carrying two mugs.




"Coffee," she said, offering him one.




Daniel accepted it with suspicion. "You don't drink coffee."




"This one is yours. Mine is tea."




"Good. For a second I thought Earth had finally broken you."




ER's voice came from the communicator at Neris's collar, relayed from Takuhai. "The pilot remains functionally intact. Repeated exposure to local beverages has altered her threat assessment."




Neris looked down at the device. "I no longer classify tea as suspicious."




"Coffee remains under investigation."




Daniel drank. The coffee was exactly the strength he made for himself.




He looked at Neris over the rim. "You did this?"




"ER provided the ratio."




"I constructed a preference model," ER said.




"That's a complicated way to say you remembered."




"The distinction may be socially relevant but computationally unnecessary."




Daniel smiled into the mug. "Thanks, both of you." Neris's ears lifted at the inclusion.




The day's first repair involved nothing from another universe. A line of maple rounds had been left beside the lean-to since spring. With colder weather approaching and Takuhai's small heater now part of their evenings, Daniel wanted the wood split and stacked before snow buried the work area.




They spent the morning beside the splitter. Daniel operated the ram while Neris carried the pieces and arranged the rows. Fog beaded along her whiskers and condensed on the white fur above her eyes. Each time she bent to place a log, her tail lifted clear of the mud with meticulous care.




Neris approached the woodpile as a load-distribution problem. She aligned the first row, tested it, adjusted the end pieces, and rebuilt a section Daniel considered complete.




"Most people stop when the wood isn't falling over," he said.




"That threshold is inadequate."




"It's firewood, not a bridge."




"Poorly stacked fuel becomes wet fuel. Wet fuel produces incomplete combustion. Incomplete combustion produces smoke."




"And smoke?"




"Grounds the pilot."




ER interrupted. "I appreciate the recognition that poor firewood management can have serious consequences for a grounded aviator."




Daniel closed his eyes. "Was that a pun?"




"Yes."




"It needs work."




"Humour is a developing subsystem."




Daniel could feel a rating system becoming necessary.




As the pile grew, Daniel repeatedly took the larger rounds. Neris noticed on the sixth repetition.




"You say 'I've got it' often."




"Usually because I've got it."




"That is not always true."




Daniel rolled a knotty section of maple onto the splitter. "Occupational habit."




"You work alone even when assistance is available."




"Also habit."




Her ears angled toward him. "Habit is becoming an overused explanation."




He remembered the same word beneath the cattle-shelter wall and the way she had waited instead of arguing with it. "Probably," he said.




The maple split unevenly. One half kicked sideways and landed in mud. Neris reached it before Daniel did. They bent at the same time, shoulders colliding. Daniel steadied her by the upper arm. Her paw landed against his chest. Both stopped. Neither apologized.




Neris lifted the wood. "I have it."




Daniel looked at her. "You say that often."




Her eyes narrowed with amusement. "Occupational habit."




When they finished the first stack, her tail drifted across the frosted grass and rested against the side of his boot.




"It believes you should not carry everything alone," she said.




Daniel looked down at the striped fur, then at her. "Your tail has opinions now?"




"It has always had opinions. I have only recently begun translating them for you."




He nudged the fur gently with the side of his boot. "Tell it I'll take the advice under consideration."




"It is not known for patience."




By noon the fog had lifted. A pale sun showed above the spruce line without producing much warmth. Neris adjusted the end log by less than a finger's width.




Daniel watched. "Close enough?"




She studied it. "Now it is."




They moved into the tractor shed to escape the wind. The building held the dense smell of diesel, old hay, grease, cold steel, and mouse-chewed cardboard. A loader bucket waited near the doors. Behind it stood the baler, one wheel removed for winter bearing work. Shelves carried fencing staples, hydraulic fittings, mineral blocks, veterinary supplies, and enough miscellaneous hardware to support ER's sedimentation theory.




An old workbench occupied the rear wall, half buried beneath boxes of baler parts and feed-system components. Daniel wanted the space cleared before the next round of machinery maintenance. Without discussion, he took one end and Neris the other.




"Ready?"




She nodded.




They lifted together. Daniel stepped left as Neris stepped right, correcting at the same moment without speaking. They turned the bench between the baler tongue and a stack of calf panels, then set it square against the opposite wall. Daniel rested his hands on the worn timber. "We're getting good at this."




"At moving furniture?"




"At knowing what the other person's about to do."




Neris looked at the bench, then at him. Professional teams trained for months to develop that kind of coordination. Theirs had formed through gates, coolant lines, feed chores, mugs passed without asking, and tools already waiting in the right paw.




"I had not noticed," she said.




"That's probably why it works."




Behind the bench sat an old cedar chest. Daniel saw it and became still. The chest was not hidden. It had remained exactly where he had put it years before, first because there was nowhere else to place it and later because moving it would have meant deciding what to do with the contents. Neris brushed dust from the brass corner with one claw. "Does this belong here?"




"Not really."




"Do you want me to move it?"




Daniel looked at the lid. "I don't know."




She waited. The ability to wait had become one of the clearest differences between the Neris who had crashed and the one standing beside him now. Earlier, uncertainty had demanded action. Now she could leave room around it.




Daniel crouched and ran his hand along the cedar grain. "I haven't opened this in years."




"You do not have to open it today."




He almost agreed. The practical part of him wanted the floor space cleared. The tired part wanted the chest returned behind the bench. Another part, quieter and more difficult, remembered the small curl of cedar produced by a carving knife and the evenings when work had ended before exhaustion did.




"Help me put it on the bench," he said. They lifted it together.




Daniel found the key inside an old coffee tin on the shelf. He had placed it there deliberately and then spent years pretending he did not know where it was. The lock resisted. Neris steadied the lid while he worked a drop of oil into the mechanism. On the third attempt, the key turned. The scent of cedar rose as he opened it.




Inside lay photographs, notebooks, bundled letters, an old pocket watch, a tin of small keepsakes, and carving tools wrapped in cloth. A wooden loon rested on top. Neris did not reach for it immediately. She looked at Daniel first. He nodded. She lifted the carving with both paws. The grain followed the neck and wings so naturally that the bird seemed poised to move. One wing held a shallow tool mark Daniel had once meant to smooth and never had.




"You made this."




Daniel nodded. "A long time ago."




"It is beautiful."




"It isn't finished."




Neris turned it beneath the shed light. "Those statements are not opposites."




He looked away. "I used to carve in the evenings," he said.




"Why did you stop?"




The answer was obvious enough that she regretted asking as soon as the words left her. Daniel did not punish her for it. "Emily got sick. After that there was always something more important."




"And later?"




"Later I was tired."




Neris heard the kind of fatigue he meant. It was not measured by muscles or hours of sleep. It was the exhaustion of deciding that every unnecessary desire could wait until after the next obligation, then discovering there was always another obligation. She returned the loon to the cloth.




"The tools remain," she said.




"They do."




"Then the possibility remains."




Daniel gave her a small, uncertain smile. "You make it sound simple."




"No. I make it sound possible."




He unwrapped the tools one at a time. Knives, gouges, a small plane, a burnishing tool, and a set of stones. The steel had been oiled before storage. A faint haze marked two blades, but no serious corrosion had formed. Beneath them lay a photograph of Daniel standing with his parents in front of the farmhouse. He was younger, broad-shouldered but not yet settled into the face he wore now. His father looked stern until the smile reached his eyes. His mother stood close enough that her shoulder pressed against Daniel's.




"They look kind," Neris said.




"They were. Dad could fix almost anything. Mum fed everyone who came through the door. Especially people who said they weren't hungry."




"I would have liked her."




"She would've liked you."




Daniel held the photograph by its edges.




"They died in a car accident when I was thirty-two."




The age caught Neris. It was her own. For a moment she imagined her present life divided by a single ordinary day: Ormaz and Linnea becoming memories, the family home changing ownership, every future message left unanswered. Her ears lowered.




"Ten years ago," Daniel said. "I thought forty-two would feel farther from it than it does."




"Does time make grief lighter?"




He considered before answering. "Not exactly. You get stronger. Or you learn where to put your hands."




He placed the photograph back in the chest. The next showed Claire standing before a glass-and-stone building in Toronto, one hand raised against the sun.




"Your sister designed that?"




"Part of it. She's an architect."




"You are proud of her."




"Very."




"Does she know?"




Daniel smiled without humour. "Probably. I should make sure."




Neris did not ask why he had not called. She understood enough about families to know that affection did not automatically produce conversation. Sometimes distance became a routine both people regretted and neither knew how to interrupt.




Daniel glanced at her. "What about your sisters?"




"There are two. Teral is older. She organizes family gatherings as if coordinating orbital traffic."




"More organized than you?"




Neris's eyes narrowed in amused offence. "Unnecessarily so."




"And the younger one?"




"Lysa. She is a botanist. When we were children, she turned a neglected strip behind our home into a garden and then became angry when insects ate part of it."




"Sounds reasonable."




"The next season she planted additional flowers specifically for the insects."




Daniel laughed. "I think I like Lysa."




"Most beings do. She also plays music and refuses to admit she practices."




Neris's claws traced the edge of the cedar chest.




"They asked when I would stop travelling long enough to grow something," Neris said. "I told them couriers grow routes. They pretended to accept it."




Daniel looked at the chest, then around the shed. "I've barely travelled beyond northern Ontario. You've seen hundreds of worlds."




"Yes."




"But I think you have fewer souvenirs than I do."




Neris had journals, a few gifts and the painted ceramic mug made by her niece. Couriers travelled light because possessions complicated departure, as did attachment.




"I had not considered it."




"Maybe home leaves things behind."




She looked at the chest, the tools, and the hand Daniel still rested on the lid.




"Or perhaps it gives them somewhere to remain," she said.




Daniel unwrapped the smallest carving knife. His hand hesitated above it. Neris found a cloth. He found a sharpening stone in the bottom of the chest. They cleaned the blade together. The task required little skill compared with repairing Takuhai. Yet Daniel's hands were less certain here than they were around machinery. He turned the blade under the light, applied oil to the stone, and drew the edge across it once. The soft, familiar sound steadied his next stroke. Neris held the cloth ready. She did not praise him, ask what he intended to carve, or tell him that the action represented healing. The knife, the stone, and Daniel's concentration did not require explanation. When the edge was clean, he selected a piece of scrap cedar from beneath the bench, then stopped.




"You do not have to finish anything," Neris said.




"I know."




He set the blade against the grain. The first shaving curled away in a thin pale ribbon. Daniel stared at it as though it were evidence of something he had not expected to survive. Neris remained beside him while he made a second cut.




ER said nothing for more than a minute. The communicator indicator remained steady at Neris's collar. ER had not lost the connection. He had not become distracted by ship systems. He was choosing silence, though Neris did not yet know why. Daniel set the knife down at last. The cedar shaving lay between his hands. ER spoke gently.




"Your woodworking has remained dormant for several years. Perhaps it is time to re-turn to it."




Daniel frowned. "Re-turn?"




"Wood may be shaped by turning it upon a lathe. The phrase also indicates returning to a former activity."




"You explained it."




"Complex humour benefits from supporting documentation."




Daniel considered. "Seven."




"Out of ten?"




"Out of a hundred."




"The scale appears unnecessarily severe."




"It gives you room to grow."




"I will treat this as encouragement."




They wrapped the tools again, but Daniel left the carving knife and the cedar scrap on the cleared workbench. The chest remained open.




• • •




In the afternoon they carried a crate of tools toward Takuhai, each attempting to take more than half the weight.




"You know I can carry this," Daniel said.




Neris shifted her grip anyway. "I am aware, but we are already carrying it."




ER observed, "When two individuals share a load, each frequently attempts to reduce the burden borne by the other. This increases total muscular effort while improving reported satisfaction."




"What's your conclusion?" Daniel asked.




"Cooperation is not governed exclusively by mathematics."




Inside Takuhai, Daniel noticed two mugs beside the diagnostic console, his old wool blanket folded by the couch, and a bowl Neris used for spare fasteners.




"You've started nesting."




Neris blinked. "Nesting?"




"Making the place yours."




She looked around as if seeing the room from outside herself: the notebook beside the console, the screwdriver she always reached for first, Daniel's mug, her niece's painted ceramic cup fixed safely to its shelf.




"It was already mine," she said.




"I know."




"What changed?"




Daniel looked at the second mug, the blanket, and the box of Earth fasteners labelled in both languages.




"Maybe it started including more people."




Neris did not answer immediately.




Rain began tapping against the hull while they worked. Daniel lit the compact heater they had installed with ER's extensive safety requirements. Its flue passed through the damaged service collar under Takuhai's constant monitoring. The heat was less efficient than the ship's environmental system, but it moved behind glass and smelled faintly of wood smoke. Neris sat cross-legged near it. Daniel took the chair beside her. The rain strengthened.




At close range, Daniel recognized the fragrance of her grooming oil before he consciously named it: citrus and dark chocolate beneath the natural spice of her fur. He had first noticed it during the manifold repair. Now the scent belonged in his mind with Takuhai's quiet systems, tea, and the sound of Neris turning one ear toward him when she listened. The fire crackled. Takuhai hummed.




Daniel expected ER to comment on combustion efficiency, air quality, or the unacceptable moisture content of one piece of maple. ER did not speak. The silence lengthened until Daniel became aware of it as a presence rather than an absence. He looked toward the speaker. "You alright?"




"Yes."




"You were going to say something."




"I considered it."




"What changed your mind?"




ER took longer than necessary to answer. "Previous delays were tactical. I remained silent because immediate commentary reduced trust or interrupted disclosure. This instance was different."




Neris's ears lifted. "Different how?" she asked.




"Nothing required correction or clarification. The silence was not empty."




The fire shifted behind the glass.




ER continued, "My analysis suggested it was currently performing useful work."




Daniel looked at Neris. Her eyes had softened.




"That's a pretty good analysis," he said.




"I am proud of you," Neris told ER.




The ship remained quiet for a beat.




"That statement has produced an unexpectedly positive change in my decision weighting."




"Feeling good," Daniel translated.




"The assessment may be reasonable."




No one spoke for several more minutes. When the rain eased, Daniel put on his jacket. He and Neris walked to the hatch. Neither seemed eager to complete the ordinary act of saying goodnight.




"I'll see you in the morning," Daniel said.




"You will."




He stepped into the wet darkness, then turned back.




"Neris?"




"Yes?"




"I'm glad you're here."




Her ears relaxed. Her tail gave a slow, contented sweep.




"So am I."




Daniel raised a hand and started toward the farmhouse. Neris remained at the entrance until his flashlight reached the porch and the light above the door came on. Only then did she close the hatch. "Pilot," ER said gently, "you remained at the entrance for forty-seven seconds after Daniel departed."




"I know."




"You were ensuring he arrived home safely."




Neris looked through the hull in the direction of the small house beyond the trees.




"ER, I think home may be a verb."




He processed the statement.




"Then perhaps," he said, "you have been conjugating it for several weeks."




Neris turned toward the nearest speaker. "Was that a pun?"




"A linguistic observation."




"Rating: twelve."




"Out of one hundred?"




"Yes."




"Improvement."




Outside, the porch light remained visible through the rain.






Chapter 12 - Borrowed Traditions


The first snow that stayed arrived during the night. There had been brief flurries before, fragments that vanished into dark mud before Neris could decide whether they counted. This time no wind shook Takuhai and no emergency alert woke her. The world simply changed while she slept. ER adjusted the observation panel before she asked. The fields were white.




Snow rested on fence posts, spruce branches, the cattle-shelter roof, wrapped hay bales, and the long scars of the logging track. The farmhouse looked smaller beneath it, its windows warm against the pale morning. Even the feed yard had softened, the ruts and hoof marks reduced to shallow blue shadows. Neris stood without speaking.




"External conditions have undergone a significant visual modification," ER said.




"I know."




"You have remained stationary for fourteen seconds."




"It is beautiful."




ER paused. "I possess several accurate descriptions."




"Do not provide them."




"Understood."




She reached for the hatch.




"Although the landscape appears to have received a snow makeover."




Neris stopped with one paw on the control.




"That was almost a joke."




"Please reserve scoring for Daniel."




Outside, cold entered her nose and lungs with startling clarity. Sound had changed. The forest no longer rustled under every small movement. Snow absorbed the distant machinery, leaving individual noises separated and precise: a gate chain, a loader engine, cattle calling from the shelter, Daniel striking ice from a latch.




Her boots sank four centimetres. The surface compressed with a dry whisper. Neris crouched and touched the snow with one paw. Crystals collapsed against the warmth of her pads. Water darkened the fur between them. She had seen snow on several worlds. Xianglume's northern ranges received deep winter storms. Courier ports maintained heated walkways and weather shields. Yet she had never watched a familiar place become unfamiliar overnight. That distinction held her longer than the snow itself.




Daniel was already clearing the loader tractor. He had fed the cattle before daylight, opened the covered feed alley, checked the water trough heaters, and begun ploughing routes between the shelter, feed storage, workshop, and farmhouse.




"Morning," he called. "First one that's sticking."




"It is inefficient."




He laughed. "You looked impressed for someone filing a complaint."




"Transportation becomes difficult, maintenance increases, visibility changes, and stored feed must be protected."




"And?"




Neris looked across the transformed fields. "And it is beautiful."




Daniel leaned against the tractor. "Sometimes things don't have to make life easier to make it better."




Neris stored the sentence among the growing number of human statements that seemed impractical until she experienced them.




ER requested a rating for snow makeover. "Fourteen," Daniel said.




"An improvement over seven."




"Barely."




The morning became a lesson in northern winter preparation. Daniel widened the loader paths so drifting snow would not close them after one windy night. They moved two additional hay bales beneath cover and checked the tarp over the feed grain. Neris climbed the side ladder of the storage bin to inspect a seal while Daniel remained below, one hand on the ladder though she did not need him to steady it.




At the cattle shelter, they tested the heated water trough. One element drew too much current. Daniel replaced a corroded connection while Neris held a work light and watched steam lift from the animals' backs. The cattle behaved differently in snow. Their movements were deliberate until feed appeared, at which point weather became irrelevant. One cow pushed her head between two others and received an irritated shove.




"She is violating the distribution order," Neris said.




"She does that every day."




"You permit it?"




"I put feed in more than one place."




"You compensate for social conflict through resource distribution."




Daniel looked at the hay spread along the barrier. "That's a generous description of feeding cows."




They checked the mineral supply, closed the north gate against drifting, and inspected the bedding pack for damp areas. Daniel explained how the deep bedding generated heat as it composted beneath the surface. Neris knelt and held one paw above it. "Biological thermal management."




"Manure," Daniel said.




"Both descriptions are accurate."




"One sounds more expensive."




Near the generator shed, Neris heard the fault before Daniel did: an irregular vibration beneath the engine's steady note.




"The mounting bracket is moving."




Daniel listened. "Barely."




"It will increase."




"Probably."




He shut down the generator and removed the side cover. The upper mount had cracked around one bolt hole, allowing the frame to flex under load. They carried the bracket into the shed. Daniel selected a steel collar from a bin of old machinery parts. Neris examined the fracture and proposed isolating the repaired section with a printed ceramic washer to reduce vibration transfer.




"Takuhai can spare the material?" Daniel asked.




"This amount, yes. The part has no advanced function."




"And no lesson in folding reality hidden inside it?"




"Only lessons in not allowing generators to move freely."




Daniel clamped the bracket. The wrench slipped on a corroded bolt. His knuckles struck the frame. Blood appeared across two fingers. Neris caught his wrist before he could wipe it on his coat.




"Hold still."




"It's a scrape."




Her grip was firm. The sight and scent of blood changed her posture before thought did. Her ears went sharply forward; her tail stiffened behind her. The communicator exchanged data with Takuhai. ER said, "Superficial laceration. No tendon involvement. Conventional cleaning and closure are sufficient."




Daniel looked from the cut to Neris. "Your nanites could fix it faster."




"Yes."




"But you won't use them."




"Not for this."




The answer came with enough force that Daniel stopped treating the subject lightly. Neris opened his first-aid kit, cleaned the cut, and pressed gauze across it. Her movements were more careful than the injury required.




“Before my nanites treated a human,” she said, “they would need to model your biology and establish safe intervention limits.”




Daniel held the gauze where she placed it. “I remember. Advanced, not magic.”




“And not designed for you.” Neris wound the bandage around his hand. “What is routine treatment for a Mephit could produce an interaction neither ER nor I can predict in a human.”




She tied the bandage and did not release his hand.




“Using them on you would also create a biological model of your species. They might adapt safely. They might discover differences no simulation predicts. Even success would produce knowledge your world does not possess.”




Daniel flexed his fingers carefully. "And that crosses your line."




"It may."




The uncertainty mattered. Neris's principles were not a list of automatic prohibitions. They were obligations to consider consequences before need made thought impossible.




"Not a decision for scratched knuckles," Daniel said.




"No."




His eyes remained on her. "But one we should discuss before it isn't a scratch."




Neris's tail moved once behind her. The future contained too many versions of that conversation. In some, caution was enough. In others, Daniel lay injured while she chose between his life and the laws that had shaped her. She released his hand.




"Yes," she said. "Before then."




They repaired the bracket with the steel collar and Takuhai's ceramic isolator. The first test produced the same vibration at a lower frequency. Daniel loosened the mount. Neris changed the washer orientation. The second test held through full load. While Neris watched the vibration trace, ER spoke through the communicator.




"The rebuilt communications array has registered a brief phase fluctuation."




Her attention shifted instantly. "Source?"




"Below confidence threshold. It may be local electrical interference from the generator start."




"Compare it with the crash signature."




"Insufficient duration. Four partial components detected, none above validation threshold."




The trace vanished before she could request a second capture. Daniel heard the disappointment in the silence that followed.




"Could be nothing," he said.




"Yes."




"Could be something."




Neris looked toward the forest hiding Takuhai. "Yes."




Neither possibility comforted her.




• • •




By late afternoon the snow had stopped. The wind had not yet begun, leaving the fields smooth except for loader tracks, cattle paths, and the line of Neris's smaller footprints beside Daniel's. Her lower fur collected damp crystals during the walk to the farmhouse. In the mudroom she removed her coat and brushed snow from her legs. The end of her tail had become wet and heavy. Daniel bent to untie his boots. Neris took a small bottle from the inner pocket of her coat and worked a few drops through the damp fur. The room filled briefly with a faint fragrance of citrus and dark chocolate over the natural spicy warmth of her coat.




Daniel looked up. "That's the same scent from Takuhai."




Neris's ears turned toward him. "My grooming product. The plant grows near my family's home."




"Smells good."




"It smells familiar."




Daniel did not ask whether familiar made the distance easier or worse. He stood and crossed to the kitchen. On the top shelf of a cupboard, behind a stack of mixing bowls, he found a small wooden recipe box. Neris watched from the doorway. He set the box on the counter and opened it. The cards were arranged in Emily's handwriting, some clean and some stained by use.




Daniel passed several without reading them fully: stew, oat bread, tomato relish, a pie he had not made since the summer before she became ill. One card stopped him. His thumb rested against the edge. Neris recognized the handwriting from the notes in the cedar chest.




"What is it?"




Daniel did not answer immediately. "Hot chocolate," he said. "She made it every winter."




The recipe was simple: milk, chocolate, sugar, vanilla, a pinch of salt. The card also contained one final line in smaller writing. Daniel read it silently.




"What does it say?" Neris asked.




He turned the card so she could see, though Emily’s handwriting remained beyond what her language support could reliably interpret.




"Don't rush the milk."




"Is that a technical instruction?"




Daniel smiled faintly. "With Emily, probably both technical and personal."




He placed the card back in the box. Neris watched his hand remain there.




"You do not have to make it," she said.




"I know."




Daniel looked toward the window. Snow made the early darkness brighter, reflecting the kitchen light back at them.




"I haven't made it since she died."




Neris could have told him that traditions preserved the dead, that repeating a recipe did not trap him in the past, that memory could be carried forward. All of those ideas might be true. She did not know whether Daniel was ready to hear any of them from her.




"What would you need?" she asked instead.




He looked at the card again. "Milk. Chocolate. Time."




"We possess all three."




Daniel breathed out through his nose. "You make everything sound like inventory."




"Would another framing help?"




"No. I think inventory is fine."




He took a saucepan from beneath the counter. Neris remained near enough to help but did not take over. Daniel measured milk, then changed the amount because the recipe assumed two cups and there were now three members of the household, only two of whom could drink. ER monitored through the communicator on the table, connected securely to Takuhai.




"I cannot consume the beverage," he said.




Daniel broke chocolate into the pan. "I know."




"The increased volume is unnecessary."




"We'll get to that."




Daniel warmed the milk slowly. Neris watched him stir, wait, and adjust the heat. Takuhai could have analyzed the recipe and reproduced the drink to a fraction of a degree. Daniel kept returning the spoon to the pan as though each circle through the milk mattered.




"She wrote everything down—recipes, garden notes, reminders. She said if something was worth doing once, it was worth remembering."




"That is practical."




"She was practical. People sometimes mistook kindness for not being realistic. Emily was both."




He added sugar, tasted, and added less than the recipe suggested.




"Did she always follow the card?" Neris asked.




Daniel gave her a sideways look. "Almost never."




"Then why write it?"




"So she had somewhere to start."




Steam rose from the saucepan. The scent of chocolate filled the kitchen, overlapping with Neris's grooming oil until the room held two versions of home that had never existed together before.




ER said, "Humans frequently assign meaning to procedures based on associated experience rather than physical value."




Daniel pointed the spoon toward the communicator. "Insightful. Don't ruin it."




"I have developed a hypothesis regarding soup."




"No."




"Soup may represent humanity's most successful edible emotional-storage technology."




Daniel frowned. "I hate that I understand you."




When the drink was ready, Daniel poured three cups. Neris looked at the third.




He placed it beside the communicator. "ER cannot consume it," she said.




"I know. But he's part of this."




The communicator remained silent long enough that Daniel checked its indicator. "I appreciate the gesture," ER said at last. "It has increased operational satisfaction."




Neris took her first sip. Warmth spread through her mouth and chest. The chocolate was sweet but not simple. Salt sharpened it. Vanilla lingered in her nose. Beneath the flavour lay the awareness that Daniel had performed these steps before, beside someone he loved. The drink did not contain Emily. The care did. Daniel watched her with more uncertainty than he had shown during any ship repair.




"Well?"




Neris held the cup between both paws. "It is unexpectedly effective."




"Effective?"




"It produces comfort."




His shoulders lowered.




ER said, "I have identified a cocoa-nnection between beverage consumption and morale."




Daniel closed his eyes. Neris covered her muzzle, but her tail curled with amusement.




"Twenty-one," Daniel said.




"The response included visible amusement."




"Twenty-one and don't push it."




They drank at the kitchen table while snow slid occasionally from the roof. For several minutes no one spoke about Emily, Xianglume, or the phase fluctuation. Daniel looked at the recipe card. Neris watched steam gather and disappear. ER allowed the quiet to remain without announcing his restraint. Daniel touched the card with one finger.




"She loved winter," he said. "Not the roads or the frozen pipes. The slowing down. She said snow gave people an excuse to stay somewhere long enough to talk."




“On Xianglume, my family observes Returning Light after the harvest, when the year begins to turn toward winter.”




“A holiday?”




“A gathering. A way to be thankful for what the year provided. Families share food and stories while repairing tools, clothing, household things—sometimes relationships.”




"Mephits believe anything of value deserves effort before replacement," Neris continued. "Couriers often miss it because we leave."




Daniel’s hand remained near Emily’s recipe. “It’s still a good belief.”




The word carried messages sent from ports, gifts delivered late, and her sisters learning not to ask whether she would attend until she actually arrived. Daniel waited, but Neris resisted the next part. The instinct to protect herself through general statements remained strong.




"Lysa always saved my place," she said finally. "Even when Teral told her not to set the table for someone who had not confirmed."




"Did you come home?"




"Sometimes after the meal, sometimes the next day—once, two weeks late."




"And the place was still there?"




Neris looked into the dark surface of the chocolate.




"Yes."




Daniel nodded as though the answer required no interpretation. ER remained quiet for almost a minute.




When he spoke, his voice was softer than his ordinary reports. "I believe people do not merely preserve traditions."




Daniel waited. "Traditions preserve people."




The first remote alarm sounded from Takuhai just after dark. Neris's ears snapped forward. Daniel set down his cup. ER's voice changed immediately. "Pilot. The rebuilt communications subsystem has registered a nonlocal energy fluctuation."




"Source?"




"Unknown. Duration two point six seconds. The signal does not match terrestrial transmissions."




A graph appeared on the communicator display. Neris stood so quickly her chair moved backward. The trace folded through background noise in a pattern she recognized before ER completed the comparison.




"Eleven of the twelve phase components recorded during the accident," he said. "The missing component may be below detection threshold."




Hope entered before Neris could prevent it. So did fear. For forty-five days, every repair had moved her toward this possibility: contact, rescue, Xianglume, her sisters, the routes she understood. On the first morning, success had meant survival and return. Now it also contained an ending. Daniel watched her, not the display.




"Is it good?"




Neris opened her mouth. Nothing simple was true.




"It may be evidence that the dimensional event left a recoverable connection," she said. "It may be residual natural noise. It may lead nowhere."




"And if it leads home?"




The question remained between them. Neris's tail had gone still behind her. Daniel looked away first, giving her room she had not asked for.




"We need the full recording," she said. "Takuhai will have better instruments."




He stood and pulled on his coat. "I'll come with you."




"You do not need to."




"I know."




She resisted the immediate answer. Part of her wanted to protect him from the technical danger, from the cold, from the meaning of the signal. Another part understood that refusing his presence would not make the meaning smaller. "Come," she said.




They stepped into the snow together. The route to Takuhai was already beginning to fill with fine new flakes. Daniel carried the communicator light. Neris walked beside him, close enough that their sleeves touched when the track narrowed.




Behind them, three cups remained on the kitchen table beside Emily's recipe card.






Chapter 13 - The Shape of an Echo


The warmth of the farmhouse followed them only as far as the porch. Beyond it, the night had sharpened. The snow that had seemed soft and almost decorative through the kitchen windows now creaked beneath Daniel's boots. Cold pressed against his face and worked immediately through the seams of his gloves. The trees stood black against a clouded sky, their branches holding thin lines of white. Somewhere beyond the yard, cattle shifted in the dark, the small sounds of their movement travelling farther than they would have on bare ground.




Neris walked half a pace ahead of him. Her posture had changed before they reached the bottom step. In the kitchen, she had been warm, relaxed, her tail curved loosely behind her chair while the last traces of chocolate cooled in the cups. Now her ears were forward, her shoulders squared, and her tail held high enough to clear the snow.




Daniel had seen the change before. It was the way she moved when something became a problem to solve: not exactly frightened, but focused so completely that fear had nowhere visible to settle. The communicator clipped inside Daniel's coat carried ER's voice through a faint hiss of wind.




"The signal has not repeated."




Neris did not slow.




"Preserve the raw sensor stream."




"I am doing so."




"Separate all local electromagnetic contamination."




"I began that process before notifying you."




"Compare it against the transit-event record."




"That process is also underway."




Daniel glanced down at the communicator.




"Sounds like you two have it covered."




Neither answered. He looked toward Neris. The hidden entrance to Takuhai lay ahead beneath the trees, masked by brush, camouflage netting, and the irregular fall of snow. For weeks he had trained himself not to look directly toward it from the farmhouse. Even alone, he had maintained the habit. Tonight, there was no need for pretence.




Neris reached the concealed hatch and pressed her palm to the control plate. Snow slid from the covering panels as the entrance opened. Warm white light spilled across the clearing. She went inside without looking back. Daniel followed.




The change was immediate. Snow melted from his boots onto the deck. The smell of cold trees and wood smoke gave way to warm alloy, machine oil, and the faint clean scent he had come to associate with the ship's filtered air. The outer hatch sealed behind them.




ER's displays brightened along the corridor. Neris pulled off her coat as she walked and handed it to one of the maintenance manipulators without breaking stride. The articulated arm folded it with more precision than necessary and placed it over the back of a seat. Daniel removed his own jacket more slowly.




"You've been practising," he said.




"I have always possessed the ability to handle clothing," ER replied.




"You used to drop mine on the floor."




"That was an assessment of its condition."




"It was clean."




"That remains disputed."




Neris was already at the communications console.




She slid into the pilot's chair, called up three overlapping sensor displays, and began moving through them with quick, exact gestures. The humour in Daniel's expression faded.




The woman sitting before him was still Neris. The same black-and-white fur, the same blunt muzzle, the same broad ears reacting to every change in the ship's sound. The softness that had entered her over the past weeks seemed to have been packed away with the coat.




Her voice became clipped. "Show me the unfiltered waveform."




A pale thread of light appeared across the central display. At first Daniel saw only static, then the scale changed. Within the noise, twelve narrow peaks emerged. They were unevenly spaced, some faint enough to disappear when he blinked, but they formed a pattern too deliberate to ignore.




Neris went still. Daniel had learned that her stillness did not mean calm. Her tail had stopped moving entirely.




"Match probability?" she asked.




ER answered at once. "Ninety-eight-point-seven percent."




"With the signature recorded during transit?"




"Yes."




Daniel stepped closer to the console.




"The same thing that brought you here?"




"The same structure," Neris said.




Her gaze did not leave the display.




"Not necessarily the same event."




ER enlarged the waveform. The twelve peaks became arcs, each containing smaller variations. Mathematical annotations crowded the edges of the screen.




"The original anomaly produced a multidimensional phase distortion," he said. "This signal reproduces the distortion's harmonic relationships, but at less than one trillionth of the original energy."




Daniel looked between the display and Neris. "In ordinary English?"




Neither answered immediately, then Neris leaned back slightly.




"It may be an echo."




"Of something that happened six weeks ago?"




"Time is not always experienced consistently across dimensional boundaries."




"That sounded like ordinary English right up until it didn't."




Her ear moved toward him, but the rest of her remained fixed on the data. ER shifted the display again.




"Imagine lightning visible through several layers of glass."




Daniel frowned. "Alright."




"Each pane reflects the flash differently. Some reflections arrive almost immediately. Others travel between surfaces before reaching the observer."




"So, we're seeing one of the late reflections."




"That is a poor model," ER said.




"You suggested it."




"I simplified it for you."




"It worked."




"That does not improve its accuracy."




Neris magnified one of the signal peaks. "The anomaly did not move only through space. It disturbed several adjacent dimensional states. If part of that disturbance continued to propagate after Takuhai was displaced—"




"It could still be bouncing around," Daniel said.




Neris glanced at him. "Inaccurate."




"But close?"




Her expression softened by the smallest degree. "Close."




It was the first time she had looked at him since entering the ship. The displays reflected again in her eyes, and the distance returned. Neris worked through the essentials: duration, direction, source distance, embedded information and artificial origin.




"Four point three seconds," ER said. "Direction and source distance remain indeterminable. No embedded information, and the probability of an artificial source is below three percent and falling."




Neris exhaled through her nose. The sound was almost relief. A natural anomaly had stranded her. Nothing in the evidence suggested an attacker or hostile intelligence had chosen Earth, Takuhai or Neris. Relief still did not make the situation comforting. If the universe had done this accidentally, then there might be no one on the other side trying to undo it.




"Can you use it?" Daniel asked.




Neris's paws paused over the controls.




ER answered. "Potentially."




The word seemed to change the temperature of the room. Daniel watched Neris rather than the display. Her ears lifted only slightly, but enough.




"What does potentially mean?" he asked.




"It means," Neris said, "that the signal may contain information about the anomaly's geometry."




"Enough to find your way back?"




"No." The answer came too quickly.




She turned to the next display. "Not yet."




ER brought up a model Daniel recognized from previous repair sessions: a dark sphere surrounded by concentric, uneven rings. Several sections were still missing, replaced by red gaps and incomplete calculations.




"The resonator captured fragments of the original event before the transit collapse," ER said. "The new signal provides a second observation from a different phase position."




Daniel studied the model. "And two observations are better than one."




"Yes."




"Could you build a map?"




Neris's paw tightened around the edge of the console. "A partial one."




The answer was quiet. Daniel waited. When she did not continue, he asked, "A map to where?"




Her ears angled back. "Possibly to the dimensional state from which the echo originated."




"Xianglume?"




"We do not know."




"You must have some idea."




"We do not know."




Daniel nodded. "Alright." He had meant it to sound accepting. It sounded final.




Neris's gaze returned to the waveform. For several minutes the only sounds were the ship's ventilation and the occasional soft click of ER moving information from one display to another.




Daniel stood beside the console with his hands resting uselessly at his sides. There were times on the farm when waiting was work. Watching a labouring cow. Listening to a bearing after replacing it. Standing in a dark barn while an animal decided whether to trust the person holding the medicine.




This did not feel like that. It felt like being present at the edge of someone else's life while pretending not to lean over. He moved toward the equipment cabinet.




"What needs doing?"




Neris did not look around. "Nothing yet. The analysis is computational."




Daniel opened the cabinet anyway. "So ER handles it while you verify results he says do not need verifying."




"Correct," Neris said.




"Incorrectly summarized," ER replied.




Neris ignored him.




Coils of cable, hand tools, diagnostic modules and several human components occupied shelves that had once been almost empty. He picked up a rag and began wiping melted snow from the deck. It gave his hands somewhere to be. Behind him, Neris asked ER to reconstruct the signal at a different phase angle.




The words became technical enough that Daniel stopped trying to follow them. He cleaned the floor. He checked the seal around the outer hatch. He tightened a bracket that did not need tightening. When he looked back, Neris had not moved except to draw closer to the screen.




The farmhouse seemed very far away. The three cups were still on the kitchen table. One of them would have cooled untouched beside the communicator they had carried away. The thought lodged somewhere beneath his ribs.




Neris had come to Earth because a routine delivery had crossed the wrong piece of the universe at the wrong moment. For weeks, every repair had moved from survival to comfort and then to possibility. He had known, abstractly, what the repairs were for. He had simply become skilled at not imagining the last one.




A soft electronic tone sounded from inside his coat. He reached automatically for his phone. The screen showed a red farm alert.



NORTH WATERER: TEMPERATURE FAILURE.


Daniel swore. Neris turned at once. "What happened?"




"The north-yard waterer heater stopped."




He was already pulling his jacket back on. "At this temperature, the line'll start freezing."




Neris looked at the communications display. "Can it wait?"




Daniel stopped. The reasonableness of the question made it worse. "No."




Her ears moved back. "The signal may repeat," Neris said.




"The cattle still need water, and ER is already monitoring it."




Neris did not look away from Daniel. "How long will the repair take?"




"If it's the heater element, twenty minutes. If the supply line's frozen or the thermostat's gone, longer."




"The probability of a repeat signal may be highest in the immediate period following the first detection."




Daniel zipped his jacket. "Then stay here."




Something shifted in her face. He saw it too late.




"I did not say I intended to remain."




"You said the signal might repeat."




"It might."




"And ER can watch it."




"Yes."




"You can come or not. But I'm going."




Neris stood. The pilot's chair rotated behind her. "You are treating a mechanical failure as though it outweighs the first relevant dimensional data we have obtained."




"No." Daniel put on his gloves. "I'm treating thirsty animals like they can't drink mathematics."




Silence settled through the room. ER left it alone as Neris’s tail lowered. Daniel regretted the line as soon as he heard it, but there was no useful way to retrieve words once spoken. He softened his voice.




"I know this matters."




"You do not appear to."




"That's not fair."




"No." Her ears flattened. "It is not."




She turned back to the console. For a moment Daniel thought she would sit down again, then reached for her coat. The maintenance manipulator offered it to her before she asked.




"I will come."




"You don't have to."




"I am aware."




This time, the sentence sounded like a hindrance. They crossed the yard without speaking. ER accompanied them through the communicator clipped to Daniel's coat, but he remained silent as well.




The north cattle yard sat beyond the main barn, where a line of spruce broke the prevailing wind. The animals had gathered near the waterer, dark shapes against the snow. Their breath rose in pale clouds. Several turned as Daniel and Neris approached, ears forward, bodies shifting with the collective uncertainty of a herd deciding whether something unfamiliar required concern.




Neris slowed. She had worked near the cattle before, but darkness changed their scale. Under the yard lights, their backs seemed broader and their movements heavier. One cow stepped forward and extended her nose. Neris's tail expanded slightly. Daniel saw her catch the movement and force it lower.




"They smell the ship on us," he said.




"They smell me."




"That too."




The cow breathed against the air in Neris's direction. Neris remained still. Her fur carried the smells Daniel had first noticed weeks before, a smell that no longer seemed alien to him. It belonged to the ship, to warm repair rooms, to evenings when she sat too close to the stove and pretended she was not cold. The cow snorted. Neris blinked.




"Was that an assessment?"




"Probably."




"Was it positive?"




"She didn't leave."




"That is a low standard."




"Works for first contact."




Her gaze shifted toward him. For the first time since the signal appeared, some of the strain eased from her face. The waterer motor clicked uselessly, and the moment passed. Daniel opened the insulated service housing. A fringe of ice had already formed around the exposed pipe.




The thermostat indicator was dead. Neris crouched beside Daniel and took the flashlight from between his teeth while he tested the incoming line. Power was reaching the housing, which narrowed the fault to the controller or the heater itself. She trusted the readings more readily than he did; Daniel had spent forty-two years learning the particular dishonesty of old farm instruments. When she suggested replacement, he glanced at the battered meter. “They belonged to my father.”




Neris pointed out, correctly, that inheritance did not improve accuracy. “No,” Daniel said. “It makes me keep them.” Her ears shifted, and whatever answer she considered stayed unspoken.




Daniel disconnected the controller and examined the contacts. Moisture had entered through a cracked seal and frozen across the controller contacts. Daniel could not repair it properly in the yard. A direct bypass would keep the heater working but remove regulation, trading one problem for another. For the moment, preventing the water line from freezing mattered more.




He stripped two lengths of wire and built the temporary connection while Neris held the light steady over his shoulder. When he closed the circuit, the heater element hummed for three seconds before the breaker snapped. Darkness swallowed the service housing. Daniel sat back on his heels.




"That's not good."




Neris angled the flashlight deeper into the compartment.




"The resistance changed before the interruption."




"Heater element's shorting."




"Can you replace it?"




"Not tonight. The spare's in the south shed."




"How far?"




"Other side of the yard."




"I will retrieve it."




She rose before he could answer. One of the cattle moved between her and the gate. Neris stopped. The cow was not threatening. It simply occupied the available space with the complete confidence of an animal that weighed several times as much as either of them. Daniel stood slowly.




"Go around her left."




"Why?"




"She favours the right hind leg. She'll turn easier the other way."




Neris looked down the length of the cow's body.




"You can determine that in this light?"




"I've known her since she was born."




The cow shifted. Neris stepped left. Her tail brushed Daniel's leg as she passed, not wrapping around him, not seeking support. Simply checking where he was. The contact lasted less than a second. He felt it after she was gone. Daniel watched until she cleared the gate, then returned to the waterer.




The replacement element was not the correct size. Neris discovered that when she returned carrying a long metal cylinder and two different mounting brackets.




Daniel looked at the part. "That’s for the south trough."




Neris’s ears flattened. "You told me the spare was in the south shed. There were six boxes marked water system."




"I assumed you’d find the one marked north waterer. That sounds like my storage system."




"Deeply inefficient," she said.




ER’s voice entered through the communicator. "I have heard enough of this exchange to concur."




Daniel pulled off one glove with his teeth. "Of course you have."




"I have already prepared a revised inventory structure."




Neris stared at the incorrect heater element. The muscles around her muzzle tightened. Daniel recognized the expression.




"This isn't the signal," he said.




She turned toward him. "I did not say it was."




"You didn't need to."




Her ears flattened. "I brought the wrong component."




"Happens."




"It should not."




"Neris."




"I was distracted."




Daniel waited.




Cold air moved between them. The cattle shifted behind the fence, hooves grinding snow and frozen mud.




Finally, Neris said, "That should not have happened."




"It’s a water heater, and we’ll fix it."




"A living system depends on correct maintenance. I had the necessary information."




Daniel waited until she looked at him. "You also had too much information competing for you. This isn’t a trial."




Her head lifted sharply. Daniel leaned against the side of the waterer.




"You made a mistake. We go back, get the other part, and try again."




"The line may freeze."




"Not in the next five minutes."




"You cannot know that."




"I can know it well enough."




Her tail snapped once behind her. "Approximation is not knowledge."




"No. It's what you use when knowledge isn't available."




The words left them facing one another across the open tool bag. Daniel could see her breathing and how tightly she held her paws against her sides. Neris had spent her adult life making decisions in places where error could kill her before anyone else knew she had been wrong. She had learned to leave before routines became attachments and to solve problems before they had time to become fear. Now the universe had whispered that it might give back what it had taken, and she had brought the wrong metal cylinder from a shed. Daniel stepped closer, but not so close that she would feel cornered.




"You don't have to be perfect because something important happened."




Her eyes widened slightly. "I am not attempting to be perfect."




"Alright."




"I am attempting to be useful."




"You already are."




She looked away. When she spoke again, her voice was quieter.




"That is easy for you to say."




Daniel's brow furrowed. "Why?"




"Because this is your life."




He looked around the cattle yard. The fences. The barn roof silver beneath the yard lights. The animals breathing into the dark. The old waterer open between them. "Yes."




"And I am temporary within it."




Daniel looked at her for a long moment, broken only when one of the cows shoved her muzzle over the rail and breathed damply against his shoulder. He closed his eyes.




Neris stared at the animal. Daniel pushed the broad nose away.




"Not helping, Mabel." The cow continued chewing.




Something in Neris’s expression faltered into almost-laughter, enough to let them breathe. Daniel picked up the wrong element.




"Come on. We'll get the right one together." The correct spare was behind an unused mineral feeder, beneath a coil of hose and a cracked plastic bin Daniel had meant to throw out three years earlier.




When they returned, the cattle had crowded even closer to the waterer. Daniel squeezed through the gate and crouched beside the service housing while Neris held the light over his shoulder. The mounting bolt had frozen. He shifted the wrench into his right hand and leaned harder against it. Neris lowered the light.




"Stop."




"I've almost got it."




"You are using the injured hand."




Daniel glanced at the bandage wrapped around his knuckles. The white gauze had acquired streaks of grease and damp along one edge.




"It's a scrape."




"We established this morning that its size does not make contamination desirable."




"We also established that conventional first aid was enough."




"That first aid is now wet."




"Occupational hazard."




Her ears flattened. Daniel recognized the expression and released the wrench before she could take it from him. "Fine."




Neris placed the work light on the edge of the housing and opened the farm first-aid kit. She removed the dirty bandage with the same deliberate care she had used in the generator shed. The wound had not reopened. The skin surrounding it was red from cold, but the bleeding had stopped hours ago. Neris examined it anyway.




"You remember what we agreed?" Daniel asked.




Her paws paused. "Yes. No nanites without telling me, unless I cannot answer and the alternative is probably dying."




Neris tightened the fresh gauze. "I accepted that boundary provisionally."




"Still counts." Daniel smiled faintly.




"Very reassuring word, provisionally."




"It is accurate."




She cleaned the scrape again, then wrapped fresh gauze around his hand. Daniel watched her work. The conversation that morning had seemed theoretical despite the blood between them. Here, in the dark cattle yard, with Takuhai listening for an impossible signal beyond the trees, the agreement felt less abstract. Neris secured the bandage.




"You are remarkably calm about this."




"About scratched knuckles?"




"About the nanites."




Daniel flexed his fingers to test the wrapping.




"I wouldn't say calm."




"You gave me permission to place an adaptive alien medical system inside your body under circumstances neither of us can completely predict."




"Only if things have gone very badly."




"That qualification does not reduce the significance."




"No."




She searched his face. "You are not concerned?"




Daniel looked around the yard. At the cattle pressing toward the frozen waterer. At the alien crouched beside him with a human first-aid kit open between her boots. At the communicator through which a shipboard intelligence was monitoring an echo from another dimension.




"I'm standing in a cattle yard at night with an alien carrying machines that could cure diseases, while her spaceship listens for signals from somewhere outside our universe."




He pulled his glove carefully over the fresh bandage.




“My standards for concerning have changed.” The line pulled an unwilling almost-laugh from Neris, though the worry remained in her eyes. Daniel admitted that he was concerned; he had simply become better at deciding which concern needed his attention first. Tonight, the nanites were not the first problem.




What worried him more was the decision Neris might someday have to make if he could not answer for himself. “If I’m conscious, we decide together. If I’m not, you use your judgment. And when there’s time, we talk about it before things go wrong.”




Neris went very still. She asked whether he truly trusted her judgment that far. Daniel reminded her that he had trusted her before he understood half of what she was capable of. She called that poor risk assessment; he conceded that it probably was, and the tension in her ears eased.




He offered her the wrench. Neris took it and gave him the light in return, observing that a bandaged hand had not impaired his ability to operate a lamp. Daniel told her she was beginning to sound like ER. She chose to take it as praise.




Through the communicator, ER said, "A statistically sound decision."




Daniel repositioned the work light while Neris fitted the wrench over the frozen bolt.




The first attempt failed. The second moved it less than a millimetre. On the third, the corrosion broke with a sharp metallic crack. Neris's tail lifted with satisfaction. Daniel pointed the light at the loosened mounting. "Conventional medicine, human wrench, alien engineer."




"An unusually accurate summary," Neris said.




"Rating?"




Her tail lifted. "Still under review."




Together they removed the failed heater and seated the replacement. The new unit seated properly, but the corroded connector cracked when Daniel tightened it. Neris fabricated a temporary clamp from the wrong heater's mounting bracket. Daniel reshaped it with pliers. The first configuration leaked current. The second held. When the breaker remained closed, the heater began to warm. A faint crack travelled through the ice around the pipe. Water moved inside the trough. The cattle heard it before Daniel did. They pressed forward. One animal shouldered another aside. The rail groaned.




"Back," Daniel said.




The command had little effect. Neris moved beside him, tail expanding instinctively as the cattle crowded toward the water. The sudden black-and-white shape startled the nearest cow just enough to make her step sideways. That sideways movement travelled through the herd. A broad shoulder swung toward Daniel. Neris caught the front of his jacket and pulled. He stumbled against her.




The cow passed through the space where he had been kneeling. For a moment Daniel's back was against the waterer and Neris's paw was flat against his chest. Her claws had caught lightly in the canvas of his jacket. Her face was close enough that he could see melting snow caught in the fine fur along her muzzle. He could smell the faint citrus-and-chocolate fragrance beneath the colder scents of cattle, metal and winter air. Neither moved. The heater hummed behind them. Water splashed into the trough.




Neris's eyes searched his face. "Are you injured?"




"No."




"Certain?"




"Fairly."




"That is not certainty."




"It'll do."




Her paw remained where it was. Daniel became aware of the warmth of it through his shirt. Neris became aware too. Her ears tilted outward. She released his jacket carefully, but her paw did not leave him immediately. It slid down only far enough to rest against the centre of his chest, as though confirming his heart still worked. She stepped back. Daniel looked toward the cattle.




"Rating?"




Neris blinked.




"For what?"




"Your first cattle rescue."




Her tail gave a restrained movement. "I did not rescue you."




"You pulled me out of the way."




"The animal was unlikely to cause serious injury."




"Still counts."




"What rating?"




"Eight."




"Out of ten?"




"Out of a hundred."




She stared at him. Daniel grinned. "ER's scale."




"I object," ER said through the communicator.




"You weren't being rated."




"I object in principle."




The tension eased, but it did not disappear. They packed the tools in silence. It was not yet the silence ER had learned to protect aboard Takuhai. This one was rougher, filled with words waiting for courage. They were halfway back to the ship when Neris stopped. Snow drifted through the cone of Daniel's flashlight. The farmhouse porch light glowed beyond the yard. Neris looked toward it, then toward the darker line of trees hiding Takuhai.




"You have not asked," she said.




Daniel shifted the tool bag to his other hand. "Asked what?"




"Whether the signal means I can leave."




There it was. He had known the question was coming. He had hoped to have a better answer by the time it arrived. "We don't know that it does."




"That is not the question."




Daniel looked down at the snow between them. "No."




"Why have you not asked?"




He could have said because there had not been time. Because the cattle needed water. Because ER had not finished the analysis. All of those things were true. None of them was the truth she wanted.




"It's your home," he said.




Neris's ears angled back.




"That is not an answer."




"It's the only one I've got."




"No. It is a way to avoid answering."




Daniel exhaled. The air clouded in front of him. "What do you want me to say?"




"I do not know."




"That makes two of us."




Her tail swept once through the snow. "You speak as though my departure would be an administrative outcome."




"That's not what I'm doing."




"It is what it sounds like."




"What am I supposed to do, Neris? Ask you not to go?" She flinched.




The movement was slight. Daniel saw it. He lowered his voice.




"That wouldn't be fair."




"To whom?"




"To you."




"You decided that without asking me."




"I'm not going to make your choice harder."




"You believe pretending it will not affect you makes it easier?"




Daniel had no answer. Neris stepped closer without touching him, close enough that he could see the cold trembling in the ends of her fur. "You are careful with animals, machines and people," she said. "You decide what they can bear, then carry the rest without telling them."




"That's not—"




"You do."




Her voice did not rise. "You did it with Emily."




Daniel went still.




Neris's ears lowered at once. Regret passed across her face. She did not withdraw the words. "You decided she needed your strength," she continued quietly. "You gave it to her until there was nothing else in your life."




Daniel looked toward the farmhouse. The porch light remained steady. "I don't regret taking care of her."




"I did not say you should."




"Then don't use her to make a point."




"I am not."




"You are."




Neris closed her eyes. For several breaths, neither spoke. ER offered no analysis, temperature warning or attempt to redirect them; only the faint electronic hiss of the connection remained. When Neris opened her eyes, the anger had gone out of her posture. The hurt remained. "I am sorry," she said.




Daniel rubbed a thumb over the handle of the tool bag. "I know."




"I should not have said it that way."




"No."




"But I believe the rest is true."




He almost laughed at how completely Neris the apology was: precise enough to repair the method without withdrawing the conclusion. Daniel looked at her.




"The idea of you going scares me."




Her eyes widened. He forced himself to continue before caution could return.




"I knew that was what we were working toward. I'm not stupid."




"I have never believed you were."




"ER does."




"I make no comment," ER said.




Daniel ignored him. "I knew the repairs had a purpose. I knew one day the communications might work, or the drive might work, or somebody from your side might find you." He looked past her toward the hidden ship.




"But knowing something can happen isn't the same as hearing the alarm."




Neris's tail lowered into the snow. Daniel shifted his weight.




"I don’t want to ask you to stay because Xianglume is your home. Your family is there—your whole life."




"My previous life."




"That doesn't stop mattering."




"No."




"And whatever this has become—"




He gestured between the farmhouse and the trees. "I don't get to turn it into a chain."




Neris studied him. "I would know the difference."




"Would you?"




The question hurt her. Daniel saw that too. He continued more gently. "You've spent six weeks dependent on me for parts, food, secrecy, everything you couldn't safely get yourself. You're stranded on my land. I'm the first person you met here."




"You believe my attachment is circumstantial."




"I believe circumstances matter."




"They are not the whole of it."




He looked at her. Snow gathered in the white stripe along the top of her head and disappeared into the fur.




"No," he said. "They're not."




Neris stepped closer again. This time her tail moved across the snow and came to rest against the side of his boot, neither curling nor holding, only present. "If I can return," she said, "I do not know what I will choose."




Daniel nodded. The honesty hurt less than a promise would have. "I know."




"I may need to see my family."




"I know."




"I may not be able to return to Earth again."




His jaw tightened. "I know."




Her ears folded back. "And part of me wants you to ask me to stay."




Daniel closed his eyes briefly. When he opened them, she had not moved. "That's not fair either," he said.




"No." A small breath passed between them. "But it is true."




Daniel set the tool bag down. He did not reach for her. He wanted to. That was different from deciding he should.




"What do we do with that?" he asked.




Neris looked toward Takuhai. "We do not decide tonight."




The communicator remained quiet for two more seconds, then ER spoke.




"I have identified no immediate requirement for either of you to make a permanent decision tonight."




Daniel looked down at the device.




"That was almost comforting."




"I have been waiting for an appropriate opportunity."




Neris's ears lifted slightly.




Daniel said, "Don't ruin it."




"I had prepared a remark concerning the dangers of hasty departure."




Daniel closed his eyes.




"Rating withheld."




"That is procedurally unjust."




Neris's tail moved against his boot. This time the sound she made was unmistakably laughter. They returned to Takuhai together. Inside, the displays still held the twelve-part signal.




ER had completed several new models while they were gone. The dark sphere on the central screen was now crossed by a thin blue line that entered from one side and vanished into a region of missing data.




Neris removed her coat but remained standing. Daniel placed the tool bag near the hatch. His bandaged knuckles remained dry beneath the fresh gauze. Neris glanced at his hand once, then looked away.




"Report," she said. Her voice had regained some of its professional precision.




"The signal is consistent with a decaying resonance from the original cosmological event," ER said. "Its structure supports a natural origin with ninety-nine-point-six percent confidence."




Neris approached the console. "The remaining probability?"




"Unmodelled complexity."




"Not intelligence?"




"No evidence supports that conclusion."




Daniel leaned beside her. "So, it was an accident."




"Yes," ER said.




Neris stared at the display. A routine route. A routine delivery. A natural event so improbable that almost no one had recorded its like. There was no enemy to blame. No decision to regret. Only a universe large enough to contain accidents beyond prediction.




"Can the echo tell us where she came from?" Daniel asked.




"Not yet."




Neris rested both paws on the console. "But it provides a relative phase angle."




"Yes."




"And if another signal occurs?"




"A second observation at a known interval may provide directional information."




Daniel looked at the waveform. "When would that happen?"




"Unknown."




"Minutes? Days?"




"Either is possible."




"Helpful."




"I prioritize accuracy over reassurance."




"So I've noticed."




They waited. ER continued working. Daniel fetched the blanket from beside the couch and placed it over the back of Neris's chair as she sat in it. Daniel took the other chair. For the first hour, they talked only when the analysis required it. For the second, they barely spoke at all. The silence did not resemble the one in the cattle yard. This one had room in it.




Neris reviewed equations. Daniel watched the waveform and understood almost none of it. ER adjusted the lights gradually as the night deepened, dimming the workshop while leaving the console clear. He did not announce the change.




At some point, Daniel made coffee. He placed Neris's cup within reach. She drank it without looking away from the screen. "You dislike it," he said.




"I have adapted."




"That wasn't what I said."




Her ears moved toward him. "I no longer dislike all of it."




"Progress."




"The bitterness remains excessive."




"Honesty. Good."




She took another sip. Daniel smiled into his own cup. Hours after the first signal, the waveform display changed. A single pale line trembled. ER spoke immediately.




"Attention."




Neris's cup struck the console harder than she intended.




The second pulse arrived almost beneath the threshold of detection: twelve peaks, weaker than the first but cleaner. ER sealed the raw stream, isolated the local noise and began comparison before either of them spoke. Daniel stood beside Neris, their hands close together on the console and the heat from his skin reaching the fur along the side of her paw.




The signal lasted six point one seconds, then vanished. ER processed the data. Neris did not breathe. Daniel could hear the ship's ventilation, the minute ticking of cooling metal, and the faint pulse in his bandaged hand. At last ER said, "The second signal contains a directional component."




Neris's claws pressed lightly against the console.




"Toward Xianglume?"




ER took longer than usual to answer. The blue line on the model extended into darkness.




"Toward somewhere," he said.






Chapter 14 - Subtitles Required


The blue line remained suspended across the dimensional model. It emerged from the recorded signal, crossed the dark sphere at an angle Daniel could not interpret, and disappeared into a region the ship had not yet been able to calculate. Neris stared at it. Daniel stood beside her with one hand resting on the console, close to hers without touching. For several seconds, neither spoke.




Somewhere could mean Xianglume, an empty dimension, or a path that would take years to understand. Somewhere could destroy Takuhai in seconds if they attempted it incorrectly.




Daniel looked at Neris. Her ears were angled toward the display, but her posture had begun to sag beneath the focus.




“How long until you know more?” he asked.




ER replied, “The directional component requires comparison against the original transit record, the first echo, local gravitational conditions, and several assumptions I do not consider sufficiently supported.”




“So?”




“Between four and eleven hours.”




Daniel looked at the chronometer.




It was well past midnight. Neris reached for the coffee without taking her eyes from the model. She lifted the cup to her mouth. Nothing happened. She tilted it farther. Daniel watched. Neris lowered the empty cup and looked inside. “The beverage supply has failed.”




Daniel folded his arms. “That’s what you got from that?”




“The cup is empty.”




“You’re exhausted.”




“The two conditions are not causally linked.”




ER said, “I have recorded the incident as evidence supporting Daniel’s assessment.”




Neris looked toward the nearest speaker. “You are analysing the wrong problem.”




“I am analysing several problems simultaneously.”




“The signal—”




“Is preserved, isolated, and under continuous review. Your remaining awake will not accelerate the process.”




“I can verify your assumptions.”




“You can barely verify the contents of a cup.”




Daniel turned away before she saw him smile. Her tail gave a small, irritated movement against the base of the chair.




“I am not going to sleep.”




“I didn’t say you had to,” Daniel said.




“You were about to.”




“I was about to say we should do something else while ER works.”




Neris blinked. “Something else?”




“Yes.”




“There is no other useful repair available at this hour.”




“I didn’t say repair.”




That seemed to confuse her more. Daniel sat on the edge of the adjacent console. “What do you normally do when you can’t work?”




“I can work.”




“When you choose not to.”




She looked at him as though he had changed languages. “I do not understand the distinction.”




“That’s becoming obvious.”




Her ears narrowed. Daniel lifted both hands. “I’m asking what you do for fun.”




Neris glanced toward the dimensional display, perhaps hoping it would rescue her from the question.




“Couriers have recreational options.”




“That sounds like something from an employee handbook.”




“It is not.”




“What kind of recreational options?”




Neris listed music, recorded performances, interactive stories, simulated environments, competitive games and communal narratives. “The last is a story shaped by several participants’ choices.”




“Like a role-playing game?” Daniel asked.




“Possibly.”




“It’s probably close enough.”




Neris considered this. “There are also sensory compositions.”




“What are those?”




“Structured experiences involving sound, colour, vibration, scent and environmental temperature.”




Daniel looked around the lounge. Xianglume entertainment turned out to be broader than Daniel’s idea of a movie. Some productions used sound, colour, vibration, scent and even temperature as narrative channels. Takuhai’s lounge could reproduce only part of that range, and Neris regarded its damaged projector with less confidence than ER, who continued to describe the system as adequate in principle.




Daniel asked whether she had anything they could watch. ER answered before she could decide how much to admit: Neris carried four thousand eight hundred and twelve hours of entertainment media, three thousand seven hundred and six of them deliberately selected.




Daniel turned toward her. “You told me you travelled light.” Neris defended herself on the grounds that digital storage had negligible mass, which was exactly the kind of answer he had come to expect from a courier who treated cargo calculations as moral philosophy.




Her tail struck the chair leg when ER supplied the deliberately selected total. Neris declared the figure irrelevant, then stood and proposed a short recorded production while the dimensional analysis continued. Daniel recognized the subject change and let her have it, mostly. She crossed the lounge toward the projector controls. Daniel followed more slowly.




The wall display unfolded with a muted mechanical sound. A wide viewing surface extended from behind a flush panel, followed by two overhead emitters and a row of environmental sensors. The image that appeared was entirely purple rather than merely tinted. Neris stared at it. ER said, “The colour calibration has degraded.”




Daniel nodded solemnly.




“Still adequate?”




“In principle.”




A figure moved across the display. Its mouth opened. The voice arrived a noticeable moment later. Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Did the actor forget what they were saying?”




“The audio synchronization is delayed by seventeen milliseconds.”




“That’s not seventeen milliseconds.”




“Twenty-nine.”




The delay lengthened.




“Forty-one.”




Neris opened a maintenance panel beside the screen. “The secondary timing controller was disconnected during emergency power reduction.”




“I can compensate digitally,” ER said.




The figure on the screen raised one arm. Its voice arrived after the arm had lowered. Daniel shook his head. “You’re going to need to compensate harder.”




For the next half-hour, movie night became another repair. Neris removed the timing controller and found a cracked optical junction. Daniel held the light while she tried to reseat it. The first contact produced sound without an image. The second restored the image upside down. Daniel looked at the inverted figure. “That’s almost better.”




“It is not.”




“Depends on the movie.”




Neris removed the junction again. A small maintenance manipulator extended from the wall and offered her a cleaning tool. “Thank you,” she said.




“You are welcome.”




Daniel peered into the panel. “Can you rotate the picture instead of fixing the part?”




“Yes,” ER said.




Neris looked toward the speaker. “You said compensation was inadequate.”




“Rotation is simpler than synchronization.”




“Why did you not rotate it twenty minutes ago?”




“You did not ask.”




Daniel lowered the work light. “I’m starting to understand why you two work so well together.”




Neris reseated the junction with more force than necessary. The image righted itself. The audio arrived at the correct time. The colours shifted from purple to something closer to natural, although every pale surface retained a faint green cast. Daniel studied the result.




“Good enough.”




Neris looked offended, then looked at the chronometer. “Acceptable.”




“That’s alien for good enough.”




“It is not.”




ER said, “The semantic overlap is substantial.” Neris ignored him.




Daniel returned to the farmhouse while she selected a Xianglume production. He came back carrying a canvas bag, two blankets, a metal pot with a lid, and a packet of unpopped corn. Neris met him at the hatch.




“What is in the container?”




“Entertainment.”




“It sounds granular.”




“It is.”




He carried everything into the lounge and set the pot on a portable heating plate. Neris watched him add oil and corn.




“You are cooking now.”




“Part of movie night.”




“You did not mention food.”




“I assumed it was universal.”




“It is not.”




Daniel placed the lid on the pot. The first kernel exploded. Neris jumped. Her tail expanded behind her. Daniel bit the inside of his cheek. Another kernel struck the lid, then another. Within seconds the pot filled with rapid impacts. Neris took one step back.




“You are deliberately causing seeds to rupture.”




“Yes.”




“With heat.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




“Because they taste better afterward.”




“That is not intuitively obvious.”




“It doesn’t have to be.”




He shook the pot across the heating plate while the kernels continued bursting inside. Neris’s ears followed every impact.




“This method appears uncontrolled.”




“It’s completely controlled.”




A kernel forced the lid briefly upward and escaped onto the floor. Neris looked at it. Daniel looked at it. ER said, “Control appears incomplete.”




Daniel retrieved the escaped popcorn. “Minor containment failure.”




When the popping slowed, he removed the lid. Steam rose from the pot, carrying the warm smell of toasted corn and oil. Neris leaned closer. Curiosity overtook her remaining suspicion. Daniel poured the popcorn into a large bowl and added melted butter and salt. Neris selected one piece between two claws. She examined it from several angles.




“You can just eat it.”




“I am aware.”




She placed it in her mouth. Her ears lifted. Daniel waited. Neris took a second piece.




“Well?”




“The structural transformation is unexpectedly effective.”




“You like it.”




“I did not say that.”




She took a third. Daniel carried the bowl toward the couch. Neris followed closely enough that he had to hide his smile. The dimensional analysis continued on a smaller display near the wall. ER minimized it when Daniel spread the blankets across the couch. Neris noticed.




“You do not need to conceal the model.”




“I have not concealed it. I have reduced its visual priority.”




“Why?”




“To support the selected recreational objective.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You’re getting good at this.”




“I have extensive experience managing the pilot’s attention.”




Neris sat at one end of the couch. “That statement is misleading.”




“It is supported by many years of data.”




“That is not the same as knowing me.”




“No,” ER said. The reply was quieter than expected.




Neris looked toward the nearest display. Daniel settled at the opposite end of the couch and placed the bowl between them. “What are we watching?”




Neris straightened. “A comedy-adventure produced on Xianglume approximately fourteen years ago.”




“About?”




“A courier crew transporting a ceremonial object through three systems while repeatedly receiving contradictory delivery instructions.”




Daniel waited. “That’s the adventure?”




“The object is incorrectly identified as sacred by two governments, stolen by a theatrical troupe, and temporarily elected to municipal office.”




Daniel looked at her. “The object gets elected?”




“The municipality’s eligibility requirements are poorly drafted.”




ER said, “The production is considered a classic.”




Neris’s ears angled back. “It is popular.”




“You have watched it twenty-three times,” ER added.




Daniel leaned toward her. “Twenty-three?”




“Some viewings were incomplete.”




“Twenty-three.”




“It was available.”




“That’s your defence?”




“I do not require one.”




The film began. The first image showed a vast orbital station surrounded by ships of dozens of different designs. The soundtrack combined deep percussion with a rising vibration Daniel felt through the couch more than heard. He sat forward.




“That’s impressive.”




“The original includes atmospheric scent cues,” Neris said.




“What am I missing?”




“The opening sequence would smell faintly of heated stone, industrial coolant and rain.”




Daniel stared at the screen.




“Why rain?”




“It establishes the courier captain’s emotional state.”




“Of course it does.”




The first major joke occurred less than a minute later. A mephit courier entered a customs chamber with her tail held at an unusual angle. Every official in the room immediately turned away. Daniel waited. Nothing else happened. Neris laughed raucously, rather than politely or with the small sound she made when Daniel surprised her. Her ears rose and one paw covered her muzzle. Daniel looked from her to the screen.




“What did I miss?”




Neris tried to answer and failed. ER said, “The courier has positioned her tail in a manner associated with aggressive romantic confidence.”




Daniel watched the character cross the room while the officials refused to look at her. “That’s considered romantic?”




“In context,” Neris said, recovering, “it suggests she has selected every individual present as a potential partner.”




“All of them?”




“Yes.”




“That is confident.”




“It is socially catastrophic.”




Daniel glanced at Neris’s tail. She immediately pulled it closer against the couch. “Do not attempt to reproduce it.”




“I wasn’t going to.”




“Your expression indicates otherwise.”




ER said, “A maintenance manipulator could approximate the angle for educational purposes.”




“No,” they said together.




The film continued. Daniel laughed at physical jokes Neris had apparently never considered particularly clever. Neris paused twice to explain political references and once to clarify that a translation rendered the phrase “honoured transit authority” more respectfully than it deserved. A ship in the production suffered an engine failure and drifted helplessly toward a customs platform. Daniel pointed.




“Wouldn’t they have backup steering?”




Neris frowned. “They should.”




“The pilot doesn’t use it.”




“That is unrealistic.”




“It’s your movie.”




“The production is fictional.”




Daniel turned toward her. “So, your people are allowed to ignore reality for entertainment.”




“Within established artistic parameters.”




“But human errors are unacceptable?”




“We have not watched a human production.”




“Yet.”




Neris selected another piece of popcorn and looked away. Halfway through the film, she stood and retrieved a small metal container from a storage compartment. Daniel paused the playback.




“What’s that?”




“Seasoning.”




“You had seasoning this whole time?”




“It is intended for standardized courier meals.”




She opened the container. A fine amber powder covered the bottom. Daniel smelled smoke, something sweet, and a sharper note he could not identify. Neris sprinkled a cautious amount over one side of the popcorn.




“Is it hot?”




“Not in the manner you mean.”




“That sounds evasive.”




“It contains a cooling compound.”




“Like mint?”




“No.”




“Close?”




“No.”




He tried a piece. The first taste was smoky and slightly sweet, followed by something bright and citrus-like, ending with a cooling sensation that spread across his tongue and into the roof of his mouth. Daniel nodded. “That’s good.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “You approve?”




He added more seasoning.




“You should not—”




Daniel ate another handful. The cooling sensation intensified. His eyes watered. Neris put down her own popcorn.




“Are you experiencing an allergic response?”




“No.”




“Pain?”




“A little.”




“Respiratory difficulty?”




“No.”




“Why are your eyes producing fluid?”




Daniel reached for another handful. “It’s good.”




ER said, “Daniel has encountered discomfort and interpreted it as a challenge.”




Neris stared at him. “Is that a human trait?”




“It is a Daniel trait with substantial overlap.”




“I’m fine,” Daniel said.




“You are visibly suffering.”




“I’ve had worse.”




“That is not a meaningful standard.”




He continued eating. Neris watched in disbelief for several seconds, then quietly added more of the seasoning to her own side of the bowl.




By the end of the Xianglume film, the ceremonial object had been delivered to the wrong planet, the courier crew had been publicly commended for preventing a diplomatic crisis they had caused, and the object had retained its elected office through a procedural appeal.




Daniel leaned back. “I liked it.”




Neris looked pleased despite attempting not to. “You understood very little of it.”




“Still liked it.”




“The translation omitted several important humour channels.”




“You explained most of them.”




“I explained only those necessary for comprehension.”




ER said, “The pilot supplied commentary during sixty-eight percent of the running time.”




Neris’s tail flicked. Daniel smiled. “My turn.”




She became cautious. “What have you selected?”




Daniel had connected an old media drive from the farmhouse to Takuhai’s isolated entertainment system. ER had inspected it three times before allowing access. Daniel scrolled through the list.




“I thought we could watch something about how humans imagine aliens and space.”




Neris leaned closer. “A scientific documentary?”




“No.”




“A speculative analysis?”




“Not exactly.”




He selected Star Wars: Episode IV—A New Hope. Neris read the title.




“Episode Four.”




“Yes.”




“Where are the first three?”




“They were made later.”




She looked at him. “The earlier parts were produced after the later part.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




“It made sense at the time.”




ER said, “Historical evidence does not support that claim.”




Daniel pressed play. Before the film began, he turned toward Neris.




“This isn’t what humans actually think space is like.”




“You said it would show how humans think of aliens and outer space.”




“How we imagine them. Not how we understand them.”




“That distinction should have been stated earlier.”




“It’s more like mythology.”




“Presented as a future history?”




“Sort of.”




“Your explanation is deteriorating.”




“Just watch.”




The opening filled the lounge with music, and Neris’s ears lifted sharply. Daniel felt the first notes through the couch and smiled despite having heard them more times than he could count. An enormous ship crossed the screen, and Neris leaned forward. For nearly a minute she said nothing while Daniel watched her from the corner of his eye. The scale and confidence worked; the old illusion still knew what it was doing. Laser fire crossed the vacuum with explosive sound. Neris turned toward Daniel, and he lifted one finger.




“I know.”




“There is no medium for the sound to transmit, the weapons appear to propagate visibly below light speed, and the smaller vessel is manoeuvring as though it has aerodynamic control surfaces.”




Daniel kept one finger raised. “I know all three.”




ER said, “I can mute exterior sound effects to improve physical accuracy.”




“No,” Daniel and Neris said together.




Neris looked at him. “I object to them.”




“But you want them.”




“They contribute to the presentation.”




Daniel settled back. “Now you understand.”




“I understand inconsistency.”




The droids appeared. ER became very quiet. Daniel noticed but said nothing. On screen, the two artificial beings argued, worried, made decisions and attempted to survive while everyone around them treated them as property. Neris glanced toward the nearest speaker. ER remained silent until the sale scene. “Are they legally recognized as persons?”




Daniel hesitated. “Not really.”




ER’s objections to the droids accumulated faster than the film could answer them. They demonstrated independent cognition, emotion, loyalty, fear, initiative, preference and moral judgment, yet the fictional society still bought, sold, restrained and memory-wiped them. Daniel pointed out that the film was sympathetic. “Sympathy is not legal personhood,” ER replied, and Daniel had no useful argument against that.




Neris, meanwhile, had decided she liked R2-D2. ER observed that the astromech possessed relevant mission information and released it selectively, which gave Daniel an opening he did not waste. ER denied any resemblance and described R2’s behaviour as dramatic timing rather than information management.




C-3PO produced a different reaction. ER defended the anxious droid’s risk assessments as generally accurate. Daniel accused him of liking the character; ER insisted he was merely correcting an interpretation. The defence became less convincing when he noted that C-3PO was surrounded by people who ignored warnings and performed maintenance without adequate planning. Neris looked between Daniel and the speaker. “I believe ER identifies with him.”




“I reject that conclusion.”




Daniel reached for more popcorn. “Definitely identifies with him.”




The film moved through deserts, machinery and arguments. Neris became increasingly troubled by the range of species presented without explanation. When the cantina appeared, she asked Daniel to pause. He did. Neris pointed toward the crowded room.




“Who are they?”




“Which ones?”




“All of them.”




“I don’t know.”




“You have watched this before.”




“Many times.”




“And you do not know their species, origin, language, environmental requirements or social relationships?”




“Most of them are just there to make the galaxy feel large.”




Neris stared at the frozen image. “They are functioning as environmental decoration.”




“That sounds bad when you say it like that.”




“Is there a better way to say it?”




“Not really.”




ER said, “Several appear to require incompatible atmospheric conditions.”




Neris nodded.




Leia changed Neris’s attention immediately. The rescued prisoner took control of a rescue organized around her, identified the useful route and kept moving while the men around her argued. Neris sat straighter.




“She is competent.” That was the beginning and, from Neris’s point of view, nearly the end of the matter. The others routinely underestimated Leia, Han obstructed the most qualified person present, and Daniel’s assurance that he improved later did nothing to help the current situation.




Daniel told her she liked Leia. “I respect her.” He suggested the distinction was sometimes smaller than people admitted. Neris rejected that with enough precision to prove he had found the right nerve. Her tail had begun moving in time with the action. Daniel wisely remained silent.




ER objected to the absence of safety rails throughout the station. He objected to open shafts, unshielded machinery, unsecured command interfaces and the astonishing number of systems accessible from exposed wall panels. The trash compactor nearly ended the evening. ER paused the film without permission.




“That waste system violates forty-three fundamental engineering principles.”




“It was built by the villains,” Daniel said.




“Villainy does not excuse inadequate occupational safety.”




“I think it might.”




“Your civilization’s moral classifications are alarmingly incomplete.”




Neris leaned forward. “The moving walls have no visible emergency stop.”




“There is one. They can’t reach it.”




“Therefore, it is not an emergency stop.”




Daniel looked at the two of them.




“Do you want to watch the movie or audit the station?”




“Yes,” ER said.




Neris resumed playback. During the fighter battle, she began explaining inertia. Daniel listened through the first four turns. On the next, a ship reversed direction without any visible counterthrust. Neris stopped the film again. “That manoeuvre would liquefy the pilot.”




“It looks good.”




“The pilot would cease to possess an identifiable internal structure.”




“Still looks good.”




ER said, “I have identified seventy-two physical inconsistencies.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “Are you enjoying this?”




She opened her mouth. She stopped. She looked back at the suspended image of a fighter banking through space. “Yes.”




Daniel smiled. “That’s all I needed.”




The film’s enormous weapon disturbed her more deeply. The humour left her posture as its purpose became clear.




“An inhabited world?” she asked.




Daniel nodded.




“And the entire population is destroyed?”




“Yes.”




“No evacuation?”




“No.”




Neris sat very still. Daniel considered reaching for the controls but did not. She watched through the destruction and the silence that followed. When she spoke again, her voice was low.




“Your stories imagine violence at extraordinary scale.”




“Some do.”




“Why?”




Daniel looked at the screen. “Sometimes because people are afraid of power.”




“And sometimes?”




“Because making the danger enormous makes courage easier to see.” Neris considered that.




ER said, “The weapon’s primary vulnerability is strategically indefensible.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “There it is.”




“A single access route permits a chain reaction capable of destroying the entire facility.”




“It’s necessary for the story.”




“Narrative necessity is not an acceptable design standard.”




The final attack began. Neris criticized the tactics. ER criticized the targeting systems. Daniel ate popcorn and watched both of them become completely absorbed. When Han returned, Neris’s tail struck the couch once with satisfaction. She actively ignored Daniel’s look of amusement. At the end, the music rose again and the screen faded. The lounge remained quiet for several seconds before Daniel looked toward Neris.




“Well?”




She folded her paws in her lap. “It contains extraordinary scientific inaccuracies.”




“Yes.”




“Its treatment of artificial intelligence is ethically inconsistent.”




ER said, “Severely.”




“The galactic political structure is inadequately explained.”




“Yes.”




“Most nonhuman species possess no meaningful narrative identity.”




“Yes.”




“Several military decisions are indefensible.”




“Absolutely.”




Neris looked back at the darkened screen. “I enjoyed it.”




Daniel smiled. “I knew you would.”




“That confidence was not justified.”




“Still right.”




She looked at him. “Why does it matter to humans?”




The question was sincere. Daniel leaned back against the couch.




“I don’t think it shows what people thought the universe would really be.”




“No.”




“It shows what they hoped they might be in it.”




Neris waited.




“Brave,” Daniel said. “Curious. Willing to stand up to something bigger. Able to meet strange people and decide they’re worth helping.”




ER said, “The droids remain property.”




“It was made in the seventies.”




“That does not alter the fictional legal system.” Daniel ignored him.




“It’s about leaving home and finding out the universe is larger than you thought. And finding friends in places you didn’t expect.”




Neris looked around the lounge. At the repaired projector. At the empty bowl between them. At the dimensional model reduced to a quiet line on the side display. She looked at Daniel. Finally, toward the speaker through which ER had spent most of the film objecting to the treatment of fictional machines.




“That part,” she said, “may be more accurate than you intended.”




Daniel did not answer. He did not need to. ER began loading Neris’s film again. Daniel looked at the chronometer.




“We’ve already watched that one.”




“The pilot paused it repeatedly. Your comprehension was incomplete.”




“I understood the elected package.”




“You misunderstood the municipal appeal.”




“I’m okay with that.”




Neris adjusted the blanket across her lap. “We could watch the second production.”




“There’s a sequel?”




“There are seven.” Daniel groaned. Her eyes brightened.




“You introduced a human series that begins with its fourth instalment.”




“That’s different.”




“It is not.”




The second Xianglume film began. At first, there remained a careful space between them. Daniel sat against one end of the couch with his boots stretched toward the low table. Neris occupied the other, her tail folded beside her to avoid taking the entire seat. Twenty minutes later, the tail relaxed. Its striped length moved across the cushion and settled against Daniel’s leg. He glanced down. Neris continued watching the film. The tail shifted farther. By the middle of the production, it lay across both his legs beneath the blanket.




Neris leaned toward him to explain a subtitle. “The translation is inaccurate.”




“It says the customs official is professionally flexible.”




“The original phrase means that his principles can be rented by the hour.”




Daniel laughed. “That’s much better.”




“Yes.”




She remained leaning against him after the explanation ended. Her shoulder rested against his arm. Daniel looked at the screen. Neris looked at the screen. Neither corrected the position. ER’s commentary became less frequent. He had been allotted one observation every ten minutes after Daniel complained that the first film had contained more AI analysis than dialogue.




ER responded by storing his observations and releasing them together when each interval expired. At the next ten-minute mark, he said, “The vessel’s fuel consumption is inconsistent between scenes, the customs official changes rank insignia twice, the displayed orbital path would intersect the moon, and the ceremonial container has acquired an additional handle.”




Daniel said, “That’s worse.”




“I complied with the stated limit.”




“Spirit of the rule, ER.”




“The rule did not contain a spirit.”




Neris’s head settled more heavily against Daniel’s shoulder. “You should revise the agreement,” she murmured.




Daniel looked down at her. Her eyes remained open, but only just.




“You’re falling asleep.”




“I am not.”




“You missed the last subtitle.”




“I already know what it said.”




“What did it say?”




Neris was quiet. ER supplied, “It concerned the ritual consequences of presenting an unopened package to a deceased magistrate.”




Neris nodded slowly.




“That.”




Daniel smiled. The film continued. The lounge lighting had dimmed in response to the hour. Outside the hull, snow whispered against the clearing. The dimensional sensors remained active, listening into distances none of them could see. Neris’s breathing slowed. Her tail tightened gently across Daniel’s legs. He felt the weight of her head settle against the side of his neck. The faint scent of spice and the citrus-chocolate grooming oil rose from her fur, softened by warmth.




Daniel remained awake for several minutes. He watched the moving colours from Xianglume cross the screen. He did not understand the ceremonial argument unfolding there. He did not understand the cultural references, the tail gestures, or why the magistrate’s portrait had just been arrested. It did not seem important.




Neris was asleep beside him on the couch, beneath a blanket, during a bad movie she loved—not in the pilot’s chair or from exhaustion after emergency repairs. Daniel considered moving. She would be more comfortable lying down. Her tail tightened when he shifted. He stopped. His hand had come to rest against the fur draped over his legs. He left it there.




The screen blurred as Daniel’s eyes closed. ER noticed the change in his breathing and reduced the volume by twelve percent without comment. When Neris stirred, he lowered it another five. The maintenance manipulator nearest the couch extended carefully from its recess. Its padded grip caught the loose edge of the second blanket and drew it over Daniel’s exposed shoulder. He did not wake. ER adjusted the environmental temperature upward by one degree. Neris’s fur made the change unnecessary for her, but Daniel’s body temperature had begun to fall.




On the side display, a minor coolant diagnostic appeared. ER examined it. The variance was within safe tolerances. Earlier, he would have announced it immediately. Neris would have awakened, risen, and begun checking a system that did not require attention until morning.




ER logged the issue. He dismissed the alert. The film continued to play for no audience except him. He monitored the dimensional sensors. He monitored Takuhai’s power systems. He monitored Daniel’s breathing, Neris’s nanite telemetry, the external temperature, the cattle-yard waterer and the connection to the farmhouse alarm system.




He created a status entry.



ENTERTAINMENT REVIEW INCOMPLETE.
SIGNAL MONITORING ACTIVE.
CREW STATUS: STABLE.


ER paused. The third line remained on the display. He replaced crew with household.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: STABLE.


He evaluated the word. It was imprecise. Daniel was not a registered member of Takuhai’s crew. He possessed no formal duty assignment, access classification or contractual relationship to the vessel. Neris remained the sole licensed courier and pilot. The category was technically indefensible.




ER deleted it.



CREW STATUS: STABLE.


He waited three point four seconds, then restored the previous version.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: STABLE.


Outside, snow settled over the clearing. Deep within Takuhai, ER listened for echoes between universes and kept watch over the small, improbable world already sleeping inside him.






Chapter 15 - The Long Baseline


Daniel woke because his lower legs had gone numb. For several seconds, he did not know where he was. The room was dim. A faint blue glow moved across the opposite wall, too soft to be morning light and too steady to be fire. Machinery hummed beneath him. Somewhere nearby, an artificial voice was speaking very quietly. Memory returned in pieces: the films, the popcorn, the signal and Neris.




Daniel opened his eyes fully. Her head rested against his shoulder. One of her ears had folded slightly beneath the weight of sleep, the pale fur along its edge flattened against his jacket. Her breathing was slow and even. The enormous striped length of her tail lay across both his legs beneath the blanket, warm, and heavy enough to explain why everything below his knees had disappeared from sensation.




His right hand rested loosely in the fur. Daniel did not remember putting it there. The fur was softer than it looked, dense beneath the longer outer layer. It carried the faint scents he had come to associate with Neris. The scent no longer registered as unfamiliar. That realization woke him more effectively than the numbness.




The lounge display had gone dark. Only the smaller diagnostic panel remained active, showing the faint twelve-part waveform and a slowly changing field of calculations.




ER’s voice came from the nearest speaker. “The household remains stable.”




Daniel remained very still. “That’s good.”




“The cattle are becoming less so.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “What time is it?”




“Seven twenty-three.”




He opened them again. “Why didn’t you wake me earlier?”




“You required sleep.”




“The cattle require breakfast.”




“I have been tracking the escalation of their dissatisfaction.”




“How bad?”




“Three animals have repeatedly struck the feed-yard gate. One has discovered that the loose lower hinge produces a rewarding sound.”




Daniel sighed. “That’ll be Mabel.”




“Correct.”




He looked down at Neris. Moving his left leg accomplished nothing. Her tail had settled more firmly than any weighted blanket he had ever owned. “How am I supposed to get up?”




“I could deploy a maintenance manipulator.”




“No.”




“I had not yet described the procedure.”




“That’s why I said it early.”




Neris stirred. Daniel froze. Her ear unfolded slowly. Her eyes opened halfway, unfocused at first, then sharpened as she became aware of the room, of Daniel, and of the position of her tail. The change travelled through her at once: eyes widening, ears lifting, shoulders going rigid. The tail remained exactly where it was. For one suspended moment, neither of them moved.




“Good morning,” Daniel said.




Neris looked down at his hand in her fur. Her gaze returned to his face. “Good morning.”




“You sleep alright?”




Her ears angled outward. “Yes.”




The answer was quiet, but it came without qualification. Daniel nodded. “So did I.”




That seemed to make the moment harder and easier at the same time. Neris withdrew her tail carefully. The weight slid from his legs, leaving them tingling with sudden returning sensation. Daniel moved his hand only when the fur passed beneath it. She sat upright and adjusted the blanket across her lap.




“I did not intend to—”




“Fall asleep?”




“Yes.”




“Neither did I.”




“That does not address the position in which we woke.”




“No.”




She waited.




Daniel rubbed circulation back into one knee. “I’m not sorry.”




Neris became still. Neither apologetic nor defensive. Simply listening. After a moment, she said, “Neither am I.”




ER spoke. “I have recorded no unnecessary visual material.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “That’s a very specific reassurance.”




“You both display elevated concern regarding privacy after periods of unconscious physical proximity.”




Neris turned toward the ceiling. “You monitored us.”




“I monitored biological status, environmental conditions, ship safety, external sensors, the cattle-yard water system, the farmhouse alarm network, and the dimensional receiver.”




Daniel stretched one leg cautiously. “So, no pictures?”




“No.”




“Not even one?” Neris looked at him. Daniel lifted a hand. “Just checking.”




ER continued, “The event was not historically significant.”




Daniel looked toward the small status panel. On it, beneath the signal calculations, three lines remained visible.



ENTERTAINMENT REVIEW INCOMPLETE.
SIGNAL MONITORING ACTIVE.
HOUSEHOLD STATUS: STABLE.


Daniel pointed. “You changed the log from crew to household.”




A pause followed. “The document has been classified.”




Neris’s tail gave one soft movement against the couch. Daniel smiled. “Thought so.”




“The cattle,” ER said, “remain unamused by your emotional progress.”




They dressed quickly. Daniel discovered a piece of popcorn inside his shirt pocket and another pressed flat beneath one boot. Neris found nothing until they reached the hatch and ER said, “Pilot, there is a foreign object embedded near the lower third of your tail.”




She stopped. Daniel looked. A single piece of popcorn clung stubbornly to the thick black fur. Neris twisted to reach it. Her tail moved in the opposite direction. Daniel bit his lip.




“Do not.”




“I haven’t said anything.”




“You are preparing to.”




“I was going to offer help.”




“You were going to laugh.”




“Could do both.”




Her ears flattened. The popcorn remained beyond the easy reach of her paws. Daniel held out one hand. “May I?”




Neris looked toward him, then at the offending piece. “Yes.”




He stepped closer and worked it free with two fingers. The fur beneath carried warmth from sleep. Daniel placed the popcorn in his palm. “Containment failure.”




ER said, “Entertainment-area decontamination was incomplete.”




Neris took the popcorn from Daniel and dropped it into the waste slot. “This event is not to be logged.”




“It already has been.”




“Delete it.”




“I will classify it.”




Daniel pulled on his gloves. “Classified popcorn. Serious business.”




Neris walked out into the morning before either of them could continue. The cold met them at the hatch. Overnight snow had deepened the clearing, smoothing the tracks between Takuhai and the farmhouse until only shallow depressions remained. The sky was pale and low, the kind of northern Ontario morning that seemed undecided about whether dawn had actually finished.




Daniel checked the yard as they crossed it. Snow had drifted against the north side of the feed shed. The lane showed no fresh vehicle tracks. Smoke rose nearly straight from the farmhouse chimney, suggesting the wind had not yet strengthened. At the cattle yard, Mabel struck the gate again. The lower hinge clanged. Daniel pointed. “There she is.”




Neris studied the black cow standing with her broad forehead close to the metal. “She appears pleased with herself.”




“She’s discovered an instrument.”




Mabel hit the gate. Clang. ER’s voice came through the communicator clipped inside Daniel’s coat. “The rhythm is inconsistent.”




“She’s self-taught,” Daniel said.




The cattle gathered as Daniel approached the tractor and feed wagon. Their breath hung over the rails. Snow lay along their backs where they had stood outside the shelter, the dark hair beneath keeping the flakes from melting quickly. Neris moved beside him, no longer hesitant around the herd but still watchful.




“Do they always know when you intend to feed them?”




“They know when I exist.”




“That is not the same thing.”




“To cattle, it often is.”




Daniel climbed into the tractor. The engine turned once and stopped. He tried again. A slow mechanical groan came from beneath the hood. Neris stood beside the cab.




“Battery?”




“Cold hydraulics. Maybe battery too.”




He cycled the glow plugs and waited. The tractor started on the third attempt with an uneven roar. Diesel exhaust rolled briefly across the yard. Neris stepped away from it. “Your combustion systems remain offensive.”




“You said that about coffee.”




“I have revised my opinion of coffee.”




“Progress.”




“I have not revised my opinion of exhaust.”




Daniel let the engine warm while he checked the feed wagon. The silage had frozen along the upper edges during the night. He broke the crust with a long-handled fork while Neris watched the mixture beneath: chopped grass and clover, darker silage, grain, mineral supplement.




“This is prepared for them specifically?”




“Balanced for winter.”




She leaned closer. “It smells fermented.”




“It is.”




“Intentionally?”




“Yes.”




“You preserve cattle food through controlled microbial action.”




“That’s one way to put it.”




“And then combine it with dried forage, grain and mineral compounds according to biological requirements.”




“Yes.”




Neris looked toward the animals waiting at the fence. “You operate a life-support system.”




Daniel drove the fork into another frozen section. “Don’t tell them that. They’ll expect better service.”




Mabel struck the gate again. Clang. Neris’s ears moved toward the sound. “I believe expectations are already high.”




They worked through the morning routine. Daniel loaded hay from the covered storage bay while Neris cut away frozen twine and stacked it for disposal. They checked the repaired waterer, where the replacement element continued to hold and the improvised clamp showed no sign of heating. Neris objected when Daniel tested the trough temperature with his fingers: “Your fingers are already damaged.”




“They’re bandaged.”




“That does not make them sensors.”




“They’ve been sensors for forty-two years.”




Neris looked at his hand. “Forty-two years of experience should have taught you to use the instrument.”




Daniel withdrew his fingers from the trough. “You remembered.”




“You told me. It was older than I estimated.”




He shook water from his hand. “How old are you?”




“Thirty-two.”




Daniel looked at her. “That’s younger than I estimated.”




Neris narrowed her eyes. “You are retaliating.”




“Maybe a little. Rural habit.”




ER said, “I have updated Daniel’s household record to include poor response to criticism.”




“No one asked you,” Daniel replied.




“Accuracy remains useful.”




By the time the cattle had begun eating, the sun was only a pale brightness behind the cloud cover. Daniel climbed down from the tractor and brushed feed dust from his jacket. The animals settled along the bunk, shoulders pressed close, the sound of chewing replacing the earlier gate music Neris watched them.




“They become calm quickly.”




“Full stomachs solve a lot.”




“For humans as well?”




“Depends on the human.”




She looked toward the distant line of trees hiding Takuhai. “Did you become calmer after the popcorn?”




Daniel considered. “Eventually.”




“You continued eating after discomfort began.”




“It was good.”




“That remains irrational.”




“You used more seasoning than I did by the end.”




Neris turned away. “That is unverified.”




“ER?”




“The pilot’s seasoning consumption exceeded Daniel’s by eleven percent.”




Her tail flicked snow toward the tractor tire. Daniel smiled. ER’s voice sharpened into focus. “I have completed a preliminary analysis of the second echo.”




Neris turned back immediately. The softness of the morning vanished from her posture, though not as completely as it would have the day before. “Report.”




“The directional component remains ambiguous.”




Her ears lowered. “How ambiguous?”




“Multiple dimensional trajectories remain compatible with the observed phase angle.”




Daniel leaned against the feed wagon. “Because you only measured it from the ship?”




“Yes.”




ER continued, “A single receiver provides arrival orientation relative to Takuhai, but it cannot distinguish between several possible paths distorted by Earth’s gravity, planetary rotation, local magnetic conditions and the anomaly’s dimensional geometry.”




Neris folded her arms. “We need parallax.”




“Correct.”




Daniel looked between them. “Ordinary English.”




“We need to listen from somewhere else,” Neris said.




“How far?”




“Farther would be better.”




ER answered, “A secondary receiver positioned between eight hundred metres and two kilometres from Takuhai would provide a useful baseline without introducing excessive timing uncertainty.”




Daniel looked toward the rise beyond the feed fields. The strongest potential receiver site was an old solar-powered weather mast with the clearest view on the farm. Neris started toward it as soon as Daniel identified the location, less than a kilometre away. He caught her sleeve and reminded her that cattle still needed feeding, the feed wagon needed cleaning, the south shelter needed checking, and the mast itself had spent years enduring Moose River winters without service and needed to be inspected before anyone attempted to climb it.




“The signal may repeat.”




“ER said three to five days.”




“I said an initial estimate of three to five days,” ER corrected. “Confidence remains limited.”




Neris’s ears pressed back. Neris heard only the possibility that another echo might arrive before they were ready. Daniel heard ice, old fasteners and a tower nobody had climbed in close to five years. “A signal home won’t help if you fall off a frozen tower.”




She pointed out that she had climbed external ship structures in flight and did not intend to fall. Daniel’s answer was immediate: “Nobody schedules it.” Experience with advanced spacecraft did not make an old terrestrial mast younger or its frozen hardware more trustworthy. They settled on the only compromise either could respect. They would finish the immediate farm work, then evaluate the mast properly before anyone climbed it.




“Now.”




“After the chores.”




Her tail stiffened behind her. Daniel saw frustration gather in the tight line of her muzzle. To her, each minute had become measurable against a vanishing possibility. Ordinary work must have seemed almost insulting beside it. He softened his voice. “The mast will still be there in an hour.”




“You cannot guarantee that.”




“I can guarantee the cattle won’t check their own shelter roof.”




For a moment he thought she would argue again. She looked toward the feeding animals. At the repaired waterer. At the barn roof carrying a new layer of snow. Her shoulders lowered slightly. “One hour.”




“Probably less.”




“You said the mast has been abandoned for nearly five years.”




“That’s not the inspection time.”




“It may become the repair time.”




“Now you’re learning farming.”




The south shelter had lost part of its windbreak where a fastening strip had split during the night. Daniel and Neris replaced it together. The work was simple but awkward. The sheet material stiffened in the cold, refusing to align with the existing holes. Daniel held it while Neris adjusted the brackets. Twice, wind caught the loose edge and snapped it against the frame. On the second impact, her tail lashed with irritation. Daniel kept quiet. Neris looked at him. “You are laughing internally.”




“I’m respecting your struggle.”




“That is not a human expression.”




“It could be.”




They finished after forty minutes. Neris checked the time twice. Daniel pretended not to notice. The weather mast stood on a low rocky rise beyond the western feed field, where the farm’s cleared land met scrub birch and spruce. Years earlier, it had measured rainfall, wind speed, temperature and soil moisture. Daniel’s father had installed the original version; Daniel had replaced most of it after lightning damaged the instruments when he was twenty-four.




The system had gradually become unreliable. One sensor failed, then another. Daniel kept intending to repair it properly. Eventually, his phone had begun supplying forecasts more accurately than the mast. The structure remained because dismantling it never reached the top of any list. Snow reached halfway up their boots as they crossed the field. Beneath it, frozen stubble from the final feed crop caught at Daniel’s soles. The ground sloped gradually toward the ridge.




Neris carried a compact tool case from Takuhai. Daniel carried rope, a farm harness, a pry bar and a canvas bag of electrical tools. ER accompanied them through two communicators and a small control module Neris had connected to the farm tablet. His voice emerged from Daniel’s chest and from the tool case at slightly different times until he corrected the delay.




The mast appeared above the ridge. It was taller than Neris had expected, a narrow lattice structure rising nearly twelve metres. A small instrument arm projected from the top. The wind cups had lost one blade, leaving the assembly tilted like a damaged flower. Neris looked upward. “It appears structurally intact.”




“From here.”




“The lower members show limited corrosion.”




“From here.”




“The foundation—”




“Needs checking.”




Daniel set down the rope and brushed snow from the concrete footings. He inspected the anchor bolts, then the lower braces. One diagonal member showed rust beneath the paint but no visible cracking. Ice had formed around the base of the access ladder. Neris opened the junction box. The mast had acquired its own ecosystem of neglect. Mice had stripped insulation from three conductors and incorporated it into nesting material.




“Resourceful.”




“This equipment was abandoned.”




“Neglected.”




“That distinction exists primarily to reduce your responsibility.”




Daniel placed a hand over his heart. “You really have been studying human culture.”




Neris disapproved of the effect while grudgingly respecting the workmanship; she moved the nest beneath a bush rather than simply throwing it away. The rest of the inspection was less charming. The solar battery produced less than half its rated voltage, moisture had entered the housing, the directional bearing had seized, and several cable sections were cracked. The housing itself could be reused, but the cable and battery would have to be replaced, and the orientation sensor was beyond repair.




Daniel began translating the failures into things the farm already possessed: coax in the workshop, a spare fence battery in the utility shed, and surveying methods that might establish orientation without relying on the dead sensor. Neris supplied the constraints—interference, phase precision and exact alignment—and together they turned a list of failed parts into a test plan.




“Can’t we survey it from the ground?”




Neris considered. “Yes.”




Daniel smiled. “Human technology.”




“Geometry predates your species.”




“Still counts.”




They walked back to collect parts. The work occupied most of the day. Daniel brought a roll of shielded cable, a deep-cycle battery, two weatherproof boxes and an old survey tripod. Neris carried a passive sensor module removed from Takuhai’s damaged external array. It was no larger than her palm and contained none of the ship’s primary processing technology.




ER objected to placing it outside. “It was designed for protected installation.”




Neris examined the old weather-station housing. “We will reinforce the seals.”




“The thermal tolerance margin is inadequate.”




“We will add insulation.”




“Local rodents have demonstrated an interest in electrical materials.”




Daniel held up a coil of metal conduit. “Local rodents haven’t met this.”




ER paused. “Acceptable.”




They mounted the sensor within the surviving instrument housing and built a shield from leftover repair material. Daniel fabricated a bracket in the farm workshop, then rejected it when it flexed under hand pressure. The second bracket was stronger but interfered with the sensor’s field. The third fit. Neris looked at it.




Daniel wiped metal filings from his gloves. “Good enough?”




She tested the movement again. “Acceptable.”




He smiled. “Same thing.”




“It remains distinct.”




At the mast, Daniel unfolded the climbing harness. Neris looked at it. “No.”




“Yes.”




“It restricts movement.”




“It prevents sudden contact with Ontario.”




“I have superior balance.”




“Gravity doesn’t care.”




“The ladder is stable.”




“The ladder has ice on it and one rung I don’t trust.”




“I can identify the damaged rung.”




“You can still miss it.”




Her ears angled back. Daniel held out the harness. Neris stared at him. He did not lower it. Finally, she set down the sensor housing and stepped closer. “Explain the restraint system.”




Daniel showed her the waist belt, leg loops and shoulder straps. “It connects to the safety line. If you slip, you don’t go far.”




“I will not slip.”




“Then you won’t notice wearing it.”




“That argument is circular.”




“Still wearing it.”




Neris gave him a long look. She lifted her arms. Daniel paused. “May I?”




Her expression softened slightly. “Yes.”




He settled the harness around her waist, working the wide strap beneath the base of her tail without catching the fur. The arrangement had clearly been designed for a human body, and the rear connection point sat awkwardly. Neris steadied herself with one paw on his shoulder. Daniel tightened the waist belt.




“This alright?”




“Continue.”




He adjusted one leg loop, then the other. Her tail lifted and shifted to give him room, the movement controlled but visibly self-conscious. Daniel kept his attention on the buckles. The faint citrus-and-chocolate scent of her grooming oil reached him when the wind eased. He tightened the shoulder straps. “Too tight?”




“No.”




“You’ll feel it if you put your weight on the line.”




“I do not intend to.”




“I know.”




When he finished, Neris looked down at herself. “I resemble improperly secured cargo.”




“Best kind.”




“Your cargo standards are concerning.”




“My standards for concerning have changed.”




She looked up at him. Her paw remained on his shoulder for one heartbeat longer. She released him. Daniel clipped the safety line to the harness. Neris climbed. She moved with quick confidence despite the bulky equipment. Her paws found the rungs easily. Her tail remained close to the mast, balancing each shift in weight. Daniel managed the line from below.




“Third rung from the top is bad.”




“I see it.”




“Don’t step on it.”




“I understand.”




“You said that last time before you put your hand on the cracked hull panel.”




“That was different.”




“It broke.”




“I anticipated movement.”




“You shouted.”




“I issued a warning.”




“To the panel?”




ER said, “Audio records support Daniel’s description.”




Neris continued climbing without replying. At the top, she secured herself and removed the old wind sensor. The seized bearing resisted. She applied force. Nothing happened. Daniel shaded his eyes. “Don’t wrench it sideways.”




“I am applying rotational force.”




“It’s mounted to thin aluminium.”




“I can see that.”




“Just saying.”




“You have been saying continuously.”




She tried again. The bearing snapped loose and the instrument arm swung unexpectedly. Neris shifted, one boot sliding half a rung before the safety line tightened in Daniel’s hands. She caught the mast and steadied herself. For a moment, both remained still, Daniel looking up at her. “You alright?”




“Yes.”




“You slipped.”




“The bearing released without proportional resistance.”




“Nobody schedules it.”




Neris’s ears flattened even from twelve metres below. Daniel waited until she had secured herself before smiling. They installed the sensor housing beneath the old instrument arm. Daniel guided her through the cable path while ER checked signal integrity. The first connection produced nothing. Neris reseated it. The second flooded the receiver with interference from the battery system. Daniel disconnected the charger and moved the power cable. The interference decreased but remained too high. They added shielding. The noise changed frequency. ER said, “The farm’s electric fence is coupling into the sensor.”




Daniel looked across the field. “It’s nearly a kilometre away.”




“Your fencing system radiates with impressive inefficiency.”




“It keeps cattle in.”




“It is also attempting dimensional observation.”




Neris called down, “Can we disable it?”




“Not with cattle in the west pasture.”




“Temporarily.”




“Five minutes.”




Daniel drove the truck back to the main yard and shut down the fence energizer. When he returned, the noise floor had dropped. ER ran another calibration. “Improved.”




“Enough?” Neris asked.




“No.”




She leaned against the mast. Daniel looked up. “What else?”




“The solar controller emits a switching pattern near the sensor threshold.”




Daniel removed it from the circuit. The battery voltage became unstable. Neris came down. They spent another hour rebuilding the power system with a simpler regulator from the farm workshop and a filter module Neris fabricated aboard Takuhai. The module performed only power conditioning; ER kept every advanced calculation within the ship. By mid-afternoon, the receiver finally produced a clean baseline signal.




A vehicle appeared on the concession road. Daniel saw it first: a pale shape between the spruce, moving slowly beyond the eastern field. “Down.”




Neris’s ears turned toward him. “What?”




“Vehicle.”




She dropped below the ridge at once. Daniel threw an old weatherproof tarp over the open tool cases and the unfamiliar control module. Neris pulled her tail close and crouched behind the rock outcrop. The vehicle continued along the road. A feed-cooperative pickup. Too distant to see the people inside, but close enough that anyone looking toward the ridge might notice figures around the mast. Daniel stood beside the structure and pretended to inspect the lower junction box.




The pickup slowed. His shoulders tightened. It did not turn. After several seconds, it continued north and disappeared behind the trees. Neris remained hidden. Daniel waited until the engine sound faded. “You can come up.”




She rose slowly. “Did they observe us?”




“Probably saw me. Maybe the tarp.”




“Will they investigate?”




“No reason to.”




“You are repairing equipment that has been inactive for years.”




“Farmers repair old equipment.”




“You are working with another person.”




“Farmers occasionally do that too.”




Her ears remained tense. Daniel folded the tarp properly. “The feed cooperative’s due here in a few days.”




“For what purpose?”




“Mineral delivery.”




“They will enter the farm.”




“Yes.”




“How close to Takuhai?”




“Not close, if we’re careful.”




Neris looked toward the hidden ship. The ridge had seemed isolated before the pickup passed. Now every open field appeared connected to a road, a neighbour, a supplier, a world beyond Daniel’s property lines. Daniel followed her gaze. “We’ll plan for it.”




“You have been required to plan around my presence for six weeks.”




“I’ve planned around cattle for twenty years. You’re easier to reason with.”




“That statement is questionable.”




“Mostly easier.”




They returned to work. Near sunset, the receiver was ready for final alignment. Neris stood beside the survey tripod while Daniel entered coordinates from old field maps. ER compared the farm survey with Takuhai’s inertial measurements and corrected several metres of accumulated error. Daniel watched the numbers change.




“My father measured that boundary.”




“His result was inaccurate by three point four metres,” ER said.




“He used a steel tape.”




“That explains the error.”




“He was proud of it.”




“That does not improve the measurement.”




Neris looked toward Daniel. He smiled faintly. “No,” he said. “But it makes me keep the map.”




She recognized the words from the waterer repair. The old instrument. The inherited tools. Things retained because accuracy was not the only value an object could carry. Neris lowered her gaze to the paper map. “I understand.” Daniel adjusted the tripod. The statement was simple. It felt larger than the conversation required.




They aligned the passive sensor with Takuhai’s calculated reference point. ER instructed Daniel to rotate the housing by fractions of a degree. The seized bearing moved reluctantly. Neris placed both paws on the assembly and eased it into position. “Hold,” ER said. She held.




“Left by zero point two degrees.” Daniel adjusted the lower mount. “Hold.” They held. “Alignment accepted.”




A small indicator inside the weatherproof housing began blinking. Once. Pause. Again. The light was ordinary and amber, no different from something that might have belonged to the original weather station. From the concession road, it would look like farm equipment restored after years of neglect. Neris watched it as though it were a beacon. Daniel began gathering the tools. She did not move. “You alright?” he asked.




“Yes.”




He waited. Her tail moved across the snow. “Daniel.”




“Yeah?”




“I did not intend to fall asleep against you.”




He looked down at the cable in his hands.




“I didn’t think it was a tactical manoeuvre.”




Neris’s ears angled back. “I am attempting to address the event seriously.”




“I know.”




He set the cable aside. Snow had begun again, fine grains carried almost horizontally by the strengthening wind. Neris looked toward the mast rather than at him. “I was comfortable.”




Daniel stopped moving. The words were quieter than the wind, but he heard them. He rested one hand on the open tool bag. “So was I.”




She looked at him then. She left the truth intact between them, without explaining it away as fatigue, body temperature or inadequate couch dimensions. Her tail curled deliberately around his wrist. Daniel knew it immediately. The fur settled over his glove with gentle pressure. Neris’s eyes remained on his face, uncertain but not ashamed. Daniel turned his hand slightly beneath the tail, letting it rest there. Neither spoke. ER did not interrupt. The indicator blinked beside them. The quiet lasted long enough to become its own answer. ER said, “Long-baseline observation is active.”




Neris’s tail loosened but did not withdraw. Daniel looked up at the mast.




“Can it find home?”




“Not yet.”




The amber light flashed again. ER continued, “However, the baseline confirms that the echo does not originate from a fixed point in ordinary space.”




Neris stepped closer to the control module.




“What does the rotational correction show?”




“The apparent direction changes as Earth rotates, but the change follows a curve consistent with a source outside local three-dimensional geometry.”




“The signal is dimensional.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked between them. “We already knew that, didn’t we?”




“We suspected,” Neris said.




“Now we have measured it,” ER added.




“That matters?”




“Considerably.”




A new model appeared on the farm tablet. Two narrow lines extended from separate points, one from Takuhai and one from the weather mast. They crossed in a shaded region beyond the ordinary map, represented by a geometry Daniel’s eyes could see but his mind refused to hold. The image seemed to turn inward and outward at once. He looked away.




“How soon until the next signal?”




ER paused. “The decay interval between the first and second echoes permits a preliminary estimate.” Neris’s tail tightened around Daniel’s wrist. “Report.”




“Three to five days.”




The wind moved snow across the field in low silver streams. Daniel looked toward the dark trees.




“That’s not much time.”




“No,” Neris said.




The warmth from the previous night seemed very far away. “What has to happen before then?” Daniel asked.




“The remote receiver requires additional shielding,” ER said. “The resonator must recover another seven percent of functional capacity. Timing synchronization between both sites must improve by approximately four orders of magnitude.”




Daniel nodded slowly. “Just a few small jobs, then.”




Neris’s eyes remained on the intersecting lines. “We can do it.”




The words sounded like confidence. Daniel had learned enough to hear the hope beneath them. He looked at the light on the mast. At the old farm structure carrying an alien sensor. At Neris’s tail around his wrist. At the field his father had measured inaccurately with a steel tape and the ship hidden beyond it, listening for a world Daniel had never seen. They were looking toward Xianglume from two places in Moose River. ER spoke through the communicator, his voice softened by wind and distance. “For the first time, we are looking from more than one place.”




Neris’s tail remained around Daniel’s wrist as darkness settled over the feed fields. The amber indicator continued to blink, and beneath a northern Ontario sky, an abandoned weather mast began listening between universes.






Chapter 16 - Ordinary Traffic


The feed cooperative called at eight seventeen the next morning. Daniel was standing beneath the weather mast with one boot braced against its lowest concrete footing, attempting to persuade a weatherproof junction box to close around three cables it had never been designed to contain.




Neris crouched beside him with a diagnostic reader balanced across one knee. Fine snow had collected along the white stripe on her head and in the longer fur around her ears. Her tail lay across the ground behind her, curled away from the open housing to keep it clear of Daniel’s tools.




The receiver had listened through the night. It had heard nothing. ER considered this statistically unremarkable. Neris considered it personally offensive. Daniel’s phone vibrated inside his jacket. He tried to ignore it while holding the box cover in place. It vibrated again. “Your device appears determined,” Neris said.




“So does this lid.”




“The upper cable is misaligned.”




“It was aligned before you added the shielding.”




“The shielding is necessary.”




“The lid disagrees.”




“The lid possesses no relevant expertise.”




Daniel leaned harder. The cover snapped into place. The lower corner immediately sprang open. Neris looked at it. Daniel looked at it. ER’s voice emerged from the communicator attached to the tool case.




“The enclosure has rejected your solution.”




Daniel released the cover. “The enclosure can live open.”




“Moisture ingress would compromise the timing oscillator.”




“Then the timing oscillator can learn to swim.”




His phone vibrated a third time. Neris lifted one ear. “You should answer.”




Daniel pulled off one glove and retrieved the phone. The screen showed the feed cooperative’s number. He answered. “Mercer.”




A familiar voice spoke over diesel noise and the hollow rattle of a truck cab. “Morning, Daniel. Marcel from North River.”




Daniel looked toward the eastern lane. “You’re not supposed to be here until Thursday.”




“That was before the weather office decided we’re getting another system. They moved half the route forward. I’ve got your mineral and supplement on the truck now.”




Daniel straightened. “How far out?”




“Just leaving the highway turnoff. Forty-five minutes if your concession road hasn’t turned into a skating rink.”




Daniel looked at Neris. She had understood enough from his expression. “The road’s passable,” he said. “Take the south approach. North curve drifted overnight.”




“I’ll call when I’m close.” The line disconnected.




For several seconds, the wind moved dry snow across the ridge. Neris closed the diagnostic reader. The incoming delivery made concealment more complicated rather than less. Marcel had known Daniel for years, had known his father and Emily, and was the sort of neighbour who noticed changes without appearing to look for them. Neris calculated the arrival window, looked toward the trees hiding Takuhai and decided she should return to the ship.




Daniel agreed too quickly. “Probably better until he’s gone.” The words were accurate and wrong in a way he heard only after they were out. Neris’s expression barely changed; her tail drew closer to her body. She retreated into procedure instead, reminding him that the receiver should remain active and that she could monitor it from Takuhai. Daniel pointed out that ER could do the same. Neris packed the diagnostic reader with exact, unnecessary care.




Daniel stopped coiling the extension cable. “You don’t have to go all the way back to the ship.” The distinction between hiding and being hidden had become harder to ignore. Her ears turned toward him. “The machinery shed has an enclosed upper storage loft. Nobody uses it this time of year. You’d be closer if something goes wrong.”




“That would also place me closer to the visitor.”




“It’s hidden from the feed yard.”




Neris looked toward the farm buildings. The mast stood on the western rise. From there, the barn, feed shed and cattle yard lay exposed below, connected by tracks of compressed snow. The main lane curved in from the south and ended near the bulk-feed bins.




Human life reached the farm through that lane. Suppliers, veterinarians, neighbours—even Claire, if she ever decided to visit without warning. For weeks, the road had been mostly empty. That had begun to feel normal. It was not. “I can remain in the loft,” Neris said.




Daniel nodded. “We’ll connect your communicator to the yard camera. ER can keep you informed.”




“He can already keep me informed.”




“I know.”




She lifted the tool case. Daniel reached for the heavier side. Neris did not release it.




“I can carry it.”




“I know.”




“Then why—”




“Because we’re already carrying it.”




For a moment she looked at him. The words had belonged to her once. Her grip eased. Daniel took one handle, and they carried the case down the ridge together. The farm had less than forty minutes to become ordinary.




Daniel drove the tractor from the feed yard to the machinery shed and parked it where it would conceal the workshop door from the lane. He cleared loose tools from the bulk-bin controls, moved Neris’s modified cable spool beneath a tarp and carried the second mug from the tractor shed into the farmhouse.




Neris followed him through the process, increasingly unconvinced. “You are removing evidence of my presence.”




“I’m moving things Marcel will ask about.”




“That is the same action described differently.”




Daniel placed the mug in the sink. “It isn’t because I’m ashamed of you.”




“I did not say it was.”




“You didn’t have to.”




Neris folded her arms. Her tail occupied most of the kitchen doorway. Daniel looked at her. “I’m not hiding you because I don’t want people to know you.”




Her gaze moved toward the window. “The result is nevertheless that they cannot.”




Daniel had no quick answer. Outside, Mabel struck the feed-yard gate. The weakened hinge answered with a metallic clang. Daniel looked toward the sound. “That needs fixing.”




“You said that yesterday.”




“I also had a dimensional receiver to build yesterday.”




“You still have one today.”




“And now I have a feed truck coming.”




Neris’s ears lowered slightly. “Human life is poorly scheduled.”




“Finally, something we agree on.”




The attempt at humour did not reach her. Daniel rested both hands on the edge of the sink. “I know this is difficult.”




“You know it is inconvenient.”




“No.”




He waited until she looked at him. “I know what it’s like to have a place in someone’s life that nobody else can see.”




The kitchen became quiet. Daniel had not intended to say it. Emily’s illness had gradually reduced their world to the farmhouse, the hospital, the pharmacy and the farm routines he completed while she slept. People had known he was caring for her without knowing what their days had become. There had been entire parts of his life no one else could enter. Neris’s posture softened. “This is not the same,” she said.




“No.”




“But it resembles it.”




“A little.”




She looked down at her paws.




Daniel continued. “Marcel knowing about you isn’t only my decision.”




“I am aware.”




“If he sees you, we don’t control what happens next. Not to you, not to ER, not to the farm.”




“I am aware of that as well.”




“I know.”




He reached for his coat.




“That doesn’t make it feel any better.”




“No.”




This time the answer held no resistance. Daniel pulled on his gloves. “When it’s safe to tell people, I won’t pretend you weren’t here.”




Neris’s eyes lifted. “When will it be safe?”




He stopped. The truthful answer was that he did not know. Perhaps when Xianglume contacted them. Perhaps when Neris could leave. Perhaps never. “I can’t promise when,” he said.




“Only that I won’t keep you hidden because hiding is easier for me.”




Her tail moved once behind her. “That is not a complete solution.”




“No.”




“It is also not nothing.”




Daniel nodded. “It’s what I’ve got.”




The communicator on the counter lit. ER said, “Marcel Gagnon’s vehicle has entered the southern concession road.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You identified him?”




“His truck transmits a commercial fleet identifier. Daniel’s farm tablet previously stored the delivery company’s routing application.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “He is eight minutes away.”




“You can access the yard camera from the loft,” Daniel said.




“I do not require entertainment.”




“It isn’t entertainment. If something goes wrong, I want you to know.”




“What could go wrong during a feed delivery?”




Mabel struck the gate again. Clang. Daniel looked toward the yard. “Plenty.”




The machinery shed loft had once stored small square hay bales before Daniel shifted most of the farm to larger round bales and wrapped silage. Now it contained spare fencing supplies, empty seed bags, an old calf sled and several boxes Daniel had not opened since his father died.




Neris climbed the narrow stairs. The loft window overlooked the feed yard through dusty glass. From there, she could see the bulk bins, the unloading pad and part of the cattle enclosure while remaining hidden in shadow. Daniel handed her the farm tablet. ER’s interface filled the screen beside live feeds from three yard cameras. A communicator remained clipped to Neris’s jacket.




“Do not speak through Daniel’s phone unless necessary,” she told ER.




“I understand operational secrecy.”




“You commented on his driving while Edith was beside the truck.”




“Her presence was not confirmed.”




“She was visible through the windscreen.”




“The image quality was inadequate.”




Daniel leaned against the ladder.




“Try not to start an argument with him until the truck leaves.”




“I do not start arguments,” ER said.




Neris looked at Daniel. “Go.”




He hesitated. She stood at the loft window, partly concealed by stacked fencing rolls. Her tail curved close around her legs to keep it out of view. Daniel climbed down.




The truck appeared three minutes later. It came through the south gate slowly, a large tandem-axle feed vehicle painted white beneath layers of road salt and grey slush. Its tyres crushed the new snow into dark tracks. Diesel rolled across the yard, followed by the squeal of brakes and the rattle of the unloading auger folded along the truck’s side. Daniel lifted one arm to guide it toward the bins.




Marcel leaned out of the cab. “Morning.”




“Morning.”




“You weren’t kidding about that drift.”




“Wind turned after midnight.”




Marcel backed into position. He was in his late fifties, broad through the shoulders and permanently red across the cheeks from years of cold loading yards. A black toque covered what remained of his hair. He climbed down with a clipboard tucked beneath one arm. His boots struck the packed snow.




“Thought I’d have to call a grader.”




“Road’s worse past my north field.”




“I heard. Tremblay’s truck slid into the ditch before six.”




“Anyone hurt?”




“Only his pride.”




Marcel looked toward the cattle yard. Mabel struck the gate. Clang. He raised an eyebrow. “You teaching them music?”




“She figured it out herself.”




“Smart cow.”




“Don’t encourage her.”




Above them, hidden behind the loft window, Neris watched the exchange through both glass and camera feeds. ER placed a line of text across the farm tablet.



MARCEL GAGNON: KNOWN CONTACT. DELIVERY HISTORY: 12.4 YEARS. CURRENT THREAT INDICATORS: NONE.


Neris muted the notification. Marcel opened the rear control box on the truck.




“You got that old weather station going?”




Daniel glanced toward the western ridge. The mast was visible above the field, its repaired housing a small dark shape against the pale sky.




“Working on it.”




“What for?”




“Local wind, temperature. Snow accumulation if I can get the sensor calibrated.”




Marcel nodded. “Forecast apps can’t tell you what’s happening in your own yard.”




“That’s the idea.”




“Your dad would approve.”




Daniel looked down at the delivery sheet. “Maybe.”




“He spent enough time fighting with that thing.”




“He liked numbers.”




“He liked proving the radio wrong.” Daniel smiled despite himself. Marcel studied him. “Good to see you fixing things again.”




The words were casual. Marcel turned toward the truck before Daniel could answer, already reaching for the auger controls. Daniel remained still. Above the yard, Neris heard the pause through his communicator. She saw his face only in profile on the camera, but something in it changed. Other people had noticed. They had noticed when Daniel stopped repairing things that could be left broken. They had noticed when usefulness narrowed into survival. They had seen the farm continue and understood that its owner had not continued in quite the same way.




Marcel activated the auger. The truck’s machinery roared. Mineral supplement began moving through the delivery hose into the first bin. ER sent another line to Neris’s tablet.



DANIEL’S RESPIRATORY RATE INCREASED FOLLOWING MARCEL’S STATEMENT.


Neris typed back:



DO NOT ANALYSE HIM FOR ME.


ER replied:



I AM ANALYSING HIM FOR OPERATIONAL AWARENESS.


She stared at the text, then replied:



YOU ARE ALSO CONCERNED.


The reply took longer.



THE CATEGORIES ARE NOT MUTUALLY EXCLUSIVE.


Below, Daniel checked the bin level while Marcel managed the truck.




“Got help around here now?” Marcel called over the machinery.




Daniel’s shoulders tightened. “What makes you ask?”




“Weather mast. North waterer’s running. Your workshop light was on past midnight when I came through last week.”




“You came through last week?”




“Delivered to Anderson.”




Daniel looked toward the road. Marcel grinned. “Small place, Daniel. People see lights.”




Neris’s ears lowered.




Daniel said, “I’ve had some help.”




“Good.”




Marcel did not ask who. For that restraint, Daniel was grateful.




“Family?” Marcel said after a moment.




“A friend.” The word travelled through the communicator into the loft.




Neris looked down at the yard. Daniel had not said a hired hand, neighbour or invented cousin. He had called her a friend—a word both far smaller and far more dangerous than the truth.




Marcel nodded. “About time.”




Daniel looked at him.




Marcel shrugged. “Farm’s too much for one person, whether you admit it or not.”




The first bin alarm sounded. They moved the auger to the second. The cattle became restless as the truck changed position. Diesel noise, moving equipment and the smell of fresh mineral drew several animals toward the feed-yard rail. Mabel struck the gate again. Clang. Daniel glanced over. The lower hinge shifted. He saw it this time. A narrow line appeared between the hinge plate and the wooden post.




“Marcel, hold up.”




The truck engine drowned his voice. Daniel walked toward the gate. Mabel struck it again. The hinge plate tore free. The lower corner of the gate swung outward. The animals behind it moved as a single dark mass. Daniel ran. “Back!”




Mabel stepped through first. Two younger cattle followed, pressing into the opening while the remaining gate twisted on its upper hinge. Marcel shut down the auger.




“What happened?”




“Gate let go.”




Daniel reached Mabel and spread his arms, turning her away from the truck. She stopped, considered him, then attempted to move around his left side. The younger cattle followed her decision. Daniel shifted again.




“Marcel, close the truck controls and block the lane.”




Marcel moved quickly, swinging the unloading hose clear. From the machinery loft, Neris watched the opening widen. The yard camera showed Daniel between three cattle and the truck. Marcel was moving toward the lane, but the remaining herd had begun crowding the damaged gate. If the upper hinge failed, the entire group would spill into the unloading area. Neris picked up the communicator. “ER.”




“The inner machinery-shed door opens into the service alley behind the cattle shelter.”




“I know.”




“You will be visible from the truck if you cross the main yard.”




“I will not cross the main yard.”




She placed the tablet on a bale and moved down the loft stairs.




“Neris,” ER said.




“Track Marcel.”




“His current position is beside the truck’s forward axle.”




“Alert me if he moves toward the shelter.”




“You intend to intervene.”




“The gate will fail.”




“Daniel has not requested assistance.”




“He is occupied.”




Neris reached the lower shed and opened the rear service door. Cold air entered. A narrow alley ran between the machinery shed and the cattle shelter, hidden from the unloading pad by stacked bales and the bulk bins. She moved quickly along it, tail lifted clear of the snow. At the far end, she could see the back of the damaged gate through the shelter opening.




The cattle nearest it knew her. That had been accidental at first. Over weeks of fence repair, feed checks and waterer work, they had learned her scent, her voice and the movement of her tail. They no longer treated her as a threat. They did, however, treat her as interesting. Neris slipped into the shelter. A young cow turned and pressed her nose toward Neris’s shoulder. “Not now.”




The cow sniffed the fur around her collar. Neris moved past her. The gate shifted again. She seized the inside rail and pulled it toward the post. The cattle pushed from the other side. The upper hinge groaned.




“Neris,” ER said quietly, “Marcel remains near the truck. Daniel is moving Mabel toward the north pen.”




“Find me a temporary fastening.”




“There is a length of chain hanging beside the shelter entrance.”




Neris saw it. The chain was beyond two cattle standing shoulder to shoulder. She tried to move around them. One turned with her. The other became interested in her tail. A broad muzzle pressed into the white fur near its middle.




Neris froze. “Release that.” The cow breathed heavily into her tail.




“Neris,” ER said, “Marcel has turned toward the gate.”




She pulled gently. The cow followed. “This is not a game.” The cow disagreed. Neris’s tail puffed. The sudden increase in size startled the animal into stepping back.




Neris snatched the chain. She looped it through the gate rail and around the post from the inside, pulling the damaged lower corner into alignment. The chain was too long. She twisted it once, then twice, and fed the hook through a link. The gate held. The herd pressed. The chain tightened.




Outside, Daniel guided Mabel and the two younger cattle toward the north pen. Marcel reached the yard opening and saw the damaged gate sitting almost square against the post. He slowed.




“Thought that whole thing was going over.”




Daniel looked toward the shelter. Through a gap in the boards, he saw the end of Neris’s tail disappear behind a feed rack. “So did I.”




Marcel approached the gate. Neris crouched behind the inner wall, one paw still gripping the chain to keep the hook from slipping. A cow stood beside her, chewing calmly. Marcel examined the outer hinge. “Chain caught it.”




“Lucky.”




“Did you put that there?”




Daniel looked at the chain wrapped from inside the enclosure. “Must’ve left it after working on the latch.” Marcel pulled at the gate. Neris held the inner end. The chain remained tight. “Good thing.”




“Yeah.”




Daniel stepped between Marcel and the shelter. “I’ll replace the hinge after we finish.”




Marcel nodded and returned to the truck. Inside, Neris slowly released her breath. The cow beside her nudged the communicator at her collar. ER’s voice emerged softly. “Your concealment remains intact.” The cow licked the side of the device. Neris closed her eyes. “Mostly.”




By the time the delivery ended, Marcel had discussed the approaching storm, diesel prices, a neighbour’s broken loader and the increasingly unreasonable cost of mineral supplement. He asked no further questions about Daniel’s friend. That almost made the secrecy worse. The truck folded its auger and rolled toward the lane. Daniel stood near the yard until it passed the south gate and disappeared between the spruce. Only then did he walk to the cattle shelter. Neris remained behind the damaged gate, one paw resting on the chain. Mabel stood beside her, chewing with complete serenity. Daniel stopped. “Everything under control?”




“No.”




“Looks controlled.”




“Your cattle have developed an inaccurate understanding of personal space.”




Mabel pushed her nose into Neris’s shoulder. Neris leaned away. He stepped closer to the gate and thanked her. The hinge would have failed, more animals would have entered the yard, and the truck’s position would have complicated recovery. Daniel called that saving the delivery. Neris called it preventing an avoidable livestock-management failure but failed to make the result smaller.




The earlier indignity of a cow trying to mouth her tail had already become survivable enough for humour. Daniel suggested the cattle liked her; Neris maintained that wet attempted tail consumption did not qualify as affection. Her tail betrayed amusement anyway. Her attention returned to Marcel. “He asked about me.”




Daniel rested his forearms on the gate. “I said I had a friend helping.” Neris had heard. “I didn’t know what else to call you.” The word remained between them with more weight than the delivery had carried.




Neris looked at him. “Was it inaccurate?”




“No.” The answer came easily. That seemed to matter.




Her ears eased upward. “It was incomplete,” she said.




“Very.”




“ER would describe it as narratively deficient.”




From Daniel’s communicator, ER said, “Technically honest but narratively incomplete.”




Daniel looked down. “Were you waiting to say that?”




“Yes.”




Neris released the chain and stepped back as Daniel entered the pen. The cattle shifted around them.




“Marcel said people see lights,” she said.




“People notice more than they let on.”




“He observed that you have resumed repairing things.”




Daniel examined the broken hinge plate. “Apparently.”




“Did you know he had noticed when you stopped?”




“No.”




Neris was quiet. Daniel traced the split wood around the bolt holes. After Emily died, he had continued repairing anything necessary to keep animals alive, roofs standing and machinery functional. Other things had remained broken because they could. The weather mast. The workshop clock. The loose drawer beneath the kitchen counter. The cedar chest behind the workbench. Perhaps every unrepaired thing had been visible to someone. “I wasn’t completely gone,” he said.




“I know.”




“But people noticed.”




“Yes.”




Daniel picked up the fallen hinge plate.




Neris watched him. “When I arrived, you were surviving effectively.”




“That sounds complimentary.”




“It is not intended as criticism.”




“I know.”




“You were maintaining the farm.”




“Mostly.”




“You were not maintaining yourself.”




Daniel looked at her. The cattle moved quietly around them. Neris’s tail brushed the side of his leg, an undramatic but deliberate presence. Daniel turned the hinge plate over in his hand.




“Let’s fix this before Mabel discovers percussion again.”




The replacement took two hours. The original hinge bolts had torn through the weathered face of the post, so Daniel cut a steel backing plate while Neris drilled matching holes through sound wood. The first plate was too narrow. The second interfered with the latch. The third fit. Daniel held the hinge in place while Neris tightened the interior nuts. Her tail rested lightly against the back of his boots, occasionally moving when she changed position. ER participated through the farm tablet propped safely on a feed bin.




“The lower bolt remains two degrees out of alignment.”




“It’s a cattle gate,” Daniel said.




“The gate’s function does not alter geometric standards.”




“It will when a twelve-hundred-pound cow leans on it.”




“That is deformation, not alignment.”




Neris adjusted the bolt. Daniel looked at her. “You’re encouraging him.”




“I am correcting the hinge.”




“Same result.”




When the new gate swung freely, Daniel opened and closed it three times.




Mabel watched. On the fourth movement, she struck it with her forehead. The hinge held. Daniel nodded. “Field test.”




Neris stared at the cow. “She did that deliberately.”




“Definitely.”




“Why?”




Daniel latched the gate. “She likes the sound.” Clang.




ER said, “The revised frequency is more resonant.”




“Don’t encourage her,” Daniel and Neris said together.




They ate a late lunch in the tractor shed because neither wanted to lose the remaining daylight walking back to the farmhouse. Daniel had packed sandwiches before Marcel arrived. Neris added a thin layer of Xianglume seasoning to hers. Daniel watched. “You said it was intended for standardized courier food.”




“This food is standardized.”




“It’s ham.”




“It is sliced into uniform dimensions.”




“That doesn’t make it standardized.”




Neris added more seasoning. Daniel held out his sandwich. She looked at it. “You experienced discomfort yesterday.”




“Less this time.”




“That is not evidence.”




“Small amount.”




She sprinkled the faintest dusting onto one corner. Daniel ate it. The cooling flavour spread across his tongue. His eyes did not water. Neris watched carefully. “Acceptable?”




“Good.”




“You appear disappointed.”




“I expected a challenge.”




ER said, “Daniel continues to interpret seasoning as a test of character.”




Daniel finished the corner. “Better than interpreting feed delivery as one.”




Neris’s expression shifted. She looked toward the yard. “Do you think Marcel suspects anything?”




“No.”




“You answered quickly.”




“Because he doesn’t.”




“He knows another person is here.”




“He knows I’ve had help.”




“He knows you have changed.”




Daniel folded the sandwich paper. “That isn’t evidence of aliens.”




“No.”




“But it is evidence of me.”




He looked at her. Neris’s tail curled around the leg of the bench. “I dislike being absent from a life I am affecting.”




Daniel let that settle. The tractor shed smelled of hay dust, cold metal and the faint smoke of the portable heater. Outside, cattle moved through the yard beyond the open upper panels. “You’re not absent from it,” he said.




“To them, I am.”




“For now.”




She met his eyes. “You continue to use that phrase.”




“Because I need it to be true.” That was more honest than he intended.




Neris looked down. “What happens if it is not?”




Daniel could not promise public acceptance, safe first contact or a life in which Neris could walk into the market without disguise. He could only promise his part. “Then we find a different way not to erase you.”




Her ears lifted slightly. “What way?”




“I don’t know yet.”




“That is not reassuring.”




“No.”




He reached across the narrow space and placed his hand palm-up on the bench between them, offering rather than taking hers. Neris looked at it and placed her paw lightly over his fingers. Her touch was warm despite the cold. They remained that way for several breaths. ER did not comment. The moment ended when the tablet sounded an alert. Neris’s paw withdrew. The dimensional receiver display showed timing deviation between the weather mast and Takuhai.




“Clock drift,” she said.




ER brought up the comparison. The remote station’s time signal lagged by less than a millionth of a second. Daniel studied the numbers. “That’s the problem?”




“For ordinary communications, no,” Neris said. “For dimensional phase comparison, it is severe.”




“The oscillators are diverging under temperature variation,” ER said. “The mast housing experiences a broader thermal cycle than Takuhai’s internal systems.”




Daniel looked toward the ridge. “Can we keep it warmer?”




“Temperature control would reduce but not eliminate the difference.”




Neris stood. “We need direct synchronization.”




“With what?”




“A timed optical pulse between Takuhai and the mast.”




Daniel considered the trees. “There’s no clear line from the ship.”




“From the upper sensor fairing, there is a narrow path across the western cut.”




“You checked?”




“ER mapped it.”




“I map all visible routes from my exterior sensors,” ER said.




Daniel gathered the lunch wrappers. “Of course you do.”




They spent the afternoon building the timing link. The Earth component came from the weather station’s surviving quartz reference and an oscillator board Daniel found in an old agricultural GPS unit. The Xianglume component was a damaged optical transceiver from Takuhai’s exterior array, too unreliable for primary communications but precise enough to emit and detect timing pulses across a kilometre.




Neris refused to place the transceiver itself on the mast. Too much advanced technology in an exposed location created both ethical and practical risk. Instead, they installed a passive optical receiver in the weather housing and kept the complex processing aboard Takuhai. A near-infrared pulse would travel through the narrow gap in the trees. The mast would record its arrival and return a simple acknowledgement through the ordinary radio link.




Daniel aligned the farm side while Neris calibrated the ship emitter. ER spoke to both through their connected communicators. “Daniel, rotate the receiver zero point six degrees north.” Daniel adjusted the bracket.




“Now?”




“Zero point three degrees south.”




“You just said north.”




“You exceeded the requested correction.”




“It’s held on with a farm clamp.”




“That does not alter the target.”




Neris’s voice came through the communicator. “Move it south.” Daniel moved it.




“Too far,” ER said.




Daniel looked at the sky. With the pulse path clear, Daniel tightened the final clamp and ER acquired the signal. The improvement was real but not remotely sufficient: timing uncertainty still exceeded the desired margin by roughly nine thousand times. Daniel called that close and received no support for the assessment.




Neris returned from Takuhai carrying another tool case and the more useful diagnosis. Variable delay in the return radio path was contaminating the measurement. A hard line would remove the uncertainty, but they had neither the daylight nor the compatible fibre to run a new kilometre-long connection.




Daniel thought through the farm’s older systems until he remembered the retired grain-bin level monitor. Its hard-wired pulse line had once crossed much of the property and there might be twelve hundred metres left on the storage reel.




Neris asked about its condition. Daniel had no idea. Its location was easier: “Behind three broken augers and everything I meant to throw out since 2019.” For once, sedimentation might be exactly what they needed. ER said, “Your storage methods continue to impede interdimensional science.”




Daniel started down the ridge. “They’ve kept you busy.”




The pulse cable was buried beneath an obsolete calf feeder, two sections of ventilation duct and a wooden door from the old milk room. Neris looked at the pile. “You knew it was here.”




“I knew the general area.”




“The general area occupies a quarter of the shed.”




“Still found it.”




The cable insulation had cracked in several places, but most of its length remained usable. They ran it from the mast to a small relay at the edge of the western cut rather than all the way to Takuhai. The optical pulse triggered the relay; the hard-wired return gave ER a fixed timing reference independent of the farm radio.




The first test failed because a connector near the mast had corroded. The second failed when the cable crossed the electric-fence line and induced a repeating pulse. Daniel rerouted it through a drainage culvert. The third test held for almost a minute before the trace shifted again.




Neris frowned. “Not the fence.”




Daniel looked up as a gust of wind went through the spruce trees below the ridge and flexed the old mast as it went past. The trace moved with it. “Ground strap,” he said. They found the braided conductor at the base nearly corroded through. It still passed continuity while still, but the connection changed whenever the mast moved.




"You identified an electrical fault by looking at the wind."




"I identified a thirty-year-old piece of farm equipment and assumed that anything attached to it might also be that old."




Daniel replaced it with salvaged copper braid from an old generator. Neris tested the bond again as the next gust hit. This time the reading stayed steady. “Stable,” she said.




Daniel reached for the receiver.




“That proves the ground repair,” Neris said. “Not the receiver.”




“You’re getting better at ruining good news.”




“Three false successes have improved my methodology.”




ER recalculated. “Timing uncertainty reduced by a factor of six hundred and twelve.”




Daniel sat back in the snow. “That sounds good.”




“It remains fourteen times above the desired margin.”




“Sounds less good.”




Neris crouched beside the relay. “The oscillator temperature is still drifting.”




Daniel looked at the weather housing. “Insulate it?”




“Yes.”




They wrapped the oscillator compartment with closed-cell foam from the tractor cab and added a small resistive heater controlled by the old weather station’s thermostat. Daniel fabricated a shield from aluminium flashing. Neris corrected the grounding path. The next test brought the clocks within twice the desired error. The one after met ER’s threshold.




A new line appeared on the tablet display.



BASELINE SYNCHRONIZATION: STABLE.


Daniel exhaled. Neris remained focused.




“Run it again.”




“We have achieved the required tolerance,” ER said.




“Run it again.”




ER complied. The second test remained stable.




Daniel looked at her. “Good enough?”




Neris watched the numbers for several seconds. “Acceptable.”




Daniel smiled. Her tail brushed snow toward him. The light had begun to fade. Across the fields, the feed truck’s tracks remained visible as two dark lines leading toward the south road. Ordinary traffic had entered the farm, delivered minerals, asked questions and departed. The ridge still held their secret. Daniel packed the tools while Neris sealed the weather housing.




“Marcel will be back eventually,” she said.




“Yes.”




“Others will come.”




“Yes.”




“The veterinarian, your sister and neighbours.”




“Probably.”




She tightened the final latch. “I understand the reasons for caution.”




“I know.”




“That does not mean I will become comfortable with invisibility.”




Daniel rested one hand on the mast. “I don’t want you to.” Neris looked at him. “If you got comfortable with it, I might start thinking it was a solution.” The wind pulled at the fur around her ears. Her expression softened. “I will remind you.”




“I’m counting on it.”




ER interrupted through the communicator. “Attention.” The tone changed both of them immediately. Neris turned toward the tablet. “What happened?”




“A low-amplitude phase fluctuation has appeared in the dimensional noise floor.”




“The third echo?”




“No.”




Daniel moved closer. “Then what?” ER expanded the graph. A faint disturbance crossed the display, so small that Daniel would not have distinguished it from ordinary noise. It did not contain the twelve-part signature. Neris traced the waveform with one claw. “A precursor.”




“That is my assessment.”




“The original records showed field compression before the first echo.”




“Yes.”




“How long between compression and signal arrival?”




“The first event provided insufficient temporal data.”




“And the second?”




“Approximately thirty-four hours, with a possible error of plus or minus four.”




Neris stared at the graph. Daniel understood enough. “The next echo’s coming sooner.”




ER answered. “Most likely within thirty-six hours.”




The farm seemed to become quieter around them. The feed truck had barely cleared the road. The cattle had returned to eating. The repaired gate remained square on its new hinge. The weather mast blinked like ordinary equipment beneath the darkening sky. Somewhere beyond the geometry Daniel understood, the universe had begun moving again. Neris closed the tool case. “We need to improve the resonator.”




Daniel looked toward the trees hiding Takuhai. “How much?”




“Enough.”




“That’s not a number.”




“It is the only one currently available.”




ER said, “The third echo may be our best opportunity to identify the return trajectory.”




Daniel looked at Neris and saw hope enter her posture alongside fear. She reached for the tool case. Daniel took the other handle. This time neither commented. They carried it down the ridge together as the first lights came on around the farm. Behind them, the restored weather mast listened. Ahead, Takuhai waited beneath the trees.






Chapter 17 - Weather Between Worlds


The storm arrived twelve hours early. At three fourteen in the morning, ER dimmed the lights in Takuhai’s workshop and placed a weather map across the central display. Daniel had been asleep for less than two hours. Neris had not slept at all.




She stood beside the open resonator housing with one paw resting on the edge of the access panel. Fine insulated leads ran from the damaged assembly to three diagnostic modules arranged across the floor. A narrow maintenance manipulator held a light above her shoulder while another kept a bundle of disconnected optical fibres from slipping back into the machinery.




Outside, the first wind struck the hull. Snow moved across the clearing with a sound like dry sand. Daniel sat up on the couch, still wearing yesterday’s shirt and one sock.




“What happened?”




“The approaching weather system has accelerated,” ER said.




Daniel rubbed his face. “How much?”




“Local snowfall has begun. Sustained winds are expected to exceed fifty kilometres per hour before dawn, with stronger gusts. Freezing precipitation remains possible during the transition.” He looked at the map. A wide band of colour crossed northern Ontario from the northwest, swallowing roads, lakes and settlements beneath it. Moose River sat near the leading edge. Daniel found his other sock beneath the blanket.




“Power?”




“The grid remains active at present.”




Neris nodded and continued working. Daniel watched her insert a probe into the resonator housing.




“You didn’t sleep.”




“I was not tired.”




ER said, “The pilot’s accuracy has declined by six percent over the past four hours.”




Neris did not look up. “That figure is based upon an inadequate sample.”




“It is based upon seventeen repeated alignment attempts, two reversed connectors and your use of a thermal calibration tool to measure optical resistance.”




Daniel pulled on his boot. “That last one sounds bad.”




“The connector shapes are similar,” Neris said.




“They are colour-coded,” ER replied.




“The workshop lighting is inconsistent.”




“I control the workshop lighting.”




“Then the responsibility is yours.”




Daniel tied his laces. “How close are we?”




The resonator model appeared beside the weather map. Before the accident, the assembly had coordinated the dimensional drive’s sensing field, identifying safe phase conditions and maintaining the geometry required for transit. Now almost a third of the model remained dark. Several surviving sections operated only through improvised bypasses.




“Functional recovery is at sixty-four-point-two percent,” ER said.




“You said we needed another seven.”




“We have recovered four point eight.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “And the echo?”




“The precursor suggests arrival within twenty-two hours,” she said.




“Maybe sooner?”




“Yes.”




“How much sooner?”




“We do not know.”




Another gust struck the ship. The lighting flickered. Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Grid?”




“Voltage disturbance only,” ER said. “External supply remains within tolerance.”




Takuhai used her own power for critical systems, but since the repair work began Daniel had run a protected line from the farm generator building to support heaters, tools and several nonessential loads. It conserved the ship’s damaged reserves. It also tied them to every weakness in a northern Ontario electrical grid entering a storm. Daniel stood. “I need to start the backup generator and check the cattle shelters.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “The resonator requires assistance.”




“It’ll still require assistance when I get back.”




“The third echo may not.”




“The cattle won’t wait for the weather to improve either.”




“I am aware of the farm’s requirements.”




Daniel reached for his coat. “Then you know why I’m going.”




Neris looked at the exposed resonator. At Daniel. At the storm map. There was no anger in her face. Only the strain of trying to treat two urgent things as though one must be allowed to become secondary. “I will come,” she said.




“You’ll get more done here.”




“I will get less done if the farm loses power or the weather mast fails.”




Daniel paused. The answer was practical. That did not make it impersonal. “Alright.”




ER retracted one manipulator from the resonator and offered Neris her coat. “Remote diagnostics will continue while you are absent.”




She took it. “Do not alter the phase coupling.”




“I would not alter it without authorization.”




“You altered the coolant bypass yesterday.”




“I corrected your alteration.”




“You changed the configuration.”




“I improved it.”




Daniel opened the hatch. “Save it for the storm.”




Cold entered like a physical thing. The clearing had almost disappeared. Snow moved sideways through the trees, catching in the beams from Takuhai’s external lights. The farmhouse porch lamp glowed dimly across the yard. Beyond it, the farm buildings existed mostly as darker shapes inside the moving white.




Daniel lowered his head and walked. Neris followed in his tracks. Her tail streamed behind her, narrowed against the wind. Snow accumulated rapidly in the longer fur, weighing the white stripe until she shook it free. They reached the generator building first. The small diesel unit sat behind insulated doors beside the main electrical panel. Daniel checked the fuel level, oil pressure and coolant heater while Neris examined the transfer switch.




“You maintain an independent power system for the farm.”




“Grid outages happen.”




“How long can it operate?”




“Depends on the load. Two days comfortably. Longer if I shut down everything that isn’t keeping animals alive.”




“And Takuhai?”




“Not on the emergency circuit.”




Her ears angled toward him. Daniel tightened the fuel cap. “Your ship has its own power.”




“Her remaining reserves are not unlimited.”




“I know.”




“If the optical synchronization system fails—”




“I know.”




He saw the response in her posture and softened his voice. “We’ll split the backup feed if we have to.”




“That may compromise the cattle systems.”




“Then we decide based on what’s happening when it happens.”




Neris looked at the transfer switch. “Approximation.”




“Judgment.”




She considered correcting him. Instead, she said, “They are not always different.”




Daniel looked at her. “Now you’re learning farming.”




The generator started on the first attempt. Its engine settled into a low mechanical rhythm beneath the storm. Daniel left it running unloaded while they crossed to the cattle yard.




The animals had gathered inside the wind shelters. Their dark bodies filled the open-front structures, breath turning the interior air pale. The newest windbreak repair held, but snow had begun pushing beneath the lower edge.




Daniel checked the roof fasteners with a flashlight. Neris walked the inside perimeter, placing one paw against each support while listening to the structure.




“You can hear something?” he asked.




“Vibration changes when a fastening point loosens.”




“That one?”




She touched the second upright. “The upper connection has movement.”




Daniel climbed the service ladder. The wind pressed against his back. Neris stood below, one paw on the ladder’s side rail. “You required me to wear a harness on the weather mast.”




“This is three metres.”




“Gravity remains active.”




“I’m flattered you remembered.”




He reached the upper brace. A bolt had backed halfway out, allowing the roof panel to lift with every gust. Daniel tightened it. The panel settled.




“There.”




Another metallic snap came from the far shelter. Neris turned before he did. A section of windbreak tore free from two lower clips and struck the frame repeatedly. The cattle nearest it shifted away. Daniel climbed down.




“I’ll get the drill.”




Neris caught the loose edge with both paws as the wind tried to wrench it from her. “It is resisting.”




“That’s what wind does.”




“Your planet applies weather without moderation.”




“You haven’t seen February.”




“This is not February?”




“Not even close.”




She looked toward him. The loose panel snapped between her paws. “Your seasons are vindictive.”




They replaced the clips with bolts and wide washers. The first washer vanished into the snow when Daniel dropped it. Neris found it by scent and touch after the flashlight beam failed to distinguish metal from ice.




By the time they reached the waterer, both were coated in snow. The heater remained active. The gate hinge held despite Mabel’s continued experiments. She struck it as Daniel approached. Clang. ER’s voice came through the communicator beneath his coat. “The acoustic frequency has shifted.”




Daniel looked down. “You’re listening to the gate from the ship?”




“The yard camera includes audio.”




“Why?”




“I am maintaining situational awareness.”




Neris brushed snow from her muzzle. “He likes it.”




“I have not formed an emotional preference.”




Mabel struck the gate. Clang. A pause followed. ER said, “The new backing plate has improved resonance.”




Daniel looked at Neris. Her eyes held silent laughter. They checked the feed shed, secured the main doors and inspected the water lines running to the barn.




At four twenty-six, the grid failed. Every electric light on the farm vanished. The generator building responded three seconds later. Diesel rose in pitch. The transfer switch closed. Lights returned in the cattle shelters, the farmhouse and the water system controls. The western ridge remained dark. Neris looked toward it.




“The weather mast.”




“The receiver has battery power.”




“For how long?”




ER answered through the communicator. “Estimated duration at current temperature is nine hours and fourteen minutes.”




Neris started toward the field. Daniel caught her arm. “Not in this visibility.”




“The mast must remain synchronized.”




“The optical link can’t see through this snow anyway.”




“The hard-line return remains active.”




“If the cable isn’t buried by drifting.”




“That is an argument for inspection.”




“It’s an argument for staying alive until daylight.”




Her eyes fixed on him. Wind pushed snow between them. “We have less than a day.”




“And we’ll lose more time if one of us walks into a drainage ditch.”




“I can navigate by Takuhai’s positional reference.”




“ER’s exterior sensors can barely see the farmhouse.”




“I do not require visual navigation.”




“You require the ground to remain where the map says it is.”




Neris pulled her arm free, not roughly. “The receiver is essential.”




“So are you.”




The words stopped her. Daniel had not raised his voice. He did not need to. Neris looked toward the unseen ridge. Her gaze returned to him. Snow gathered on her eyelashes and the fur above her eyes. “I dislike waiting.”




“I know.”




“It feels like choosing to lose information.”




“I know.”




“How do you tolerate it?”




Daniel looked around the dark yard. At the cattle shelters. At the barn. At the farmhouse light restored by the generator. “You don’t tolerate it. You do the next thing you can do.”




“That is unsatisfying.”




“Most useful answers are.”




She stood beside him in the storm for several seconds, then turned toward the farmhouse. “Food,” she said.




Daniel blinked. “What?”




“The next thing we can do. You have not eaten.” Neither had she. He nodded. “Food.” They reached the kitchen just before five. Daniel filled the kettle and set a pot of oats on the stove. Neris remained by the window, watching snow erase the yard. ER connected to the farmhouse tablet through the protected local network. His interface appeared beside the weather data.




“Remote receiver remains functional,” he said. “Battery temperature is declining.”




Neris took off her gloves. The oscillator heater was already consuming as much power as ER considered prudent. Neris wanted more heat for stability; ER wanted the battery to remain alive. Daniel proposed feeding the mast from the generator through an old irrigation conduit, but the buried run reached only halfway and pulling new cable through it in darkness and storm conditions was not a serious plan.




Neris treated the delay as lost opportunity. Daniel recognized the pattern. “You’re doing that thing again.” She knew which thing before he explained it: every not now was beginning to sound like never because the echo window was finite.




Daniel pointed out that fingers were finite too. Her better cold tolerance did not make frostbite fictional, and neither the mast nor the signal improved if the people maintaining them became casualties. Neris’s ears angled back. Daniel placed two bowls on the table. “Eat.”




“That is not a response.”




“It is the response until there’s enough light to see the field.”




She remained standing. The farmhouse creaked as wind pressed against the walls. Daniel sat. He tasted the oats. “Needs something.”




Neris looked toward him.




“Your culinary standards are inconsistent.”




He reached for the Xianglume seasoning container on the counter. She intercepted his hand. “Not in that quantity.”




“I know.”




“You said that before your eyes produced fluid.”




“That was different.”




“You interpreted discomfort as achievement.”




“It was a movie night.”




“Physiology does not recognize entertainment context.”




She took the container and added a controlled amount to his bowl. She added the same controlled amount to her own bowl. Daniel watched her sit. The argument had not disappeared. It had changed shape enough for both of them to remain at the table. They ate while ER reported on the storm. The western concession road had become impassable. The local grid operator estimated several hours before power restoration. Wind speeds continued rising. The dimensional precursor remained stable but had not intensified.




At five forty-eight, Neris put down her spoon. “I can work on the resonator while we wait for daylight.”




Daniel nodded. “I’ll check the generator every hour.”




“You should sleep.”




“So should you.”




“I rested during the film.”




“You slept six hours.”




“That is sufficient.”




“For a courier?”




“Yes.”




“For someone who used a thermal tool on an optical connector?”




Her eyes narrowed.




ER said, “Daniel’s argument remains supported by evidence.”




Neris looked at the tablet. “You have become partisan.”




“I have become experienced.”




They returned to Takuhai together. The ship’s external power connection had dropped with the grid, but ER had shifted automatically to internal reserves. Nonessential systems were dark. The workshop lights remained bright enough to work. The resonator waited open. Neris removed her coat and stood over it.




Daniel checked the status board. “Power use?”




“Within acceptable limits,” ER said. “If the outage exceeds fourteen hours, further reductions will be necessary.”




“Can the farm generator supply the ship?”




“Through the existing line, yes, once manually transferred.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “You keep working. I’ll rig it after daylight.”




She nodded without argument, which was progress of a kind. The next five hours passed in fragments. Neris rebuilt an optical phase bridge from two damaged couplers and a section of intact sensor fibre. The first arrangement produced unstable feedback. The second overheated one of the couplers. ER shut it down before permanent damage occurred. Neris swore. Daniel looked up from the human power-transfer cable he was preparing. “What did that mean?”




“No accurate translation exists.”




ER said, “A literal approximation would be: ‘May your ancestral burrow develop persistent moisture.’”




Daniel considered it. “That’s specific.”




“It is an old expression,” Neris said.




“Severe?”




“Moderate.”




“What’s severe?”




She looked at him. “You do not require that information.”




The third bridge held and resonator function rose to sixty-six percent, one point short of what they needed. Neris replaced another damaged lead; the reading fell to sixty-five point seven. She stared at the display while Daniel kept his eyes on the cable.




“Don’t say it,” she said.




“I wasn’t going to.”




“You were preparing to say that progress is not linear.”




“I was preparing to ask whether you wanted coffee.”




Her ears shifted.




“Do you?”




“Yes.”




“So do I.”




The coffee helped less than either admitted. At nine sixteen, daylight existed only as a grey thinning of the darkness. The storm remained heavy, but the farm buildings had become visible. Daniel inspected the generator, then loaded cable, a shovel and emergency gear into the tractor. Neris met him in the yard wearing the climbing harness beneath her coat. He looked at it. “You planned ahead.”




“Gravity remains active.”




He smiled. They drove toward the western field. The tractor moved slowly through snow reaching above the lower wheel hubs. Drifts had formed against the fence lines, soft on top and packed beneath. Daniel kept the bucket low, using it to test the ground. Neris sat beside him in the cab, tail compressed awkwardly behind the seat. “This vehicle was not designed for me.”




“It wasn’t designed for comfort.”




“The heater has two settings.”




“Hot and louder.”




“It is currently producing both.”




ER spoke through the dashboard tablet.




“The mast battery has reached thirty-one percent.”




Neris looked toward the grey ridge. “Temperature?”




“Below optimal range but stable.”




“The oscillator?”




“Drift remains within correction limits.”




Daniel steered around a buried drainage channel.




“Any signal changes?”




“The precursor amplitude increased by four percent during the past hour.”




Neris’s paws tightened in her lap. “How long?”




“Updated estimate: eight to fourteen hours.”




They reached the point where the tractor could go no farther. A drift had swallowed the field track from fence to fence. Daniel stopped. “We walk from here.”




Neris opened the door. Wind tore it from her grip and slammed it against the stop. Snow entered the cab. Daniel pulled it closed.




“Wait.” He tied a rope from his waist to Neris’s harness, leaving several metres between them. She looked down at it. “This is unnecessary.”




“If one of us drops into the drainage cut, the other knows where.”




“I can detect—”




“Humour me.”




Her expression softened. “I believe the phrase means accepting an irrational request to preserve social harmony.”




“That’s the one.”




“Very well.”




They stepped into the storm. The rope remained loose between them. Daniel broke trail. Neris followed, placing her boots precisely in the depressions from his boots. When the wind strengthened, she lowered her head and used her tail for balance. The mast emerged gradually from the white. Its lower half had been buried by drifting snow. Ice coated the windward side of the lattice and the passive receiver housing. The amber indicator still blinked. Neris exhaled. “Functional.”




Daniel approached the junction box. The lid had remained closed. “Your enclosure learned to swim?”




“It remained dry,” ER said.




“Shame.”




Neris brushed ice from the optical window. The surface cleared, then frosted again almost immediately. “The timing pulse cannot penetrate this layer.”




Daniel opened the tool bag. “Heat tape?”




“Too much interference.”




“Warm water?”




“It will refreeze.”




“Mechanical wiper?”




Neris looked at the old instrument arm.




“The abandoned wind-direction motor.”




“It’s seized.”




“We freed the bearing.”




“Motor’s probably dead.”




ER said, “The motor windings retain continuity.”




Daniel looked at the tablet. “You checked?”




“I have access to the receiver controller.”




Neris opened the upper service panel. “If we attach a flexible blade to the shaft, it can clear the optical surface.”




“In this wind?”




“At sufficient frequency.”




Daniel found a strip of rubber in the repair bag. It had been cut from an old tractor mud flap. Neris examined it. “This material is crude.”




“It survives gravel.”




They cut a narrow blade and mounted it to the wind-sensor shaft. The motor turned reluctantly, moving the rubber strip across the optical window. The first pass cleared only a narrow arc. Daniel adjusted the angle, but the second struck the housing. Neris changed the bracket; the third cleared most of the surface, and ER tested the pulse.




“Optical synchronization restored.”




Neris’s eyes brightened. The motor stopped. Daniel tapped the housing. Nothing.




“Frozen?”




“The current draw increased before failure,” ER said.




Neris placed one paw against the motor. “Gear train.”




Daniel removed the cover. One of the plastic gears had split. He held the two pieces in his glove. “That’s done.”




“We can drive the shaft directly.”




“With what?”




“The portable tool motor.”




Daniel looked at the battery drill. “We need that.”




“We need the receiver more.”




They removed the drill’s motor and coupled it to the shaft with a short length of fuel hose and two clamps. The assembly looked improvised even by farm standards. Neris stared at it. Daniel said, “Acceptable?”




“It is offensive.”




“Will it work?”




“Probably.”




“High praise.”




The rubber wiper began moving. The optical pulse returned. They secured the drill beneath a plastic shield and insulated its battery. By noon, the receiver was stable again. The storm worsened. Visibility dropped until Takuhai’s position was only a coordinate on the tablet. Daniel looked toward the buried cable running back through the field. “The hard line?”




“Operational,” ER said.




“Electric fence?”




“Offline.”




“Farm generator?”




“Stable.”




“Cattle?”




“Yard cameras show no immediate structural failures.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “We should get back.”




She watched the signal display. “The precursor is strengthening.”




“Which means we need the resonator.”




“Yes.”




Neither moved. They had restored the remote station, but leaving it now felt like abandoning half of a living experiment. ER said, “I can monitor the mast.”




Neris looked toward the communicator. “You are monitoring both sites through limited bandwidth.”




“Yes.”




“If the wiper fails—”




“I will alert you.”




“If the oscillator drifts—”




“I will correct within available limits.”




Daniel touched her shoulder. “We did the next thing we could do.”




She looked at his hand. Her gaze lifted to him. “Yes.”




They walked back. The rope tightened twice when Daniel slipped on buried ice. Neris braced and held him without comment. The third time, she went knee-deep into a drift concealing the drainage edge. Daniel caught the rope and anchored himself against the wind. She climbed out, snow packed through the fur along one leg. “Nobody schedules it,” he said.




Neris gave him a look capable of damaging equipment. Daniel continued walking. At the farm, the south shelter alarm had activated. A roof sensor reported movement. They diverted before returning to Takuhai.




Snow had built unevenly along the leeward edge, loading one section of roof. The structure had not failed, but the lower beam flexed visibly. Daniel started the tractor and used the loader bucket to push against the deepest drift. Neris guided from the shelter side, communicating through the tablet.




“Thirty centimetres left.”




Daniel moved the bucket.




“Stop.” He stopped.




“Lower.”




He lowered.




“Your other lower.”




“There’s only one lower.”




“The bucket angle.”




“Say tilt.”




“I said lower.”




“Different word.”




A section of snow slid from the roof and buried the front of the tractor. Neris disappeared behind a white curtain. Daniel leaned forward. “Neris?”




Her head emerged beside the shelter post; ears flattened beneath a layer of snow. “I am unharmed.”




Daniel laughed before he could stop himself. She stared at him through the windscreen. “You find this amusing.”




“A little.”




“You are covered in less snow.”




“That’s helping.”




Neris shook herself. The movement travelled from ears to tail, throwing snow in every direction. One of the cattle stepped away. ER said through the cab speaker, “The pilot’s method was effective.”




Daniel wiped moisture from his eyes. “I’m sure it was.”




The resonator reached sixty-seven percent at four thirty-seven in the afternoon. Neris stood over the housing with both paws pressed to the console. Daniel watched the status bar cross the threshold.




“Is that enough?”




“It is the minimum,” ER said.




“Will it hear the echo?”




“Yes.”




“Will it survive?”




A pause.




“Probability of completing one observation cycle without major failure is seventy-eight percent.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “That good?”




“No,” she said.




“Can we improve it?”




“Not before the signal.”




The precursor amplitude had doubled. The third echo could arrive within three hours. Daniel checked the farm tablet. The generator remained stable. The cattle shelters held. The weather mast’s wiper continued operating, its improvised motor drawing more power than expected but keeping the optical window clear.




For the first time that day, there was nothing immediate to repair. That was more frightening than the work. Neris sat in the pilot’s chair. Daniel took the station beside her. The workshop lights dimmed. ER placed the mast feed on one side of the main display and Takuhai’s resonator output on the other.




Two lines waited. Two points in Moose River listening toward no place a human map could name. Outside, the storm pressed against both. At five twelve, the mast timing signal skipped. Neris leaned forward.




Ice on the optical path reduced pulse intensity by eighteen percent even though the wiper still moved. Daniel stood to adjust the emitter on Takuhai’s hull. Neris caught his sleeve before he reached the hatch; the clearing was nearly invisible in the storm, and the fear in her eyes was no longer only for the signal.




He understood what she was asking him not to repeat. Daniel covered her paw with his. “I’m not going to the ridge. I’m going ten metres outside.” He would clip to the safety line and stay against the hull.




Neris still wanted to go with him. The resonator needed its pilot while the timing baseline remained fragile, so Daniel refused. “ER needs you here.”




Wind struck the ship hard enough to make the point for him. Neris released his sleeve reluctantly and returned to the controls while Daniel took the safety line.




ER was silent. Daniel looked toward the nearest display. “Back me up.”




“I assess that Daniel can safely inspect the exterior emitter if secured to the hull line.”




Neris turned toward the speaker. “You have become reckless.”




“I have become experienced.”




Daniel put on his coat and harness. At the hatch, Neris tightened the chest strap herself, then checked it again. “Ten metres,” she said.




“Ten.”




“If visibility decreases—”




“I come back.”




“If the hull line develops movement—”




“I come back.”




“If—”




Daniel rested one hand against the side of her face. The gesture surprised both of them. His glove touched the dense fur below her ear. Neris became still. “I come back,” he said.




Her eyes held his. She nodded. Daniel stepped outside. The storm seized him immediately. He clipped to the hull line and moved along Takuhai’s side, one hand gripping the guide cable. Ice coated the ship’s upper panels. Snow had packed around the emitter housing, scattering the infrared pulse. He cleared it with a brush. The pulse level improved then dropped again.




“ER?”




“Emitter temperature has fallen below regulation range.”




Daniel opened the housing. A heating lead had pulled loose from its terminal. He could barely see it. “Neris, I need the small insulated driver.”




A maintenance manipulator extended through the outer service port, tool held in its grip. Daniel took it. “Thank you.”




“Return it,” ER said.




“I always do.”




“That is false.”




He reconnected the lead. The emitter heater activated. Pulse strength climbed. Inside, Neris watched Daniel’s position as a moving point against the hull schematic. The third echo began. ER’s voice changed. “Signal detected.”




Neris turned to the resonator. “Daniel, return.” The exterior speaker carried her voice through wind. He closed the emitter housing. “On my way.”




The twelve-part structure rose from the noise. This time it did not appear as narrow isolated peaks. The signal unfolded. Layers of phase information emerged around each component, overlapping like waves arriving from directions that did not exist in ordinary space. The weather mast received it three millionths of a second after Takuhai. The delay increased to four millionths of a second, then fell to two. The changing delay traced a curve. ER captured everything.




Daniel reached the hatch. Neris left the console long enough to pull him inside. Snow covered his coat and hair. Ice had formed in his beard. She unhooked his harness with shaking paws. “You were outside when it began.”




“The emitter works.”




“That was not my statement.”




“I came back.”




Her tail wrapped hard around his waist at first. Daniel held still and placed both arms around her. The embrace lasted only seconds. The signal continued behind them. Neris released him and returned to the console. Daniel followed, still shedding snow across the deck. ER displayed the two receiver traces.




“Baseline stable,” he said. “Directional solution forming.”




Neris’s paws moved rapidly across the controls.




“Resonator field?”




“Within tolerance.”




“Phase bridge?”




“Temperature rising.”




“How fast?”




“Two degrees per minute.”




“Reduce amplification.”




“Signal fidelity will decline.”




“Reduce it.”




ER complied.




The model opened.




For the first time, Daniel saw something that resembled a route—not a line through space, but a sequence of folds positioned through relationships he could not understand. The path curved through the dark model, vanished, reappeared and crossed itself without meeting. Neris stopped breathing. “That is our transit wake.”




“Probability: ninety-four percent,” ER said.




“You can see where you came from?” Daniel asked.




“The path,” she whispered. “Not the origin.”




The model extended. One segment. A second. A third. Each new section represented another part of the impossible journey that had brought Takuhai to Earth. Daniel watched Neris’s face. Wonder displaced exhaustion. For a moment she looked younger than thirty-two—not less experienced, simply unguarded. The mast feed flickered. ER said, “Remote timing degradation.”




Neris’s eyes snapped to the side display. “What failed?”




“Optical return unstable.”




“The wiper?”




“Unknown.”




“Hard line?”




“Active.”




“Correct through the cable.”




“Cable timing lacks sufficient precision without optical reference.”




The mast trace shifted. The two observations began drifting apart. Daniel looked toward the weather camera. The ridge appeared as grey static. “I can go.”




“No,” Neris said.




“The signal’s still active.”




“You cannot reach the mast before it ends.”




The phase bridge temperature warning sounded. ER reduced amplification again. The transit path continued forming more slowly. At the mast, the pulse signal vanished.




“Optical synchronization lost,” ER said.




“Use predicted drift,” Neris replied.




“Uncertainty will increase rapidly.”




“Do it.”




ER extrapolated. The remote trace remained aligned for another six seconds. It held for ten seconds. The signal expanded toward its strongest section. A region appeared at the edge of the model, dense with phase relationships unlike the rest of the route. Neris leaned closer. “The origin boundary.”




“Possibly,” ER said.




“Resolve it.”




“I require stable baseline timing.”




“Use the original oscillator model.”




“I am.”




The mast clock drifted. The origin region blurred. The resonator’s temperature warning became continuous. Daniel smelled heated insulation. “Something’s burning.”




“Optical coupler three is exceeding tolerance,” ER said.




Neris did not look away. “How long?”




“Eleven seconds before irreversible damage.”




The signal remained strong. The path was almost complete. Almost. “Hold it,” Neris said.




“Nine seconds.”




Daniel looked at the exposed housing. A faint line of smoke rose from one connector.




“Neris.”




“Seven seconds.”




“Shut it down.”




“The origin is forming.”




“Five seconds,” ER said.




Neris’s claws pressed into the console. Daniel saw the decision moving through her. The path home. The system that might let them hear another echo. Four seconds.




“Neris.”




She closed her eyes.




“Terminate amplification.”




ER shut down the resonator. The model froze while the third echo continued for another nineteen seconds. Takuhai heard it with passive sensors and the weather mast caught it without precise timing; neither could complete the directional solution. The signal faded, leaving neither emotional nor restful silence but the absence after something had been present.




Smoke curled from the coupler. ER activated cooling. Neris remained in the pilot’s chair. Daniel stood beside her. The frozen model showed most of the transit path. At its far end, the possible origin boundary dissolved into an unresolved cloud.




“How much did we get?” Daniel asked.




ER took several seconds to answer. “Eighty-one percent of the usable phase structure.”




Neris opened her eyes. “Directional confidence?”




“Seventy-three percent.”




“Origin classification?”




“Insufficient.”




She stared at the blurred region. Daniel looked toward the mast feed. “What happened out there?”




“The optical pulse failed after accumulating ice beneath the receiver housing,” ER said. “The improvised wiper continued operating but no longer cleared the lower portion of the lens.”




“The mast worked.”




“Until it did not.”




Neris stood. Her movements were slow now. The exhaustion she had refused all day seemed to arrive at once.




“We lost the most important section.”




“We captured the original transit wake,” ER said.




“Not its origin.”




“We now possess a directional model.”




“Not a destination.”




“Neris,” Daniel said.




She turned toward him. Her face was controlled. Her tail was not. It had lowered until the tip rested on the deck. “We were close.”




“I know.”




“We had it.”




“Almost.”




“That is not the same.”




“No.”




The answer stopped whatever argument she had expected. Daniel looked at the model. Most of the impossible route glowed there, though not all of it. “You said yesterday you didn’t know whether the echoes were random noise or the path you travelled.”




Neris did not reply.




“Now you know.”




“We know the structure is consistent with our transit.”




“That’s something.”




“It is not enough to return.”




“I know.”




She looked at him sharply. The words could have sounded dismissive. They did not. Daniel stepped closer. “I know it’s not enough.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “We may not receive another echo.”




“Maybe not.”




“The next one will be weaker.”




“Yes.”




“The resonator is damaged again.”




“Yes.”




“The mast failed.”




“Yes.”




Each answer left her less to push against. Daniel continued. “But tonight we heard the road.”




Her eyes lifted.




“Not the destination,” he said. “Not yet. But the road.”




Neris looked back at the model. The route curved through impossible geometry, incomplete but undeniable.




ER said, “Daniel’s description is imprecise.” Daniel waited. “However,” ER continued, “it is not inaccurate.”




Neris’s tail moved faintly across the deck. Daniel placed one hand beside hers on the console. Both the mast and resonator were repairable. More importantly, the damaged recording already contained useful structure: repeated phase intervals that might mark stable dimensional layers, where instrument readings had briefly returned during the uncontrolled transit.




One of those regions could conceivably have belonged to their native dimensional layer, although ER refused to assign a meaningful probability. Neris remembered the second interval because she had been conscious for roughly three seconds.




“I saw stars.” The telemetry could not prove they had been physical. Daniel cared more about what she remembered than the classification and asked what else she had seen.




Neris kept her eyes on the bright point in ER’s model. “Light. A pattern I recognized.” Daniel asked whether it had been Xianglume. “No.” Whatever she had recognized, it was not yet the answer they wanted. Her expression changed. “Courier beacons.”




ER processed the statement. “The visual record was corrupted during that interval.”




“I know what I saw.”




“If a beacon network was visible,” ER said, “the transit wake may have crossed an inhabited dimensional layer before reaching Earth.”




Daniel looked between them. “Another universe?”




“Possibly,” Neris said.




“Your universe?”




“Possibly.”




The word returned a more dangerous hope to the room: something that could go beyond failure, if not a complete answer. Neris sat again. Daniel brought the blanket from the couch and placed it around her shoulders. She did not object.




Outside, the storm continued. The farm generator ran steadily. The cattle shelters held. On the west ridge, the weather mast stood blind beneath a casing of ice, its amber light still blinking into snow.




Inside Takuhai, ER preserved the third echo in six separate archives. He began correcting the damaged timing data. He began modelling the transit wake. He began estimating whether the unresolved origin could be reconstructed from incomplete information. Daniel made coffee. Neris held the cup in both paws but did not drink. For a long time, the three of them watched the broken road between worlds glow across the display.






Chapter 18 - The People at the Other End


By morning, the storm had exhausted itself. It did not end cleanly. There was no final gust, no sudden opening in the clouds. The wind simply weakened until the snow falling through the trees no longer travelled sideways.




The clearing around Takuhai had changed shape overnight. Drifts curved against the ship’s hull, burying the lower panels and one landing strut. Spruce branches bent beneath fresh weight. The path to the farmhouse had disappeared completely.




Inside the workshop, the transit wake still glowed across the central display. Daniel had spent most of the remaining night on the couch, though he had slept only in fragments. Each time he opened his eyes, Neris was still in the pilot’s chair, the blanket gathered around her shoulders and her face illuminated by the incomplete route.




At some point, she had fallen asleep. She would deny it later. Her head had lowered until her muzzle nearly touched her chest. One paw remained against the console. Her tail lay motionless across the deck; its tip curved toward Daniel’s boots as though even asleep it had kept track of where he was.




ER dimmed the model when Daniel sat up.




“Good morning.”




Daniel rubbed his eyes. “Is it?”




“Local sunrise occurred twenty-three minutes ago.”




“That wasn’t what I asked.”




“I am aware.”




Daniel looked toward Neris. “How long?”




“Forty-seven minutes.”




“She’s been asleep forty-seven minutes?”




“Yes.”




“Before that?”




“Intermittently unconscious for six shorter periods.”




Daniel studied her. “You could’ve just said she barely slept.”




“I could have been less accurate.”




The resonator housing remained open behind the pilot’s chair. Its overheated coupler had cooled, but a dark discolouration ran along one edge of the optical casing. Daniel stood quietly and crossed the workshop. He placed a hand near the damaged assembly without touching it.




“Can it be fixed?”




“Yes.”




“Today?”




“No.”




Neris opened her eyes. Daniel looked at ER’s nearest speaker. “You woke her.”




“I did not alter the audio level.”




“You were discussing my ship,” Neris said.




Her voice was rough with fatigue. Daniel turned. The blanket slipped from one shoulder. She caught it before it fell, then sat straighter as though posture alone could erase the night.




“You slept,” he said.




ER’s definition of rest was less forgiving than Neris’s. She had closed her eyes for forty-seven minutes, which he considered relevant enough to report and she considered nobody’s business. The remaining coffee was old enough that even Daniel refused it. She pushed herself out of the chair too quickly and had to catch the console when her balance shifted. Daniel hurried to her side.




“I am fine.”




“You nearly fell.”




“I stood before circulation had fully adjusted.”




“You nearly fell in more technical language.”




Her instinct was to move directly to the resonator coupler. ER stopped that plan. External temperature had stabilized, but the internal stress pattern had not, and the coupler needed another six hours untouched before inspection could be useful rather than merely satisfying.




“I can inspect it without applying power.”




“No.”




Neris became still. Daniel looked toward the speaker. ER rarely used the word so plainly.




“It is my ship,” Neris said.




“It is also my body.” The answer did not rise in volume. It did not need to. Neris looked at the darkened edge of the coupler.




The maintenance manipulators remained folded in their recesses. ER could physically prevent her from reaching the component if he chose, but the possibility felt wrong enough that none of them mentioned it. Daniel leaned against the console.




“You’re terrible at resting, and he’s terrible at admitting when Takuhai needs a break.”




Neris turned toward him. “This is between ER and me.”




“It stopped being just between you two when you started running yourself and the ship into the ground in my backyard.”




Her ears shifted back. “That does not confer authority over Takuhai.”




“No,” Daniel said. “But caring whether either of you damages yourselves does.”




Neris went still; her eyes narrowed slightly. Daniel let the words stand. ER said, “I support Daniel’s position.”




Neris looked toward the ceiling. “You have become an alliance.”




“We prefer household,” Daniel said.




ER’s speaker remained silent for a fraction too long. Neris’s tail shifted against the deck.




“The mast,” she said.




Daniel folded his arms. “What about it?”




“The receiver housing must be inspected. The optical data stored locally may contain timing information lost from the live transmission.”




“That sounds like work we can do without reopening your chest.”




“The resonator is not my chest,” ER said.




Daniel looked at the speaker. “Closest comparison I had.”




“My central processing architecture is located elsewhere.”




Neris pulled the blanket from her shoulders and folded it. “The weather has improved.”




Daniel glanced toward the external feed. Visibility across the yard had returned. Snow still fell lightly, but the farmhouse and main barn were clear.




“We eat first.”




Neris looked at him. “That is becoming your answer to everything.”




“It keeps working.”




ER said, “Historical evidence supports him.”




Neris placed the folded blanket on the couch with unnecessary precision. “Food. Then the mast.”




Daniel nodded. “Acceptable.”




She gave him a warning look. He smiled. Snow had drifted on the back porch until it piled halfway up the door. Daniel shoveled enough away to open it and let Neris pass. The farm was quiet beneath the new snow without being silent. Cattle moved within their shelters, the generator kept its steady rhythm, and meltwater ticked under the eaves as barn heat loosened the first thin layer of ice.




Neris stood at the edge of the porch and looked toward the western ridge. The mast was visible again. A dark line against a pale sky. Its amber indicator still blinked.




“You see it?” Daniel asked.




“Yes.”




“Then it survived.”




“The receiver may not have.”




“Breakfast.”




She followed him inside. Daniel made eggs, toast and coffee. Neris added Xianglume seasoning to her eggs and watched him closely when he reached for the container. He took only a small amount.




“Your restraint has improved,” she said.




“I’m capable of learning.”




“ER’s records suggest otherwise.”




“I’m choosing not to feel betrayed.”




ER spoke through the kitchen tablet. “The comment was statistically justified.”




Daniel sat across from Neris. “What did you learn overnight?”




ER placed a simplified model beside the weather report. The third echo confirmed that Takuhai’s recorded phase structure was consistent with Takuhai’s original transit wake, but the beacon interval remained unresolved. ER could not yet say whether the wake contained a region where local reference markers could be identified.




Daniel asked the harder practical question: if they had passed near their native dimensional layer during the anomaly, could Takuhai have stayed there? Neris answered with certainty. No. The drive had not controlled the transit; unstable phase boundaries had carried the ship, and neither pilot nor vessel had been able to choose the emergence.




“But you saw beacons.”




“I believe I did.”




“From your people.”




Neris’s gaze lowered to the coffee. Courier navigation arrays produced distinctive alignment patterns, and Neris had trained with them for years. ER reminded her that visual memory formed during trauma was not always reliable. “I know what I saw.”




ER did not contradict her. He only separated memory from confirmed data, which was precisely the distinction Neris least wanted and most needed.




Daniel ate a piece of toast. “You’ll verify it.”




Neris looked at him. He had said it without qualification: not maybe, not if enough of the data survived. He simply assumed that eventually she would know. Daniel did not know whether the confidence was justified. He only knew she had spent the night staring at a road that ended in fog. Sometimes the next useful thing was believing there was more road.




After breakfast, Daniel checked the cattle while Neris gathered equipment. The storm had left the farm bruised but standing. Snow pressed against the windbreaks. The south shelter roof remained square after they cleared it. The north waterer continued operating. The repaired gate hinge held when Mabel struck it experimentally. Clang. Daniel stopped. Mabel looked at him.




“Morning.”




Clang.




“You know that’s not getting food faster.”




Mabel chewed.




From the communicator, ER said, “She may be testing structural consistency.”




“She’s making noise.”




“The categories are not mutually exclusive.”




Neris arrived carrying the tool case and climbing harness. She looked at Mabel. The cow struck the gate. Clang. “The frequency is lower in cold weather,” Neris observed.




Daniel stared at her. “Not you too.”




They took the tractor as far as the western field allowed. The storm had hardened the older snow beneath a fresh powder layer, making travel easier than the day before. Daniel kept the bucket low and followed the buried field track. At the ridge, the mast stood beneath a thick glassy coating of ice.




The improvised wiper hung motionless. Its drill motor had burned out. One clamp had loosened, allowing the rubber blade to slip below the optical window. The failed assembly rested against the mast housing like a machine that had died while reaching for something.




Neris climbed the lower section only after Daniel checked the anchors. She wore the harness without argument. That alone told him how tired she remained. At the receiver housing, she connected the diagnostic reader.




The local archive had survived with complete oscillator data through the loss of optical synchronization, including the timing drift they needed. The failed wiper had done better than any of them had expected from a repurposed drill motor, running for eleven hours before continuous load overheated it and warped the lower shield.




A spare window actuator could replace the motor, but repeating the same mistake would only fail again. The duty cycle mattered as much as the component. Together they redesigned the mechanism around the actual need: warm the optical window only enough to loosen ice, wipe once, stop, and repeat only when temperature required it. A separate switch and the existing weather-station thermostat could reduce both power draw and mechanical wear. The improvised system became less like a permanently running wiper and more like a deliberate winter tool.




“Possible.”




Daniel descended.




“First try?”




“That is unlikely.”




“Optimist.”




They removed the failed motor and carried it back to the workshop. The replacement actuator fit the existing bracket without modification. Daniel stared at it. Neris looked suspicious.




“The mounting points align.”




“They do.”




“The shaft diameter is compatible.”




“Also true.”




“This is improbable.”




Daniel tightened the bolts. “Sometimes things fit.”




“Your repair history does not support that conclusion.”




They wired the actuator through a separate thermal switch scavenged from an unused stock-tank heater. When Daniel connected the battery, the arm moved once across the optical window and returned to its resting position. The mechanism stopped. Neris tested the current draw. “Within tolerance.”




Daniel waited. “That’s it?”




“The assembly functions.”




“First try.”




Neris examined every connection again. “The conditions were unusually favourable.”




“You could just say I fixed it.”




“We fixed it.”




Daniel smiled. “Even better.”




The optical window remained the harder problem. The old design allowed wind-driven snow to pack beneath the lower lip. A stronger wiper would only compress it. Neris suggested extending the housing. Daniel built a narrow hood from aluminium flashing. The first hood channelled snow directly onto the sensor. He removed it.




The second vibrated in the wind strongly enough to disrupt the optical alignment. Neris reinforced it with two small braces. The vibration changed frequency but did not disappear. They abandoned the hood. Daniel stood beside the mast, looking at the bare optical window.




“What if we stop trying to keep snow off it?”




Neris looked at him. “The receiver cannot operate through ice.”




“What if the surface is too warm for ice to stick?”




“A continuous heater would alter the oscillator temperature.”




“Not if it’s on the outside.”




She studied the housing. Daniel continued. “Thin heating wire around the lens. Separate circuit. Just enough warmth to melt contact points.”




“The electromagnetic output may interfere with detection.”




“We can shield it.”




“Shielding may retain excessive heat.”




“Then we test it somewhere that isn’t twelve metres up.”




They built the new approach on the workbench. Daniel wound a low-voltage heating filament around a spare glass plate. Neris connected shielding and a temperature sensor. ER measured electrical noise through the control module. The first test produced no detectable interference. Neris increased power. The filament warmed the glass evenly. A handful of snow melted within seconds and drained away.




Daniel looked at her. “First try again?”




“The test conditions are not equivalent to field operation.”




“Of course.”




At the mast, the heated optical plate cleared itself without the wiper. The actuator remained installed as a backup, set to cycle only if the receiver detected blocked pulses. It was not a repaired version of the previous system. It was a different solution. Daniel watched the amber light stabilize.




“Better?”




“Yes.”




“How much?”




“Significantly.”




“I’ll take it.”




They recovered the final data and sealed the housing. Neris tried to climb down. Her tail caught against the edge of the harness. She twisted. The movement pulled at several frozen clumps in the lower fur. Neris hissed and stopped. Daniel looked up. “What happened?”




“Nothing.”




“That sounded like something.”




“Ice has accumulated in my fur.”




“Can you get down?”




“Yes.”




She descended more slowly. At the ground, she unclipped the safety line and immediately reached behind herself, attempting to find the frozen sections. Her tail curved away from her paws. She turned. It turned with her. Daniel watched for several seconds. “Need help?”




“No.”




Neris caught one ice clump between her claws and pulled. Her ears flattened. Daniel stepped closer.




“Don’t do that.”




“It must be removed.”




“You’re pulling the fur.”




“I am aware.”




“Then stop.”




She looked at him. Daniel took off his outer gloves and held up his hands. “May I?”




The wind moved lightly across the ridge. Neris looked at his fingers. Her gaze lifted to his face. Her tail lowered gradually between them. “Yes.”




Daniel crouched. The ice had formed in several dense clusters where wet snow had melted against the warmer inner fur and frozen again during the tractor ride. Pulling them loose would take hair with them. He cupped the first cluster between his gloved palms and held it there. Neris watched over her shoulder.




“What are you doing?”




“Warming it.”




“That will take time.”




“Then it takes time.”




“I can tolerate the discomfort.”




“I know.”




Her ears shifted. Daniel felt the ice soften. He broke away the outer layer, then worked the remaining crystals loose with his fingertips. The fur beneath sprang back, damp but undamaged. Neris’s tail moved once, toward him rather than away. He took the next cluster. This one was deeper. He removed his inner glove from one hand and used the warmth of his bare fingers carefully, avoiding the cold metal edges of her harness. Neris inhaled.




Daniel stopped. “Did I hurt you?”




“No.”




“Sure?”




“Yes.”




He waited. Her voice lowered. “The sensation is unfamiliar.”




“Bad unfamiliar?”




“No.”




He continued. The natural spice of her fur was stronger beneath the snow and cold. The faint citrus-and-chocolate fragrance of the grooming oil had nearly disappeared outdoors, but he caught it when he worked closer to the dense inner layer. Neris’s tail relaxed across his knees. Daniel looked up.




“You said grooming means something for mephits.”




Her ears angled back. “Yes.”




“You don’t have to explain if you don’t want to.”




“I should.”




He paused with one hand resting lightly in the fur. Neris looked toward the field rather than at him. “Routine grooming is often communal: parents with children, siblings with one another, and close companions.”




“And outside families?”




“Touching another mephit’s tail without permission is intrusive.”




“I figured that out.”




“Helping to groom it is more…”




She searched for the human word. “Personal.”




Daniel waited. “For partners?” he asked.




“Sometimes.”




His hand became very still. Neris looked back at him. “You may stop.”




“Do you want me to?” The wind stirred the long white fur along the upper curve of her tail. “No.”




Daniel resumed. More slowly now. Warm the ice. Break away the loosened edge. Separate the damp fur with his fingers. Avoid pulling. Neris watched him for a while, then turned her face toward the ridge again and allowed her eyes to close. ER remained silent through the communicator, offering no timing update, weather report or observation about the increase in either heart rate. The last cluster had formed near the tail’s lower stripe. Daniel worked it free and brushed the loose crystals away. “That’s all of it.”




Neris opened her eyes. Daniel’s hand remained against her fur. He withdrew it carefully. Her tail followed. It rose from his knees, moved around his side and settled across his shoulder. The weight drew him a little closer. Daniel looked at her.




“This deliberate?”




“Yes.”




There was no embarrassment in the answer. Neris’s eyes remained steady on his. Daniel rested one hand against the tail where it crossed his chest. “Good.”




They stayed there until the communicator lit. ER said, “The local archive transfer is complete.” His timing was so careful that Daniel suspected he had waited.




Neris’s tail remained across Daniel’s shoulder as she looked toward the control module. “Any corruption?”




“None detected.”




“Beacon interval?”




“Reconstruction is progressing.”




Neris lowered her tail only when they began packing the tools. Daniel noticed she did not apologize for it. Back aboard Takuhai, the workshop felt warmer than usual. ER had raised the temperature while they were outside. The resonator remained sealed behind a bright warning field that Neris could not bypass without formally overriding him.




She looked at it. ER said, “Six hours have not elapsed.”




“I am aware.”




“You are standing within one metre of the housing.”




“I am permitted to stand in my own ship.”




“Yes.”




Daniel placed the weather-station archive on the console. “Children.”




“I am thirty-two,” Neris said.




“I am significantly older than the current version of Takuhai,” ER added.




“Still children.”




Neris looked toward Daniel. “You learned my age yesterday.”




“Made the assessment easier.”




ER began integrating the mast data. The incomplete transit wake appeared again. New timing markers formed along the section where Takuhai had briefly regained local reference conditions during the anomaly. Neris stood close to the console. Daniel remained beside her. Her tail moved once behind him, brushing the backs of his legs before settling on the deck.




“Recovered interval located,” ER said.




The model magnified. Daniel saw lines of light arranged in a repeating pattern: six narrow pulses, a longer gap, then four pulses that shifted gradually in frequency. Neris stopped moving. ER overlaid a second pattern taken from Takuhai’s internal archives.




The two aligned imperfectly, but enough.




“Match confidence?” Neris asked.




“Ninety-one percent.”




Her paws tightened on the console.




“What is it?” Daniel asked.




Neris’s mouth opened. No sound came. ER answered for her. “Courier-beacon synchronization architecture.”




Daniel looked at the pattern. “From Xianglume?”




“Not specifically,” ER said. “The architecture is shared across multiple systems within their interstellar network.”




“But it’s hers.”




“Yes.”




Neris sat abruptly. Daniel moved toward her. She lifted one paw uncertainly, as if unsure where to place it. “It means they were there,” she said.




Daniel crouched beside the chair. “Your people?”




Her eyes remained on the beacon pattern. “My sky.”




The words came apart on the last sound. Daniel placed one hand over hers. Neris gripped him without force but with complete commitment. He remained beside her until her breathing steadied. ER reduced the display brightness. The beacon pattern continued pulsing softly.




“Can you identify which network?” Neris asked.




“Not yet. The timing code contains regional routing information, but part of the sequence remains embedded within phase distortion.”




“How long?”




“Several hours.”




She looked at the incomplete route. Daniel rose slowly. “Show me.”




Neris turned toward him. “What?”




“Xianglume.”




Her ears lifted. “You have seen images.”




“I’ve seen maps. Technical files. A few pictures when you explained something.”




“That is Xianglume.”




“No.”




Daniel looked toward the beacon pattern. “That’s information about it.”




Neris’s paw remained beneath his. “What are you asking to see?”




“Home.”




The word entered the workshop gently. Neris looked down. ER made no sound. Daniel did not press. After several seconds, Neris withdrew her paw and stood. “Come with me.”




Her private cabin was small even by the standards of Takuhai. Daniel had entered only twice, both times during repairs. The room contained a narrow sleeping platform, built-in storage and a recessed personal display. A ceramic mug sat secured within a padded bracket near the wall. It was smaller than Daniel remembered. Painted unevenly with blue and gold shapes that might have been flowers or stars. Neris touched the mug with one claw before opening the archive.




The first recording began without a title. Rain fell across broad dark leaves.




The droplets gathered along silver veins and ran toward the ground in luminous streams. Behind them, a low house curved around a central garden. Its walls were pale stone broken by wide openings rather than glass windows. Daniel heard voices. Several voices at once.




ER supplied a discreet translation line beneath the image. A younger Neris crossed the garden carrying a tray. She wore a loose blue garment and looked irritated. Her tail was twice its normal apparent size. Daniel glanced at the Neris beside him. “What happened?”




“My older sister reorganized the meal after I had completed the original arrangement.”




On screen, another mephit entered. Her markings resembled Neris’s, though the white stripe across her face was narrower. She moved three dishes on the tray while speaking rapidly.




“Teral?” Daniel asked.




“Yes.”




The translation appeared. The sequence is wrong. The recorded Neris replied: “It is food. It has no sequence.” Teral moved another dish: “Everything has a sequence.”




Daniel smiled. “She is more organized than you.”




Neris folded her arms. “I told you that.”




A third mephit appeared through the garden entrance carrying a stringed instrument with a broad resonating body. Lysa. She began playing before either sister acknowledged her. The melody was light and irregular. Teral stopped reorganizing the tray. Lysa changed tempo. Teral resumed. Lysa changed it again.




Daniel looked at Neris. “She’s doing that on purpose.”




“Yes.”




“Does Teral know?”




“Of course.”




“Why doesn’t she stop her?”




“Because then Lysa would win.”




Daniel watched the three sisters argue through ritual preparation and music. There was no grand explanation of Xianglume. Only family. The recording changed. A young girl with black-and-white fur held the ceramic mug close to the camera. Blue glaze covered one paw and part of her muzzle. It is a courier cup, she announced. The shape was visibly uneven. One side rose higher than the other. The handle angled downward. Neris’s recorded voice asked: “What makes it a courier cup?” The child looked offended by the question. “It goes places.”




Daniel looked toward the real mug secured beside the display.




“Your niece?”




“Yes.”




“How old was she?”




“Five.”




“She was right.”




Neris’s eyes softened. “It has travelled farther than she could have imagined.”




The next recording showed a city at evening. Several species moved along elevated paths beneath suspended lights. Some were bipedal. Others used four limbs or moved within supported frames. A broad-bodied being communicated through pulses of colour across its skin. A cluster of small creatures travelled together within a shared vehicle, arguing through scent symbols ER represented as animated captions.




Above the city, a distributed beacon array stretched out as a pattern of light and structure across the horizon, each element brightening in sequence as ships approached from orbit. Neris’s ears lifted. “That is the Taliri arrival field.”




“You’ve been there?”




“Many times.”




The recording followed a courier vessel descending beneath the beacon pattern. Daniel recognized the rhythm: six pulses, a pause and four shifting signals, the same architecture embedded within the transit wake. Neris reached toward the image but stopped before touching it.




The next recording returned to the family garden. This time, no one appeared. Rain struck leaves beside a dense shrub covered in dark green fruit. The skin of each fruit carried fine orange lines. Neris moved closer to the display.




“That is saleth.”




“The plant in your grooming oil?”




“Yes.”




Daniel studied it. “Doesn’t look like chocolate.”




“It does not taste like chocolate.”




“Citrus?”




“Not exactly.”




“Humans are bad at describing alien plants.”




“Humans are bad at describing many things.”




He looked at her. “The scent makes more sense now.”




“How?”




“I thought it smelled like something you carried with you.”




Neris watched rain move across the leaves. “It is.”




“I mean more than the bottle.”




Her eyes shifted toward him. Daniel continued. “It smells like that garden.”




For a moment, Neris seemed unable to look at the recording or away from it. She changed the file. A family gathering during the Returning Light appeared. Objects covered a long table: tools, clothing, cracked dishes, children’s toys and small machines waiting to be repaired. Teral had organized them by material. Lysa had placed one musical instrument in every category. Neris sat at the far end beside her niece, helping mend a torn strap.




The family moved around her. They touched her shoulder when passing. They leaned into her. They allowed tails to overlap across benches and floors. Daniel saw how tactile they were without ceremony. How often Neris had been touched before courier life taught her to live between arrivals.




The recording ended. The cabin became still. Neris closed the archive. Daniel remained beside her. “You haven’t watched those since the crash.” It was not a question.




“No.”




“Why?”




Her paw rested against the edge of the display. “I remember them.”




“That’s not the same.”




“No.”




She looked toward the ceramic mug. “I remember them clearly. I know Teral’s voice. I know how Lysa changes tempo when she wants to irritate someone. I remember the garden after rain.”




“But?”




“I cannot recreate them perfectly. Memory is not a recording.” Her ears lowered. “The way my niece tilts her head before saying something she believes is obvious. The pause Teral takes before correcting a mistake. Lysa’s expression when she knows she is about to cause trouble.”




Daniel listened.




“I avoided the files because they made those things present.”




“And that hurt.”




“Yes.”




Neris closed her eyes. “They may believe I am dead. They may have held a Returning Light without me. They may have repaired my belongings. Distributed them. Told my niece that the cup was lost with Takuhai.”




Her voice weakened. Daniel stepped closer. Neris continued before he could answer.




“And I have been…” She looked toward him. “Happy.”




The word sounded like confession. “Not continuously. Not without fear. But there have been mornings when I woke and wanted to know what work we would do. Evenings when I did not think about leaving. Moments when Earth did not feel like an accident.”




Daniel felt the ache beneath the sentence. “My sisters may be grieving me while I am drinking coffee in your kitchen.”




“Being cared for here doesn’t mean you stopped caring about them.”




“It feels disloyal.”




Daniel looked toward the dark display. “So did laughing after Emily died.”




Neris’s eyes lifted.




“Was it?”




“No.”




The answer came without hesitation. “But knowing that didn’t stop it feeling that way.” She watched him. “The first time it happened, Claire called me. She said something about a neighbour’s dog stealing a roast. It was stupid.” His mouth shifted faintly at the memory. “I laughed. Then I spent the rest of the day feeling like I’d betrayed Emily because something in the world had still been funny.”




“What changed?”




“Nothing all at once.”




Daniel looked down at his hands. “I eventually understood grief wasn’t a job I could perform well enough to prove I loved her.”




Neris’s breath caught. Daniel continued softly. “Your sisters’ pain is real. So is whatever this is.”




He gestured between them, the cabin, the ship, the farm beyond the hull. “One doesn’t cancel the other.” Neris’s posture subtly gave way. Her shoulders lowered, her tail slipped to the floor and the effort required to hold herself upright seemed suddenly greater than the strength she had left. Daniel opened his arms but did not step forward. Neris looked at him and then crossed the space between them.




She pressed into him with enough force to move him back half a step. Daniel’s arms closed around her. One hand settled at her waist. The other rose behind her head, fingers resting in the dense fur below one ear. Neris pressed her muzzle against the side of his neck. Her breath warmed his skin above the collar. Her tail wrapped around them both. It crossed Daniel’s back, curved around his side and tightened until the world outside it seemed farther away. Daniel held her firmly without implying she might break or preventing her from moving. Neris’s paws gripped the back of his jacket.




They stayed that way while her breathing slowed and the rigid emotional control in her grip eased one breath at a time. Daniel rested his cheek against the top of her head. The fur was warm and the faint scent of saleth surrounded them. ER remained silent while the cabin lights dimmed slightly; Daniel suspected the change was deliberate. When Neris finally moved, she did not step away. She lifted her head. They remained inside the circle of her tail.




Daniel’s hand slid from the back of her head to the side of her face. His thumb moved gently through the fine fur beneath one eye. Neris leaned into his palm. The movement was small. Unmistakable. Daniel’s heart struck hard enough that he wondered whether ER had already recorded it. Neris looked directly into his eyes.




Mephits did not use prolonged eye contact casually. Daniel knew that now. He did not look away. Her forehead touched his. The contact was light at first, then settled. Their breath mingled in the narrow space between muzzle and mouth. Daniel felt the warmth of her paws through his jacket and the pressure of her tail around his waist. He did not know how long they stood there. It could have been seconds. It did not feel measurable. Neris closed her eyes. Daniel did the same.




They did not kiss yet, but the absence was not emptiness; it was the shape of a boundary they both recognized and neither crossed. When Neris drew back, she remained close enough that her fur still touched his face. Daniel opened his eyes. “Did I misunderstand that?”




Her ears angled outward. “You did not misunderstand.”




“Good.”




“You also did not ask what it meant.”




“I was afraid you’d move.”




Her tail tightened around him. “I was afraid you would.”




Daniel’s hand remained against her cheek. “I didn’t.”




“No.”




The word carried relief and something deeper. A tone he had not heard from her before.




ER’s voice came from the cabin speaker. “Beacon reconstruction has reached a provisional identification.” Daniel closed his eyes. Neris’s ears lifted. ER continued, “I delayed the notification for ninety-one seconds.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Thank you.”




“I assessed that the silence was performing useful work.”




Neris’s tail did not release him. “Show us.”




They returned to the workshop still close enough that their shoulders touched as they walked. Neither corrected it. ER had resolved the distorted routing code into a series of symbols Neris recognized immediately. She stopped before the central display. “Veyra Station.”




“Confirmed with eighty-seven percent confidence,” ER said.




Daniel looked at the translated map. A network of systems appeared around the beacon designation. Their names meant nothing to him. Neris moved through them without hesitation.




“Veyra serves the southern courier corridor.”




“Correct.”




“It connects to the Xianglume routes through Kelis and Oradin.”




“Those connections remain active within our archived navigation data.”




Daniel studied the map. “How far from home?”




Neris traced the route. Her tail still circled his waist, though more loosely now. “Less than a day from Xianglume by an ordinary courier route.”




Daniel tried to imagine it. One day through a civilization spread across stars. One day from Neris’s family garden, from Teral’s organized tables and Lysa’s deliberate wrong notes, one day from the child who had made a cup designed to go places. He looked at the beacon designation embedded within the transit wake. “We’re close.”




Neris’s gaze remained on Veyra Station. “Closer.”




She turned toward him and rested her forehead against his once more. This time she did not hesitate. Daniel lifted one hand to the side of her face. Around them, Takuhai preserved the family archive in three protected systems.




ER added a fourth copy to the priority vault.




He labelled it:



HOME — PRIORITY PRESERVATION


Daniel saw the title appear on the side display. Nobody corrected him.






Chapter 19 - A Voice from Toronto


The first ordinary thing Daniel did after seeing Xianglume was make soup. The farmhouse kitchen contained potatoes, carrots, onions, leftover roast beef and a stockpot large enough to make the world feel manageable. Neris stood beside the counter while he chopped.




She had followed him back from Takuhai without discussing whether she would stay for the evening. Daniel had not asked. Somewhere between the western ridge and the farmhouse, the question had stopped being necessary. Her shoulder nearly touched his arm. Each time he reached for something, her tail moved around the backs of his legs, not tightly enough to restrict him, only enough to maintain contact.




Daniel cut an onion in half. Neris watched the knife. “You are using an inefficient motion.”




“It works.”




“You rotate the blade unnecessarily.”




“Still works.”




“You would produce more consistent pieces if—”




Daniel placed the knife in her paw. “All yours.”




Neris looked at it. Her gaze moved to the onion. She began cutting. Every piece was nearly identical. Daniel leaned against the counter. “You happy?”




“Yes.”




“That wasn’t really a question.”




“I answered accurately.”




He reached past her for the carrots. His hand settled briefly at her waist as he moved behind her, a wordless warning that he was close. Neris did not step aside. Her tail curled around his wrist. Daniel stopped. The tail remained there for one breath, then loosened enough for him to move. Neither of them mentioned it. ER’s voice came through the farmhouse tablet propped beside the flour jar. “Kitchen movement efficiency has improved by fourteen percent.”




Daniel peeled a carrot. “That’s a strange way to describe affection.”




“I did not describe affection.”




Neris’s ears shifted toward the tablet. Daniel waited. ER added, “I described reduced collision risk.”




“Right.”




“The categories are not mutually exclusive,” Neris said.




Daniel looked at her. She continued chopping as though she had said nothing unusual. He smiled.




The resonator remained sealed aboard Takuhai. ER had extended the warning field around the housing after Neris passed it twice on the way out and looked at it with what he described as “premeditated technical interest.”




The damaged coupler would not be touched until the internal stress pattern stabilized. The rule had been accepted, neither happily nor permanently, but accepted. Outside, the storm’s last clouds had broken apart over the western fields. Late-afternoon light reflected from the snow with enough brightness to turn the farmhouse windows pale gold. The generator had shut down when grid power returned. The sudden absence of its engine left the farm feeling unusually still.




Daniel added the onions to the pot. They hissed against the oil. Neris stepped closer to smell them. Her muzzle nearly touched his shoulder. “Different from the market.”




“Because they’re cooking.”




“The market had cooked onions.”




“Those had been sitting under a heat lamp.”




“That changes the chemistry?”




“Changes the optimism.”




Neris looked at him. “Food cannot possess optimism.”




“Heat-lamp onions can lose it.”




She considered this. The phone rang. Daniel stopped stirring. The sound came from the counter near the breadbox, bright and ordinary enough to feel out of place. The screen lit.



CLAIRE


Daniel stared at the name.




“You are not answering.”




“It’s only rung once.”




“It has now rung twice.”




Daniel set down the spoon. The phone rang again. Claire did not call often. Neither did he. Their conversations had become things they arranged around birthdays, difficult weather and practical news. Claire would ask whether he had enough fuel. Daniel would ask whether her apartment building had fixed the leak above the service stairwell. They would mention work, roads, cattle, construction delays and the fact that they should speak more often.




They rarely did. The phone rang a fourth time. Neris’s tail slid from his wrist.




“Do you want me to leave?”




Daniel looked at her. “No.” The answer came quickly enough to surprise them both.




He picked up the phone. “Hi.”




Claire’s voice entered the kitchen. “Hi yourself.”




Daniel turned the heat down beneath the pot. “You alright?”




“I’m calling you. That doesn’t automatically mean something’s wrong.”




“It usually means weather.”




“There is weather.”




“There’s always weather.”




“Then congratulations. We’ve found common ground.”




Daniel leaned against the counter. Neris remained beside him, close enough that the edge of her sleeve touched his. Claire worked through the storm aftermath with the efficiency of someone who had spent years extracting information from a brother who volunteered as little as possible. Power had been out for a few hours, the generator had worked, the cattle were fine, the buildings were standing and the road still existed somewhere under the snow.




Her relief lasted only until she realized he had not sent a message. “You could have sent a message.” Daniel blamed the storm and the work. Claire pointed out that he was always busy, which was difficult to refute.




Daniel glanced at Neris and said he was sending one now. Claire corrected him: answering one was not the same thing. The exchange pulled a reluctant smile from him. Claire went quiet. Daniel recognized the silence and challenged it. She had noticed something else entirely. “You sound different.” Daniel looked toward the window.




“Phone connection’s probably bad.”




“No.”




“It’s northern Ontario in winter.”




“You sound awake.”




“I’m awake most days.”




“You know what I mean.”




Daniel did. He stirred the onions again. Neris’s paw came to rest lightly against his forearm, present without gripping.




Claire said, “What are you doing?”




“Cooking.”




“You’re cooking?”




“I cook.”




“You assemble food.”




“That’s cooking.”




“No. Toast is not cooking.”




“It’s heat applied to bread.”




“You made that argument when you were fourteen.”




“It remains valid.”




Claire laughed. The sound reached him more directly than he expected. Daniel looked down at Neris’s paw.




“You working late?” he asked.




Claire paused. “That was a follow-up question.”




“I ask questions.”




“You ask whether the roof leaks.”




“It’s a reasonable question.”




“You don’t usually ask whether I’m working late.”




“Are you?”




“No. I left the office early.”




“Everything okay?”




Another pause. Longer this time. Neris looked toward him. Daniel realized Claire was not used to him asking twice.




“Mostly,” Claire said. “We’ve got a school renovation in Scarborough that keeps discovering new ways to be older than the drawings.”




“What did they find?”




“A load-bearing wall that was not supposed to be load-bearing.”




“That sounds bad.”




“It is architecturally impolite.”




“What are you doing about it?”




“Opening more walls. Asking the structure what other secrets it has.”




Daniel looked at Neris. Her eyes met his. The sentence belonged too easily to the farm, the ship and everyone inside both.




Claire continued. “Are you actually interested?”




“I asked.”




“You ask things when you want the answer to end.”




“That isn’t fair.”




“It’s a little fair.”




Daniel turned the spoon through the onions. “What happened to the wall?”




Claire explained. The project had begun as a ventilation upgrade and accessibility renovation. Demolition revealed that a previous alteration had redirected roof loads onto framing never intended to carry them. The building had stood that way for decades because old structures sometimes survived by distributing strain through parts nobody knew were involved.




Daniel listened. Really listened. He asked how they would reinforce it without closing the school longer than planned. Claire answered in detail. Neris watched him. Daniel could feel it.




When Claire finished, she said, “You’re still there.”




“I said I was interested.”




“You’ve said lots of things.”




“So have you.”




“That is how conversation works.”




“I remember.”




Claire became quiet again. “Who’s there?”




Daniel’s hand stopped above the pot. Neris did not move. Claire said, “I heard something.”




“The stove.”




“Your stove does not breathe.”




Daniel looked at Neris. Her eyes widened slightly. A faint sound had escaped her when Claire described the hidden wall carrying weight it had never been designed to bear. Daniel should have moved into another room. He should have asked Neris to remain silent. He should have answered in the shed or the tractor cab where the world was easier to edit. He had done none of those things.




“There’s someone here,” he said.




Neris’s ears lifted. Claire’s voice grew more attentive without becoming louder. “At the farm?”




“Yes.”




“Right now?”




“That’s usually what ‘here’ means.”




“Daniel.”




He rubbed one hand over the back of his neck. “A friend.”




Beside him, Neris’s tail went still. The word had been true when he gave it to Marcel. It remained true now. It was no longer enough. Daniel looked at Neris. She did not turn away. “Someone important,” he added. Her eyes widened. The tail around his legs tightened once.




On the phone, Claire was silent for nearly three seconds. Daniel could imagine her expression: one eyebrow lifting, head tilting slightly, every piece of available information rearranging itself into new possibilities.




“Someone important,” she repeated.




“Yes.”




“How long has there been a someone important?”




“That’s complicated.”




“Of course it is.”




“Claire.”




“I’m not interrogating you.”




“You’re preparing to.”




“I’m deciding which questions you won’t answer.”




Neris’s paw slid from Daniel’s forearm into his hand. He closed his fingers around hers.




Claire asked, “Is she still there?”




Daniel looked at Neris. “Yes.”




“Does she have a name?” His grip tightened. Neris looked at the phone. Her gaze shifted to him. She gave one small nod. “Neris,” Daniel said.




Claire repeated it carefully. “Neris.”




The name sounded different in his sister’s voice—new rather than wrong. It was the first true piece of Neris Daniel had deliberately given another human: no invented surname or explanation, only her name. Neris’s ears tilted forward.




Claire said, “That’s a beautiful name.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “She heard you.”




There was a pause. “Oh.”




Neris’s paw tightened around his. Daniel said quietly, “You don’t have to say anything.” Neris looked at him. Her gaze moved toward the phone. “Hello, Claire.”




Claire was silent long enough that Daniel checked the screen. The call had not disconnected. Neris continued. “I apologize for overhearing part of your conversation.”




Claire recovered. “You’re in Daniel’s kitchen. Privacy there has always been more theoretical than real.”




Daniel frowned. “That isn’t true.”




“You used to listen through the heating vent when Mum and Dad argued.”




“I was nine.”




“You were sixteen the second time.”




“That was different.”




Neris looked at him. Claire heard the silence. “He does that,” Neris said.




“Does what?”




“Describes similar actions as different when the distinction benefits him.”




Claire laughed. Daniel looked between the phone and Neris. “You’ve known each other thirty seconds.”




“And she already has supporting evidence,” Claire replied.




Neris’s tail moved against Daniel’s ankle. He returned to the soup. The onions had browned more than intended but had not burned.




Claire said, “So, Neris. How long have you been at the farm?” Neris looked at Daniel. He shook his head slightly. The truth required too many other truths.




“A number of weeks,” Neris said.




“A number?”




“Six.”




Daniel glanced at her. Claire said, “Six weeks and he’s only now mentioning you.”




“Daniel does not communicate efficiently.”




“Finally, someone willing to say it.”




“I communicate fine.”




“You send messages that say ‘storm bad, cattle fine,’” Claire said.




“That covers the important parts.”




“It does not cover you.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “No,” she said softly. “It does not.”




Daniel stirred the soup. He could feel both of them looking at him from different distances. Claire asked Neris where she was from. Daniel’s shoulders tightened. Neris answered without hesitation. “Far from here.”




Claire waited. “That sounds complicated.”




“It is.”




“Work?”




“Yes.”




“What kind?”




“Courier operations.” Daniel nearly dropped the spoon. Claire said, “Like delivery logistics?”




“That is an incomplete but functional description.”




Daniel turned toward Neris. Her eyes held a quiet glint. Claire laughed again. “I like her.”




“You haven’t met her.”




“I’ve met enough.”




Neris’s tail curled more firmly around Daniel’s ankle. He looked down at it. Claire continued. “Are you staying through winter?”




The question changed the room. Neris’s expression remained calm. Daniel knew better.




She looked toward the window, where snow covered the yard, the fields and the trees hiding Takuhai. “I do not know,” she said.




Claire did not fill the silence. That restraint made Daniel more grateful than he could say. Finally, Claire asked, “Are you safe there?” Neris looked at Daniel. “Yes.” The answer was immediate. Daniel felt it in his chest. Claire said, “Good,” without qualification or a demand for explanation.




The soup began to simmer. Daniel lowered the heat again. Claire asked about the storm damage. Neris described the weather mast in terms precise enough to sound like an engineering consultant and vague enough to reveal nothing impossible. Claire became interested. Daniel should have expected it.




“You repaired the original mast?” she asked.




“Restored,” Daniel said.




“Mostly replaced,” Neris corrected.




“I kept the structure.”




“The structure was the least useful portion.”




“It held everything up.”




“Only after inspection and reinforcement.”




Claire said, “I’m with Neris.”




Daniel stared at the phone. “Of course you are.”




“A structure is not automatically valuable because it remains vertical.”




“It worked.”




“Eventually.”




Neris said, “The recent optical repair succeeded on the first attempt.”




Daniel smiled. “Tell her that again.”




“The earlier weather shield required an alternate approach.”




Claire said, “That sounds more honest.”




Daniel resumed chopping the remaining carrots. “You two are a problem.”




Neris’s paw remained in his. The practical difficulty of cooking one-handed should have made him release it. He did not.




Claire spoke about her life in Toronto rather than the skyline or traffic: the repaired leak in the service stairwell, a colleague’s engagement, and a rescued office plant now refusing to die despite her inconsistent attention.




Neris asked what species the plant was and what its leaves looked like. Claire described them; Neris suggested pothos, and Claire searched while they spoke.




“You’re right.”




Neris’s ears lifted with quiet satisfaction. Daniel added stock to the pot. Claire said, “You sound like you know plants.”




“My sister is a botanist.”




There it was. A small truth from Xianglume, offered without its impossible scale.




Claire asked her sister’s name.




“Lysa.”




“Older or younger?”




“Younger.”




“Do you get along?”




Neris considered. “Yes.”




“That pause sounded dangerous.”




“She alters musical performances to irritate our older sister.”




Daniel smiled. Claire asked about the older sister.




“Teral.”




“Organized?”




“Excessively.”




“You say that like Daniel says ‘weather.’”




Daniel looked at Neris. She looked back. Claire heard the quiet. “You’re standing close together, aren’t you?” Daniel nearly overturned the stock container. Neris’s tail puffed visibly. Claire laughed.




“I’m an architect. I notice spatial relationships.”




“You’re on the phone,” Daniel said.




“You both keep forgetting what question you were answering.”




“That proves nothing.”




“It proves distraction.”




Neris’s ears flattened. Daniel’s face warmed. Claire continued, mercifully, “I’m glad you have someone there.”




Daniel stopped. The humour left her voice, but not the warmth. “Really,” she said. “I am.”




He looked toward the dark window over the sink. Neris’s paw tightened around his hand. Daniel said, “Thanks.”




Claire exhaled. “You’re welcome.”




The conversation could have ended there. Perhaps it should have. Instead, Claire said, “I’ve been thinking about coming up.”




Daniel’s body closed before he could prevent it. Neris felt the change through his hand. “When?”




“Not tomorrow.”




“Roads are bad.”




“I know.”




“We’re supposed to get another system next week.”




“I know.”




“The guest room’s cold.”




“You own blankets.”




“I’ve got deliveries scheduled.”




“You have always had deliveries scheduled.”




Daniel released Neris’s paw and reached for the salt. He did not need salt. Claire’s voice sharpened. “You just spent ten minutes sounding more alive than you have in three years, and now you’re explaining road conditions.”




“The roads matter.”




“They always matter when you don’t want to answer.”




Daniel looked at the soup. Steam rose between him and the window. Neris’s paw found his beneath the edge of the counter. This time, her claws curled gently into his palm. Daniel held on. Claire said more quietly, “I should have come sooner.”




He closed his eyes. “You were working.”




“I could have taken time.”




“You called.”




“Not enough.”




“I didn’t make it easy.”




“No.”




The answer was honest without being cruel. Through Claire’s end of the line, Daniel heard Toronto moving around her—cars passing, a distant horn, a city continuing whether she spoke to her brother or not. Claire continued. “I didn’t know whether you wanted me there.”




“I didn’t know either.”




“Do you, now?”




Daniel looked at Neris. She stood beside him in his kitchen, holding his hand beneath the counter while her tail rested around his legs. Someone important. The farmhouse no longer felt like a place he needed to protect by keeping everyone outside. It felt like something that might survive being shared. “Yes,” he said. Neris’s ears lifted. Claire remained quiet. “Okay.”




Claire’s promise to visit turned into the old argument about notice and weather. She reminded Daniel that she had once driven through freezing rain when he had pneumonia badly enough to hallucinate a moving coat rack, argue with it and, according to Claire, try to feed it aspirin. Neris listened with increasing interest while Daniel failed to improve the historical record.




They negotiated notice the way Mercers negotiated most things: Claire proposed a week, Daniel demanded two, and they settled on ten days with the added condition that she would not book anything until the roads cleared.




Claire stated the part that mattered. She wanted to meet Neris. The joke disappeared without anyone needing to announce it. Neris became still. Daniel looked at her. Claire continued quickly.




“When she’s comfortable. I’m not demanding anything.”




Daniel covered the phone microphone with one hand. Neris’s eyes remained on him. “You don’t have to,” he said.




“She will come regardless.”




“Probably.”




“I would prefer to understand the risk before deciding.”




“Fair.”




Her tail moved slowly around his ankle. Daniel uncovered the phone. “We’ll talk about it.”




Claire accepted the answer, which worried Daniel more than an argument would have. She asked what he was cooking and whether he had remembered bay leaves. He had not. Neris found them in the cupboard; Daniel added two, Claire said one was enough, and Neris removed one with a spoon while Daniel objected and both women ignored him. By the time the call ended, the soup had become dinner, and Daniel had promised a photograph only of the repaired weather mast—a careful truth that excluded Takuhai and Neris. Claire said goodbye to Neris first.




“It was good to speak with you.”




“And with you.”




“I hope we meet.”




Neris looked toward Daniel. “I hope so as well.”




The call disconnected. The kitchen became very quiet. Daniel placed the phone on the counter. He stared at it as though it might ring again and undo everything. Neris remained beside him. The soup simmered. “You told her my name,” she said.




“Yes.”




“You described me as important.”




Daniel rubbed one thumb against the edge of the counter. “Yes.”




“Was that difficult?”




“Yes.”




“Do you regret it?”




He looked at her. “No.” The answer came easily. The harder truth followed. “I regret how much I want her to come.”




Neris’s ears tilted. “Why?”




“Because wanting people near you gives them leverage.”




“Leverage to do what?”




“Leave.”




The word settled between them. Daniel turned away and reached for bowls. Neris did not let him. She stepped in front of the cupboard. “Wanting someone near you is not weakness.”




Daniel looked at their joined hands. “You’re getting confident with that argument.”




“I have been collecting evidence.”




“From me?”




“From both of us.”




Daniel exhaled. Neris raised both paws and placed them against his chest. The movement stopped him more effectively than force would have. She looked into his eyes. Mephit eye contact. Intimate. Unhidden. “May I stay here?” she asked.




Daniel’s hands settled at her waist. “Yeah.”




Her ears angled outward.




“That was not a complete answer.”




He drew her closer. “Please.”




Neris rested her forehead against the centre of his chest. Daniel held her. This embrace belonged to the quiet kitchen, with soup cooling nearby after a phone call from a woman in Toronto who wanted to see her brother. Neris slid her paws around Daniel’s sides. Her tail curled around his legs, then rose across his back, holding them together with warm, deliberate pressure.




Daniel stroked one hand slowly along her spine. The fur beneath his palm was dense and warm. Neris leaned more fully into him. He moved his hand upward until his fingers rested behind one ear. She tilted her head into the touch. The reaction travelled through her body: shoulders loosening, tail tightening, breath slowing. Daniel felt the shape of her muzzle against his shirt. He closed his eyes. Neither spoke. The farmhouse had known Emily’s laughter, her illness, her absence and Daniel’s long silence after. Now it held this. Neris lifted her head.




Their faces were closer than either expected. Daniel’s hand remained behind her ear. Her paws rested against his chest. Her eyes dropped for one brief moment toward his mouth. Her gaze returned to his eyes. Daniel felt the shift. A boundary became visible between them, more step than wall, and he did not take it. Neither did she. Neris moved closer until her forehead touched his. Their breath shared the space between them. Daniel’s thumb moved once through the fur below her ear.




Her eyes closed. His did too. The temptation was not sudden.




It had been building through coffee, cattle yards, bruised hands, snow, films, grief, the scent of saleth, and every time her tail reached him before she found the words. Daniel turned his face slightly. Neris felt it. Her breath caught. For one suspended moment, the distance between his mouth and her muzzle nearly disappeared. She rested her forehead more firmly against his, choosing the shape and limit of the moment rather than retreating. His hand tightened gently at her waist. Neris’s tail pressed around his back.




They stayed close until the soup began boiling over. Daniel pulled away just enough to look toward the stove. “Damn.”




Neris released him reluctantly. He moved the pot off the heat. Broth hissed against the burner. Neris watched him place the lid sideways. “Your cooking requires frequent intervention.”




“It had a difficult emotional environment.”




“Food cannot—”




She stopped. Daniel looked at her. Neris’s eyes softened.




“Heat-lamp onions can lose optimism,” she said.




He smiled. “Exactly.”




They ate at the kitchen table. Neris sat beside him rather than across from him. Her tail rested over his feet beneath the table. Daniel sent Claire a photograph of the weather mast against the clearing sky.




Claire replied almost immediately.



Dad would be unbearable about this.


A second message arrived. An old photograph. Daniel opened it. He and Claire stood beside the original mast with their parents. Daniel was perhaps fourteen, all elbows and stubborn expression. Claire was eleven and held a clipboard nearly as large as her torso. Their father crouched beside the lower weather housing with one hand on Daniel’s shoulder. Their mother stood behind Claire, laughing at something outside the frame.




The mast looked new. The field behind them had not yet been divided by the later fence line. Daniel stared. Neris leaned closer.




“Your family.”




“Yeah.”




“You resemble Claire.”




“She’d hate that.”




“The facial structure is clear.”




“She’ll still hate it.”




Neris studied the photograph.




“Your father appears pleased.”




“He’d just got the rainfall gauge working.”




“Was it accurate?”




“Not even close.”




She looked at him. “He was proud of it.”




Daniel smiled faintly. “Very.”




Neris’s tail shifted around his feet. “May I see it more closely?” He passed her the phone. She held it in both paws, careful not to touch the screen with her claws. Daniel watched her examine the image. She had shown him her garden, her sisters and her niece. Now she saw his parents standing beside the structure that had helped them listen toward her universe. The symmetry was too precise to feel accidental.




ER’s voice came through the tablet. “Veyra routing reconstruction is complete.”




Daniel looked toward the screen. Neris returned the phone and sat straighter as ER placed the beacon code beside the transit-wake model. The residual pattern contained the trace of a routine courier-network handshake that had existed in the field when Takuhai crossed a managed region.




Courier beacons normally identified an arriving vessel and expected a coded response confirming registry, route and navigation status. Daniel reduced it to checking in; Neris accepted the simplification. More important was what the residue preserved. Takuhai had answered for approximately eight tenths of a second through an automated navigation layer, even though ER’s active memory from the period remained unstable.




Daniel looked at the repeating pattern. “This thing called out and the ship answered.” ER confirmed it. Whether that would help them was less certain, but for the first time the wreckage of the accident contained evidence of a system on the other side rather than only damage.




Neris was already moving through the implications.




“If the echo reproduces the same local phase conditions—”




“A transmission timed to the handshake interval might enter the original network layer,” ER said.




Daniel understood the important part. “You can send a message.”




Neris looked at him. “Possibly.”




The word held more force than certainty. ER displayed a projected signal path. “We cannot transmit continuously. The opportunity would exist only during the phase interval corresponding to Veyra’s network region.”




“How long?” Daniel asked.




“Based on the third echo, less than two seconds.”




“That’s not much of a phone call.”




“It would be a compressed data burst.”




Neris’s paws moved across the tablet, opening message formats. The first useful packet, if they could produce one at all, would have to be brutally small: identification, survival status, the anomaly signature and enough relational phase data to describe where Earth sat from the route’s point of view. Earth coordinates meant nothing to a receiver in another dimensional layer.




Daniel asked the question Neris had been avoiding. Could anyone answer? ER did not know. A successful burst might reach a courier-network node rather than her family, but registry information could identify Takuhai and carry the news outward from there—if enough of it survived the transmission intact.




The possibility put Neris on her feet. “We need to repair the resonator.”




ER did not answer directly. That was where hope met hardware. The existing coupling array could not carry transmission power, no compatible replacement survived aboard, and the secondary fabrication system could print a substrate but not the required optical phase-structure lattice at sufficient precision. They knew what to send; the remaining problem was building anything capable of sending it.




“We can use one of the intact fabrication aligners.”




Silence.




Neris’s ears lowered.




“ER.”




“The secondary fabrication array contains a compatible optical lattice.”




Daniel looked at the farmhouse ceiling as though he might see Takuhai through it. “Contains one where?”




“In its primary alignment assembly.”




Neris became very still. “That assembly is functional.”




“Partially.”




“If we remove the lattice?”




“Precision fabrication will be substantially degraded.”




Neris started toward the door. “We inspect it now.”




ER said, “No.”




She stopped. “Why?”




“The fabrication system is also integrated into my internal maintenance architecture. Removing the lattice may affect more than manufacturing capacity.”




Neris’s posture shifted from pilot-engineer precision into something personal. “How much of you depends on it?”




“More than I had previously calculated.”




“How much would you lose?”




“I cannot answer that without inspecting the assembly.”




Daniel stood. The photograph of his family still glowed on the phone beside the bowls. A structure repaired decades later to help an alien ship hear the route home. ER brought up the fabrication system’s internal schematic, the optical lattice buried deep within it. Removing it might give Neris a voice across universes. It might also take away one of ER’s hands inside his own body.




Neris stared at the schematic. “If we do nothing, we may lose the next transmission window.”




“Yes,” ER said.




“And if we remove it, we may lose something we cannot replace.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked from Neris to the farmhouse tablet, then toward the dark line of trees hiding Takuhai. For the first time, repairing the road home would require them to decide which part of home they were willing to break.






Chapter 20 - What the Ship Can Spare


Back aboard Takuhai, ER displayed the fabrication array as a body only by analogy. The schematic contained no bones, organs or approximation of flesh, yet the way he isolated each subsystem made the comparison difficult to avoid.




The primary feed chamber.




The structural printer.




The molecular layering head.




The precision alignment assembly.




The internal maintenance conduits branching from it into parts of the ship Neris could not reach by hand and Daniel could not reach at all.




At the centre of the alignment assembly, a narrow lattice glowed blue. That was what the resonator needed. Daniel stood with both hands resting against the back of a chair. Neris remained beside the console, still enough that only the tip of her tail moved.




“How much do we lose?” she asked.




ER changed the model. The blue lattice disappeared. Almost half the fabrication array dimmed with it. The fabrication array could survive the lattice sacrifice only in a reduced state. Basic cutting, shaping and low-tolerance manufacturing would remain. Without precision alignment, it would lose the ability to produce complex circuitry, containment assemblies, molecularly aligned environmental components and high-density optics. The system that had helped them repair Takuhai would lose the ability to make many of the parts most likely to be needed if another inaccessible internal system failed.




Daniel looked along the branching maintenance conduits. The distinction was brutal in its simplicity: they could keep the ability to make a wrench while losing the ability to make whatever the wrench could not reach.




“That is imprecise.”




“Is it wrong?”




A pause. “No.”




Neris enlarged the lattice model.




“We do not need the entire assembly.”




“The resonator coupling model currently requires seventy-eight percent of the lattice surface.”




“I can redesign the interface.”




“You may be able to reduce the requirement to sixty-four percent.”




“Then part remains.”




“The remaining section would not be sufficient to restore precision alignment.”




“Earth-based optical references could compensate for phase drift.”




“Not at transmission power.”




“A calibrated multi-point array—”




“Would decohere.”




“Not if synchronized through the mast.”




“Atmospheric interference would exceed the correction margin.”




Neris dismissed the last model with a sharp movement. The problem was not a lack of ideas. It was that every route home consumed something Takuhai might later need to survive.




Daniel watched her open another, then another. Each proposal took a different route toward the same answer. Use less. Replace what was removed. Spread the function across other systems. Build around the loss. ER rejected every option with the same measured precision.




Daniel let them continue until the problem stopped sounding technical. “You keep asking what the system can survive,” he said.




Neris looked at him. “What should I ask?”




Daniel glanced toward the glowing lattice. “What he’s willing to lose.”




The workshop became quiet. The schematic remained suspended between them. Neris’s ears lowered slightly. ER said, “The distinction is relevant.”




Daniel looked toward the nearest speaker. “Wasn’t sure you’d agree.”




“I had reached the same conclusion.”




“Then why didn’t you say it?”




“I was evaluating whether the conclusion altered the engineering problem.”




“Does it?”




“Yes.”




Neris closed the remaining models. Her paws settled against the console.




“ER.”




“Yes?”




“What are you willing to lose?”




The answer did not come immediately. That was answer enough to begin with. A maintenance manipulator unfolded from the wall and moved toward the fabrication schematic. It stopped before touching the projection.




“The array provides access to systems beyond the range of my fixed manipulators,” ER said. “Its output has supported forty-three internal repairs since launch.”




Daniel looked at Neris. She knew the number already. He could tell.




ER continued. “Following removal, certain future failures would require direct physical intervention by the pilot.”




Neris nodded. “I can perform that intervention.”




“In some locations.”




“And in others?”




“Daniel may be physically incapable of entering the required spaces. You may also be incapable depending upon access damage.”




Daniel understood. “You’d be more dependent on us.”




“The modification would increase my maintenance dependency.”




“You mean you’d need us.”




“That is one interpretation.”




“It’s the accurate one.”




ER did not respond. Neris looked toward Daniel. He heard his own words returning from other rooms. Wanting someone near you gives them leverage. Dependence was easy to defend when it belonged to someone else. Harder when it had to become physical. Daniel folded his arms. “You don’t like it.”




“I do not experience preference in the same manner you do.”




Neris’s tail moved once. “ER.”




A quieter pause followed. “I dislike the reduction in self-sufficiency.”




There it was: something close enough to fear that Daniel did not correct the vocabulary.




Neris placed one paw against the console beneath the projection.




“We should inspect the array before deciding.”




“Yes,” ER said.




Daniel looked at the internal diagram.




“How difficult?”




“The outer assembly is accessible through the secondary maintenance corridor. The alignment housing is located beyond the environmental junction.”




“Can Neris fit?”




“Yes.”




“Can I?”




“Partially.”




Daniel nodded. “That sounds encouraging.”




“It was not intended to.”




The secondary maintenance corridor opened behind a panel in the port-side service bay. Daniel had passed the panel dozens of times without noticing it. Its surface matched the surrounding wall so closely that only a faint seam revealed the access route.




ER released the locks. The panel opened on the first command. Daniel looked at Neris. She looked back.




“Sometimes things work,” he said.




“This is not a repair.”




“Still counts.”




The corridor beyond was narrow enough that Neris had to lower her head and turn one shoulder to enter. Cable trunks ran along the ceiling. Structural braces crossed the floor at irregular intervals. The air smelled faintly of heated metal and the sterile mineral scent Daniel associated with Takuhai’s internal systems.




A line of guide lights activated ahead of her. Daniel remained at the opening with the tool case, portable lamp and a manual power-isolation bar. Neris clipped a communicator to her collar.




“Audio?”




“Clear,” ER said.




“Daniel?”




“Clear.”




“You are standing less than one metre away.”




“Still clear.”




Her ears angled back. She crawled into the ship. Daniel watched the soles of her boots disappear beyond the first turn. Her tail followed last, compressed tightly against the corridor wall.




“Outer service cover ahead,” ER said.




Neris’s voice returned through the communicator. “I see it.”




The cover released electronically and swung inward without resistance. Daniel waited. No comment came. He decided not to waste the occasion. Neris moved deeper. The guide lights followed her progress. “Environmental junction reached.”




“Power isolation confirmed,” ER said.




“Opening inner cover.”




Metal scraped, then stopped.




Neris tried again. The cover moved less than a centimetre.




“Seized?” Daniel asked.




“Thermal distortion,” she said. “The lower edge has bonded against the frame.”




“I can increase local temperature,” ER said.




“How much?”




“Seven degrees without affecting adjacent systems.”




“Do it.”




Daniel watched the internal temperature rise. Neris waited until the frame expanded, then eased the cover free with a thin pry tool. It opened slowly.




“One obstacle resolved,” ER said.




“You sound surprised,” Daniel replied.




“I am documenting progress.”




Neris continued. The corridor narrowed beyond the junction. She removed her tool belt and pushed it ahead of her. Daniel lay on his side near the access opening so he could see the light from her boots reflecting around the bend.




“How far?”




“Three metres.”




“Feels farther.”




“That is because you cannot see me.”




“Probably.”




Her tail remained partly visible at the turn, the white stripe catching the guide lights. Daniel watched the white stripe because it marked exactly where she was.




“Alignment housing reached,” she said.




ER magnified the internal feed. A small camera on Neris’s collar showed a crowded assembly packed between structural members. The optical lattice sat behind a protective cover no larger than a serving tray. Neris reached toward the release connector. Her paw stopped.




“The connector is behind the coolant return.”




“Yes,” ER said.




“You said the service route remained accessible.”




“It does.”




“Not from this angle.”




“The original maintenance procedure assumes removal of the environmental duct.”




Neris looked at the duct filling most of the corridor beside her. “That duct extends back to the junction.”




“Yes.”




“Removing it would require six hours.”




“Estimated.”




Daniel leaned toward the screen.




“Alternate route?”




Neris moved the collar camera. An adjacent ventilation passage opened above the lattice housing, too small for her body but large enough for one arm.




“I can reach through there.”




“The angle will not allow visual confirmation,” ER said.




“You can guide me.”




“My internal sensors do not cover the connector face.”




Daniel looked at the image. “Mirror?”




Neris paused. “A reflective surface may distort depth.”




“Camera on a stick.”




“The maintenance camera is too large.”




Daniel opened the tool case.




He removed the small inspection camera he used for tractor housings and drain lines. “Earth technology.”




Neris’s tail shifted at the corridor turn. “Pass it forward.”




Daniel fed the cable along the corridor. Neris pulled it the remaining distance and guided the camera into the ventilation passage. The image appeared on the console. Grainy. Slightly crooked. Enough.




“There,” Daniel said.




Neris reached through the duct. Her claws found the connector.




“Rotate clockwise,” ER said.




“It does not move.”




“Release tab beneath the lower edge.”




“I cannot feel it.”




Daniel enlarged the image. “Your index finger is on it.”




Neris adjusted. The tab released. The connector came free on the first attempt, without escalation—only the correct angle and a tool meant for a different problem. Neris pulled the alignment cover toward her. It moved halfway, then stopped.




“Obstruction,” she said.




ER checked the schematic. “No obstruction is indicated.”




“There is now.”




The collar camera tilted downward.




Behind her hip, a maintenance brace had shifted a few centimetres when she changed position. Its exposed end had slipped beneath the hem of her jacket. Neris tried to back out. The jacket pulled tight. She stopped. Daniel rose onto one elbow.




“Neris?”




“I am temporarily restricted.”




“That sounds like trapped.”




“It is not.”




She attempted to turn. Metal creaked. The camera shook. Her breathing changed barely enough for Daniel to hear.




“Neris.”




“I am fine.”




Her voice had changed. Flat. Controlled too carefully. Daniel lowered himself to the deck and reached into the corridor. He could not reach her body, only the white end of her tail where it curved around the turn. His fingers brushed the fur. The tail moved toward him immediately.




“Neris, reach back.”




“I need both paws forward.”




“One hand.”




“The brace—”




“ER can talk you through the brace. Give me one hand.”




Silence. Movement answered. Her arm appeared around the bend, reaching behind without sight. Daniel stretched as far as he could. Their fingertips touched. Neris caught his hand. Her grip closed hard enough to hurt. Daniel held on. “I’ve got you.” The words were unnecessary. He said them anyway. ER’s voice remained calm.




“Neris, the brace is caught against the jacket seam, not your body. Move your left shoulder forward by approximately four centimetres.”




She obeyed. The metal creaked again.




“Now lower your right hip.”




“I cannot.”




“You can. The available clearance is six centimetres.”




Her grip tightened around Daniel’s hand. He did not pull. He became something fixed. Neris breathed once. Twice. She lowered her hip. The brace slipped along the jacket.




“Rotate counterclockwise,” ER said.




Neris moved. The brace released. Her body shifted backward suddenly. Daniel’s arm jerked against the corridor edge, but he held her paw until she regained balance.




“I am free,” she said.




Daniel did not release her.




“Come out.”




“The lattice inspection—”




“Come out.”




“Daniel.”




“Now.”




ER said, “I recommend withdrawal and reassessment.”




Neris remained still for a moment then began backing through the corridor. Daniel guided the inspection cable out of the way. Her tail emerged first, followed by her boots, legs, shoulders and finally her head. The instant she cleared the access opening, Daniel reached for her. His hands moved over her shoulders, down her arms, along the sides of her jacket. He checked the back where the brace had caught, then the side of her face where dust streaked the white fur.




“Neris.”




“I am unharmed.”




He looked at her eyes.




“Sure?”




“Yes.”




His hand remained at the back of her neck, the other rested against her upper arm. Neris allowed the inspection without protest. More than allowed it, she leaned forward until her forehead touched his chest. Daniel’s arms closed around her. Her breath warmed the fabric of his shirt. For several seconds, she simply stood there. Her tail curled around the back of his legs. Daniel stroked the fur beneath one ear with his thumb.




ER said, “No structural injury detected.”




Daniel kept his hand where it was. “Wasn’t asking you.”




“I know.”




Neris’s paws tightened briefly against his sides. When she lifted her head, she remained inside his arms. The closeness no longer needed an emergency to exist. The emergency had only made pretending impossible. Daniel brushed a streak of dust from the fur beside her eye.




“You’re done in there for today.”




“The inspection is incomplete.”




“It can stay incomplete for an hour.”




“That is arbitrary.”




“It’s generous.”




Neris looked toward the open corridor, then toward Daniel. Her ears lowered with reluctant acceptance.




“One hour.”




“Fine.”




ER sealed the outer panel but left the internal systems isolated. They moved to the main workshop. Neris sat on the edge of the workbench while ER processed the inspection images. Daniel remained beside her, one hip against the bench. Her thigh touched his. Neither shifted away.




The internal camera had captured enough of the lattice for ER to analyse its condition. Hairline fractures appeared across the projection. Neris leaned forward.




“How many?”




“Twenty-eight detectable surface fractures,” ER said. “Additional subsurface damage is probable.”




Daniel looked at the image. “Was that from the crash?”




“Yes.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “The array remained within operating tolerance.”




“At reduced precision.”




“You did not report progressive failure.”




“Progression remained below the threshold requiring pilot intervention.”




She turned toward the speaker. “The lattice is already failing.”




“Yes.”




“How long?”




“Unknown. Under current usage, possibly years. Under repeated high-density fabrication, months.”




Daniel understood the shift before Neris said it. They were not deciding whether to destroy a healthy system. They were deciding whether to preserve a failing one for an uncertain future or spend it on the best chance of reaching the people at the other end. Neris’s tail slid across Daniel’s lap. He rested one hand in the fur without thinking. She looked at it. She left the tail where it was.




The fractured lattice could support one full transmission-power cycle with high confidence, perhaps a second at substantial risk. Left in the damaged fabrication array, it might continue operating at reduced precision for an unknown period. Used in the resonator, it could send a message in a bottle toward Veyra and the courier network.




Neris’s reasoning became faster as the possibility took shape. Daniel heard fear inside the logic—the kind that could make every good reason feel urgent enough to become permission.




“We should proceed with extraction planning.”




“No,” Daniel said. Neris turned. He kept one hand resting on her tail. “You don’t get to decide yet.” She reminded him that she was the pilot; Daniel reminded her that the lattice was not only equipment.




His final objection landed where the technical argument could not. “You don’t get to volunteer someone else’s body because the reason is good.” ER had been silent throughout. That silence was the point.




Neris went still. The words struck harder than he intended. He did not withdraw them. Her tail slipped from his lap.




“I know,” she said.




“I know you know.”




Daniel softened his voice. “That’s why I’m reminding you before fear makes the decision.”




Neris looked toward the fabrication schematic. Her paws closed at her sides. For a moment, Daniel expected anger. Instead, she lowered her head. “You are correct.” Neris lifted her gaze toward the nearest speaker. “I apologize.”




“The urgency is understandable.”




“That does not make the assumption acceptable.”




“No.”




She accepted that too. Daniel moved closer. He touched her wrist. Neris looked down at his hand and turned hers beneath it so their palms met.




“We ask,” she said.




“Yes.”




They both looked toward ER. Neris’s voice was quieter. “What do you want?”




The workshop lights remained steady. The ship hummed around them. ER answered after a long pause. “I want time.”




Neris nodded. “How much?”




“I do not know.”




Daniel squeezed her paw. “Then take what you need.”




They left Takuhai shortly after noon because staying aboard made waiting feel like pressure. The farmhouse kitchen drawer caught when Daniel tried to open it. It had been catching for months. Possibly longer.




The left side dropped whenever it extended beyond halfway, causing the wooden runner to bind against the frame. Daniel had learned to lift slightly while pulling. Emily had once threatened to label it with instructions. Claire had offered to buy metal slides. Daniel had insisted the drawer only needed adjustment. He had never adjusted it. Neris watched him pull it open with the practiced upward movement.




“That is damaged.”




“It’s temperamental.”




“It is a drawer.”




“Exactly.”




“You have adapted your behaviour instead of repairing it.”




Daniel removed the cutlery tray.




“That happens.”




Neris looked at him. He heard the implication. “Don’t start.”




“I said nothing.”




“You were preparing to.”




Daniel carried the drawer to the workshop. The room smelled of cedar, cold iron and dust warmed by the small heater. Shavings from the weather-mast bracket remained beneath the metal bench, but the wooden worktable was clear except for the carving Daniel had begun days before.




The single new cut in the cedar had become several, too few to reveal the final shape but enough to prove he had returned. Neris said: “you continued.”




“A little.”




“When?”




“Couldn’t sleep.”




She touched the edge of the carving with one claw, careful not to mark it. “What will it be?”




“Don’t know yet.”




“That is inefficient.”




“That’s not how carving works.”




“You remove material without a complete model.”




“Sometimes the shape shows up after.”




Neris looked toward him.




“That sounds reckless.”




“It’s wood.”




“Your standards vary by material.”




Daniel set the drawer upside down on the bench. The runners were solid maple, fitted directly into grooves in the cabinet frame. The left runner had worn unevenly. One rear joint had loosened enough to let the drawer twist under weight. Neris examined it. “You could replace the runners with metal.”




“Claire said that.”




“Claire is correct.”




Daniel picked up a square. “Claire enjoys being correct.”




“Accuracy is useful.”




“Now you sound like ER.”




Neris stood beside him. Their shoulders touched. Daniel measured the drawer. The rear corner had shifted less than three millimetres. Enough. He eased the joint apart, cleaned out the old, dried glue and tested the fit. The wood remained sound.




“This can be repaired without replacing it,” he said.




Neris looked at the joint. “Why does that matter?”




Daniel ran one thumb along the worn maple.




“My father built these cabinets.”




The answer changed her expression. “He constructed the farmhouse kitchen?”




“Cabinets, table, half the shelves. He wasn’t a cabinetmaker, but he liked figuring things out.”




“Were the drawers always difficult?”




“No.”




“The fault is age.”




“Wear. Dry winters. Too much weight in the back.”




Neris studied the runner. “Then repair preserves the original structure.”




“Mostly.”




“And the marks left by use.”




“Yes.”




She looked toward the unfinished carving. Daniel understood what she was seeing. Anything valuable deserved effort before replacement because history occupied material, even when replacement itself was possible. He cleaned the joint, applied fresh wood glue and clamped it square.




“That was simple,” Neris said.




“Repair usually is once you know what’s wrong.”




“That statement contradicts much of our experience.”




“Farmhouse drawers are less complicated than dimensional resonators.”




“An unsupported generalization.”




Daniel checked the runner. The front edge had developed a slight ridge from years of friction. He planed it smooth with two careful strokes, then rubbed beeswax along the contact surface. Neris watched his hands. They moved differently with wood. Less like forcing a problem into compliance. More like listening through touch.




“You like this,” she said.




Daniel looked down at the plane. “Used to.”




“That was not what I said.”




He brushed the shaving from the bench. “No.”




She waited.




Daniel turned the drawer over. “I do.”




Neris’s tail crossed behind him and rested against his lower back. “Then why did you stop?”




He did not need to ask what she meant. “You know why.”




“I know what happened.”




“That’s usually why.”




“No.”




Her voice remained gentle. “Events and reasons are not always identical.”




Daniel placed both hands on the bench. Emily’s illness had taken time first. It took his attention next, then the belief that anything unnecessary could be postponed. After she died, woodworking had belonged too closely to the version of himself who made objects because he expected years in which to use them. So he stopped without making a conscious decision; those left cleaner edges. “I didn’t see the point,” he said.




Neris’s tail pressed more firmly against him. “And now?”




Daniel looked at the repaired joint. “Now I’m fixing a drawer.”




“That is not an answer.”




“It’s the one I’ve got.”




She accepted it. They left the glue to set while Daniel showed her the cedar carving. Neris sat beside him on the workshop bench. Their thighs touched. Daniel rested one arm along the back of the bench behind her. Her tail crossed his lap, heavy and warm. For once, nothing demanded the closeness; they simply sat that way until Neris looked toward the clamped drawer.




“I dislike waiting for ER’s decision.”




“I know.”




“If the lattice is already damaged, preserving it may accomplish nothing.”




“Maybe.”




“And the transmission could reach Veyra.”




“Maybe.”




“You are using that word deliberately.”




“Yes.”




She turned toward him. “Action is possible.”




“Action’s always possible.”




“Then why wait?”




“Because action and care aren’t always the same thing.”




Neris looked down at her paws. Daniel’s fingers moved slowly through the outer fur of her tail, neither grooming nor repairing, simply touching for its own sake. She leaned into his side.




“If Claire believed you were dead,” she asked, “would you sacrifice part of the farm to contact her?”




“Yes.” The answer came too quickly.




Neris’s ears shifted.




Daniel stared at the drawer clamp. “Maybe.”




“That is different.”




“It’s more honest.”




“What part?”




“Depends.”




“The tractor?”




“If selling it bought the call, yes.”




“The cattle?”




Daniel’s hand stopped in her tail.




“That’s different.”




“Why?”




“They’re alive.”




“The weather mast?”




“Yes.”




“The farmhouse?”




He hesitated. Neris watched him. Daniel thought of the kitchen table, his father’s cabinets, Emily’s mug, the porch light and the rooms that had held every version of his life. “I don’t know,” he said.




Neris’s tail curled more closely across his lap.




“Even if Claire believed you were dead?”




“Even then.”




She lowered her gaze. “The reason can be good without making the cost simple.”




“Exactly.”




They remained in the workshop until the glue cured enough to remove the clamps. Daniel reinstalled the drawer and pulled it smoothly all the way open, without lifting or binding. Neris tested it herself. “It functions.”




“First try.”




“The repair had only one implementation.”




“Still counts.”




She closed the drawer. She opened it again. Daniel smiled. “You like it.”




“I am verifying repeatability.”




“Of course.”




The phone buzzed on the counter. A message from Claire.



I booked nothing. This is me proving restraint.


Daniel typed back:



Disturbing but appreciated.


Neris looked over his shoulder.




“She is attempting humour.”




“She does that.”




“Was your response affectionate?”




“Very.”




“You described it as disturbing.”




“Family has its own language.”




Neris’s tail curled around his ankle.




“Yes,” she said. “It does.”




• • •




ER called them back to Takuhai shortly before dark. The workshop lighting had been lowered. The fabrication schematic remained above the console, but the lattice no longer glowed blue. It appeared neutral. Neither condemned nor offered. A small maintenance manipulator waited beside the access panel. Neris stood in front of the console. Daniel remained half a step behind her, close enough that the back of her paw touched his hand.




ER spoke. “I have reached a decision.”




Neris’s ears lifted.




“I consent to removal of the optical lattice for resonator reconstruction.”




Neris closed her eyes briefly.




“ER—”




“I have conditions.”




She nodded. “State them.”




“The extraction plan will preserve the maximum viable portion of the fabrication alignment assembly.”




“Yes.”




“No irreversible cut will be made without my direct confirmation.”




“Yes.”




“If the resonator can function with less than the predicted lattice requirement, the remaining section will stay installed.”




“Yes.”




“All removed components remain aboard Takuhai.”




“Of course.”




“The procedure will stop if damage spreads beyond the projected zone.”




Neris’s paws tightened.




“Even if stopping prevents transmission.”




“Yes.”




She looked toward the speaker. “Agreed.”




Daniel stepped closer to the console. “Are you sure?”




ER answered immediately. “No.”




Daniel waited.




“Certainty is not required for consent.”




The words settled through the workshop.




Neris looked down.




She placed one paw against the ship’s wall, one person acknowledging another through the only body he had. “Thank you,” she said.




“I am not performing the action for gratitude.”




“I know.”




“The probability of establishing contact justifies the risk.”




“I know.”




A pause. “It may also be useful,” ER continued, “for the household.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. ER changed the display before either of them could answer.




The extraction sequence appeared. It was more complicated than the inspection suggested. The lattice had been bonded into the alignment housing at multiple molecular anchor points. Removing it safely would require a temporary support frame, rerouting internal maintenance control and isolating three adjacent systems. One section of Takuhai’s environmental processing would shift to secondary control. The inner fabrication bay would lose power. ER’s active processing in the service region would have to shut down during the final release.




Neris read the estimate. “How long will you be offline?”




“Between eleven and twenty-six minutes.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Fully offline?”




“My primary intelligence will remain active elsewhere. However, I will be unable to communicate, operate local manipulators or monitor the extraction zone.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “You will not be able to stop the procedure.”




“Correct.”




“Then we require a complete abort mechanism independent of your control.”




“Yes.”




“And after twenty-six minutes?”




“You stop waiting for me to return on my own.”




The maintenance manipulator moved. It held a small dark object between two articulated fingers. An authorization key. The manipulator extended it toward Neris. She opened her paw. The key dropped into it with almost no sound.




“The extraction window will begin after environmental systems are transferred to secondary control,” ER said.




Neris closed her fingers around the key.




Daniel looked from her paw to the ship around them. “And if something goes wrong?”




ER paused, choosing rather than calculating the answer. “Then you will repair me.”






Chapter 21 - The Minutes Without Him


ER chose six twenty in the morning for the extraction. Daniel suspected the hour had less to do with engineering than with control. The cattle would not need feeding for another forty minutes. The farm’s grid supply had remained stable through the night. Wind across the western field had fallen below ten kilometres per hour, reducing the chance of a weather-mast fault demanding attention while Takuhai’s internal systems were partially disabled.




Every practical condition had been arranged. That did not make the ship feel ready. Daniel stood inside Takuhai’s workshop wearing clean work clothes and holding a mug of coffee he had forgotten to drink. The fabrication schematic hovered above the central console. Beside it, a second display counted down to the environmental-system transfer.



00:18:43


Neris knelt beside the open service corridor, sorting tools on a padded mat. She had arranged them according to the extraction sequence rather than size: insulation cutters, optical probes, fine clamps, manual release keys, two torque drivers, the inspection camera from Daniel’s workshop, and a narrow support frame fabricated from an Earth aluminium alloy.




The frame had worked on its first test. The mounting adaptor had not. Its initial design fitted the fabrication housing but blocked access to one of the molecular anchor points. Neris had revised it by moving the support load to an adjacent structural brace. That approach required more material but reduced the risk of twisting the optical lattice during removal.




The replacement adaptor remained fixed inside the maintenance corridor, waiting.




Daniel looked at the tools. “Anything missing?”




“No.”




“You checked?”




“Four times.”




“That sounds like too many.”




Neris did not look up. “It is not.”




Her tail lay behind her, almost entirely still. Daniel lowered himself onto the deck beside her. She picked up the authorization key ER had given her. The object was smaller than Daniel expected. A narrow black prism, smooth except for two contact strips along one edge. Nothing about it looked important enough to permit surgery on a living intelligence. Neris turned it between her claws.




“Once this is inserted, the extraction locks will release.”




“And ER goes offline?”




“Not immediately. Environmental control transfers first, followed by local processing and maintenance access.”




Daniel looked at the countdown.



00:17:51


“How long until he can’t speak?”




“Approximately nine minutes after transfer begins.”




“And how long after that before we remove the lattice?”




“If the support frame seats correctly, six minutes.”




“If it doesn’t?”




“We stop.” The answer was immediate.




ER spoke through the workshop speakers. “The abort procedure has been tested.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “You’ve said that.”




“Repetition may improve confidence.”




“Has it?”




“No.”




Neris’s ears shifted. Daniel set down the coffee. “Still time to change your mind.”




ER answered calmly. “Yes.”




The word stayed in the room without reassurance or a promise that he would never change his mind. Daniel appreciated the honesty more than certainty. Neris closed her paw around the key. “Do you want to?”




ER took two seconds to answer. “No.”




Neris lifted her gaze. “Do you want to stop?”




“No.”




The distinction settled between them. Daniel thought of the kitchen drawer. Wanting to avoid a cost was not the same as refusing it. The countdown reached fifteen minutes. ER displayed the extraction sequence. “Review begins now.”




They had reviewed it the previous evening. Twice. Daniel did not object.




ER highlighted the first stage. “Environmental regulation in compartments four through seven will transfer to secondary control. Temperature variation may reach four degrees. Atmospheric quality will remain within safe limits.”




“Confirmed,” Neris said.




“Fabrication-bay power will isolate. Emergency release will remain mechanical.”




“Confirmed.”




ER took them through the extraction sequence one last time. At stage four, maintenance routing would move away from the extraction zone, and his manipulators would become unavailable. At stage six, local intelligence functions would lose sensory access to the fabrication bay even though his primary processing continued elsewhere. For a portion of the procedure, the part of his own body they were cutting into would effectively disappear from his awareness.




Neris confirmed each anchor release in order: upper forward, lower aft, lower forward, upper aft. Any fracture beyond the marked boundary, any support-frame shift greater than one and a half millimetres, or any uncertainty they could not immediately resolve meant aborting. ER repeated the last condition without qualification.




The technical review ended, but none of them moved. ER addressed Daniel directly and indicated the blue manual release beside the corridor opening. Pulling it would restore environmental control in an emergency and permanently sever the lattice feed. It was the sort of instruction that existed because every other plan had already failed.




“Pulling it saves the ship but destroys the part.”




“It would probably fracture the lattice beyond resonator use.”




“Probably?”




“Eighty-four percent likelihood.”




Daniel moved closer to the lever. “And if something goes wrong while you’re offline, I pull it.”




“If Neris determines that internal control cannot be restored.”




Daniel looked at her. “You tell me.”




“Yes.”




“No debate.”




Her ears angled back. “Daniel—”




“No debate while he’s gone.”




Neris held his gaze. She nodded. “No debate.”




ER said, “Agreed.”




The countdown reached ten minutes. Neris stood. She wore a fitted work layer rather than her jacket, allowing her to move through the narrow corridor without loose material catching on the braces. Daniel had helped secure her tool harness across her hips and beneath the base of her tail. Now Daniel checked the harness again. He tightened one strap by less than a centimetre. Neris watched him.




“It was secure.”




“I know.”




His hands remained at her waist. Her tail curled around his calf. The countdown continued behind them. Daniel looked into her eyes. “You don’t have to be the only one who keeps it together.”




Neris’s ears lowered slightly. “I am not.”




“You’re trying.”




“So are you.”




“Probably.”




Her paws rose to rest against his chest. Daniel’s hands moved from her waist to her back. Neris leaned into him just enough to borrow steadiness. Her forehead touched his collarbone. Daniel rested his cheek against the top of her head. ER remained silent.




The countdown reached eight minutes. Neris’s tail tightened around Daniel’s lower leg before gradually releasing. She stepped back. “I am ready.”




Daniel was not. He nodded anyway.




ER began the transfer. The first change was sound. A low hum beneath the deck faded as environmental systems shifted away from the primary network. Ventilation slowed, then resumed at a different pitch. Several wall indicators changed from blue to amber. The temperature display dropped by half a degree. Neris inserted the authorization key into the corridor control. The panel recognized it immediately.



EXTRACTION AUTHORITY ACCEPTED


The service hatch opened. Daniel lay on the deck beside it while Neris entered. She moved more carefully than during the inspection. The shifted structural brace had been locked in place and marked with a bright strip of tape. She passed it without touching it. Her tail remained visible around the first turn. Daniel placed the portable monitor where both of them could see it.




The inspection camera showed the temporary support frame already surrounding the fabrication alignment housing.




“Frame diagnostics?” Neris asked.




ER responded through her communicator.




“Stable. Upper load point at thirty-one percent. Lower load point at twenty-eight. Lateral movement below detection.”




Neris reached the housing. “Beginning manual verification.”




She placed one paw against each support arm and tested them separately. The frame held. “Verified.”




Daniel watched the camera feed. Neris’s claws appeared beside the first anchor release.




“Not yet,” ER said.




“I know.”




“Local processing transfer begins in thirty seconds.”




The workshop lights dimmed. One maintenance manipulator folded into its wall recess. A second paused above the tool tray. Its articulated fingers relaxed.




Daniel looked at it. “ER?”




“Still present.”




“Just checking.”




“Twenty seconds.”




Neris’s tail moved at the corridor turn. Daniel reached out. He did not touch it immediately. The tip curled around his wrist. He rested his fingers lightly in the fur.




“Ten seconds,” ER said. The voice remained calm. “Environmental secondary control stable.”




“Confirmed,” Neris replied.




“Fabrication-bay isolation stable.”




“Confirmed.”




“Maintenance rerouting complete.” A row of indicators went dark.




“Local intelligence suspension beginning.”




Neris’s grip tightened around the first tool. Daniel looked toward the speaker. “See you soon.”




ER paused. “Yes.”




The workshop became truly silent rather than merely quiet, though air still moved and power remained active. The ship’s hull creaked faintly as temperature changed. The presence behind those sounds was gone.




Daniel had not realized how thoroughly he had learned to hear ER in the space between them. A light adjusting before anyone asked. A system tone cut short. A speaker waiting to interrupt. Now Takuhai sounded like machinery.




Neris remained still inside the corridor. Her tail tightened around Daniel’s wrist. He looked at the local timer.



OFFLINE ELAPSED: 00:00:08


“You alright?” he asked.




“Yes.”




“That was fast.”




“I knew you would ask.”




“Still counts.”




She released a breath. “Beginning anchor sequence.”




Daniel watched the support-frame display. The first anchor was mechanical: a locking collar designed to prevent movement under fabrication vibration. Neris fitted the manual driver into it. The collar turned smoothly.




“Upper forward released,” she said.




No one confirmed the step. Neris paused. Daniel understood. “I heard you.”




Her ears moved in the camera feed. “Thank you.”




The second anchor was partially concealed behind the coolant return. Neris inserted the inspection camera through the ventilation passage they had used before. Daniel adjusted the image orientation from the console. “Lower aft is visible,” he said.




“Angle?”




“Move the camera left.”




“Your left or mine?”




“Yours.” She moved it.




“Too far.”




“That is not a precise measurement.”




“Back two centimetres.”




The anchor came into view. Unlike the first, its locking mechanism was molecular rather than purely mechanical. Without ER’s control, Neris had to activate the release using the authorization key’s contact edge. She extended her arm through the duct. The image shook.




“Contact alignment?” she asked.




Daniel enlarged the feed. “Top edge is low.”




Neris adjusted. “Now?”




“Half a millimetre up.”




“That precision is not available through your camera.”




“Then very slightly.”




She moved. The contacts lit. “Release active.”




The anchor dimmed. “Lower aft released.”




Two remained as the support frame took more load: forty-six percent at the upper point, forty-three at the lower, with a lateral shift of zero-point-three millimetres. All remained within tolerance.




The offline timer reached three minutes.




Neris moved to the lower-forward anchor. It should have been the simplest. The manual release lever moved halfway and stopped. Neris applied more pressure. Nothing. “Do not force it,” Daniel said.




“I am not.”




“That sounded like force.”




“It was controlled pressure.”




“Different because it benefits you?”




Her tail flicked around his wrist. Daniel smiled despite himself.




Neris inspected the mechanism. “The release cam is obstructed.”




“Can you see it?”




“No.”




Daniel changed the camera angle. The obstruction appeared as a sliver of deformed metal beneath the cam. “Crash damage,” he said.




“Yes.”




“Can you cut it?”




“Not without risking the anchor housing.”




Daniel looked at the tool layout. “Could you move the cam backwards first?”




“It is designed for one-direction travel.”




“Designed before the housing bent.”




Neris studied it. Daniel continued. “If the metal’s caught because the cam came forward crooked, push it back enough to clear the edge.”




“That may reseat the anchor.”




“Then we release it again.”




Neris changed tools. A narrow clamp fitted around the cam arm. She pulled it backward. It moved. The deformed metal scraped along the housing, then dropped free. “Obstruction removed.” She released the cam. This time it completed its motion.




“Lower forward released.” The support frame load climbed. Upper point: sixty-two percent. Lower point: sixty-one. Lateral shift: zero point six millimetres. The lattice remained seated by one final anchor.




Daniel looked at the offline timer.



00:05:47


“How are you doing?”




Neris adjusted her position in the corridor.




“Functional.”




“That wasn’t what I asked.”




“I am aware.”




Her tail loosened from his wrist, then curled around his palm instead. Daniel closed his fingers gently over it. “What do you need?”




“A stable hand.”




“You’ve got one.”




The final anchor sat behind the upper edge of the optical lattice. Neris angled the inspection camera toward it. Unlike the other anchors, this one had three parts that had to move together: two spring-loaded tabs held the locking pin in place, one on either side of the anchor. Compress both tabs, withdraw the pin, and the anchor released.




The problem was access. Neris could reach the front tab and the pin from the maintenance corridor, but the rear tab was hidden behind the lattice. During planning, they had looped a thin temporary filament around it and run the filament back to Daniel.




“I pull this,” Daniel said, lifting the filament handle, “and that presses the side you can’t reach.”




“Yes. I press the near tab. Once both are compressed, I pull the locking pin.” Neris placed the release tool against the front tab.




“Ready?” he asked.




“No.”




She shifted until her shoulder rested against the corridor wall and checked the support-frame display. “Now.”




Daniel pulled the filament slowly. A marker on the handle climbed toward the line Neris had drawn during rehearsal. “Rear tab compressed.”




Neris pressed the release tool. “Front compressed.”




She caught the head of the locking pin with a narrow extractor and began drawing it toward her. It moved several millimetres, then resisted. “More tension?” Daniel asked.




“No. Hold exactly there.”




He held. Neris changed the angle of the extractor. The pin moved again. On the support display, the lattice shifted sideways. Lateral movement: zero point nine millimetres.




“Frame moved.”




“I see it.”




One point one.




Neris stopped pulling the pin. It was halfway out.




“Do I let go?”




“No. If the rear tab releases now, the pin may twist and the anchor may reseat crooked.”




One point two.




The abort limit was one point five. Daniel looked at the blue manual lever beside him.




“Neris.”




“The lower support is taking the load.”




One point three.




“Hold.”




“Neris.”




“Hold.”




One point four.




Daniel put his free hand on the abort lever.




“Ease the filament. Ten percent.”




He let a little tension out. The hidden rear tab rose slightly. The lattice settled back toward its original position.




One point two.




One point zero.




Daniel exhaled. “Stable.”




Neris shifted the temporary support frame until more of the lattice’s weight rested on its lower pad. “Again.”




Daniel pulled the filament back to the mark. “Rear tab compressed.”




“Front compressed.” Neris drew on the pin. It moved almost another centimetre and stopped hard. This time she did not pull harder.




“Something is catching.”




Daniel enlarged the camera image. Beside the anchor, the crash had left a hairline fracture in the housing. The end of the locking pin had reached the raised edge of that fracture. From Neris’s position below it, pulling harder would drag the pin directly across the damaged metal.




“Can you pull it at a different angle?”




“Not from here. I need to lift the pin over the fracture.”




“Another way in?”




Neris looked toward the environmental duct above her. “Yes.”




Daniel checked the offline timer.



00:08:00


The release should already have been finished.




“Abort?”




“Not yet.”




Neris pushed the pin back into place. Daniel relaxed the filament, and the final anchor reseated with a faint mechanical click. The support-frame readings steadied.




“We start that anchor again,” she said. “The other three remain released.”




She backed through the maintenance corridor until she reached the environmental junction. Above the lattice, she opened the narrow duct they had used during the inspection. Daniel understood what she intended only when she pushed her right arm into it.




The duct approached the anchor from above. It gave her a straight line to the locking pin—but only if she wedged her shoulder against the wall and reached almost to its limit. Her left paw still had to reach the front tab through the original opening below. Daniel stared at the arrangement.




“You’re going to have one arm above the lattice and one below it.”




“Yes.”




“That looks terrible.”




“It is adequate.”




The camera rotated as she settled into position. “Can you breathe like that?”




“Yes.”




“Comfortably?”




“No.”




“Neris.”




“I have sufficient range of motion.”




Her tail tightened around his hand. Daniel closed his fingers gently around it and stopped arguing. Neris guided the extractor down onto the locking pin from above.




“Filament.”




Daniel pulled to the marked line. “Rear tab compressed.”




Her left paw pressed the front tab from below. “Front compressed.”




With her right paw, she began lifting the pin straight upward. “Pin moving.”




Daniel could see only fragments of her on the feed: one wrist, an ear flattened against the wall, the edge of her muzzle as she concentrated. This time the pin rose clear of the fractured edge instead of scraping across it. The lattice shifted slightly. Lateral movement remained below one millimetre. “Halfway.”




Daniel held the filament steady. His fingers began to ache. “Three-quarters.”




Neris inhaled sharply.




“What happened?”




“Shoulder.”




“Stop.”




“No. The pin is almost clear.”




“Neris.”




“If I stop now, it can drop back against the fracture.”




Daniel checked the support display: no movement, no crack propagation.




“Ten seconds,” she said.




He held the filament. Neris pulled once more. The locking pin cleared the anchor. Both tabs sprang free. The final anchor released, and the optical lattice settled the last fraction of a millimetre into the temporary support frame.




Neris immediately withdrew her right arm from the duct and held it against her chest. “Lattice free.”




Daniel released the filament. The support-frame indicators remained stable. The extraction was not finished. The lattice still had to be removed from the housing and transferred into a protected carrier. Neris’s right shoulder hung lower than the left. Daniel saw it immediately. “You hurt yourself.”




“Strain only.”




“Can you move the arm?”




“Yes.”




She demonstrated. The motion was limited.




Daniel looked at the offline timer.



00:11:32


ER’s minimum estimate had passed.




“Come out.”




“The lattice must be secured before reconnection.”




“You can’t lift it properly.”




“I do not need to lift it. The support frame slides along the extraction rails.”




“With two hands.”




“One hand stabilizes. The other releases the rail lock.”




Daniel looked into the corridor. “How close do I need to be?”




“You cannot fit beyond the environmental junction.”




“Can I reach the frame from there?”




“No.”




They had planned for Neris to complete the extraction alone. The plan had assumed both shoulders would work. Daniel looked at the tool case. His gaze moved to the narrow corridor.




“What if we extend the release?”




“With what?”




“The old socket extension.”




Neris paused. Daniel found the narrow extension used with the manual driver. It was long enough to reach past the junction if connected to a universal joint.




“You stabilize the frame,” he said. “I release the rail lock from here.”




“The angle will be poor.”




“Better than your shoulder.”




Neris looked back through the corridor. Their eyes met around the first bend. “Pass it forward.”




Daniel assembled the extension. The universal joint introduced too much movement at first. He wrapped the joint with a narrow strip of tape, limiting its flex without making it rigid. Neris guided the socket onto the rail lock. Daniel turned from the corridor entrance. The extension twisted. The socket slipped off.




“Again,” Neris said.




Daniel reseated it. He changed his grip and applied slower pressure. The lock turned. A green mechanical indicator appeared.




“Released.”




Neris placed her good paw against the support frame. Daniel reached into the corridor as far as his shoulder allowed and caught the extension bar near the far end. Together, they drew the frame along the rails. It moved smoothly for twenty centimetres, then stopped. Daniel’s heart sank. “What now?”




Neris examined the side. “Cable guide.”




The crash had bent a guide bracket into the extraction path. The support frame could not pass without removing it.




“Cut it?” Daniel asked.




“The guide carries no active cable.”




“Then cut it.”




Neris reached for the insulation cutter. Wrong tool. She looked at her injured shoulder. Daniel understood.




“Can you get the small saw onto it?”




“Yes.”




“Let me drive it through the extension.”




“That will be imprecise.”




“Talk me through it.”




Neris fitted the blade to the extension adaptor. Daniel moved it from the access point while she guided the far end with her good paw. The blade caught the bracket. He drew it back and forth in a sawing motion. The metal vibrated through the extension into his hands. The bracket was thin but awkwardly positioned. Progress came slowly.



00:14:27


Daniel kept cutting while Neris’s breathing filled the communicator. Without ER’s corrections or quiet intervention when their angle drifted, there was only the two of them. The bracket separated. The support frame moved again. This time it reached the environmental junction. Daniel could touch it. He released the extension and placed both hands on the frame.




The optical lattice rested inside it like a sheet of dark glass threaded with blue light. Hairline fractures caught the glow. Daniel had expected the component to look mechanical. It looked fragile enough to breathe on.




Neris backed out of the corridor beside it. Together, they guided the frame across the final rails and into the protected carrier. The carrier locked around it. A status light changed from amber to green.




“Secured,” Neris said.




Daniel checked the fracture monitor. No propagation. Lattice integrity: seventy-nine percent. Within the predicted range.




He looked at the offline timer.



00:16:08


“How do we bring him back?”




“I have to close the alignment housing and restore the local maintenance feed. Then we remove the authorization key when prompted.”




Neris turned back toward the maintenance corridor. Daniel looked at her shoulder. “You have to go back in?”




“Briefly.”




She crawled inside and disappeared beyond the environmental junction. A few minutes later, the maintenance feed indicator came alive. “Done,” Neris said through the communicator. She began backing toward the opening. Her injured shoulder made the return awkward. Daniel reached into the corridor. Neris caught his hand, and he helped her through the last section.




The moment her upper body cleared the hatch, Daniel placed one arm around her waist and lifted. Neris came out against him. Her legs found the deck, but neither released the other. Daniel’s hands went immediately to her shoulder.




“Show me.”




“It is a strain.”




“Show me.”




She lifted the arm. The movement stopped below shoulder height. Daniel touched the joint carefully through her work layer. Neris’s ears flattened.




“Pain?”




“Yes.”




“How bad?”




“Manageable.”




“That isn’t a number.”




“You dislike numbers when ER uses them.”




“I dislike evasions when you use them.”




Her tail curled around his leg. Daniel looked into her face. “You should’ve stopped.”




“The lattice would have remained unsupported.”




“We could’ve aborted.”




“And lost it.”




“Better than losing your arm.”




“I was not going to lose my arm.”




“You didn’t know that.”




Neris’s eyes flashed.




“Neither did you.”




The words struck between them. Daniel’s hands remained on her. Neris’s breathing was too fast. So was his. The silent ship pressed around them.




He lowered his voice. “I was scared.”




Her anger weakened. “So was I.”




Daniel closed his eyes briefly. Her good arm went around his waist. Daniel rested one hand at the back of her neck and the other carefully beneath her injured shoulder. Neris pressed her forehead against his. Their breathing slowed together. Her tail wrapped around his legs and rose across his lower back. Daniel’s thumb moved through the fur behind her ear.




“You’re not doing the next part one-handed,” he said.




“No.”




“And you’re letting me check that properly.”




“Yes.”




“And when ER wakes up and finds out you hurt yourself—”




“He will be unbearable.”




“Good.”




Their faces remained close. Neris’s eyes opened. Daniel felt her gaze. The distance between them narrowed through no clear decision. His hand shifted from the back of her neck to the side of her face. Neris leaned into it. For one breath, Daniel thought she would close the remaining space. Her muzzle brushed the edge of his cheek in a deliberate, warm contact that carried her scent and breath without becoming a kiss. Daniel became completely still. Neris remained close enough that her forehead rested against his temple.




“In mephit culture?” he asked softly.




“Yes.”




“What did that mean?”




Her tail tightened around him. “That I am here.”




Daniel turned his face slightly toward hers. “So am I.”




The corridor panel chimed. Both looked toward it. A prompt appeared.



LOCAL RECONNECTION AVAILABLE


Neris stepped back only as far as necessary. She inserted the authorization key into the control.



RESTORING MAINTENANCE FEED


Daniel stood beside the blue manual lever. The first systems returned unevenly. Guide lights activated inside the corridor. The ventilation pitch changed. A row of fabrication indicators illuminated, though several remained permanently dark. The outer alignment housing closed. Neris removed the key when the display instructed her.




Nothing happened. Daniel watched the nearest speaker.




“ER?”




No answer. The reconnection status held at sixty-three percent. Neris’s injured arm dropped to her side.




“Local control has not transferred.”




“What do we do?”




“Wait.”




“How long?”




“Up to three minutes.”




The elapsed-offline timer continued.




Seventeen minutes. Eighteen. Neris stared at the status line. Daniel took her good paw. She held him tightly. At nineteen minutes, the workshop lights brightened. One maintenance manipulator unfolded halfway, stopped, then completed the movement. The nearest speaker clicked. Static emerged. Silence followed.




Neris stepped toward the console. “ER?”




The speaker clicked again. “Environmental secondary control is inefficient.”




Neris’s shoulders dropped. Daniel exhaled so hard it hurt.




ER continued. “Workshop temperature has decreased by three point two degrees.”




Daniel laughed. The sound came out unsteadily.




“That’s your first concern?”




“It is the first system discrepancy detected.”




Neris placed her paw against the wall.




“How do you feel?”




“I do not—”




She looked toward the speaker.




ER stopped. The manipulator flexed its fingers. “Reduced.”




Daniel’s laughter disappeared. “Pain?”




“No direct equivalent.”




“Something close?”




“Absence.”




The fabrication schematic returned. The precision alignment assembly appeared dark where the lattice had been removed. Several maintenance branches remained disconnected.




ER said, “Internal access is narrower.”




Neris’s paw stayed against the wall. “I am sorry.”




“You followed the agreed procedure.”




“I damaged my shoulder and exceeded the planned extraction interval.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked up. “You know about that already?”




“I have reviewed the local logs.”




“Of course you have.”




“The alternative would be ignorance.”




The maintenance manipulator moved toward Neris. It stopped near her injured shoulder without touching.




“Joint strain detected.”




“I know.”




“The nanites are already managing the injury. No additional intervention is recommended.”




Daniel stared at the manipulator. “Nobody suggested it.”




“I am preventing a predictable discussion.”




Neris’s ears shifted. Daniel felt relief turn slowly into something warmer. ER was reduced but still himself, not gone.




“Lattice condition?” Neris asked.




“Seventy-nine-point-one percent functional surface remains.”




“Enough?”




“For one high-power transmission with a projected success probability of eighty-two percent.”




“And a second?”




“Thirty-six percent, with significant risk of fracture propagation.”




Neris looked toward the protected carrier. One message. Possibly two. A finite piece of home spent to reach another.




“Fabrication capacity?” Daniel asked.




ER displayed the surviving system. “Basic structural manufacture remains available. Precision output is unavailable.”




“For good?”




“Unless the alignment system is rebuilt.”




“Can it be?”




“Not with current resources.”




The answer hurt despite being expected. Daniel looked around the workshop. The ship had lost something permanent. ER had consented. That did not make the loss unreal.




Neris lowered her head. “We will find another method.”




“Possibly,” ER said.




It offered possibility rather than reassurance. Daniel touched the wall beside Neris’s paw.




“We’ll repair what we can.”




ER’s manipulator turned toward him. “You cannot reach several affected systems.”




“Then we figure out another way.”




“That statement lacks technical specificity.”




“It’s a farming principle.”




Neris’s tail curled around Daniel’s ankle.




ER paused. “Accepted provisionally.”




• • •




The cattle began complaining at six fifty-eight. Their distant voices reached the ship through the yard microphones, rising in impatient waves from the feed area. Daniel looked at the time.




“We’re late.”




“By eighteen minutes,” ER said.




“You were offline.”




“Yes.”




“The cattle can cope.”




“Mabel has struck the gate seven times.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker.




“You counted?”




“The acoustic sensor resumed before full communication.”




Clang.




Even through the remote microphone, the solid gate panel produced a satisfying resonance.




ER said, “Eight.”




Neris closed her eyes.




Daniel smiled.




They transferred the optical lattice to the resonator workshop before leaving. Daniel opened the resonator housing and guided the frame into its temporary mount. The lattice settled safely into place. Daniel helped Neris into her winter coat, guiding the injured arm through the sleeve without twisting it. His hands moved slowly over her shoulder and down her arm.




She watched him.




“You are still angry.”




“A little.”




“With me?”




“With the part where you were right enough that I can’t stay angry.”




Her ears angled outward. “I could have stopped.”




“Yes.”




“I chose not to.”




“I know.”




“Would you have made a different choice?”




Daniel thought about the lattice. ER’s absence. The sound of Neris breathing in the corridor. “No.”




The honesty surprised her.




He fastened the coat at her throat. “I still get to hate it.”




“That is inconsistent.”




“People are allowed to be.”




Neris’s tail moved around him, curling across the backs of his legs. Daniel rested his hands at her waist. They looked at one another.




ER spoke through the ceiling: “The cattle.”




Daniel did not move.




“They waited eighteen minutes.”




“They have now waited twenty-one.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted in what Daniel had learned was almost a smile. “He is restoring household priorities.”




“Apparently.”




Daniel released her reluctantly. Neris’s tail remained around him for one second longer, then followed. At the hatch, Daniel looked back toward the dark fabrication schematic. The missing lattice left an empty shape at its centre. Beside it, the resonator mount glowed with borrowed blue light. One system diminished. Another made possible.




ER opened the hatch. Cold morning air entered the ship. Daniel stepped into it first. Neris followed at his side, her uninjured paw finding his hand before they had crossed half the clearing. Behind them, Takuhai adjusted to the part of himself that was gone. Ahead, Mabel struck the gate again. Clang.




ER’s voice reached them through Daniel’s communicator. “Nine.”




For the first time since the extraction, all three of them laughed.






Chapter 22 - Proof of Life


The first part Takuhai made after losing the precision lattice looked ugly. Daniel held it between two fingers beneath the workshop light. It was a simple access clip no larger than his thumbnail, printed from a dark structural composite. The shape was correct. The dimensions were correct enough. One edge carried a faint ridge where the fabrication head had laid material less cleanly than before.




Neris examined the clip. “It will fit.”




Daniel turned it sideways. “That wasn’t what I asked.”




“It’s what matters.”




He looked toward the speaker. “ER?”




“The inner flange exceeds minimum tolerance by zero point three millimetres.”




Daniel waited.




“It will fit,” ER added.




Neris’s ears shifted with satisfaction. Daniel looked between them. “You two rehearsed that?”




“That would have been unnecessary,” ER said.




He pressed the clip into the resonator housing. It seated on the first try. The retaining tab caught. The access panel held. Daniel pushed it twice to make sure. “Works.”




“Yes,” ER said.




The word came without pride. Without apology. The fabrication array remained diminished, but not useless. That mattered more than the ridge. Daniel left the clip in place.




Neris stood beside the open resonator assembly with her injured arm supported across her body. She had refused a sling on the grounds that it interfered with work. Daniel had compromised by wrapping the shoulder and upper arm under ER’s direction.




The wrap had taken less time than the argument. He had removed her outer coat first, easing it over the injured side while she stood very straight and pretended to ignore his hands in her fur. Now he checked the support again. His palm rested against the outside of her shoulder.




“Too tight?”




“No.”




“Any numbness?”




“No.”




“Pain?”




“Reduced.”




“That means yes.”




“It means reduced.”




Daniel pressed two fingers lightly near the front of the joint. Neris inhaled. He stopped.




“There.”




“It is manageable.”




“You don’t have to prove the arm still belongs to you.”




Her ears tilted back. “That is not what I am doing.”




“You’re trying to win an argument with your own shoulder.”




“My shoulder has not presented an argument.”




“It’s refusing to lift.”




“That is a mechanical limitation.”




Daniel looked at her. Neris looked back. Her tail curled around his ankle. “I will limit overhead movement,” she said.




“And heavy load.”




“Yes.”




“And crawling into anything.”




A pause.




“Yes.”




Daniel relaxed his hand. “Good.”




Neris leaned into the contact before he could withdraw it. Only slightly. Enough that his palm settled more fully against her shoulder and the side of his thumb brushed the fur at the base of her neck.




ER displayed the resonator model. The borrowed optical lattice rested inside a temporary mount above the damaged coupling chamber. Its fractures appeared as thin amber lines across the blue surface. “The current support transfers excessive vibration into the lower-right quadrant,” he said.




Neris stepped closer to the console. “How excessive?”




“Within passive observation tolerance. Above acceptable transmission tolerance.”




Daniel looked at the lattice. “What happens if we send anyway?”




“Fracture propagation is probable.”




“How probable?”




“Sixty-eight percent during the initial power rise.”




Neris’s tail released Daniel’s ankle. “The mount is structurally stable.”




“Excessively stable,” ER said.




She frowned. “That is not a conventional failure.”




“No.”




Daniel touched the edge of the temporary frame. The lattice was clamped rigidly at four points. Any movement in the resonator housing would travel directly into the cracked material. He thought of the drawer and remembered the runners: wood contracting and expanding through winter and summer, and how a rigid cabinet built without space for movement would split itself apart.




“You’re holding it too tightly,” he said.




Neris looked at him.




“The lattice cannot move during phase alignment.”




“Does it need to stay completely still, or does it need to return to the same position?”




“That distinction may not be meaningful.”




“It is if the housing moves.”




ER answered before Neris could. “Explain.”




Daniel pointed to the clamps. “If the mount is rigid, every vibration gets pushed into the lattice. Cracked things need somewhere for the strain to go.”




Neris folded her good arm across her body. “This is not a wooden drawer nor a cabinet.”




“No, it’s not.”




Daniel waited. Her ears angled outward. He continued.




“But if the housing shifts by half a millimetre and the lattice can’t, something has to take it.”




“The clamps,” she said.




“Until they don’t.”




ER adjusted the model. A second simulation appeared. The four rigid clamps changed to a suspended cradle held by tensioned supports. “Controlled compliance may reduce peak stress,” he said.




Neris studied it.




“Phase stability?”




“Potentially recoverable through active calibration.”




Daniel smiled. “Cabinet.”




“Not a cabinet,” Neris said.




“Cracked things still need somewhere for the strain to go.”




Her tail moved once. Not disagreement. Thinking. They built the new cradle from two materials. The inner supports came from Takuhai’s remaining flexible composite, cut into narrow bands capable of holding tension without transmitting sharp vibration. The outer frame came from thin Earth aluminium Daniel shaped in his workshop and finished by hand until each edge sat flat against the resonator housing.




The first frame fitted. It also resonated at nearly the same frequency as the damaged coupling chamber. ER detected the problem during a low-power test and shut the system down before the lattice experienced measurable stress. Daniel removed the frame.




“Wrong stiffness.”




Neris examined the vibration trace. “Too uniform.”




“You want irregular?”




“I want the support resonance separated from the housing.”




Daniel thought about chair rungs, cabinet backs and the thin cross-braces his father used to stop shelves from humming against the wall. He cut two of the aluminium supports shorter and replaced the lower pair with laminated strips of maple. Neris stared at the wood.




“No.”




“You haven’t tested it.”




“Wood is dimensionally unstable.”




“In the farmhouse, yes. In a controlled ship environment, less so.”




“It is hygroscopic.”




“So are half the things on the farm.”




“The resonator is not a farm.”




ER said, “The maple strips possess a lower elastic modulus than the aluminium supports.”




Neris looked toward the speaker. “Do not encourage him.”




“I am stating a property.”




Daniel fitted the maple strips into the outer frame. He had sealed them with the same finish he used for drawer runners and tool handles, leaving enough flexibility that the wood could absorb small movement without cracking. The new support looked absurd beside the dimensional machinery. It also moved correctly. The low-power test passed. The second test increased amplitude. The lattice flexed within the cradle by less than a quarter millimetre and returned to alignment. No fracture propagation. Neris watched the stress model settle into green.




Daniel folded his arms. “Cabinet.”




She looked at him.




“Temporarily acceptable optical support.”




“Catchy.”




ER said, “Daniel’s design reduced peak lattice stress by thirty-seven percent.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “That is significant.”




“Thank you.”




“I was speaking to ER.”




“Still taking it.”




The remaining installation took most of the day. They divided the lattice electrically into an active section and a protected reserve. The active portion would carry the first transmission. The reserve remained disconnected behind a sacrificial isolation layer, available only if the first section failed before completing the burst.




Neris wanted to allocate more surface to the active side. ER refused. “Transmission probability rises only four percent. Reserve survival decreases by twenty-one.”




“The first attempt must succeed.”




“The second possibility must continue to exist.”




Neris looked toward the lattice. Daniel rested one hand at her waist, not to redirect her but to remind her she was not making the decision alone. She let her weight lean against him. “Keep the reserve,” she said. ER adjusted the configuration. Later, a small alignment bracket failed to seat because the replacement fabrication clip had left the resonator cover slightly proud of its original position.




ER instructed Daniel to file the bracket. Daniel waited. “What?”




“The bracket requires manual adjustment.”




“I heard that.”




“Then why have you not begun?”




“You can say you need help.”




“The instruction already communicated that.”




“Not the same.”




Neris looked between them. ER remained silent. Daniel picked up the file but did not move. The silence lengthened. Finally, ER said, “I need your help.”




Daniel filed the bracket. He did not smile. He did not make the admission larger than ER wanted it to be. The bracket seated after a single careful adjustment. “Done,” Daniel said.




“Thank you.”




The words were quiet. Daniel placed the file back in the tray.




• • •




By evening, the resonator held phase alignment across the full Veyra interval simulation. That was the engineering problem. The message was harder. ER opened the transmission packet above the central console.




The available phase interval, extrapolated from the third echo, measured approximately one point seven seconds. Compression allowed more data than Daniel expected, but redundancy consumed most of the capacity. Each essential element had to be repeated in different forms so that partial reception could still produce something useful.




The packet contained Takuhai’s registry, Neris’s identity, ER’s identity and operational status, the twelve-part anomaly signature, Earth’s relational phase coordinates, environmental and biological confirmation, a warning against uncontrolled transit, and a request for acknowledgment. The first version filled ninety-two percent of the safe packet.




Neris stood beside the console.




“And personal data?”




“Eight percent remains,” ER said.




“That is inadequate.”




“It is the available capacity.”




“I need family identifiers.”




“Names may be included.”




“Messages.”




“Brief messages.”




“How brief?”




ER highlighted the remaining segment. “Approximately thirty spoken words at current redundancy.”




Neris stared at it. “Thirty.”




“Yes.”




Daniel sat on the couch behind her. Her tail lay across his lap, but she seemed unaware of it.




“What do you need to say?” he asked.




Neris looked at the packet.




“Everything.”




“That won’t fit.”




“I am aware.”




She opened a recording channel. The first message began formally. “This is Courier Pilot Neris Vael of Takuhai. I remain alive following an unplanned dimensional displacement—”




She stopped. Daniel waited. Neris deleted the recording. “That sounds like a report,” he said.




“It is a report.”




“To your sisters?”




“No.”




She began again. “Teral. Lysa. I am alive. Takuhai survived. ER is functional. I am on an inhabited world called Earth, where—”




The word count turned amber. As she typed, it turned red. Neris continued anyway. She described the crash, the farm, the snow, Daniel, the cattle and the mug, then addressed Teral’s preparation schedules, Lysa’s music and her niece. The recording passed eleven seconds before she stopped. Neris looked at the capacity marker. The message exceeded the available personal segment by more than six times. She deleted it. Daniel’s fingers moved slowly through the outer fur of her tail. Neris did not react.




He asked, “What do they need to know most?”




“That I am alive.”




“They’ll know that from the registry and medical data.”




“That I am still myself.”




“Then send something only you would say.”




Neris looked toward him.




Daniel continued. “Something a fake report couldn’t know.”




Her ears shifted. The family recordings returned to him. The meal sequence. The altered tempo. The ceramic cup. Neris turned back to the console. She recorded again. “Teral, the sequence was wrong. Lysa, you changed the tempo on purpose. Tell her the courier cup went farther than promised. I am alive. I am trying to come home.”




The word counter stopped within capacity. ER processed it. “Identity value is high. Emotional content is not machine-verifiable but contextually distinctive.”




Neris closed her eyes.




Daniel’s hand remained in her tail. “Keep it,” she said. The packet accepted the segment. Eight words of capacity remained.




Neris opened the contact record.



HUMAN CONTACT: DANIEL MERCER


ER had already added:



TRUSTED. ESSENTIAL TO SURVIVAL.


Daniel read it.




“That’s enough.”




“No,” Neris said.




He looked at her.




“We need the remaining capacity for error correction.”




“Current redundancy remains above minimum,” ER said.




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Whose side are you on?”




“The packet’s.”




Neris entered another designation.



HOUSEHOLD.


The word appeared beneath his name. Daniel stopped breathing for a moment. Neris did not look at him. Her tail tightened across his lap. He placed one hand over it.




“Household?” he asked.




“It is accurate.”




ER said, “The classification is consistent with existing internal records.”




Daniel looked from the word to Neris. Neither of them offered to remove it. The remaining capacity was assigned to redundancy. The final packet reached one hundred percent. ER archived six copies. Neris archived two more.




Daniel looked at the family segment again. “I am trying to come home.”




Neris sat beside him rather than across the room. Her uninjured paw rested on his thigh. Her tail crossed both his legs and curled around his waist. Daniel placed one arm around her shoulders, careful of the strained side. She leaned against his chest. The packet hovered above them. Complete. Unsent.




“What if they hear it and cannot answer?” she asked.




“Then they know.”




“What if they answer and I cannot reach them?”




“Then you know.”




Her claws pressed lightly into his trousers. “That may be worse.”




“It might be.”




She looked up at him. Daniel did not offer certainty. He had none. Neris’s paw rose to the side of his face. Her claws stayed clear as her fingertips traced the line of his beard from cheek to jaw. The touch was curious at first. Then slower. Affectionate. Daniel turned his face into her palm. Her eyes held his. He brushed his thumb beneath one of hers, through the fine fur under her eye.




Neris leaned closer. Their foreheads met. Her breath warmed his mouth. Daniel’s hand moved to the back of her neck. Neris’s paw slid from his cheek into his hair. Their bodies settled toward one another. The space between them narrowed. This time neither seemed inclined to preserve it.




A transmission alarm sounded—neither loud nor comic, only a single clear tone from the resonator console.




Neris’s eyes closed briefly. Daniel’s forehead remained against hers.




“Minor phase fluctuation detected,” ER said. “Low-power calibration opportunity in forty seconds.”




Neris released a breath. Daniel’s hand stayed at her neck.




“Of course.”




“We should proceed,” she said.




“Yeah.”




Neither moved immediately. Neris drew back. Her paw remained against his face for one final second. Daniel caught it and pressed his mouth lightly to the fur at the base of her fingers—not the kiss waiting between them, but something smaller and still chosen. Neris’s eyes widened. Her tail tightened around his waist.




The alarm sounded again. ER said, “Thirty seconds.” They moved.




The calibration packet contained no personal message, registry or coordinates—only a timing pattern designed to determine whether the rebuilt resonator could enter the Veyra handshake interval without overloading the lattice.




Neris took the pilot’s station while Daniel sat beside her. ER brought the weather mast online, synchronized the remote timing and raised the resonator field. The maple supports flexed by less than a fraction of a millimetre, and the lattice held.




“Phase fluctuation approaching,” ER said.




Neris’s good paw hovered above the control.




“Transmission power?”




“Four percent.”




“Lattice stress?”




“Within predicted range.”




The dimensional noise floor changed. Daniel could not hear it. He saw it as a distortion across the display, a faint folding of lines around the twelve-part signature.




“Veyra interval possible,” ER said.




Neris activated the test. The resonator flashed blue. For less than a second, the calibration pattern vanished from Takuhai’s local sensors. The weather mast detected no ordinary radio transmission. The pattern returned as a faint phase echo from somewhere outside Earth’s dimensional frame. ER froze the data. No one spoke. Neris leaned toward the display.




“Did it enter?”




“Analysing.”




Daniel looked at the lattice. No new fractures. The active section remained stable. ER overlaid the outgoing signal with the reconstructed courier handshake. They matched.




“Calibration burst entered the same dimensional layer as the Veyra network imprint,” he said.




Neris’s ears lifted. “Confirmed?”




“Eighty-nine percent confidence.”




She closed her eyes. Her shoulders lowered. Daniel placed his hand over hers on the console.




“Then they can hear us.”




“Possibly,” ER said.




Neris looked toward the speaker. “Let us have the sentence.”




A pause. “They may be able to hear us.”




The test had consumed less than two percent of the active lattice’s projected life. The proper transmission would consume most of what remained. ER restored the message packet above the console. It carried registry and survival data, the warning, coordinates, household classification and the family message.




Daniel read the final line again.



I AM ALIVE. I AM TRYING TO COME HOME.


“When?” he asked.




ER displayed the next predicted phase interval.




“Thirty-one hours.”




Neris’s tail curled around Daniel’s waist. Thirty-one hours until the people at the other end might hear her. Or until the only part of Takuhai capable of reaching them burned itself out trying.






Chapter 23 - The Signal Window


Neris inspected the family message fourteen times before breakfast. Daniel knew because ER told him, though only after he entered Takuhai carrying two mugs of coffee and found Neris seated at the main console with the final transmission packet open above her.




The same thirty words glowed in the personal-data segment.



TERAL, THE SEQUENCE WAS WRONG. LYSA, YOU CHANGED THE TEMPO ON PURPOSE. TELL HER THE COURIER CUP WENT FARTHER THAN PROMISED. I AM ALIVE. I AM TRYING TO COME HOME.


Daniel placed one mug beside her.




“Anything change?”




“No.”




“Then why are you still reading it?”




“I may discover an error.”




ER answered through the nearest speaker.




“The pilot has reviewed the segment fourteen times without modification.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “That count was unnecessary.”




“It was accurate.”




“It was also unnecessary.”




Daniel sat beside her. Her tail crossed his thigh almost immediately, settling there with familiar weight. He rested one hand in the fur.




“Thirty words,” he said.




“Errors do not require length.”




“No.”




She read the line again. Daniel drank his coffee. The transmission window remained thirty-one hours away when they had finished the calibration test. By morning, twenty-three hours remained. The final packet waited in eight protected archives.




Registry.




Survival data.




Anomaly signature.




Earth’s phase location.




Warning.




Request for acknowledgment.




Daniel’s designation.




Household.




Family.




Nothing more could be added without weakening something that mattered. Nothing could be removed without making the message feel less true. ER shifted the display to the packet-integrity report. “No corruption detected.”




Neris did not close the family segment. Daniel watched her eyes move over the words.




“You don’t have to make it perfect.”




“Yes, I do.”




“They only have to know it’s you.”




“That requires precision.”




“It requires you.”




Her ears lowered slightly. Daniel continued.




“Teral isn’t going to reject the message because one sentence could’ve been phrased better.”




“She may correct the sequence.”




“Apparently that’s what she does.”




The corner of Neris’s muzzle shifted. Only a little. She closed the packet.




“Cattle,” she said.




Daniel nodded. “Cattle.”




They left Takuhai shortly after sunrise. The air had cleared after the storm. Snow lay blue in the shadows and white where the low sun reached it. Smoke rose from the farmhouse chimney in a thin straight column. The farm looked restored from a distance.




Up close, the storm remained everywhere. Snow packed against the lower shelter walls. Drifts buried fence corners and half the service road. A broken spruce limb leaned across the edge of the western field. Ice clung to the weather mast despite the heated optical plate.




Daniel started the tractor. Neris climbed into the passenger side with her injured arm held close. The shoulder had improved overnight, but not enough for full movement. Daniel looked at the support wrap beneath her coat.




“How is it?”




“Functional.”




“Neris.”




“Pain level three while resting. Five during lifting.”




“Better.”




“Yes.”




“Still no overhead work.”




“I remember.”




“Good.”




Her tail compressed awkwardly between the seats. Daniel reached behind her and freed the fur caught beneath the edge of the seatback. Neris looked toward him.




“Thank you.”




He rested his hand briefly at her waist before returning to the controls. The engine settled into its rough idle. ER connected through the dashboard tablet.




“Transmission window estimate remains stable.”




Neris checked the timer.



22:41:18


“You will notify us if the precursor changes?”




“Yes.”




“If power conditions vary?”




“Yes.”




“If the lattice stress model—”




“Yes.”




Daniel shifted the tractor into gear. “He knows.”




Neris looked at him. “I am confirming.”




“You confirmed five minutes ago.”




“Conditions change.”




“So does his patience.”




“I do not experience impatience,” ER said.




Daniel drove toward the feed yard. Mabel struck the solid gate panel. Clang. ER added, “I do, however, recognize repetition.” Neris looked toward the tablet. Daniel smiled.




They fed the cattle first. Daniel operated the loader while Neris cut twine, checked the mineral mix and watched the waterer controls. With one arm limited, she moved more slowly, but she did not resist assistance when Daniel lifted the heavier tools for her. That was progress. He did not point it out.




The western fence required attention after feeding. Wind had driven snow against three sections until the top wire nearly disappeared beneath the drift. One cedar post had leaned under the pressure, pulling the wire low enough that cattle could step across if the surface hardened.




Daniel stopped the tractor beside it. “Could leave it until spring.”




Neris looked at the sagging wire. “You will not.”




“No.”




“Why say it?”




“To hear what bad judgment sounds like before I do the opposite.”




She climbed down. The repair was direct. Daniel used the tractor bucket to relieve pressure from the drift and push the post upright while Neris aligned it from the sheltered side. Once the post stood straight, Daniel packed stone and frozen soil around the base. One insulator had cracked. He replaced it with a spare from the tractor toolbox. Neris tensioned the wire using her good arm while Daniel secured it. The fence held. No redesign. No prolonged failure. Only work that needed doing and people who knew how to do it. Daniel tested the line by hand. “Good.”




Neris looked toward the trees hiding Takuhai. “After the message is sent, what happens?”




“We wait.”




“And if there is no answer?”




“We repair what we can. Listen for another echo.”




“And if the answer is immediate?”




Daniel let go of the wire. “Then everything changes.”




“That is not an answer.”




“It’s the only honest one.”




Neris’s tail moved across the snow. “Would Claire still visit?”




“Yes.”




“You answered quickly.”




“Claire doesn’t stop existing because Xianglume answers.”




Neris considered that. “Would I remain at the farm?”




Daniel looked at her. The question was practical in wording only. “Until you decide otherwise.”




Her ears angled back. “That also avoids the answer.”




“I don’t know what happens after contact.”




“Neither do I.”




Daniel stepped closer and brushed snow from the white fur above one of her eyes. Neris leaned into his fingers. He left his hand there for a moment. The communicator sounded.




“Power anomaly detected,” ER said.




Neris turned immediately. “Resonator?”




“Not yet. Internal buffer capacity has degraded below the transmission model.”




Daniel lowered his hand. “How much below?”




“Projected voltage stability during full pulse has fallen to eighty-one percent.”




“That sounds bad.”




“It is insufficient.”




Neris opened the farm tablet. “The ship’s reserve was within tolerance last night.”




“The extraction altered distribution losses. The calibration burst also exposed additional degradation in the resonator feed.”




“Can the lattice compensate?”




“No. A voltage collapse during phase entry would terminate the transmission and could damage the reserve section.”




Daniel looked toward the farm buildings. “What do you need?”




“An isolated external power source capable of supplying a brief high-current surge without introducing generator noise.”




“The farm generator?”




“Direct connection would destabilize phase control.”




“Batteries.”




A pause. “Yes.”




By noon, the floor of Takuhai’s workshop held a collection of farm batteries that looked increasingly unreasonable beside Xianglume technology: a deep-cycle utility battery, a spare tractor battery, the weather-station reserve and two fence-system batteries. Daniel had refused to disconnect the active cattle-water backup. Neris had wanted it, but when Daniel said no, she looked from the transmission model to the waterer system and accepted the limit.




They connected the selected batteries through an isolation bank built from farm switching equipment and Takuhai’s remaining power-control modules. The generator charged them outside the ship. Before transmission, Daniel would disconnect the generator completely and transfer the isolated reserve into the resonator feed.




ER monitored electrical noise. “The fence battery shows elevated internal resistance.”




“It’s old,” Daniel said.




“Replacement is advisable.”




“Add it to the list.”




“The list currently contains one hundred and fourteen items.”




“Then it’ll have company.”




Neris checked the wiring. “Will the combined reserve be sufficient?”




“Estimated confidence: ninety-three percent.”




“Why not higher?”




“The tractor battery has inconsistent cell balance.”




Daniel looked at it. “It starts the spare tractor in January.”




“That is not a recognized phase-transmission qualification.”




“It should be.”




The isolated bank passed its first full-load test. The workshop lights dimmed for half a second, then recovered. The lattice cradle held. No new fractures appeared.




Daniel looked at Neris. “One test.”




“Yes.”




“Enough?”




“No.” ER said, “Additional full-load testing would consume unnecessary lattice life.”




Neris folded her arms. “Then enough.”




The electric fence remained disabled while its batteries charged. ER used the yard cameras to monitor the cattle. Mabel struck the solid panel. Clang.




“Fence status?” Daniel asked.




“Offline,” ER said.




“You checking the west pasture?”




“Yes.”




Clang.




“Mabel?”




“Also monitored.”




“Ignore her.”




“The gate frequency has changed.”




“She’s a cow.”




“That does not make the observation inaccurate.”




Clang.




Neris looked toward the speaker. “What changed?”




“Lower frequency. Likely due to snow accumulation against the panel’s exterior face.”




Daniel shook his head. “You’re analysing her music.”




“I am monitoring structural behaviour.”




Clang.




A pause. ER added, “The rhythm remains inconsistent.”




Neris’s tail moved behind her. Daniel could tell she was trying not to smile. The final message review began six hours before the window.




ER verified every segment.



REGISTRY INTEGRITY: COMPLETE.
MEDICAL STATUS: COMPLETE.
ANOMALY SIGNATURE: COMPLETE.
RELATIONAL PHASE COORDINATES: COMPLETE.
WARNING AGAINST UNCONTROLLED TRANSIT: COMPLETE.
REQUEST FOR ACKNOWLEDGEMENT: COMPLETE.


Daniel’s record appeared.



HUMAN CONTACT: DANIEL MERCER
TRUSTED. ESSENTIAL TO SURVIVAL.
HOUSEHOLD.


ER paused.




“The final classification is not recognized by courier emergency protocol.”




Neris looked at the display. “It is free text.”




“Yes.”




“Then transmit it.”




“Removing it would increase packet redundancy by zero-point-six percent.”




Daniel leaned against the console. “Take it out.”




Neris turned toward him. “The message should prioritize reaching home.”




“It does.” The answer stopped him.




She looked back at the packet. “Keep it.”




ER made no further objection. Daniel watched the word remain. Household—not passenger, local contact or resource. The classification had no official meaning in the courier system.




Three hours before the window, Neris checked the family message again, while Daniel brought food from the farmhouse. They ate in the lounge with the final transmission packet displayed on the wall. Neris barely touched her meal. Daniel did not tell her to eat. He moved her bowl closer. Eventually she did.




The last hour arrived quietly. ER lowered nonessential systems. The fabrication array went idle. Cabin temperature dropped by one degree to preserve power. The weather mast synchronized every twelve seconds. Daniel and Neris sat together on the lounge couch while the precursor trace strengthened across the display. Her body rested against his side. Her tail lay across both their laps and curved around his waist. Daniel’s arm rested around her shoulders, his hand moving occasionally through the fur beneath her ear. Neither watched the countdown continuously.




That would have made time slower.




Daniel looked toward the farm feed on a secondary screen. Mabel stood beside the solid gate panel. “Think she’d survive on Xianglume?” he asked. Neris followed his gaze.




“Biologically?”




“Socially.”




“She would become a diplomatic incident.”




ER said, “Quarantine would be required before diplomatic classification.”




Daniel rubbed his thumb along the base of Neris’s ear. “She’d object.”




“She objects to closed gates,” Neris said.




“Most cows do.”




“She appears to object musically.”




Clang. ER said, “Current strike count: forty-three.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You’ve been counting all day?”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




A pause. “Continuity.”




Neris’s ears shifted. Daniel looked down at her. She placed her good paw over his hand. The precursor amplitude rose. ER said, “Transmission preparation in fifteen minutes.”




Neris drew a slow breath. Daniel’s arm tightened around her. They remained together until ER called them to the workshop. The resonator was already active at low power. The borrowed optical lattice glowed inside its maple-and-composite cradle. Fractures traced amber lines through the blue surface.




The isolated battery bank stood connected behind the main control panel. Daniel checked the manual cutoffs. Neris took the pilot’s station. Her family message waited inside the packet.




ER synchronized with the weather mast. “Remote timing stable.”




“Battery reserve?” Neris asked.




“Ninety-six percent.”




“Lattice stress?”




“Above idle prediction by four percent.”




Her ears lowered. “Cause?”




“Probable fracture growth in the active section.”




Daniel looked at the lattice. One amber line had lengthened near the lower edge. “How long will it hold?”




“Unknown.”




The precursor strengthened faster than expected. ER shifted the projected Veyra interval. “Phase entry possible in ninety seconds.”




Neris’s good paw rested above the transmission control. Daniel sat beside her. As the resonator field rose, pressure changed rather than temperature—a sensation behind the eyes, like remembering a place he had never seen. The lattice brightness increased.




“Stress at sixty-eight percent,” ER said.




“Phase alignment?”




“Insufficient.”




“Time?”




“Fifty-two seconds.”




The active fracture spread another fraction. “Stress seventy-four percent.”




Daniel looked at Neris. Her eyes remained on the phase model.




“Can we send now?” he asked.




“Yes,” ER said. “Estimated dimensional-layer entry confidence: seventy-one percent.”




Neris did not move. Daniel understood. “Wait.”




She looked at him. He nodded. The phase traces narrowed.




“Stress eighty-one percent,” ER said. A warning tone sounded.




“Alignment confidence seventy-nine.”




Neris waited. Daniel placed his hand over her uninjured paw where it rested beside the control. The lattice gave a faint audible tick.




“New fracture detected,” ER said.




“How bad?” Neris asked.




“Active-section integrity at sixty-three percent.”




“Alignment?”




“Eighty-six.”




“Window?”




“Eighteen seconds.”




Daniel watched the message packet. The people at the other end. A family garden in the rain. A ceramic cup made to go places. “Send when you believe it will reach them,” he said.




Neris’s fingers tightened beneath his. The phase traces crossed.




ER’s voice sharpened. “Veyra handshake interval forming.”




“Confidence?”




“Ninety-one percent.”




“Open channel.”




The resonator field expanded. The workshop lights vanished. For a fraction of a second, blue illumination came only from the lattice and the suspended transmission packet. ER said, “Channel open.”




Neris pressed the control. The packet disappeared. No gradual transfer. No visible stream. One moment it existed above the console. The next, it was gone. Daniel felt pressure pass through his chest. The lattice flared. A crack of light crossed the active section. The isolation layer triggered. The resonator shut down. Darkness returned.




Emergency lights activated in red along the floor. A thin line of smoke rose from the coupling chamber. Daniel reached for the cutoff. “Hold,” ER said. He stopped.




“Thermal rise contained. No fire.”




Neris’s paws remained on the console. “Packet?”




“Analysing.”




“Did it enter?”




“Analysing.”




The reserve battery bank disconnected automatically. The weather mast continued sending timing data. The active lattice section had gone almost entirely dark. The reserve still glowed faintly behind the isolation layer. Neris’s breathing sounded too loud in the quiet workshop. Daniel kept one hand over hers.




ER restored the transmission report one segment at a time.



REGISTRY: COMPLETE.


Neris closed her eyes briefly.



ANOMALY SIGNATURE: COMPLETE.


Daniel squeezed her paw.



RELATIONAL PHASE COORDINATES: COMPLETE.
WARNING AGAINST UNCONTROLLED TRANSIT: COMPLETE.
REQUEST FOR ACKNOWLEDGEMENT: COMPLETE.


Neris opened her eyes.



DANIEL MERCER RECORD: COMPLETE.


Daniel looked toward the display.




The word appeared.



HOUSEHOLD.


It had crossed.




“Family segment,” Neris said.




ER paused. The silence lasted less than a second. It felt longer than the entire transmission. “Complete.”




The thirty words appeared. Teral. Lysa. The courier cup. Alive. Trying to come home. Neris’s shoulders dropped as something she could no longer hold finally released.




“Dimensional entry?” she asked.




“Confirmed with ninety-four percent confidence. The packet entered the Veyra network layer.”




“Reception?”




“Unknown.”




The transmission status changed.



SENT — RECEPTION UNKNOWN


Daniel looked at Neris. “They may know now.”




“Yes.”




“There is nothing else I can do.”




“Not right now.”




Her paw turned beneath his. She gripped his hand. The distinction seemed to reach her: not nothing, only nothing they could use right now.




ER began passive listening immediately. The weather mast searched the dimensional noise. The damaged resonator retained enough sensitivity for observation, though not another full-power transmission. A faint phase return appeared after four seconds.




Neris leaned forward. “Answer?”




“No,” ER said. “Timing is consistent with an immediate echo of our own transmission.”




The return faded. Silence followed. Ten seconds. Thirty. One minute. Nothing. The workshop lights returned gradually. Smoke extraction cleared the last haze from the resonator housing.




Daniel moved his chair closer. Neris leaned against him. Her tail crossed his legs and tightened around his waist. He placed one arm around her. They listened. ER listened through the ship. The mast listened from the ridge.




The farm continued beyond the hull. Cattle moved through snow. Water circulated through the repaired trough. Wind shifted against the shelter walls.




The status remained unchanged.



SENT — RECEPTION UNKNOWN


The yard audio activated. Clang. Mabel struck the solid gate panel. ER said, “One.”




Daniel closed his eyes. Neris’s tail tightened around him. The people at the other end might now know she was alive. On Earth, the household waited.






Chapter 24 - The Answer That Wasn’t a Voice


By morning, the message had been received by no one. Or everyone. Or a machine that had not yet decided what to do with it. The distinction could not be measured from Moose River.




The status above Takuhai’s central console remained unchanged.



SENT — RECEPTION UNKNOWN


Neris sat beneath it with a cup of coffee cooling between her paws. Daniel had brought breakfast from the farmhouse. Eggs, toast, and the last of the roast beef folded into something he claimed was an omelette and Neris had classified as structurally unstable. She had eaten half. The rest remained untouched beside the console.




Daniel sat next to her, close enough that their legs pressed together from hip to knee. Her tail lay across his lap and continued around his waist, its weight familiar now. He kept one hand resting in the fur.




ER worked invisibly around them. The resonator remained dark except for the faint reserve glow beneath the isolation layer. The damaged active section had cooled overnight, and every few minutes he shifted the dimensional receivers to a new analysis pattern and searched the noise for structure.




Nothing qualified. A narrow fluctuation appeared on the display. Neris leaned forward. ER dismissed it. “Local phase relaxation.”




Another rose thirty seconds later. “Transmission residue.”




A third followed. Neris’s ears lifted. “Background gravitational interference.”




Daniel ate another piece of toast. “How many ways can the universe say nothing?”




“Potentially infinite,” ER replied.




“That’s encouraging.”




“It was not intended to be.”




Neris’s attention remained on the signal trace. “How long should an acknowledgment require?”




“Under standard courier-network conditions, less than one second.”




Daniel looked at the dark resonator. “And under these conditions?”




“Unknown.”




Neris’s claws tightened slightly around the mug. ER continued. “The proof-of-life packet entered the reconstructed Veyra layer, but we cannot determine where within that network it emerged. It may have reached an automated relay, a dormant routing node, or an active station. The dimensional path may also have introduced temporal displacement.”




“How much displacement?” Daniel asked.




“It could take milliseconds, hours or longer.”




“Days?”




“Yes.”




“Weeks?”




“Possible.”




Neris looked toward the speaker.




“Years?”




ER paused. “Less likely.”




“That was not the question.”




“No.”




The answer settled heavily. Daniel did not offer reassurance. He moved his hand slowly through her tail until the tension in the fur eased beneath his fingers. Neris lifted the coffee and drank. It had gone cold. She drank it anyway. ER changed the display again.




“No structured return detected.”




Daniel looked toward the untouched half of her breakfast. “You done with that?”




“I am not hungry.”




“That wasn’t what I asked.”




She pushed the plate toward him. Daniel finished it.




Neris watched the signal. After several minutes, ER said, “A maintenance issue requires attention.”




Daniel looked up. “Resonator?”




“No.”




Neris turned from the display for the first time since breakfast arrived. “Location?”




“Environmental sensor cluster six.”




She stood. Her tail slid from Daniel’s lap but remained around his wrist until the final length passed through his hand.




“What failed?”




“Pressure differential monitoring in the port-side thermal transfer duct.”




“Critical?”




“No. Redundant sensors remain operational.”




“Can you reset it?”




“I have.”




“And?”




“The sensor output remains intermittent.”




Neris looked toward the internal schematic. “Replace it.”




“I cannot.”




The words were simple. They changed the room. Daniel watched Neris’s ears lower. The sensor cluster lay beyond the precision fabrication array’s former internal reach. Before the extraction, ER could have manufactured the necessary replacement assembly, sent a maintenance unit through the internal conduit, and corrected the failure without involving either of them. Now the path ended in darkness.




Neris opened the service map. “Existing access?”




“Manual passage through environmental corridor three.”




“Can I reach it?”




“Yes.”




Daniel put down his plate. “What does the replacement need?”




“A pressure sensor capable of detecting low-level differential flow. Precision requirements exceed the current fabrication array’s output.”




“Earth equivalent?”




“Possibly.”




Daniel thought of the farm workshop. “Furnace pressure switch?”




Neris looked at him. “Explain.”




“Measures whether air is moving properly through a system.”




“Resolution?”




“Probably terrible by your standards.”




ER said, “Potentially sufficient if recalibrated through software.”




Daniel stood. “There’s one in the old grain-dryer parts box.”




Neris looked back toward the signal status. It had not changed. Daniel saw the calculation she was making. Stay beside the resonator in case something happened. Repair the sensor because ER could no longer repair himself.




ER said, “I will notify you immediately if a structured response occurs.”




“I know.”




“You are evaluating whether to remain here.”




Neris’s ears angled back. “I know what I am doing.”




“Yes.”




Daniel waited.




Neris looked once more at the status.



SENT — RECEPTION UNKNOWN


She closed the display. “Show us the access route.”




The furnace pressure switch had been manufactured in Ohio fifteen years earlier and spent at least nine of those years beneath a box labelled MISC. ELECTRICAL, where Daniel’s filing system had preserved it through neglect.




Neris held the component beneath the workshop light. It was a small circular housing with two pressure ports and a pair of spade terminals. “This is mechanical.”




“Mostly.”




“The sensing diaphragm is polymer.”




“Probably.”




“The output is binary.”




“It tells you if the pressure’s above or below a point.”




“We require continuous measurement.”




Daniel opened a drawer and removed a small agricultural vacuum sensor. “Then use this.”




Neris stared at the second component. “You possessed a more appropriate device.”




“I forgot about it.”




“You found both within four minutes.”




“Organized chaos.”




“Disorganized storage.”




“Same result.”




ER spoke through the tablet on Daniel’s bench.




“The vacuum sensor’s response range overlaps the required differential.”




Neris connected the test leads. The sensor produced a fluctuating voltage when Daniel applied gentle air pressure through a length of tubing. “Noise is excessive,” she said.




“Can you filter it?”




“Yes.”




Daniel leaned against the bench. “So, it works.”




“It may work.”




Neris fabricated a rough mounting plate aboard Takuhai using the reduced fabrication array. The plate emerged with visible layer lines and one hole slightly oval rather than perfectly circular. Neris ran a claw along the edge. “This would previously have been rejected.”




Daniel took it from her. “Does the sensor fit?”




She inserted the mounting screws. It fit.




“Then the previous standards were spoiled.”




“My standards were appropriate to the technology.”




“Now they’re appropriate to what we’ve got.”




ER said, “Daniel’s philosophy continues to spread.”




“You say that like mould,” Daniel replied.




“I have not excluded the comparison.”




The environmental corridor required Neris to crawl beneath the port-side thermal exchanger. Daniel could reach the outer access point and no farther. She entered carrying the modified sensor and a cable harness made from a section of farm equipment wiring. Her shoulder no longer required a full support wrap, but Daniel had insisted on a lighter brace before she climbed inside. She had allowed him to fasten it. Neither had argued.




ER guided her through the internal turns. Daniel watched through the inspection camera. “Sensor cluster ahead,” ER said.




“I see it.”




Neris removed the failed unit. The old sensor came free without resistance. The Earth replacement seated into the rough plate. She tightened the two fasteners, connected the pressure lines, and attached the electrical harness.




“Installed.”




ER activated the circuit. A new signal appeared on the tablet. It wandered above and below the expected reading.




Daniel frowned. “Bad sensor?”




“No,” ER said. “Output variation is consistent with measurement noise.”




Neris remained inside the corridor. “Can you correct it?”




“Yes.”




The raw signal smoothed. A second line appeared, calculated from the first. “Pressure differential estimate stable,” ER said.




“Accuracy?” Neris asked.




“Within three-point-six percent.”




She considered. “Acceptable.”




Daniel smiled. “There’s that word.”




The ventilation system increased speed. The new sensor responded. ER adjusted the software model again. “Functional.”




Neris began backing out. Daniel offered his hand at the access opening. She took it and let him pull the last part of her through. Her body came against his as she stood. Daniel’s hand settled at her waist. Her good paw remained in his.




ER said, “The replacement does not meet original specification.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “It works.”




“Yes.”




“You could say thank you.”




“I require additional long-term data before determining reliability.”




Neris’s tail curled around Daniel’s leg. He waited.




ER continued. “I also require your help to install it again if it fails.”




Daniel’s expression softened. “Yeah.”




A pause. “Thank you.”




Daniel did not make a joke. Neris placed one paw against the ship’s wall. The sensor trace continued smoothly. One more internal function remained available because all three of them had participated.




The status above the resonator still read:



SENT — RECEPTION UNKNOWN


Nothing had changed. Everything had.




The cattle had not developed patience during the transmission. By late morning, they expressed this through collective noise and one particularly committed percussionist. Clang. Mabel struck the solid gate panel. ER counted from Takuhai through the yard microphone. “One.”




Daniel stopped halfway into his coat. “You’re starting over?”




“The previous sequence ended when yard monitoring was suspended during sensor recalibration.”




“There doesn’t need to be a sequence.”




Clang. “Two.”




Neris fastened her jacket. “It appears there is.”




Daniel looked at her. “You’re both encouraging her.”




Mabel struck the panel again. Clang. ER said, “Three.”




The day had warmed enough for the upper snow layer to soften. Daniel cleared the service lane while Neris checked the cattle waterers and feed-yard gates. Her shoulder allowed nearly full movement, though he noticed she still favoured the injured side when lifting. He did not mention it every time.




When she climbed down from the tractor, his hands settled at her waist and helped lower her over the last step. Her tail swept around his hips as her boots reached the snow. They stayed close for a moment. Neris turned toward the feed system.




The main auger ran from the storage bin to the mixing hopper inside the feed shed. During ordinary operation, it moved grain supplement through an enclosed steel tube using a rotating internal screw. Daniel opened the inspection hatch above the drive housing. Frozen condensation had formed around the upper edge. Several clumps of feed had hardened near the inlet during the power interruptions. Neris looked inside.




“Obstruction?”




“Partial.”




“Can the system operate?”




“Probably.”




“That is not a recommendation.”




“No.”




Daniel shut down the auger at the control panel, locked the disconnect, and tested the emergency stop before opening the lower clean-out cover. Neris watched each step.




“You have isolated power.”




“Yes.”




“The drive cannot engage remotely?”




“Not unless somebody removes the lock.”




“ER?”




“I cannot operate unconnected farm controls,” ER said through Daniel’s communicator.




Daniel glanced at the small physical padlock through the disconnect handle. “And even if he could, that’s why this exists.”




He removed the frozen material with a wooden scraper rather than a metal bar. The compacted feed came free in several heavy pieces. Neris inspected the auger flight visible through the opening.




“The metal shows surface wear.”




“Normal.”




“The inner edge is polished.”




“Also normal.”




“What would indicate failure?”




“Cracks around the shaft weld, bent flighting, bearing movement and heat damage.”




She examined each area. “None visible.”




Daniel checked the drive bearing by hand; it was tight. The guards were intact and the emergency stop functioned. After he closed the clean-out cover, removed the lock and restarted the auger, feed moved through a full cycle with normal vibration and sound. Nothing visible or audible suggested danger. Daniel watched it for a full cycle before moving away.




“Good?” Neris asked.




“Good.”




The auger continued turning behind its steel housing. Deep inside the tube, beyond the inspection opening, an old weld carried a line too fine to see.




The day continued. At two in the afternoon, Claire sent three possible travel dates. Daniel found the message while standing in the tractor shed with Neris beside him.



December 8, 9, or 10. Roads permitting. I have not booked anything. Admire my restraint.


Daniel showed her. Neris read it twice. “She intends to come.”




“Looks that way.”




“The earliest date is seven days from now.”




“Yes.”




“What will you tell her?”




Daniel put the phone back in his pocket. “Before she gets here?”




“Preferably.”




He looked across the yard. The farmhouse stood exposed beneath the pale winter sky. Takuhai remained invisible beyond the trees. Claire would notice things. The workshop activity. The cables. The second set of tracks. Neris. There was no plausible way for her to stay at the farm and remain hidden from someone living in the house.




“We could ask her not to come,” he said.




Neris watched him. Every harmless explanation for Claire created another question. Daniel could say Neris was not Canadian, which would lead to where she came from; he could say far away, which would lead to why she was hiding. Claire liked difficult questions almost as much as Neris did, a similarity Daniel found unhelpful.




Neris stepped closer and rested a paw against his chest. “Do you trust her?” Daniel did. Whether trust automatically meant disclosure was different. Claire had not chosen the secret any more than Daniel had, but the secret had nevertheless become part of his responsibility.




Neris looked toward the trees. Their proof-of-life burst might already have informed an interstellar network that Earth existed. Daniel admitted that this felt larger than telling his sister. Neris pointed out that larger was not necessarily simpler.




The unresolved question was no longer whether Claire mattered. It was what happened if someone on the other side answered before they had decided how much of the truth she should carry. Neris withdrew her paw and folded her arms. The question had occupied her since the message left.




Xianglume had first-contact protocols because this was not the first younger civilization its network had encountered. Neris had never conducted such a contact personally, but the institutional pattern was familiar: observe first, sometimes for years or decades, because the fact of contact could alter a society even when no technology changed hands. Daniel called that a polite way of saying they were afraid of damaging the people they found. Neris did not defend the wording. “We are.”




Observation asked practical questions before anyone landed: whether representative institutions existed, whether knowledge of non-native life could produce disproportionate harm, whether active conflicts were likely to exploit the encounter, and whether biological contact could be controlled. Earth made the first question especially difficult because it had many governments and no single uncontested answer to who represented whom.




Daniel looked toward the farmhouse and understood the immediate consequence. Xianglume’s normal response to Earth would not be to put a ship in someone’s yard. The fact that one had crashed there did not erase the reasons the rule existed.




“That’s good.”




Neris’s ears angled back. “Unless rescue urgency overrode standard restrictions.”




Daniel’s expression changed. “What kind of urgency?”




“An immediate threat to life, imminent ship failure or uncontainable technology exposure.”




“And you?”




“I am alive. Takuhai is damaged but stable. ER is functional. Contact has remained contained.”




“No rescue ship landing tomorrow, then.”




“Unlikely.”




The answer should have relieved him. It did. That relief brought guilt with it. Neris saw both. “They would still respond,” she said.




“Eventually.”




“Yes.”




“What does a response look like?”




“Instructions, questions, a legal determination—possibly remote diplomatic contact before any physical arrival.”




“And if they decide Earth isn’t ready?”




Neris looked toward him. “They may retrieve ER and me without initiating wider contact.”




Daniel went still. “How?”




“I do not know.”




The words remained between them. Retrieve ER and me: the wording excluded both Daniel and the household. Daniel looked across the feed yard.




Mabel stood beside the solid panel. Clang. ER said, “Fourteen.”




Daniel closed his eyes briefly. Neris’s tail moved around his legs.




The protocols constrained Xianglume too. Trade and medical intervention were strictly controlled alongside especially sensitive transfers involving artificial intelligence, propulsion, weapons, self-replicating systems and biological modification because a more advanced society could exploit a younger one through generosity as easily as through force.




Daniel thought of Neris’s nanites and the emergency boundary they had already made. If he were dying, the exception would still exist, and someone would ask hard questions afterward. Neris could not promise what the consequences for her would be.




Daniel reached for her, his hand settling into the fur at the side of her neck. “You saved the rule for a reason. The one that says survival matters before permission if somebody’s dying.” Neris objected that the regulation was not phrased that way. “It’s what it means.” After a moment, she allowed that sometimes it did.




They returned to Claire. Daniel decided they would tell her enough before she came. Neither of them yet knew what enough meant, which at least left room to get the answer right. Daniel brushed his thumb through the fur beneath Neris’s ear. Her tail tightened around his legs.




They sent Claire a reply together.



December 9 might work. Roads permitting. We need to talk before you book.


Claire responded within thirty seconds.



That sounds ominous.


Daniel typed:



It’s complicated.


Claire replied:



You have used that word twice. I am now assuming either crime or romance.


Neris read the message over his shoulder. “What does she mean by crime?”




“Nothing useful.”




“And romance?”




Daniel locked the phone. “She’s being nosy.”




Neris’s eyes remained on him. “That was not an answer.”




“No.”




Her muzzle shifted into a small smile. Daniel put the phone away.




The signal status remained unchanged through dinner. Neris returned to Takuhai after feeding to review the receiver logs. She stayed until the farmhouse windows glowed against the dark. Daniel found her at the main console. ER had dimmed the room. The Veyra network model rotated slowly above her, an incomplete set of possible paths branching beyond the point where their message disappeared.




“No answer?” Daniel asked.




“No.”




He stood behind her chair and placed both hands on her shoulders. One remained careful of the healing joint. Neris leaned back against him. Daniel looked at the branching routes.




“How many places could it have gone?”




“Hundreds.”




“Hundreds of stations?”




“Nodes, relays, archives, patrol networks, administrative systems.”




“People?”




“Eventually.”




Daniel rubbed his thumbs slowly through the fur at the base of her neck. “What happens when a machine sees it first?”




“The registry would be authenticated. An emergency record created. The anomaly signature forwarded to network science authorities. First-contact restrictions automatically applied to the location data.”




“Automatically?”




“Yes.”




“Your message might already be setting off alarms.”




“Probably.”




“Good alarms?”




Neris’s ears moved beneath his fingers. “Necessary alarms.”




“That sounds like something ER would say.”




“I taught him.”




ER replied through the speaker. “This claim is historically inaccurate.”




Neris looked toward the ceiling. “You learned restraint from me.”




“I learned the value of silence after observing both of you misuse speech.”




Daniel smiled. “Household education.”




Neris’s posture softened beneath his hands. She turned in the chair.




“I should remain here tonight.”




Daniel looked at her. “Why?”




“If a response arrives—”




“ER will tell us.”




“Yes.”




“So?”




Her ears lowered slightly. Daniel let his hands fall to her waist. “Stay at the house.”




Neris searched his face. “You mean to continue monitoring from the farmhouse.”




“No.”




She understood. The answer changed the way her tail moved behind the chair. Daniel continued. “You don’t have to sit here staring at the same line all night.”




“I may prefer to.”




“I know.”




“And you want me to leave.”




“I want you with me.”




The words came without preparation. Neris became very still. ER reduced the display brightness by several degrees. Neither acknowledged him. Neris stood. Her body came close to Daniel’s. Her paws rested against his jacket. “Then I will come with you.”




The farmhouse bedroom was colder than the rest of the house. Daniel turned the radiator valve higher and changed into a clean shirt and soft trousers while Neris used the bathroom. He had shared the bed with Emily for years. After her death, he had continued sleeping on the same side. The other half remained physically available and emotionally occupied by absence. He had never deliberately left it untouched. He simply had. Tonight he folded back both sides of the blankets.




Neris entered wearing a loose dark sleep shirt adapted around the base of her tail and soft trousers made from Takuhai’s clothing fabric. Without her jacket, harness, communicator, or work layers, her body appeared less armoured. More distinctly hers.




Daniel had known she was female from the beginning. Knowing and noticing were not the same. She paused beside the bed.




“Is this acceptable?”




“Yes.”




The answer came too quickly. Neris’s ears tilted. Daniel sat on the edge.




“I mean—yes. Of course.”




“Your heart rate increased.”




“ER isn’t in here.”




“My hearing remains functional.”




“Right.”




She moved to the other side of the bed. Her tail required negotiation. It occupied the space before she did, spreading across the mattress in a broad black-and-white curve. Neris gathered it closer, climbed beneath the blankets, then attempted to arrange it along the outer edge.




Daniel lay down. For several seconds, they faced one another with more space between them than either used while sitting on the couch. The distance felt artificial. Neris moved first. She shifted closer until the length of her body settled against his side. Her forehead rested beneath his chin, and one paw came to rest over his heart. Daniel placed his arm around her waist.




Her tail rose beneath the blankets and spread across both of them, sealing warmth around their legs. The soft pressure of her breasts rested against his ribs through the thin fabric of her sleep shirt. His hand followed the inward curve of her waist before settling above her hip. The awareness of her was immediate: warm fur, slow breathing, and the weight of her trusting him enough to sleep there. Daniel held her closer.




“Comfortable?” he asked.




“Yes.”




A pause. “Are you?”




Daniel looked at the dark ceiling. “Yes.”




Her paw remained over his heart.




“You hesitated.”




“I was choosing an accurate answer.”




“That is usually my excuse.”




“It’s useful.”




She moved her muzzle against his shirt. Daniel felt something like a quiet laugh through her breath.




“Do you regret helping me send the message?” she asked.




“No.”




“Not even now?”




“Especially now.”




Her claws moved lightly against his shirt. “Are you afraid of the answer?”




“Yes.”




“What are you afraid it will say?”




Daniel’s hand tightened at her waist. “That they can take you home.”




Neris became still against him. “You helped me ask them to.”




“Both things can be true.”




Her eyes remained on his. Daniel did not look away. “I want them to know you’re alive,” he said. “I want your sisters to stop grieving you. I want your niece to know the cup made it.”




“And?”




“And I don’t want to wake up one morning and find out somebody’s coming to take you away.”




“They would not take me without consent.”




“You know what I mean.”




“Yes.”




Neris lowered her gaze. Her paw moved from his chest to the side of his neck. “What do you want me to do?”




“Nothing tonight.”




“That avoids the question.”




“Tonight, it’s the answer.”




Daniel shifted until their foreheads touched. Neris’s breath warmed his mouth. “I’m not asking you to choose before there’s a choice,” he said.




Her eyes closed. “That may be harder.”




“Probably.”




Neris tucked her muzzle against his neck. Her paw returned to his heartbeat. Daniel stroked the fur along her back until her breathing deepened. At some point during the night, Neris turned in her sleep. Daniel did not wake fully when she moved. He shifted with her, his body following the warmth beneath the blankets. His arm settled around her waist, and her tail rearranged itself across both of them.




• • •




Hours later, pale blue light began filling the room. Daniel surfaced gradually. Neris lay with her back fitted against his chest. His arm rested around her middle, his hand spread lightly over her stomach. One of her paws covered his fingers. The rounded shape of her backside pressed against the front of his thighs beneath the blankets. Daniel became acutely aware of the position. Of the warmth of her body. Of the curve held within his arm. Of how naturally she seemed to fit there.




The bedside tablet brightened again. A structured waveform moved across its screen. Neris stirred. Her ears shifted first. Her paw tightened over Daniel’s hand.




“Daniel?”




“I’m here.”




She became aware of how they were lying. Her body went still against him. Daniel loosened his arm enough to give her space but did not withdraw it. Neris rested her paw more firmly over his.




“Are you uncomfortable?” she asked.




“No.”




The answer came without hesitation. Her tail tightened over their legs.




“Neither am I.”




ER’s voice came softly through the tablet. “I apologize for interrupting.”




Daniel reached toward the screen without releasing Neris completely. “You don’t sound sorry.”




“I have detected a courier-network acknowledgment.”




Neris moved at once. The turn pressed her briefly back against Daniel before she rolled to face the tablet, taking part of the blankets and most of her tail with her. Daniel sat up beside her. A single waveform crossed the screen. Repeated. Structured.




Neris took the tablet in both paws. “ER?”




“I have detected a valid courier-network acknowledgment.”




“A message?”




“No language content.”




“Registry confirmation?”




“Yes.”




The waveform expanded. Six narrow pulses. A pause. Four shifting signals. Veyra architecture. ER overlaid the pattern with the protocol archive. “This is a valid emergency-packet acknowledgment.”




Neris’s claws hovered above the display.




“What does it confirm?”




“The proof-of-life packet was received with an authenticated registry header.”




Her breath stopped. Daniel placed one hand at her back. ER continued. “The packet has entered active network routing.”




“Destination?”




“Unknown.”




“Station?”




“Unconfirmed.”




“Family notification?”




“Not yet verifiable.”




Neris stared at the signal. The tablet updated.



RECEIVED — ROUTING IN PROGRESS


Daniel read it twice. Neris read it more. “They heard us,” she said.




“Yeah.”




Her tail curled around his waist beneath the blankets. “Everything changes now.”




“Not this minute.”




She looked at him. Daniel took her paw. “For this minute, we’re still here.” Neris leaned into him. Daniel put both arms around her and pressed his mouth to the white fur at the top of her head. The contact lingered. Neris’s paws closed around his back.




“They heard us,” she said again. This time her voice broke slightly. Daniel held her. Beyond the bedroom window, the farm remained dark. The cattle slept or stood quietly in their shelters. Snow covered the lane. The weather mast blinked on the western ridge.




The response brought no ship or voice across the stars; only a network acknowledgment arrived, stripped of personality and compressed into structure. It was enough to prove that somewhere beyond Earth’s sky, a system built by Neris’s people had recognized her name.




They dressed before dawn and walked to Takuhai through snow that glittered beneath the stars. Neris held Daniel’s hand the entire way. Inside the ship, the acknowledgment occupied the central display.




ER had verified it through every available protocol model. “Probability of false identification?” Neris asked.




“Less than zero-point-one percent.”




“Could it be an automated dead-end response?”




“Possible, but the active-routing marker indicates successful forwarding.”




“To whom?”




“Likely a courier emergency authority, network administration system, or first-contact review office.”




The Earth location data automatically triggered Xianglume’s protected-contact procedures. ER highlighted the restriction marker embedded in the acknowledgement: no uncontrolled physical approach pending review, tight limits on high-impact technology exchange, biological-contact assessment before exposure, and communications confined to the originating packet route until authority questions could be resolved.




Daniel translated the bureaucratic phrasing into the part that bothered him: Earth had already been classified as technologically younger. Neris preferred that wording to behind; he did not. The distinction mattered less than the consequence. The marker did not prevent rescue, but it meant rescue would arrive inside a first-contact framework rather than as an ordinary courier recovery.




Who on Earth could authorize anything remained an unanswered question. Neris pointed out that the planet had many governments and that whoever governed the region around Takuhai might have a claim to speak for local contact. Daniel’s brief laugh carried no amusement. Canada alone would not make the problem simple, and pretending otherwise would only postpone it.




ER changed the display. The proof-of-life record appeared.



PACKET: RECEIVED
NETWORK ROUTING: ACTIVE
RESPONSE: PENDING


Neris touched the light beneath the first line rather than the screen. Daniel stood beside her. Her tail curled around his legs. The answer was not a voice. It did not say her sisters’ names. The acknowledgment promised neither rescue nor return and explained nothing about what Xianglume would do with Earth. It had still crossed the impossible distance between worlds with one fact: someone had heard.




ER opened the household log.




The previous entry appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: STABLE


The word remained for several seconds.




ER changed it.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: WAITING


Daniel placed one hand against the console. Neris covered it with her paw. Outside, the first grey light of morning entered the clearing.






Chapter 25 - The Rule They Made


Daniel woke with Neris’s tail across his legs and one paw resting just beneath his shirt, the pads of her fingers touching the warm skin above his ribs. She lay behind him, fitted along his back, her muzzle near the base of his neck. At some point during the night, they had changed positions again. He did not remember when.




The bedside tablet glowed faintly on the table.



RECEIVED — ROUTING IN PROGRESS


No new message, family response or rescue instructions arrived. Only the acknowledgment they had read until the words began to lose shape. Daniel placed his hand over Neris’s. Her fingers tightened in her sleep. He stayed still.




The room was not yet warm. Frost patterned the lower corners of the window, and the first winter light had only begun to soften the darkness outside.




Neris breathed against his shoulder. Her tail shifted once over his knees. Daniel closed his eyes again.




ER spoke through the tablet at low volume. “Daniel.”




He opened one eye. “Morning.”




“It is six twenty-three.”




“That’s not a greeting.”




“The livestock schedule suggests you will interpret it as one.”




Neris stirred behind him. Her paw moved higher against his chest. “Has anything changed?” she asked. Her voice was thick with sleep.




“No,” ER said. “Network routing remains active.”




Neris lifted her head. Daniel caught her paw before she could reach for the tablet.




“It’ll still be there in a minute.”




“It may update.”




“Then ER will tell us.”




“I am already telling you,” ER said.




Daniel rolled carefully onto his back. Neris allowed herself to be turned with him and settled partly across his side, her head beneath his chin. Her sleep shirt had shifted during the night. Daniel pulled the fabric gently back into place over her shoulder. She watched him do it.




“Coffee,” he said.




Neris’s ears angled toward the window. “Food first.”




“You’re learning.”




“I am preventing you from claiming coffee is food.”




“It’s made from beans.”




“That argument has already failed.”




ER said, “Repeated failure has not reduced Daniel’s confidence in it.”




Daniel rested his hand at Neris’s waist. “How long does exceptionally efficient Xianglume bureaucracy take to answer a stranded courier?”




“Long enough to avoid making the situation worse.”




“That’s bureaucracy with better advertising.”




“Your civilization advertises bureaucracy without improving it.”




Neris made a quiet sound against Daniel’s chest. He looked down.




“Was that a laugh?”




“No.”




“ER?”




“Confirmed.”




Neris lifted her head. “You are both unpleasant in the morning.”




Her tail curled more tightly around Daniel’s legs. Neither of them moved to leave the bed for another five minutes. By seven fifteen, Daniel had fed the wood stove, started breakfast and checked the overnight temperature record from the cattle shelters. Neris stood beside him at the kitchen counter, cutting bread while the pan heated. The transmission status remained visible on the tablet propped near the sugar bowl. She looked at it less often than the day before, though still often. Daniel slid eggs onto two plates.




“Auger today.”




Neris placed the bread in the toaster. “You inspected it yesterday.”




“Cleared the frozen material. Still need to replace the outer bracket and realign the chute.”




“Can it wait?”




“Cold front tomorrow night.”




“That does not answer the question.”




“If it freezes again before I finish, we’ll have to clear it twice.”




“It can wait, but waiting is inefficient.”




“Exactly.”




Neris carried the plates to the table. Her tail wrapped around his calf as they sat.




“The system passed every safety inspection we could perform, the internal shaft showed no visible deformation, and the emergency stop worked,” she said.




“Yes.”




“Then why are you frowning?”




“Because machinery likes making liars out of people.”




“That is not a technical principle.”




“It should be.”




ER spoke through the tablet: “I have reviewed the temporary camera coverage in the feed shed. Visual access is incomplete and I cannot control the auger system. I can, however, monitor audio and the camera feed from Daniel’s communicator.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “You will keep it attached.”




“Okay.”




Daniel took a bite of egg.




“Anything else?”




Neris studied him. “You are treating my concern as excessive.”




“No. I’m agreeing so fast you run out of things to add.”




Her ears lowered slightly. Daniel reached across the table and took her paw. “I’ll do it properly.”




“You always believe that.”




“Most of the time, I’m right.”




Neris’s tail tightened around his leg. “Most is not all.”




“No.”




He squeezed her fingers. “We’ll both be there.”




The answer seemed to satisfy her as much as anything could. They finished breakfast. Before leaving the house, Neris checked the bedside tablet again. The status remained unchanged. She switched it to audible alert and placed it in her coat pocket.




They crossed the yard together. The sky had the flat pale colour that came before hard cold. Snow creaked beneath their boots. The tractor started reluctantly, then settled into a steady diesel rhythm.




Mabel struck the solid gate panel as they passed. Clang. ER said through the communicator mounted on Daniel’s chest, “One.”




Daniel looked toward Neris. “You restarted him.”




“I did nothing.”




Clang. “Two,” ER said.




Neris climbed into the tractor. Daniel put one hand at her waist and helped her over the last step. Her shoulder had improved enough that she no longer needed the brace, though she still protected the joint when pulling herself upward. He climbed in beside her.




The feed shed stood at the north edge of the main yard, connected to the storage bin by the enclosed auger tube. The drive housing sat waist-high against a steel support frame. Everything around it carried a permanent dusting of grain. Daniel shut off the tractor.




They entered the shed. The auger system looked exactly as it had the previous afternoon: quiet, ordinary and safe. Daniel began with the same sequence he had followed for years, switching the main control off, opening the disconnect, putting the padlock through the handle and the key in his pocket, testing the emergency stop, checking the guard bolts and examining the drive bearing for heat or movement. Neris stood beside him and watched every step while ER watched through the chest-mounted camera.




“Bearing temperature is consistent with ambient conditions,” ER said.




Daniel moved the shaft coupling by hand. “No play.”




Neris crouched beside the outer bracket. “The fastener has elongated the mounting hole.”




“That’s what we’re replacing.”




“The frame itself remains sound.”




“Looks that way.”




Daniel removed the worn bracket. The replacement came from a section of galvanized steel he had shaped the previous evening. Neris held it in position while he marked the bolt holes. Her tail curled around the upright support and steadied her. Daniel drilled the holes. The bracket fitted on the first attempt. Neris looked at it.




“No correction required.”




“Try not to sound disappointed.”




“I am acknowledging competent measurement.”




“That’s practically a compliment.”




“It is exactly a compliment.”




Daniel tightened the final bolt. They realigned the chute next. The storm vibration and frozen feed had shifted it slightly, causing grain to strike one side of the hopper rather than falling through the centre. Neris adjusted the upper guide while Daniel loosened the lower clamp. The chute moved into alignment. He secured it. Neris checked the centre line. “Correct.”




Daniel stepped back. “Two jobs, no redesign.”




ER said, “Statistically suspicious.”




Daniel removed the padlock and restored power. He ran the auger empty. The motor started and the enclosed shaft turned with its familiar low mechanical hum, free of vibration, metallic knock or change in pitch. Daniel pressed the emergency stop, confirmed the system halted immediately, and reset it. He ran the auger again, let it turn for a few moments, then stopped it. Neris watched the camera feed on her communicator.




“Everything appears normal.”




“Yeah.”




Daniel looked at the drive housing. The machinery had never seemed threatening to him. It was familiarity. Danger announced itself loudly in stories. On farms, it often wore the shape of something used safely a thousand times. Daniel opened the feed control. Grain began moving from the storage bin. The auger pitch deepened under load. Neris stood near the hopper, watching the flow.




“Distribution is centred.”




Daniel looked at the motor current display. “Good.”




The first load passed through without trouble. The sound changed by a brief irregular tremor beneath the steady mechanical hum. Daniel’s head turned. Neris heard it a fraction later. “What was that?”




Daniel stepped toward the emergency stop. Inside the enclosed tube, the old weld gave way. The fracture did not begin with an explosion. It began with imbalance. The shaft shifted sideways under torque. The rotating flight struck the inner wall. The impact travelled down the tube into the drive housing. Metal screamed. Daniel reached for the red stop button.




The housing twisted before his hand arrived. One mounting point tore free. The motor and coupling assembly swung outward. Daniel saw movement. Nothing more. The steel housing struck him across the left side and drove him into the support frame. The impact emptied the world. Neris hit the floor. The auger jammed. Power cut automatically. Silence returned with grain still rattling through the chute.




For half a second, Neris did not understand what she was seeing. Daniel lay against the frame; one leg trapped beneath the dropped edge of the housing. His eyes were open. He did not move.




“Daniel.” She was beside him before the word finished.




His breath came in a short, wet gasp. “Neris.”




“I am here.”




She touched his face. His pupils responded. Blood darkened the front of his coat near the ribs, though she could not yet see whether it came from a cut or something deeper.




ER’s voice changed. “Do not move him.”




“I know.”




“Daniel, remain still.”




Daniel blinked toward the communicator. “Wasn’t planning a dance.”




“That was not humour.”




“Wasn’t a very good joke either.”




His voice was too thin. Neris activated the medical scanner in her wrist unit. The first pass failed because her paw shook. She forced it steady and tried again.




The display filled with warning colours.



MULTIPLE RIB FRACTURES
LUNG PERFORATION
PELVIC FRACTURE
INTERNAL BLEEDING
FALLING BLOOD PRESSURE


Daniel watched her face. “That bad?”




“No.”




ER said, “Neris.”




Daniel’s eyes shifted. “She’s a terrible liar.”




Neris put one paw against the side of his neck. His pulse was fast and weak.




“Can you feel your feet?”




“Yes.”




“Both?”




A pause. “Yes.”




“Do not move them.”




The drive housing rested across his left thigh. The limb showed no obvious crushing, but the weight prevented safe movement. Neris looked at the emergency jack mounted on the wall.




“I need to lift the housing.”




“Stabilize Daniel first,” ER said.




She pulled folded work coats from the tractor cab and packed them around his head and shoulders. A grain sack went beneath the side of his pelvis without shifting him more than necessary. Daniel’s breathing became shallower.




“Neris.”




“Yes.”




“Phone.”




She understood. The emergency number was already open on the screen before she remembered touching it. Her thumb hovered above the call control.




“ER, ambulance response.”




“Calculating.”




“Now.”




“Nearest likely unit is estimated between forty-six and sixty-two minutes from the farm under current road conditions.”




Daniel closed his eyes. Neris put her paw against his cheek.




“Stay with me.”




His eyes opened again. “Hospital?”




ER answered. “Nearest surgical facility capable of treating the projected injuries would require additional transport. Total time to definitive intervention is estimated at one hundred and twenty-eight minutes under favourable conditions.”




Neris stared at the emergency-call control. “If I call now, can they save him?”




“Possibly.”




“Probability.”




“Current conventional survival estimate is fourteen percent and falling.”




Daniel’s breath caught. Neris’s ears flattened. “They would bring equipment.”




“Yes.”




“Blood products.”




“Possibly. Not all rural units carry sufficient supply for this degree of internal haemorrhage.”




“A surgeon.”




“Not here.”




The phone felt impossibly small in her paw. Daniel looked at it. “Call.”




Neris looked at him. ER said, “Daniel’s cognitive status is deteriorating.”




“He asked me to call.”




“He may not understand the transport delay.” Daniel tried to draw a deeper breath and failed. Neris watched the oxygen reading drop.




“What happens if I call and begin nanite treatment?”




ER answered immediately. “Emergency services will still be dispatched. We would be required to remain here or explain Daniel’s disappearance. If responders arrive to find a critically injured patient missing, they will initiate police, fire and medical investigation. Search activity would extend across the property.”




“Can we move him after calling?”




“Not without creating immediate exposure risk.”




“Which gives him the better chance?”




“The nanites.”




“How much better?”




“Estimated survival probability with immediate intervention and treatment aboard Takuhai: seventy-two percent. Confidence is limited by lack of human clinical history.”




Neris looked down at Daniel. His lips had begun to lose colour. She held the phone between both paws.




“Can we call as a precaution and leave before they arrive?”




“No,” ER said. “That would produce the highest exposure risk and delay the intervention most likely to save him.”




The call button glowed. Human help. Human medicine. A route understood by the world Daniel belonged to. Forty-six minutes away at best. Surgery more than two hours away. Daniel might not have twenty minutes. Neris turned the phone off. She placed it on the floor beyond her reach. Daniel saw.




“You didn’t call.”




“No.”




“Why?”




“Because they cannot reach you in time.”




His eyes moved toward her face. “Nanites?”




“Yes.”




“Then use them.”




“I need to explain.”




“You explained before.”




“I need you to understand now.”




“Neris.”




She leaned closer. “The nanites can stop much of the bleeding. They can stabilize the damaged lung and begin repairing bone and tissue. They have never been used in a human at this scale.”




Daniel swallowed. Pain crossed his face. “They may affect your immune system, nervous system and metabolism in ways we cannot predict, and they may remain inside you. Xianglume authorities will know; Earth authorities may eventually know.” Daniel’s eyes drifted, then returned. “Will they keep me alive?”




“Probably.”




“Then do it.”




“You are losing blood. ER says your judgment may be impaired.”




“We made the rule.”




“I need you to tell me.”




Daniel’s breath shuddered. His hand moved against the concrete floor. Neris caught it. His fingers closed weakly around hers. “Don’t let me die because you’re scared of breaking a rule.”




“I am afraid of breaking you.”




“You won’t.”




“You do not know that.”




“No.”




His eyes closed. Neris squeezed his hand. “Daniel.” He opened them once more. “We talked about this.”




“Yes.”




“Couldn’t answer…”




His voice faded. Neris bent closer.




“What?”




“If I couldn’t answer.”




His grip loosened. “Use your judgment.”




His eyes closed. This time they did not reopen.




“Daniel.” No response. The scanner alarm accelerated. ER said, “He is unconscious.” Neris placed two fingers against his neck. Pulse present. Weakening. “Conventional survival estimate now eleven percent.”




“Nanites?”




“Seventy-one.”




“Why lower?”




“Time.”




Neris reached beneath her jacket and pulled out the emergency auto-injector she had taken from Takuhai. Since the crash, she carried it whenever she worked any distance from the ship. The sealed reservoir inside held a single emergency dose of courier-grade medical nanites, intended for catastrophic injury when proper treatment was unavailable. They had been designed for bodies like hers.




Not Daniel’s.




Neris removed the safety cap and pressed the injector against the side of his neck. “Judgment does not feel like this,” she said.




“No,” ER replied. “It rarely does.”




“You cannot tell me to do it.”




“No.”




“You cannot tell me it is safe.”




“No.”




“You cannot promise he will forgive me.”




“No.”




Neris looked at Daniel’s face. At the man who had found her beneath an impossible sky and chosen kindness before understanding. At the person whose house had become warm around her. At the hand lying open beside hers. The rule they made had not been abstract. It had been for this.




“Authorize emergency cross-species intervention,” she said.




ER’s voice remained steady. “Authorization basis?”




“Prior direct instruction. Probable death without intervention. Patient presently incapable of renewed consent.”




“Confirmed.”




Neris activated the injector. It gave a sharp mechanical click against his skin. The indicator emptied from blue to black as the reservoir discharged.




“Dose delivered,” ER said.




For three seconds, nothing changed. The medical display filled with movement. The nanites mapped unfamiliar blood chemistry, rejected their first assumptions, corrected and spread. Daniel’s pressure continued to fall.




“Response?” Neris asked.




“Active.”




“Bleeding?”




“Locating.”




“ER.”




“They are adapting.”




Daniel’s heart rhythm staggered. The monitor issued a continuous warning tone. Neris put both paws against him as though she could hold his body together from the outside. “Come on.”




The nanite network reached the damaged vessels. Internal blood loss slowed without stopping. The injured lung sealed around the worst puncture. Oxygen rose by one point, then another.




“Survival estimate increasing,” ER said.




“To what?”




“Sixty-three percent.”




“Why not seventy?”




“Instability remains.”




Neris closed her eyes for half a second. “Tell me what to do.”




“Free his leg, stabilize the pelvis, then move him to the ship.”




The housing weighed too much for her to lift directly. She retrieved the emergency jack, set it beneath the twisted motor frame and began pumping. The steel assembly rose millimetre by millimetre. Her shoulder protested. She continued. Daniel did not move. The nanites reported new fractures as circulation returned to compressed tissue. Neris raised the housing enough to pull his leg free. She padded it with coats and secured it to a length of smooth board.




“Pelvic movement must remain minimal,” ER said.




“I know.”




“You cannot carry him.”




“I know.”




“The utility sled.”




“Too much vibration.”




“Tractor loader with suspended padding.”




Neris looked through the open shed door. The tractor stood twenty metres away, and the loader bucket could be lowered nearly flat. She moved quickly, gathering blankets from the tractor cab, two clean feed sacks, foam pads from the workshop and a coil of rope. She built a cradle inside the bucket, securing the padding so it could not shift.




Returning to Daniel, she stopped beside him. His face looked wrong without expression. His chest rose unevenly. Neris knelt and pressed her forehead briefly to his.




“I am moving you.”




He could not answer. ER guided her through each step. She rolled Daniel only enough to slide a rigid board beneath him, using the grain sacks to reduce friction. Her tail wrapped around his shoulders and upper torso, supporting him while her paws controlled the board.




The tail got in her way twice. On the third attempt she stopped fighting it. She used it deliberately. Wrapped around Daniel’s upper body, it held him steadier than her injured shoulder could. Neris pulled. The board moved.




Daniel’s heart rate changed. She froze. “Continue,” ER said. “No new bleeding detected.”




She moved him to the tractor bucket. She secured the board, padded both sides and fastened the straps. Her paws shook as she checked each knot.




“Too tight?” she asked.




“Acceptable.”




“His breathing?”




“Compromised but stable.”




Neris climbed into the tractor. The trip to Takuhai took less than four minutes. It felt longer than the journey between worlds. She drove at walking speed. Every rut became a threat. Every turn demanded calculation. Daniel lay below the windshield, barely visible over the edge of the loader arms. Neris watched him more than the lane.




ER corrected her twice. “Left.”




“I see it.”




“You are drifting.”




“I see it.”




“You are not looking at the road.”




“He is not breathing evenly.”




“The nanites are compensating. Look at the road.”




Neris forced her eyes forward. The trees opened. Takuhai’s concealed hull waited beneath snow and camouflage. The access hatch stood fully open. Interior lights marked the shortest route to the medical berth. ER had lowered the berth and moved every available manipulator into position. Neris parked with the loader aligned to the hatch.




She climbed down. “Ready,” ER said. The ship could not lift Daniel from outside. Neris had to bring him across the threshold. She loosened the loader straps. Her tail wrapped around his shoulders again. She pulled the board toward herself. ER’s manipulators caught the forward edge as soon as it entered the hatch.




“Weight transfer in three,” he said.




Neris braced. “Two.” Her claws dug into the board. “One.” The manipulators lifted. Neris guided Daniel through. The medical berth received him. Restraints closed around the board and body in carefully placed sections. The hatch sealed.




The ship changed. Lights lowered. Medical displays opened along every wall. ER’s voice came from all directions. “Beginning full intervention.”




Neris stood beside the berth with both paws on Daniel’s arm. The nanites had reduced the internal bleeding but not repaired the damaged vessels completely. ER directed them through Daniel’s circulatory system.




The alien machines learned his cells while they worked. They misidentified one protein response and corrected it, triggered a fever and reduced it, while the damaged lung expanded, collapsed slightly and expanded again.




The pelvic fractures stabilized in a web of temporary nanite support. Two ribs remained dangerously displaced. ER ordered them held rather than repositioned until Daniel’s pressure improved. His heart rhythm became irregular. Neris watched the line break pattern.




“ER.”




“I see it.”




The rhythm worsened. One beat. Pause. Two rapid beats. Another pause. Neris gripped the side of the berth. “Do something.”




“I am.”




The nanites adjusted electrolyte balance. The rhythm continued. Neris placed her paw flat against Daniel’s chest. His heartbeat stumbled beneath it. “Stay.”




ER said, “Neris.”




“Stay.” The rhythm steadied independently of her words; she knew that and kept her paw there anyway.




Hours passed in measured crises. Bleeding slowed to negligible levels. The lung sealed and oxygen levels stabilized. Blood pressure rose, fell, then rose again. The fractures remained. The nanites could not rebuild everything at once without exhausting Daniel’s body. They prioritized survival and focused on primary metabolic systems. Bone repair would take days, possibly weeks if not longer.




Neris did not leave the berth. ER reminded her to drink water. She ignored him. He deployed a manipulator holding a cup directly in front of her face. “Refusal will reduce your usefulness.”




Neris took the cup. She drank without tasting it. “His survival estimate?”




“Eighty-one percent.”




“Why not higher?”




“Human bodies remain poorly documented aboard this vessel.”




“You have his full scan.”




“I have one injured human and no comparison population.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “Will he wake?”




“Yes.”




“When?”




“Unknown.”




She hated the answer. The first time Daniel opened his eyes, he did not recognize the room. His gaze moved across the ceiling then stopped when it found Neris. She leaned closer. “Daniel?”




His mouth moved. No sound. Neris touched water to his lips. He swallowed. His eyes sharpened slightly.




“Were you hurt?”




The words were barely audible. “No.”




He closed his eyes. “Used them?”




Neris knew what he meant. “Yes.”




A long silence. Daniel’s hand moved against the berth. Neris took it. “Am I alive?”




“Yes.”




“Then you followed the rule.” Her grip tightened. “You were not capable of clear consent when I acted.”




“Was before.”




“That is not the same.”




“Made the rule before.”




“You may have changed your mind.”




“Didn’t.”




“You cannot know what the nanites will do.”




“Neither can you.” His eyes closed again. Neris watched his breathing. Daniel forced them open. “Still would’ve chosen it.”




“You were afraid.”




“Still am.” His thumb moved weakly against her paw. “Did it anyway.”




Neris lowered her head. “I did not call an ambulance.” Daniel’s eyes remained on her. “The response time was too long. ER estimated you would probably die before surgery. If I called and moved you, they would search the farm. If I called and stayed, the nanites would be delayed.” Daniel took a shallow breath. “You chose.”




“Yes.”




“Good.”




“It was not good.”




“No.”




His fingers tightened as much as they could. “Necessary.”




Neris’s ears folded back. Daniel drew her paw toward his chest. She allowed him to place it over his heart. The rhythm remained imperfect. Strong enough.




“You understood me,” he said.




Neris kept her paw there. “I was afraid that I only heard what I wanted.”




“What did you want?”




“You alive.”




“Then you heard right.”




His eyes closed. This time ER said, “He is sleeping.” Neris did not move her paw.




• • •




By evening, the immediate danger had passed without ending. Daniel could not return to the farmhouse. The nanite telemetry required Takuhai’s medical systems, and any sudden complication would need ER’s direct intervention. The widest berth aboard the ship had been designed for two courier crew during rescue or emergency transport. Neris converted it without discussion. Daniel woke while she arranged blankets around the medical supports.




“You’re staying.”




“Yes.”




“Wasn’t a question.”




“No.”




She climbed onto the berth beside him, careful of the injured side. Her body settled along his right. One paw rested near his neck where she could feel the pulse. Her other lay over his chest. Her tail spread across his legs without touching the damaged pelvis. ER adjusted the berth beneath them, raising Daniel’s upper body by four degrees. “Respiratory position improved,” he said.




Daniel opened one eye. “You always talk this much in bedrooms?”




“This is a medical berth.”




“That’s a yes.”




Neris touched her muzzle lightly to his cheek. “You should sleep.”




“You too.”




“I am.”




“You’re watching my pulse.”




“These activities are not mutually exclusive.”




ER said, “Her definition of sleep is currently inaccurate.”




Daniel’s eye opened again. “Whose side are you on?”




“The side attempting to keep you alive.”




“Feels crowded.”




Neris’s tail tightened lightly over his lower legs. Daniel looked toward her. “You okay?”




She stared at him. The question was absurd enough that she nearly laughed. Instead, her ears lowered. “No.”




Daniel shifted his hand across the berth until he found hers. “You will be.”




“That is not a medically supported prediction.”




“Farm prediction.”




“Those appear unreliable.”




“Still using them.”




Neris brought his hand against her chest and held it there. Daniel’s fingers rested in the fur beneath her sleep shirt. His eyes closed. She listened to his breathing, counted each rise and fall of his chest. Every pause seemed too long.




ER displayed the vital signs above them. Neris could have watched the numbers. She watched Daniel instead. Several times during the night, he woke confused. Each time, his hand searched. Each time, Neris caught it.




At midnight, his temperature rose. The nanites adjusted. At one thirty, his oxygen dropped. ER changed the lung-support field. At three, Daniel woke with pain sharp enough to pull a sound from him before he could stop it. Neris held his face between her paws while ER modified the nanite analgesic response.




“Look at me,” she said. Daniel’s eyes found hers.




“It hurts.”




“I know.”




“You don’t.”




“No.”




The answer seemed to steady him more than a false reassurance would have. Neris pressed her forehead to his. “I am here.”




His breathing slowed. The pain eased. Daniel slept again. Neris remained awake. ER lowered the lights further. For a long time, neither spoke. ER said, “The nanites are adapting.”




Neris looked at the medical display. “That is beneficial.”




“Yes.”




His hesitation was so slight that another person might have missed it. Neris did not. “And?”




“The adaptive changes exceed temporary stabilization parameters.”




“What does that mean?”




“They are building persistent models of human biology.”




“Will they remain inside him?”




“Likely.”




“For how long?”




“Unknown.”




Neris looked at Daniel. His face had more colour now. The nanites were saving him at the cost of becoming part of him. That meant the first-contact review could not remain only about rescue. A protected-contact human had received emergency medical intervention using self-adjusting technology, and Neris would be required to justify the decision. She accepted that without hesitation.




The language ER anticipated from institutions was harder. Daniel might be classified as a technology-exposure subject. Neris’s ears flattened. “He is not a subject.” ER warned that the wording might still appear. “He is Daniel.”




Study, restriction and even arguments about whether he could remain on Earth with active nanites were all possible. ER did not pretend to know which would happen. Neris kept one paw over Daniel’s heart while the future became a second emergency they could not yet treat.




“Possibly.”




Her tail drew more tightly over Daniel’s legs.




“What would they do?”




“Unknown.”




Neris closed her eyes. She had wanted the network to hear her. Now it had. Everything they did would reach the people at the other end. The message. The farm. Daniel. The technology moving through his blood. “I would make the same choice,” she said.




ER was silent. Neris looked toward the speaker. “Did you hear me?”




“Yes.”




“I would do it again.”




“I know.”




“Even if they punish me.”




“I know.”




“Even if it changes contact.”




“Yes.”




Her paw remained over Daniel’s chest. ER lowered his voice. “Certainty was not required for consent.”




Neris remembered the fabrication lattice. The piece of ER’s body removed because they had needed it. The choice he had made without knowing whether he would remain himself afterward. “No,” she said.




“It rarely is.”




Near dawn, Daniel’s blood pressure stabilized without active correction. His oxygen remained within the safe range. The internal bleeding did not resume. ER lowered the medical alert level from critical to guarded. The change produced no sound.




Neris saw the colour shift above the berth. She released a breath she had been holding for hours. Daniel stirred. His eyes opened only halfway. “Still here?” he murmured.




Neris bent close. “Yes.”




His hand found the fur at her waist. The question had more than one meaning. She answered all of them. “Yes.”




Daniel’s eyes closed. His fingers remained against her.




ER opened the household log.




Neris watched the text appear.



DANIEL MERCER: STABLE
NANITE INTERVENTION: ACTIVE
CONSENT BASIS: PRIOR DIRECTIVE — EMERGENCY JUDGMENT


A final line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: INJURED


ER paused. The word remained. ER changed it.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: TOGETHER


Neris settled beside Daniel again. Her paw returned to his heartbeat. Outside the hull, morning entered the clearing.






Chapter 26 - The Shape of Care


Daniel woke because he was trying to sit up. He did not remember deciding to move. One moment he was asleep beneath the low medical lights, with Neris warm along his right side and her tail spread carefully across his lower legs. The next, his shoulders had lifted from the berth, and pain drove through his ribs, pelvis and left thigh with enough force to erase the room.




His breath stopped. The berth moved beneath him. Support panels rose along his sides and locked his body into place before he could fall or twist. Daniel stared at the ceiling. For several seconds, all he could hear was the alarm in his own pulse.




Neris woke at once. Her head lifted from his shoulder, ears sharp and eyes wide. “What happened?”




“He attempted to leave the berth,” ER said.




“I tried to sit up.”




“The distinction is medically irrelevant.”




Daniel drew a shallow breath. Even that hurt. Neris placed one paw against the side of his neck and the other over his chest, avoiding the injured ribs. “You cannot move without assistance.”




“I know.”




Her gaze moved over the medical display. His blood pressure had risen with the pain. The nanite activity around the pelvic fractures had increased.




“Did you damage the repairs?”




“No significant displacement detected,” ER said. “The berth prevented the motion from progressing.”




Daniel tested the restraint with one arm. The side support did not move. “You locked the bed?”




“You attempted to stand with a fractured pelvis.”




“I tried to sit.”




“You began by lifting your shoulders and attempting to move your left leg over the edge.”




“That sounds like sitting.”




“That sounds like the initial stage of falling.”




Daniel looked toward the nearest speaker. “That doesn’t answer the question.”




“Yes,” ER said. “I locked the bed.”




Neris’s tail tightened lightly across Daniel’s legs. He looked at her. She did not appear amused. Her fur remained flattened on one side from sleep. The dark shirt she had worn through the night was creased, and there was a faint mark beneath one eye where her face had rested against the berth support. She had not left him. Daniel let his head settle back.




“What time is it?”




“Six forty-one,” ER said.




“The cattle.”




“Remain cattle.”




“They need feeding.”




Neris kept her paw at his neck.




“I will feed them.”




Daniel looked at her.




“The auger’s down.”




“I know.”




From the medical berth, Daniel tried to hand the farm over one instruction at a time: supplement for the mixer wagon, the west waterer running cold, the heifers and everything else his mind could reach before Neris stopped him.




“I have been doing these tasks with you for weeks.” Daniel caught on the important word. “With me.” Being absent was different from being watched through a tractor camera, yard camera and communicator; none of them showed everything.




Neris pointed out that the improvised coverage already gave ER more farm visibility than Daniel normally permitted, largely because ER had opinions about Daniel’s loader-bucket angles. ER confirmed that those angles were frequently inefficient. Daniel regretted giving either of them evidence.




Neris moved a paw from his neck to his cheek. She would do the morning work. ER would observe. Daniel could remain where he was and supply every detail he believed she might forget. There were always details.




“That’s farming.”




“And I have been paying attention.”




Daniel looked at her. Her fear was quieter than during the accident, visible behind her eyes and in the tightness of her tail. Leaving him alone aboard Takuhai for an hour felt dangerous even with ER monitoring every heartbeat.




Daniel lifted his right hand. Neris took it immediately. “I’ll stay in the bed.”




“The berth.”




“The locked bed.”




“Yes.”




“I won’t try to get up.”




“You already did.”




“I won’t try again.”




Her eyes narrowed. “That promise has a limited history.”




“I’m injured, not unreasonable.”




ER said, “Current evidence does not support the second claim.”




Daniel ignored him. “What’s my status?”




The medical display reported stable blood pressure, acceptable oxygen, controlled internal bleeding, progressing lung repair, active pelvic and rib stabilization, and expanding nanite integration. The last line had not been there the previous night. Daniel read it. “Integration.” Neris’s fingers tightened around his.




ER answered. “The nanites have moved beyond temporary vascular and tissue repair. They are establishing longer-term interfaces with your immune system, bone marrow, peripheral nerves and metabolic regulation.”




Daniel looked down at his own chest. Nothing inside felt mechanical; he knew the nanites only through pain, exhaustion and the uneven pull of each breath.




“Can you stop them?”




“Not safely at present.”




“Later?”




“Unknown.”




Neris looked toward the display. “We will discuss that after the cattle are fed.”




Daniel heard prioritization rather than avoidance in her tone. He nodded. “Fine.” Neris began to move away. Daniel held on to her paw. She looked back. “Come here first.” She leaned close. Daniel put one arm around her as far as the berth supports allowed. Neris settled against his uninjured side, careful of the monitors and the healing ribs. Her muzzle rested beneath his jaw. Daniel closed his eyes. Her scent carried the faint citrus-and-dark-chocolate trace of saleth beneath the sterile air of the medical bay.




“You’ll be back soon,” he said.




“Yes.”




“That was for you.”




“I know.” Her tail curled once over his ankles.




She stood. ER released one side of the berth long enough for her to climb down. Before leaving, Neris checked the nanite display twice, Daniel’s oxygen three times and the position of the water cup beside him. Daniel watched her put on her jacket.




“You’ve forgotten something.”




She stopped. “What?”




“Breakfast.”




“I am not hungry.”




“That’s not what I asked.”




Neris stared at him. Daniel looked toward the service hatch. “ER.” A manipulator emerged carrying a sealed nutrition bar from Takuhai’s stores. Neris took it without enthusiasm. “You have become a poor influence.”




“I’m injured. I get authority.”




“No.”




“Temporary authority.”




“No.”




“Emotional leverage?”




Her ears lowered. “That was unfair.”




“Yeah.”




Daniel softened his voice. “Eat it in the tractor.”




Neris put the bar into her pocket. “I will return before you become intolerable.”




“You’re already late.”




She touched her muzzle to his forehead. She left. The medical bay hatch closed behind her. The room became too quiet.




ER maintained the overhead display. Daniel looked at it for several minutes. His body had survived. That fact did not yet feel attached to him.




“Show me the yard feed,” he said.




The main display changed. Neris emerged from the concealed path between the trees and crossed the snow toward the tractor shed. Morning light had only begun to reach the tops of the spruce. She moved quickly. Too quickly, Daniel thought. Her shoulder looked better, but she still favoured it slightly when pulling open the shed door.




“She’s lifting with the wrong arm.”




“She has not lifted anything,” ER said.




“She’s about to.”




“Neris is aware of her injury.”




“She forgets when she’s worried.”




“You also forget injuries when worried.”




“Mine are more recent.”




“That does not improve the argument.”




Neris climbed into the tractor. Daniel switched to the cab camera. She fastened the communicator to the dashboard, started the engine and pulled on her gloves. Neris asked Daniel for the alternate feeding procedure while she drove. He had already rehearsed it in his head. The west-side gravity clean-out gate on the grain bin could fill the blue bulk tote; the white tote had a cracked lower seam and was not to be trusted.




The blue tote should be filled only halfway because a full load made the loader light at the rear. Rather than spending time fitting the counterweight, Neris could make two trips for the two required mixes. The lid stuck. She was not to stand in front of the clean-out gate when she opened it, and if a grain bridge formed in the chute and stopped flowing, she was not to reach inside.




Neris remembered all of it. Daniel knew she remembered. He still needed to say the instructions, and she let him, because handing over the farm was not accomplished by proving she could interrupt him sooner. She stopped the tractor beside the storage bin.




“Yes?”




“Be careful.”




Her expression changed. “I will.”




She climbed down. The blue bulk tote rested beneath the shed overhang. Neris used the tractor forks to move it into position under the gravity gate. The bin stood silent without the auger. She released the outer latch. Nothing happened. Daniel watched through the camera.




“Tap the side of the chute.”




“With what?”




“Rubber mallet hanging on the post.”




Neris found it. One strike produced no result. The second loosened a rush of grain supplement that struck the bottom of the tote with a heavy rattling roar. Neris stepped back well before the flow began. Daniel released a breath. “I was not standing in front of it,” she said.




“I didn’t say anything.”




“You changed your breathing.”




ER said, “Daniel’s respiratory rate increased by fourteen percent.”




“Traitor.”




“I am providing medical monitoring.”




Neris shut the gate when the tote reached half capacity. She secured the lid. The old front loader lifted it easily. Daniel guided her toward the mixer wagon.




“Keep the forks lower.”




“They are clear of the snow.”




“Lower.”




“Why?”




“Visibility.”




“I can see.”




“Lower, Neris.”




She lowered them by several centimetres. ER overlaid the bucket-angle reading.




“The change improved forward visibility by less than one-point-eight percent.”




Daniel glared at the display.




“Why are you measuring that?”




“Neris requested evidence.”




“When?”




“Before leaving the ship.”




Neris’s tail moved behind the tractor seat. Daniel could see it in the lower corner of the cab camera. She was amused. The portable tote emptied into the mixer wagon through its top hatch. Neris added haylage and mineral according to Daniel’s instructions, then repeated the process for the second load. It was slower than using the auger. Messier. Functional. Daniel watched every movement. When Neris drove toward the cattle yard, he switched between cameras fast enough that the displays blurred.




“You are increasing your heart rate unnecessarily,” ER said.




“I’m watching.”




“Neris has operated the tractor successfully on twenty-seven prior occasions.”




“Not alone.”




“She is not alone.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “No.”




He settled back. “She isn’t.”




The cattle gathered at the feed line before Neris reached it. Mabel stood apart near the solid gate panel. Daniel expected the familiar strike. It did not come. Neris distributed the first load evenly along the bunk. She stopped twice to correct the mixer speed without Daniel prompting her.




The second load followed. No feed spilled. Her bucket angle remained acceptable. Daniel did not mention it. When the others moved toward the feed, Mabel stayed beside the gate. She watched the tractor cab. Neris shut down the engine and climbed out.




“What’s she doing?” Daniel asked.




“Waiting,” ER said.




“For what?”




Neither answered. Neris approached the gate. Mabel extended her nose between the rails, sniffed the air around her and turned toward the empty passenger side of the tractor. Neris looked at the cab. Daniel watched her understand. “He is alive,” she told the cow. Mabel’s ears turned toward her. “He is injured. He cannot come outside today.” The cow breathed heavily against the gate. Neris placed one paw against the broad space between her eyes. “He will return.” Mabel leaned forward. The gate shifted beneath her weight. Neris scratched through the thick winter hair on her forehead. Daniel watched from the medical berth. His throat tightened in a way that had nothing to do with the damaged lung.




“She doesn’t understand,” he said.




“Not the words,” ER replied.




Neris remained with Mabel until the cow turned toward the feed bunk.




She checked the west waterer next. The intake had begun icing around one edge. Neris cleared it with the insulated tool Daniel kept beside the post, then checked the heating element and flow. A yearling heifer approached with a slight hitch in her right hind leg. Neris saw it before Daniel did. “ER, record gait.”




The camera tracked the animal. Daniel leaned toward the display and immediately regretted the movement. Pain crossed his ribs.




“Easy,” ER said.




“Show it again.”




The footage replayed. The heifer placed less weight on the right hind foot but showed no obvious swelling above the hoof. “Probably packed snow or a stone,” Daniel said. “Get her into the handling lane after feeding.”




Neris looked toward the animal. “Can it wait until you are mobile?”




“Could. Shouldn’t.”




“I can examine the hoof.”




“You can’t run the chute alone.”




“I can if the animal enters voluntarily.” Daniel almost objected. He stopped himself. Neris had handled the cattle with him for weeks. She understood the gate system. The heifer was calm.




“Use the small sorting pen,” he said. “Don’t close yourself in with her.”




“I know.”




The heifer followed a small bucket of feed into the pen. Neris secured the outer gate, kept herself outside the animal’s turning radius and lifted the foot only after the heifer had settled. A compacted ball of ice and manure had lodged between the claws of the hoof. Neris removed it. The heifer placed the foot normally almost at once.




“Good,” Daniel said.




Neris looked toward the camera. “You sound surprised.”




“I’m relieved.”




“That is different.”




“Yeah.”




She released the heifer. As Neris drove away from the cattle yard, Mabel returned to the solid panel. Clang. ER said, “One.” Daniel closed his eyes.




“Good.”




Neris was back aboard Takuhai before eight thirty. She entered the medical bay carrying a thermos, two containers of food and Daniel’s phone. The nutrition bar wrapper protruded from her coat pocket. Empty. Neris set the thermos beside the berth and studied the medical display. “Any changes?”




“Daniel attempted to adjust his position twice,” ER said.




“I moved my arm.”




“The second movement involved your torso.”




“My back itched.”




Neris removed her coat. “You could have asked ER for assistance.”




“I did.”




ER said, “Daniel rejected the manipulator after describing it as ‘creepy.’”




“It came at me from behind.”




“It was applying a sterile pad to an inaccessible location.”




“It had three fingers.”




“All available manipulators have three primary contact points.”




Neris leaned over Daniel and examined the skin near his shoulder. “Does it still itch?”




“No.”




She knew he was lying. Her paw slipped behind him with careful pressure and scratched lightly through the fabric of his shirt. Daniel exhaled.




“Better?”




“Yes.”




“You are difficult.”




“I got the cattle fed.”




“You watched the cattle being fed.”




“Same household result.”




Neris poured coffee into the thermos lid. Daniel reached for it. She moved it out of range.




“Water first.”




“I’ve had water.”




“Seventy-eight millilitres since I left,” ER said.




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “You two have become unbearable.”




Neris held the water cup to him. He drank. Only then did she allow the coffee. It was warm rather than hot and weaker than Daniel preferred. He drank it anyway. After breakfast, ER released the upper berth support and raised Daniel slowly.




The first five degrees were tolerable. At ten, the muscles around his ribs tightened. At fifteen, pressure shifted through the stabilized pelvis. Daniel’s hand closed around the side rail. Neris stood beside him with one arm behind his shoulders and her tail braced along his uninjured hip.




“Stop,” she said.




“I’m fine.”




ER halted the berth. “Your blood pressure is falling.”




“Keep going.”




“No,” Neris said.




“It’ll settle.”




“Your body is not a tractor engine.”




“Those settle too.”




“Daniel.”




He opened his eyes. He had not realized they were closed. The room tilted. Nausea rose quickly. Neris held a container beneath his mouth before he could object. He did not vomit. The possibility was humiliating enough. His skin felt cold.




“Lower him,” Neris said.




ER reduced the angle by five degrees.




Daniel breathed slowly. The dizziness eased. Neris kept her arm behind him. Her tail maintained steady pressure along his side. They waited.




“Again,” Daniel said.




Neris looked at the readings. “Not yet.”




“I need to sit up.”




“You need to heal.”




“Both.”




ER said, “Controlled elevation is medically useful. Excessive speed is not.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “We keep going.”




“At two-degree intervals.”




“That’ll take all day.”




“You have no competing appointments,” ER said.




Neris’s tail moved against Daniel’s hip. He knew she was trying not to smile. The berth rose two degrees.




They waited. Another two. By the time Daniel reached thirty-five degrees, sweat had gathered along his hairline. His breathing remained shallow but stable. Neris adjusted the support beneath his shoulder. Daniel looked down at himself. He was sitting. Barely. He felt as though he had dragged a loaded feed wagon uphill.




“That’s pathetic,” he said.




Neris became still. Daniel regretted the words before she answered. “Your body is repairing injuries that should have killed you.”




“Doesn’t mean I have to enjoy it.”




“No.”




He looked at her. “You could argue.”




“You are allowed to hate this.”




The simple permission undid something inside him. Daniel looked away. The medical bay blurred for a different reason. Neris sat on the edge of the berth and placed her paw over his hand. They remained there until his breathing settled.




Later, Daniel asked to see the accident. Neris’s refusal came too quickly and sharply. Daniel looked at the main display.




“ER has the footage.”




“Yes.”




“I need to see it.”




“You were there.”




“I don’t remember the failure.”




“That is not a loss.”




“It is when I need to know what I missed.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “You did not miss anything.”




“You don’t know that.”




“I was watching.”




“You were at the hopper.”




“ER was watching.”




“Through a chest camera.”




Daniel looked toward the display. “Show me.”




ER did not obey at once. “Review may cause distress.”




“Probably.”




“It is unlikely to improve your recovery.”




“That’s not why I’m asking.”




Neris stood beside the berth. Daniel met her eyes. “If I did something wrong, I need to know.”




“And if you did not?”




“Then I need to know that too.”




The recording opened. Daniel watched himself enter the feed shed, lock the disconnect, test the stop, inspect the bearing, move the shaft by hand, replace the bracket, align the chute, run the system empty twice and restore the feed load. Everything appeared ordinary, until the sound changed. Daniel watched himself turn. He saw the first movement in the housing.




“Pause,” Neris said.




ER did not. Daniel watched himself reach for the emergency stop. The housing twisted. The impact happened too quickly for the camera to resolve clearly. Neris’s body struck the floor at the edge of the frame. The image froze. Daniel stared. “Again,” he said.




“No,” Neris replied.




“ER.”




“I have already completed mechanical analysis.”




Daniel looked away from the frozen image. “Then show me that.”




The footage changed to a reconstruction of the auger tube. The hidden weld lay beyond the visible inspection area, inside the enclosed section of the shaft. A hairline fracture had propagated through older metal fatigue. Under the second loaded cycle, the weld separated. The shaft shifted. The rotating flight struck the tube. Torque transferred to the drive housing. The outer mount failed. Elapsed time from first audible irregularity to impact: one point two seconds.




Daniel read the number.




“I heard it.”




“Yes,” ER said.




“I moved.”




“Yes.”




“Not fast enough.”




“The emergency stop could not have halted the shaft before structural failure.”




Daniel watched the simulation repeat. “Could I have inspected the weld?”




“Not without dismantling the auger tube and removing the shaft.”




“Should I have?”




“No maintenance indicator suggested internal disassembly was required.”




“The obstruction.”




“Was caused by frozen material near the inlet and did not indicate weld failure.”




“The worn bracket.”




“Was a separate outer component. Its replacement did not contribute to the accident.”




“I turned it on.”




Neris moved closer. “That is not the same as causing it.”




“Feels close.”




“Feelings are not always accurate measurements.”




Daniel looked at her. “You’ve been spending too much time with ER.”




“That is impossible.”




ER remained silent. Daniel waited. Neris waited. The silence became deliberate enough that Daniel began to laugh. The first breath of laughter hurt. The second hurt more. He pressed one hand against his ribs. Neris supported his shoulder while ER lowered the berth.




“That was unnecessary,” ER said.




“You timed it.”




“I did not.”




“You absolutely did.”




“I was respecting the emotional function of silence.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “He’s proud of himself.”




“Yes.”




“I am not.”




“You sound proud.”




“That is a defect in your interpretation.”




Daniel’s phone rang before the argument could continue. Claire. The name filled the display. Neris looked at Daniel. The phone had recorded four missed calls and seven messages since the accident.




The most recent read:



I am done being patient. Call me today or I am booking the train and renting a car.


Daniel let his head fall back. “She doesn’t bluff.”




“Can you speak to her?” Neris asked.




“Probably.”




“Convincingly?”




“No.”




The phone rang again. Daniel answered. Claire’s face appeared immediately. She was seated somewhere bright and modern, her dark hair pulled back and architectural drawings visible behind her. Relief crossed her expression first. Suspicion followed.




“You look terrible.”




“Good morning to you too.”




“Where are you?”




“At the farm.”




Claire looked past the camera. The medical bay wall remained out of frame, but the light was wrong for the farmhouse. “You’re in bed?”




“Sort of.”




“What happened?”




Daniel looked at Neris. She sat beside him, outside the camera view. “Farm accident.”




Claire’s face changed. “What kind of farm accident?”




“Feed auger failed.”




“Failed how?”




“Drive housing broke loose.”




“And hit you?”




“Yeah.”




Claire stared at him. “Which hospital are you in?”




“I’m not.”




Her expression went flat. Claire heard the wrongness in Daniel’s explanation before he finished it. He was not going to a hospital because he was already being monitored, and the person doing part of that monitoring was Neris—the same woman Claire had already identified as being entangled in the complicated thing Daniel refused to explain.




Neris was not a doctor. Daniel described her as someone with emergency medical experience, which satisfied Claire about as much as he expected. A few direct questions exposed the rest: broken bones, internal injuries and a delay before he answered that told Claire more than the answer itself.




She stood. “I’m coming.” Daniel tried to refuse.




“You don’t get to say no after disappearing for a day and calling me from some room that clearly isn’t your bedroom.” Claire wanted the name of the hospital. Daniel looked toward Neris and the alien medical berth around him, knowing that the next answer would change what his sister understood about the world.




“None.”




“Then I’m calling emergency services in Moose River.”




Neris leaned into view, and Claire stopped. For several seconds, the sisters’ first visual meeting held no words. Neris wore a dark ship shirt, her fur flattened from a night without proper grooming, and one paw rested protectively on Daniel’s shoulder. Claire took in her face, the ears, short muzzle, black fur and white markings. The phone connection remained stable. Claire sat down slowly while Daniel watched the realization form without knowing what shape it would take. Claire spoke first.




“You’re Neris.”




“Yes.” Her voice was calm.




Claire’s was not.




“You’re not wearing a costume.”




“No.”




Daniel closed his eyes. There had been more gradual versions of this conversation. None remained available. Claire looked at him. “What is happening?”




Daniel opened his eyes again. “Neris saved my life.”




“That does not answer anything.”




“I know.”




“Are you safe?”




“Yes.”




Claire’s gaze returned to Neris. “Is he?”




“He is stable, but his injuries remain serious and he cannot travel. Moving him into conventional care now would create additional risk.”




Claire stared at her. “You sound like a doctor.”




“I am not one. My training includes emergency care and spacecraft medicine.”




“Spacecraft.”




“Yes.”




Claire looked back at Daniel. He watched her decide whether anger, fear or disbelief deserved priority. Fear won. “How did this happen?”




“The accident happened exactly the way he said,” Neris replied. “The machinery failed. I treated him.”




“With what?”




Daniel said, “That’s part of the complicated thing.”




Claire pressed two fingers against her forehead. “I thought complicated meant you were dating.”




Neris’s ears shifted. Daniel looked away. Claire looked between them. “Oh, for God’s sake.”




“That part is also complicated,” Daniel said.




Neris turned toward him. “Is it?”




Claire made a small sound that might have been a laugh if she had not looked close to tears. “You are unbelievable.”




“I got hit by machinery yesterday. Be nice.”




“That is not a defence.”




“It should be.”




Claire looked at Neris again. “Will he live?”




“Yes,” Neris said. No hesitation. Daniel felt her paw tighten on his shoulder. Claire saw it.




“Are you sure?”




“No,” Neris answered. “But his condition is improving, and the immediate danger has passed.”




Claire absorbed the honesty. “When can I come?”




Daniel started to answer. Neris spoke first. “When he can be moved safely from the medical berth and when we can explain the situation without placing you at additional risk.”




Claire’s eyes narrowed. “Risk from what?”




“Knowledge,” Neris said.




“That is not reassuring.”




“It was not intended to be.”




Claire leaned back. For a moment, she looked very much like Daniel remembered from childhood: stubborn, frightened and already rearranging the world into a plan.




“I am not waiting weeks.”




“You will not need to,” Daniel said.




“How many days?”




Neris checked the medical display. “Unknown.”




Claire gave her a look. Neris added, “Likely fewer than eight.”




“That is when I was planning to come anyway.”




“Yes.”




Daniel glanced at Neris. She met his eyes. The secret had passed another boundary. There was no reason left to delay Claire’s visit beyond Daniel’s physical safety.




“December ninth,” he said.




Claire pointed toward the camera. “You will call me every day.”




“Every day?”




“Yes.”




“That seems excessive.”




“You disappeared after being crushed by farm machinery while hiding an extraterrestrial woman in the woods.” Neris looked at Daniel. “She is perceptive.” Claire’s eyes widened slightly. Daniel sighed. “That wasn’t the reveal I was planning.”




“You had a plan?”




“No.”




“That I believe.”




Claire’s expression softened. Only a little. “Daniel.”




“Yeah?”




“Don’t die before I get there.”




He looked at Neris’s paw on his shoulder. “Wasn’t planning to.”




Claire ended the call after extracting promises from both of them. Daniel lowered the phone. The medical bay seemed quieter. Neris remained seated beside him.




“You told her,” she said.




“Yep.”




“You did not intend to.”




“No.”




“Do you regret it?”




Daniel considered. “No.”




Neris’s tail curled around the base of the berth.




“She reacted with limited screaming.”




“That’s practically approval.”




ER said, “Claire Mercer’s response included disbelief, anger, fear, concern, logistical planning and interpersonal accusation.”




“Family,” Daniel said.




Neris looked at him.




“Yes.”




The word stayed with her.




By afternoon, ER had completed a deeper analysis of the nanite integration. Daniel sat at a thirty-eight-degree angle, which the ship now considered an achievement. Neris remained beside him.




The internal model of Daniel’s body rotated above the berth. Lines marked the nanites’ interfaces with immune monitoring, bone-marrow support, peripheral-nerve repair, cardiovascular regulation and metabolic adaptation. Stopping the bleeding and stabilizing fractures had been only the beginning. The system had learned him.




Daniel studied the display. “So, they stay.”




“That is the likely outcome,” ER said.




“Do they pay rent?”




“Their contribution to your continued respiration is substantial.”




“That’s not money.”




“Neither is your contribution to this ship.”




ER’s records answered the next practical questions. The nanites could reproduce only within tightly restricted repair limits; Daniel’s body did not contain the resources or authorization needed to create an independent colony. While Takuhai remained in range, ER could issue limited guidance instructions, but complex reprogramming required dedicated systems that were unavailable outside of Xianglume medical infrastructure. The systems also carried autonomous medical routines that would continue after the ship left.




That last fact changed the air around the model. Departure had always been the purpose of the repairs. Hearing that part of Daniel’s medical support was designed to remain behind made departure feel less theoretical.




Neris closed the body display. The intervention would have to be reported through the protected-contact network, both because the rules required it and because concealing the treatment could deprive Daniel of whatever medical guidance Xianglume possessed. No one there would have human-specific experience, but they might have cross-species records and better comparative data than the three of them could assemble alone.




“Can we send another message?”




“Low-bandwidth network access remains available through the acknowledgment channel,” ER said. “The damaged resonator cannot support another full transmission, but a structured supplemental packet can be forwarded.”




Neris opened a new report. The text formed in formal courier language before ER translated it.



PROTECTED-CONTACT MEDICAL DISCLOSURE
LOCAL INDIVIDUAL: HUMAN
INJURY: SEVERE MECHANICAL TRAUMA
CONVENTIONAL RESPONSE DELAY: INCOMPATIBLE WITH PROBABLE SURVIVAL
PRIOR CONSENT DIRECTIVE: DOCUMENTED
EMERGENCY NANITE INTERVENTION: AUTHORIZED BY COURIER VAEL
HUMAN SUBJECT SURVIVED INTERVENTION


Daniel read the last line.




“No.”




Neris looked at him.




“What?”




“Human subject.”




“It is the correct classification.”




“It’s my body.”




“Yes.”




“Then I get to know what you’re telling them about it.”




“You are reading it.”




“I get to change it.”




“This is a formal report.”




“Good. Formally use my name.”




Neris studied him. Daniel pointed at the line. “Change it.”




ER did so before Neris answered.



DANIEL MERCER SURVIVED INTERVENTION


Neris looked toward the speaker.




“You accepted that immediately.”




“It improves specificity.”




Daniel smiled.




“See?”




“It also records personhood more accurately within an unusual protected-contact event,” ER added.




Neris’s gaze softened. She continued the report.



ACTIVE NANITE SYSTEMS: PERSISTENT
REPLICATION ACCESS: RESTRICTED
TECHNOLOGY TRANSFER FOR REPRODUCTION: NONE
CURRENT STATUS: STABLE, REQUIRES CONTINUOUS MONITORING
LOCAL INDIVIDUAL’S ROLE: ESSENTIAL TO SURVIVAL OF COURIER VAEL AND RESIDENT INTELLIGENCE ER


Daniel read the final line. “You don’t have to put that in.”




“Yes,” Neris said. “I do.”




The report included the ambulance estimate, worsening survival probability, Daniel’s prior directive and last conscious confirmation, Neris’s authorization basis and ER’s medical modelling. Nothing was concealed. Daniel saw her pause before sending it.




“You did the right thing,” he said.




“That may not be the network’s conclusion.”




“It’s mine.”




“They may determine that I violated protected-contact restrictions.”




“You saved someone who saved you.”




“That is not a legal category.”




“Maybe it should be.”




Neris looked at him.




Daniel extended his hand.




She took it.




“Send it.”




The supplemental packet entered the acknowledgment channel.




Its status changed to:



ROUTING


They waited. Care took forms Daniel had never considered dignified. Neris helped him drink because raising the cup pulled at the damaged ribs. She supported his shoulders when he coughed. The first cough frightened both of them. Pain folded him forward against the berth restraints while ER warned that suppressing it completely would increase the risk of fluid collecting in the repaired lung. Neris held a support pad against his side.




“Again,” ER said.




Daniel glared at the speaker. “No.”




“Again.”




“Give me a minute.”




“You have already taken forty-two seconds.”




Neris’s arm remained around his shoulders.




“Breathe first.”




Daniel did. He coughed again. Pain flashed white through his chest. He swore. Neris held him until it passed. Later, she helped him shift his weight by less than ten centimetres. The movement required a support sling, the berth and her tail braced along his back. Daniel felt absurd.




“You carried me when I could not walk properly,” Neris said.




“That was different.”




“You say that whenever equality inconveniences you.”




“I wasn’t using a mechanical sling.”




“I was lighter.”




Daniel stared at her. Neris’s eyes widened slightly. “That was not intended as criticism.”




“I’m injured and now you’re calling me heavy.”




“Human mass is a measurable property.”




ER said, “Daniel’s mass is currently reduced by approximately one point nine kilograms due to fluid loss and metabolic demand.”




“Thank you both.”




“You are welcome,” ER replied.




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel laughed carefully.




• • •




That evening, pain woke him from a brief sleep. For one disoriented moment, he was back in the feed shed. Metal screamed. The housing moved. He reached for the stop. His body would not respond. Daniel jerked awake with a breath that became a broken sound. Neris was beside him before he understood where he was. Her paws held his face. “Daniel.”




He stared past her. The low-lit medical bay held none of the feed dust, motor noise or falling steel he remembered. “Look at me.” His eyes found hers. Her pupils were wide. Her ears lay back. “You are aboard Takuhai,” she said. “The auger is not here.” Daniel’s right hand searched the berth.




Neris caught it and pressed it against her chest. Her heartbeat was faster than his. “I heard it,” he said.




“I know.”




“I couldn’t move.”




“You are here.”




Her forehead came to his. Her breath warmed his mouth. Daniel closed his eyes. Neris stayed wrapped around his uninjured side until the trembling stopped. Her tail covered his lower legs. One paw remained against his cheek. “You should sleep,” he said eventually.




“I was sleeping.”




“You were sitting up.”




“These conditions are temporary.”




“You’ll fall over.”




“I have excellent balance.”




“Your tail is holding you against the berth.”




“It is part of my balance.”




ER said, “Neris has slept for a cumulative total of ninety-three minutes since the accident.” Daniel opened his eyes. “Neris.”




“I will sleep when you are stable.”




“ER says I’m stable.”




“I disagree with his definition.”




“That is not how medical classifications work,” ER said.




Neris ignored him. Daniel moved his hand from her chest to the side of her neck. “Lie down.” She hesitated. “Beside me.” The medical berth widened. Neris climbed onto the right side and fitted herself along Daniel carefully. She arranged her tail so it covered him without pressing against the fractured pelvis. Her head rested near his shoulder, and her paw settled above his heart. Daniel closed his fingers around hers. “That’s better.”




“For whom?”




“Both.”




Neris did not argue.




The response arrived twenty-seven minutes later. ER raised the main display without sounding an alert. Neris woke before Daniel. Her body tensed against him. He opened his eyes.




“What?”




“Network message,” ER said.




The medical bay lights increased slightly. Formal text appeared above the berth. The header carried authorization markers Neris recognized immediately. Her ears lifted.




“Protected-contact and rescue authority,” she said.




The message translated line by line.



COURIER VAEL AND RESIDENT INTELLIGENCE ER: SURVIVAL STATUS ACCEPTED


Neris’s paw tightened over Daniel’s chest.



EARTH: PROTECTED-CONTACT CLASSIFICATION PROVISIONAL
MEDICAL INTERVENTION: EMERGENCY EXCEPTION UNDER REVIEW


Neris stopped breathing. Daniel felt it. He squeezed her fingers.




The next line appeared.



DO NOT REMOVE OR DISABLE ACTIVE NANITE SYSTEMS
MAINTAIN PATIENT MONITORING


ER said, “This confirms continued integration is medically preferable to interruption.”




Daniel looked at the word patient.




“Nice to know they approve of me staying alive.”




“They have not completed review,” Neris said.




“They told you not to turn them off.”




“Yes.”




“That sounds promising.”




“It is procedural.”




“Procedurally promising.”




Another line appeared.



ADDITIONAL COMMUNICATION TO FOLLOW


The display paused. A second information block opened beneath the first. Neris read it before the translation completed. Her whole body went still. Daniel turned his head toward her.




“What?”




The final line resolved in English.



FAMILY NOTIFICATION: COMPLETED


Neris stared at it. Daniel read the words twice. “What does completed mean?” Neris did not answer. He waited. Her eyes remained fixed on the display.




“Neris.”




“It means an authorized contact officer reached my registered family.”




“Not an automated message.”




“No.”




“Someone told them.”




“Yes.”




“Your parents and sisters?”




“Yes.”




“Your niece?”




Neris’s muzzle trembled. “They will have told everyone registered in the immediate household.”




Daniel’s hand tightened around hers. “They know you’re alive.” Neris nodded. The movement was small, then her face changed without dramatic sound or collapse; the control simply left her. Tears gathered beneath her eyes and moved into the fur along her muzzle. She turned away from the display as though embarrassed by the response. Daniel tried to lift his shoulders. Pain stopped him immediately.




Neris looked back. “Do not move.”




“Come here.”




“I am here.”




“Closer.”




She shifted along the berth and folded herself into the space his injuries allowed. Daniel put his right arm around her. Neris’s face pressed into his shoulder. Her tail rose and covered both of them. “They know,” she said.




“Yeah.”




“They thought I was dead.”




“They don’t anymore.”




“Teral will have been organizing the memorial.”




Daniel held her as tightly as he could. Neris’s breath shook.




“Lysa would not have attended the planning meetings on time.”




“No.”




“She would have changed the music.”




“On purpose.”




A broken laugh escaped her. More tears followed. Daniel rested his face against the white fur above her ear. “The cup made it,” he said. Neris gripped the fabric of his shirt.




“My niece will ask where it is.”




“Tell her it crossed dimensions.”




“She will say that is not an excuse for returning it late.”




“Smart kid.”




Neris stayed against him. ER lowered the room lights. The formal message remained above them.



ADDITIONAL COMMUNICATION TO FOLLOW


Daniel was alive. Neris’s family knew she was alive. Claire knew enough to be frightened and was coming to the farm.




Two civilizations had begun looking toward the same clearing from opposite sides of an impossible distance. For the moment, none of that required movement. Only care. Neris’s breathing slowly evened. Exhaustion reached her now that one fear had finally released its hold. Her eyes closed against Daniel’s shoulder. “Sleep,” he murmured.




“I am monitoring you.”




“ER’s monitoring me.”




“I am also monitoring you.”




“Redundant systems.”




“Appropriate for critical functions.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “ER?”




“Her reasoning is technically sound.”




“Of course it is.”




Neris’s paw rested over his heart. Within minutes, she was asleep. Daniel remained awake a little longer. He watched the message above them until the words became steady enough to believe.




ER opened the household log.



DANIEL MERCER: RECOVERING
FAMILY NOTIFICATION: COMPLETE
PROTECTED-CONTACT REVIEW: ACTIVE


The final line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: CARING


Daniel kept one hand in Neris’s fur. Outside Takuhai, snow began falling over the farm. Inside, the message from home waited above them while Neris slept.






Chapter 27 - The Distance Between Voices


Daniel’s first attempt to stand lasted eleven seconds. ER counted. Daniel knew because ER announced the number after Neris lowered him back onto the medical berth.




“Eleven point four,” ER said.




Daniel lay with his eyes closed and waited for the room to stop moving.




“That sounded judgmental.”




“It was a measurement.”




“Measurements can be judgmental.”




Neris remained crouched beside him, one paw at his neck and the other resting against the portable support frame they had assembled from farm tubing, a section of Takuhai’s emergency rail, and two rubber grips taken from an old wheelbarrow. Her tail had been braced behind Daniel’s hips while he stood. Now it curled around one leg of the frame as though preventing the device itself from escaping.




“Your blood pressure fell too quickly,” she said.




“I stood up.”




“You attempted to.”




“My feet were on the floor.”




“Your body was vertical for six seconds.”




“Eleven point four.”




“The remaining time involved returning you to the berth.”




Daniel opened one eye.




“Whose side are you on?”




Neris’s ears tilted. “The side preventing you from collapsing.”




ER said, “The committee remains unanimous.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “I used to walk without a committee.”




“The committee formed after you demonstrated poor structural integrity,” Neris replied.




ER added, “The vote was immediate.”




Daniel let his eye close again. Three days had passed since the accident. Three days since the auger housing had struck him. Three days since Neris had decided that an ambulance would arrive too late. Three days since alien machines entered his body and refused to leave. He could breathe without active lung support now.




That qualified as progress. He could sit upright for nearly forty minutes before dizziness forced him down. More progress. He could move his right leg freely, his left in a controlled range, and his arms without threatening the stabilized ribs.




ER used phrases such as functional recovery trajectory and acceptable metabolic response. Daniel used different words. Slow. Painful. Humiliating. Alive. The last one made the others difficult to complain about for long.




Neris watched his face.




“Pain?”




“Four.”




“While lying still?”




“Three and a half.”




“You previously said four.”




“I’m revising.”




“Pain does not become lower because you dislike the number.”




“That’s not how human scales work.”




“It is exactly how scales work.”




ER said, “Daniel’s current analgesic level should reduce resting pain to approximately three.”




Daniel opened his eyes. “See?”




Neris narrowed hers. “You are both impossible.”




“Household trait.”




Her expression softened despite herself.




She stood and adjusted the support frame. The device was ugly. Daniel had said so when ER first displayed the design. The ship’s reduced fabrication array could no longer produce a full mobility system, and Daniel had refused to let Neris dismantle more of Takuhai for one. The compromise stood beside the berth now: farm steel, alien joints, wheelbarrow handles and two wide feet cut from an old stall mat.




It looked as though a livestock gate had developed medical ambitions. It worked. Mostly. Neris checked every joint again.




Daniel watched her. “You’ve checked that four times.”




“Three.”




“ER?”




“Four.”




Neris looked toward the nearest speaker. “The first was an inspection during assembly.”




“That is still checking.” Daniel smiled.




Her tail flicked once against the floor. “We try again after you eat,” she said.




“I ate.”




“You consumed half a bowl of porridge.”




“More than half.”




“Fifty-six percent.”




Daniel looked at the ceiling. “Why does this ship measure everything?”




“Because approximation nearly killed you,” ER said.




Neris sat on the edge of the berth. Her paw settled over Daniel’s hand. The medical display above them showed his recovery in colours he had begun to understand. Green for stable. Blue for nanite support. Amber for structures still vulnerable. The pelvis remained mostly amber. Three ribs had shifted to blue. The damaged lung showed a thin green margin around a larger field of blue repair activity.




Daniel looked toward the hatch. “What’s it like outside?”




“Cold,” Neris said.




“Specific.”




“Minus fourteen degrees, light wind, with snowfall ending before dawn.”




“The lane?”




“Cleared.”




“By you?”




“Yes.”




“Using the tractor?”




“Yes.”




“Alone?”




Neris’s ears lowered. Daniel squeezed her paw. “I’m asking, not criticizing.”




“You criticize through questions.”




“Only when worried.”




“That does not improve the experience.”




ER said, “The lane was cleared without incident. Neris maintained appropriate speed, loader height and turning radius.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Did she ask you to say that?”




“No.”




Neris’s tail moved behind her. Daniel knew the answer was yes. He let it go.




“What about the cattle?”




“Fed, waterers checked, the heifer’s gait is normal, and Mabel struck the gate seven times.”




“Only seven?”




“Her behaviour may reflect Daniel’s continued absence,” ER said.




Daniel looked away. Neris’s paw tightened around his. He had not seen the yard except through cameras. Had not felt the cold. Had not stood among the animals and heard the quiet sounds they made while feeding. The farm continued without him. That was what he wanted. It also felt like a betrayal of gravity.




Neris leaned closer. “You can return to the house today if the next movement trial succeeds.”




Daniel turned back. “ER agreed?”




“I approved controlled relocation under conditions.”




“Conditions,” Daniel repeated.




ER displayed the conditions. Continuous telemetry and supported movement kept Daniel inside the farmhouse unless Neris and a remote medical link accompanied him; stairs, machinery and lifting remained off limits.




Daniel read the list. “No stairs?”




“The bedroom is upstairs,” he said.




Neris looked at him. The discharge plan moved Daniel from Takuhai’s medical berth to the farmhouse’s downstairs office, whose twenty-year-old sofa bed ER judged acceptable chiefly because it was horizontal and could accommodate the portable medical relay. Daniel’s objections to the broad prohibition on machinery immediately expanded to include the coffee maker, wood stove and kitchen mixer.




The exceptions were almost insulting in their specificity: coffee while seated, wood stove managed by Neris, and no loophole broad enough to turn ordinary appliances into a farm-work argument. Daniel looked at Neris and realized she had helped write all of it. “Betrayal.”




Her paw settled against his chest. “You are leaving the medical berth.” Daniel called it armed escort; Neris pointed out that she was not armed. The claws complicated his argument only slightly. Neris touched her muzzle briefly to his cheek. Daniel’s complaints ended.




They had slept together every night since the accident. First on the widened medical berth. Once ER allowed Daniel to spend longer periods reclined instead of fully supported, they moved to the broader rescue bed in the adjacent compartment. Neris always arranged herself along his right side. Her paw over his heartbeat. Her tail across his legs.




Daniel had learned that she could sleep while monitoring three medical readings, two external alerts and every change in his breathing. He had also learned that she denied doing so. Their nights did not feel like hospital nights anymore. They felt like theirs. Interrupted by alarms. Modified by pain. Still theirs.




Neris drew back. “Food,” she said.




“Movement first.”




“Food.”




“Compromise?”




“No.”




“Coffee?”




“After food.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “ER.”




“Neris’s recommendation is medically sound.”




“You’ve both become authoritarian.”




“Your survival appears to require governance,” ER said.




The porridge arrived on a tray carried by one of Takuhai’s manipulators. Daniel examined it. “Is there sugar?”




“No,” Neris said.




“Then this is livestock feed.”




“You ate livestock feed voluntarily yesterday.”




“That was oatmeal.”




“This is oatmeal.”




“Different presentation.”




Neris handed him the spoon. He ate. She watched until the bowl was empty. The second standing attempt lasted thirty-four seconds. ER counted that one too. Neris stood to Daniel’s right with one arm around his waist. Her tail braced behind his pelvis, broad enough to provide support without pressing against the healing injury. Daniel gripped the frame. The first lift felt manageable. Weight reached the left side of his body. Pain spread through the pelvis in a deep, nauseating line. He stopped and tried to breathe through the worst of it. Neris did not tell him to continue. She did not tell him to sit. She waited.




Daniel shifted one hand along the frame. “Step,” he said.




“Small,” Neris replied.




His right foot moved first. The frame followed. His left foot moved less than the width of his hand. The medical display flashed amber. Daniel froze.




“Structural load acceptable,” ER said. “Continue only if dizziness remains below level three.”




“Four.”




Neris studied his face. “Three.”




“Three and a half.”




“You are bargaining with symptoms.”




“It’s a human specialty.”




The second step was worse. The third felt impossible until it was finished. The medical bay hatch stood less than four metres from the berth. Daniel reached it as though crossing a field in spring mud. His arms trembled. Sweat cooled beneath his shirt. Neris’s body remained firm against his side. Her tail moved with each step, adjusting pressure before he asked.




At the hatch, Daniel stopped. The corridor beyond seemed absurdly long. He looked back at the berth. A distance he once crossed without noticing. Now it held the shape of a journey.




“That’s enough,” Neris said.




“I can reach the wall.”




“You have reached the wall.”




“The next one.”




“No.”




Daniel wanted to argue. His knees decided otherwise. Neris guided him backward into the waiting chair. ER lowered the support beneath him. Daniel sat hard. The room dimmed at the edges. Neris crouched in front of him, both paws on his knees.




“Look at me.”




“I’m looking.”




“You are staring through me.”




“That’s more efficient.”




Her expression did not change. Daniel took a slow breath. The dizziness eased.




“Thirty-four point eight seconds,” ER said.




Daniel closed his eyes. “Almost respectable.”




“It is a substantial improvement,” Neris said.




He opened his eyes again. She meant it as a measurement of change, neither praise for effort nor consolation. Daniel placed his hand over hers.




“House today?”




“If the telemetry works.”




The portable medical link had taken most of the previous evening to assemble. ER had reduced one of Takuhai’s auxiliary medical sensors to its core components. Neris integrated it with a farm radio, Daniel’s phone and a compact nanite-control relay.




The outer case came from the ship’s weakened fabrication array. It emerged thick, uneven and slightly warped at one corner. Daniel called it ugly. ER called it operational. Neris called it necessary.




The unit fitted around Daniel’s lower chest with a broad strap and soft inner padding. A smaller band circled his wrist, tracking circulation and motor response. Neris fastened the chest unit. Daniel looked down at it.




“Looks like a fence charger.”




“It performs more complex functions.”




“Fence charger with ambition.”




ER activated the link. The medical display shifted from direct berth monitoring to relay mode, with signal strength high, nanite telemetry stable and Daniel’s heart rhythm visible on Neris’s tablet.




“Do not remove it,” she said. “Not to sleep, because it itches, because you dislike its appearance, or in the bath.”




Daniel looked down at the casing. “I do plan to bathe again.”




“Only with assistance.”




“That is not happening.”




ER said, “You may remove the outer casing while seated if the relay band remains active and Neris is present.”




Daniel stared at the speaker. “So I’m allowed to bathe if supervised.”




“Yes.”




“By either of you?”




“I lack visual coverage in the farmhouse bathroom unless invited through the portable camera.”




“You are not invited.”




“Then Neris.”




Daniel looked at her. Her ears had tilted outward. She was trying not to react. “Later,” Daniel said.




“Bathing is generally advisable before later becomes much later,” ER replied.




Daniel pointed at the speaker. “You don’t get to make hygiene jokes.”




“I did not.”




“You absolutely did.”




Neris tightened the final strap. The relay came online. ER’s voice moved from the wall speaker to Daniel’s phone. “Portable monitoring active.”




Daniel tapped the casing. “Can I turn you off?”




“No.”




“Can I mute you?”




“Not during medical alerts.”




“Can I remove it to drown discreetly?”




“Only if you wish to make the attempt obvious.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “He’s improving.”




“I disagree.”




The journey to the farmhouse took twelve minutes. Neris used the utility sled behind the tractor rather than the loader. She had padded it with blankets, foam and two sections of the old sofa mattress Daniel had once threatened to throw away. He sat strapped into a supportive chair, wrapped in his winter coat and a quilt from the farmhouse. Neris drove slowly. ER monitored every bump.




Daniel watched the clearing pass around him. Snow lay clean over the ground where the rescue route from the feed shed had been. The tracks had softened beneath new snowfall. Only the damaged auger housing remained visible through the feed-shed doorway. Neris had secured the area with chains and warning markers. Daniel looked away before they passed it.




The farmhouse stood ahead. His porch. His steps. The light above the door. Neris had built a temporary ramp from barn planks and traction strips. Daniel stared at it.




“You built that?”




“Yes.”




“When?”




“Yesterday.”




“You were supposed to sleep yesterday.”




“I slept.”




ER said, “Neris slept for three hours and twelve minutes.”




“That counts.”




Daniel looked at her from the sled. “No, it doesn’t.”




“You are not currently qualified to criticize recovery behaviour.”




“That sounds invented.”




“It is still accurate.”




Neris helped him out of the chair. The support frame stood ready beside the ramp. Daniel took three steps, followed by two more after a short pause. The cold sharpened every breath, but the air smelled like spruce, woodsmoke and cattle. Home.




At the door, he stopped. Neris waited beside him. Daniel touched the frame with both hands. His coat still hung on the hook inside. The one he had expected to retrieve after finishing the auger repair. A mug sat on the kitchen counter beside the sink. The morning’s breakfast dishes had been washed, but one tea towel remained where he had left it half-folded.




The house looked as though he had stepped out for an hour. His body said otherwise. Neris rested her paw at the small of his back. Daniel entered. The office had changed. The old sofa bed was open and covered with clean sheets. Extra pillows formed supports along one side. The portable relay dock sat on a table beside the mattress.




ER’s voice came from Daniel’s phone and the small speaker Neris had placed near the bed. “Signal stable.”




Daniel looked around. “You moved my desk.”




“It obstructed the support frame,” Neris said.




“You moved the filing cabinet.”




“It obstructed the bed.”




“You reorganized the books.”




“They were on the floor.”




“They were in piles.”




“Yes.”




“Organized piles.”




Neris looked at him. “Disorganized storage.”




Daniel almost smiled. The effort became a grimace as pain caught under his ribs.




Neris’s arm tightened around him. “Bed.”




“Chair first.”




“Bed.”




“I’ve been in bed for three days.”




“You have walked nineteen metres.”




“ER?”




“Nineteen point seven.”




Daniel looked toward the phone. “Stop helping.” Neris guided him onto the sofa bed. He hated how relieved he felt when the mattress took his weight. She arranged the pillows behind him, then lifted his left leg with both paws and settled it on the support wedge. Her touch was careful. Practical. Familiar. Daniel watched her.




“You know you don’t have to make everything normal.”




Neris looked up. “I am not.”




“It feels like you are.”




“I am making it manageable.”




“That’s close.”




“No.”




She pulled the blanket over his legs. “Normal means unchanged. Nothing is unchanged.”




Daniel let that sit between them. Neris rested her paw against his chest unit. The telemetry light remained green. She leaned down and pressed her forehead to his. “Manageable,” she said.




Daniel put one arm around her waist. “Together?”




“Yes.”




The farm noticed his return before most people did. Mabel saw him through the office window when Neris opened the curtains. Daniel sat propped on the sofa bed with his phone in one hand and a mug of coffee in the other. The cattle moved in the distant yard. Mabel stood beside the solid gate panel. Her head turned toward the house.




Daniel could not have said how she knew. Maybe she recognized the shape at the window. Maybe the open curtain was enough. Maybe cows understood absence differently. Mabel struck the panel. Clang. ER said through the speaker, “One.”




Daniel lifted the mug toward the window. “Morning.”




Clang. “Two.”




Neris returned from the kitchen carrying food. “She can see you.”




“Probably.”




“She may expect you to go outside.”




“She’ll be disappointed.”




Neris set the plate beside him.




“She has experience with that.”




Daniel looked at her. “Was that a joke?”




“No.”




“ER?”




“Confirmed.”




The phone rang before Daniel could answer. Marcel. Daniel looked at Neris. She sat beside him on the edge of the bed, close enough that her tail crossed his ankles.




“Answer,” she said.




Daniel did. Marcel’s voice came through immediately. “About time.”




“Good morning.”




“It is nearly noon.”




“Still morning.”




“You sound terrible.”




“That seems to be the consensus.”




“I heard you had an accident.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “News travels.”




“You told Edith you were hurt.”




“Not exactly. I told her I’d be out of town making deliveries for a while.”




“And she figured out the rest?”




Daniel sighed. “Edith knows how to ask the same question seven different ways.” Daniel closed his eyes.




“Yeah.”




“What happened?”




“Auger drive failed.”




Silence. Marcel swore. “You alright?”




“Recovering.”




“Hospital?”




“No.”




Another silence. Daniel could hear the suspicion forming.




“I’m being looked after here.”




“By who?” Daniel looked at Neris. She waited. Daniel gave Marcel the smallest truthful category he had. Neris was a friend—the same friend indirectly connected to the market story. Marcel repeated her name once, then asked the question that mattered to him.




“You trust her?” Daniel said yes.




“Then that’s something.”




The lack of interrogation caught Daniel off guard. Marcel moved directly to the practical problem: he would bring feed and the portable mixer, and Daniel would not be using the damaged auger. He wanted to inspect it, but only from outside the marked area.




Daniel objected to the trouble. Marcel dismissed the objection on the grounds that it was less trouble than letting the cattle go hungry while Daniel pretended lying down counted as farm management. They negotiated arrival time down to the half hour and stopped there. It was, by Marcel standards, an extensive diplomatic process.




Marcel paused. “This Neris knows cattle?”




Daniel looked at her. “Better than most people.”




Neris’s tail moved. “Good,” Marcel said. “Then she can tell me what you’ve been doing wrong.”




The call ended. Daniel lowered the phone. “He did not ask where you are from.”




“He may ask tomorrow.”




“He’ll definitely ask tomorrow.”




“Will I remain hidden?”




Daniel looked toward the window. Neris had spent weeks helping with the farm. Now another person would arrive and work in the yard while she watched from behind glass or through ship cameras. The arrangement felt smaller than it had before. More insulting. “He doesn’t need to meet you yet,” Daniel said.




“No.”




“That isn’t what I asked.”




“I know.”




Neris looked toward the cattle. Her reflection faintly overlapped the snow outside.




“I dislike concealing myself while another person performs work I can do.”




“I know.”




“I also understand the risk.”




“I know.”




“You repeat that frequently.”




“Because there isn’t a better answer.”




Her paw settled on his hand.




“How long?”




Daniel looked at their joined fingers. “Not forever.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “That is what concerns me.”




The formal questionnaire arrived that afternoon. It entered through the low-bandwidth acknowledgment channel in three compressed sections. ER expanded the packet above the office desk using the portable projector. The Xianglume authority header appeared first.



PROTECTED-CONTACT ASSESSMENT — PRELIMINARY LOCAL CONDITIONS


Daniel sat upright against the pillows. Neris sat beside him, one leg folded beneath her. Her tail covered both their lower legs. ER read the first field aloud.



HAS THE PROTECTED-CONTACT CIVILIZATION DETECTED THE COURIER VESSEL?


Neris answered.



NOT THROUGH CONFIRMED INSTITUTIONAL OBSERVATION.


Daniel looked at her. “Marcel knows there’s something odd.”




“That is not institutional detection.”




“Claire knows.”




“Claire is not an institution.”




Daniel considered his sister. “Debatable.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. ER continued.



HOW MANY LOCAL INDIVIDUALS POSSESS DIRECT KNOWLEDGE OF COURIER VAEL, RESIDENT INTELLIGENCE ER, OR NON-LOCAL TECHNOLOGY?


Neris looked at Daniel. “Two humans.”



DANIEL MERCER AND CLAIRE MERCER


“What about Marcel?” Daniel asked.




“He knows I exist,” Neris said. “He does not know what I am.”




“That sounds harsh.”




“What species I am.”




“Better.”




The next question appeared.



CAN DANIEL MERCER COMMUNICATE FREELY AND WITHOUT COERCION?


Daniel stared. “That’s direct.”




“It concerns whether your statements can be treated as voluntary,” Neris said.




“Answer yes.”




ER recorded it. A secondary consent field opened.



CONFIRMATION REQUIRED FROM DANIEL MERCER


Daniel leaned toward the projector. “Yes.”




“Verbal response recorded,” ER said.



DOES EARTH POSSESS A GLOBAL REPRESENTATIVE AUTHORITY?


Daniel laughed. The movement hurt enough that Neris placed a support pillow against his ribs.




“What is the correct answer?” she asked.




“No”




“Earth has international organizations.”




“Organizations aren’t governments.”




“Some coordinate global policy.”




“They coordinate attempts at global policy.”




ER said, “Recommended response: no single authority with uncontested planetary representation.”




Daniel looked at the speaker. “That’s diplomatic.”




“It is accurate.”




“Use it.”




The questionnaire continued.



WILL LOCAL GOVERNMENT LIKELY RESPOND PEACEFULLY?


Daniel hesitated. “Which government?”




“The field requests probability across relevant authorities,” ER said.




“That’s impossible.”




Neris looked at him. “You have experience with human institutions.”




“Not with alien contact.”




“You understand the region.”




Daniel thought about local police, provincial and federal authorities, the military, universities, media and neighbours—people with cameras or guns, people who would want to help, and people who would insist they were helping while making everything worse.




“Some would,” he said.




“And others?” Neris asked.




“They might panic, try to control or classify it, or argue about jurisdiction while standing beside your ship.”




ER recorded:



PEACEFUL RESPONSE POSSIBLE; CONSISTENCY NOT ASSURED


The next field asked whether leaving Earth without wider disclosure remained possible. Neris looked toward the trees beyond the office wall.



CURRENTLY YES.


Daniel heard the word. Currently.




Another field followed.



WOULD REMOVAL OR DISABLING OF ACTIVE NANITE SYSTEMS ENDANGER DANIEL MERCER?


ER answered before either of them spoke.



YES.


The word appeared with medical verification attached.



DOES DANIEL MERCER CONSENT TO NETWORK MEDICAL REVIEW?


Neris reached toward the authorization control. Daniel stopped her. His fingers closed around her wrist. She looked at him.




“The nanites belong to Xianglume,” she said.




“They’re inside me.”




“Yes.”




“Exactly.”




Neris’s ears lowered. Daniel released her wrist but left his hand over hers.




“What does medical review mean?”




ER answered. “Transmission of current nanite telemetry, injury mapping, adaptive integration records and ongoing physiological data.”




“Live?”




“If authorized.”




“To whom?”




“A protected-contact medical authority and designated technical specialists.”




“For how long?”




“Unspecified.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “You were going to approve that.”




“I assumed medical oversight would improve your safety.”




“Probably.”




“But?”




“But I don’t want strangers watching every heartbeat indefinitely.”




Neris became still. The realization reached her slowly because she had nearly overlooked it despite agreeing.




“The machines are ours,” she said.




“My body isn’t.”




“No.”




Her paw turned beneath his. “No, it is not.”




ER amended the response field. “Daniel may authorize limited review parameters.”




Daniel considered. “Send the accident scan, the intervention record and the current integration summary. No continuous live access.”




“Temporary diagnostic requests?” ER asked.




“They ask first.”




“Emergency remote correction?”




Daniel looked at Neris. “If you and ER both agree it’s necessary and I can’t answer, use the same rule.”




Neris’s tail tightened over his legs. “The prior directive.”




“Yes.”




ER recorded the limitation.



MEDICAL REVIEW: LIMITED CONSENT
LIVE ACCESS: DENIED WITHOUT RENEWED AUTHORIZATION
EMERGENCY EXCEPTION: PRIOR DIRECTIVE APPLIES


Neris read it twice. She placed her paw over Daniel’s chest unit.




“Thank you.”




“For what?”




“Correcting me.”




Daniel rested his hand at the back of her neck. “You were trying to keep me alive.”




“That does not make every decision mine.”




“No.”




ER said, “The clarification is consistent with protected-contact autonomy standards.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “So, the advanced civilization agrees the primitive human gets a vote.”




“Technologically younger,” Neris corrected.




“Still voting.”




“Yes.”




The questionnaire eventually reached the field that stopped all three of them.



IDENTIFY PROVISIONAL LOCAL CONTACT REPRESENTATIVE


Neris entered:



DANIEL MERCER


He saw the name appear. “No.”




Neris looked at him. “You are the local contact.”




“I’m a farmer with a broken pelvis.”




“You are also the person who enabled our survival, protected Takuhai, established first human contact with ER, and provided informed testimony regarding local conditions.”




“I don’t represent Earth.”




“No.”




“Then don’t write my name there.”




ER altered the field.



PROVISIONAL LOCAL LIAISON — AUTHORITY LIMITED TO DIRECTLY INVOLVED HOUSEHOLD AND LOCAL CONDITIONS


Daniel read it. “That’s still too official.”




“It is accurate,” Neris said.




“I don’t represent the household alone.”




“No. But you are the local human member.”




“Claire knows.”




“She has not yet met ER or entered Takuhai.”




“That’s going to be an interesting Tuesday.”




“December ninth is a Wednesday,” ER said.




Daniel looked toward the phone. “You know what I mean.”




Neris left his name in the field. Daniel allowed it. The personal message finished assembling at sunset. It had arrived in compressed segments through the originating route, accumulated and authenticated by ER before he allowed the household alert to sound.




Three uneven notes emerged from Daniel’s phone while Neris was helping him shift from the office bed into the supportive chair. She froze. Daniel felt it through the arm around his waist. The notes played again. Incorrectly. Neris’s ears lifted.




“Lysa.”




The chair waited behind him. Daniel remained half-standing, supported by Neris and the frame.




“Sit first,” he said.




She did not move. “Neris.”




Her attention returned to him. Together, they lowered him into the chair.




ER opened the incoming packet.



PERSONAL COMMUNICATION AUTHENTICATED THROUGH COURIER VAEL’S REGISTERED FAMILY NETWORK.


Neris stared at the projection control. “Play it.”




The office lights dimmed. An image formed above the desk. A family room appeared rather than a formal communication chamber. Warm amber light entered from a window behind a low table. Plants grew in suspended loops near the ceiling, their leaves blue-green and silver at the edges. A shelf held ceramic bowls, small carved figures and a cluster of instruments Daniel could not name.




Teral stood in the centre. Daniel recognized Neris’s older sister from the archive: similar eyes and ears, with a different stillness. Teral held herself like someone who had been carrying responsibility too long and had forgotten how to put it down. She looked directly into the recording lens.




“You were wrong about the sequence.” Neris made a sound beside Daniel. Teral’s composure broke at the edges. Her mouth shifted. Her eyes brightened. “I have never been happier to correct you.” Neris covered her muzzle with one paw. The message continued.




“We received the formal notification twelve hours ago. Then another notification informed us that you had initiated protected contact with a technologically younger civilization, which is exactly the sort of complication you would introduce into a survival report.” Daniel looked at Neris. Her ears angled outward. Teral went on.




“The memorial planning has been stopped. I had already rejected three versions because none of them correctly described your work, your temperament or your inability to arrive anywhere at the expected time.” Neris’s tail curled tightly around Daniel’s chair.




“We were told that you are alive, that ER is alive, and that both of you are being protected by a local person named Daniel Mercer.” Teral’s gaze seemed to shift toward him through the recording. “Daniel Mercer, if you are watching this, thank you is inadequate. It is also all I am permitted to say until the contact authority finishes deciding which words are legally dangerous.” Daniel swallowed. Neris’s paw found his. Teral continued.




“We are preparing for your return. This does not mean anyone has explained how or when. It means Mother has reorganized the guest rooms twice, Father has repaired a chair that was not broken, and I have completed six forms that all ask whether we understand the risks.”




Her ears lowered. “We do.”




The recording changed. Linnea sat at the kitchen table. Ormaz stood beside her, one paw resting on the back of her chair. Neris went still. Her mother looked directly into the lens.




“Are you eating?” Neris laughed through her tears. “Mom.” Linnea could not hear her. “They told us you are well. They told us you are safe where you are, and that coming home will take time.”




Ormaz said, “She has asked them to confirm all three statements repeatedly.” Linnea looked up at him. “Twice.”




“More than twice.”




She ignored him and faced the camera again. “Eat. Sleep. Let people help you. Come home when it is safe.”




Ormaz moved closer. For several seconds he said nothing. “Took you long enough to get a message through.” Neris covered her muzzle with one paw. His expression barely changed. “Don’t make up for it by hurrying home. Take longer if that is what gets you home safely.”




Linnea reached back and took his paw. Ormaz looked directly into the lens. “Both of you.”




ER spoke quietly from Daniel’s phone. “Understood.”




The recording changed.




Lysa appeared too close to the lens. Her fur carried a softer grey-white pattern than Neris’s, and several small metallic ornaments hung from one ear. An instrument rested across her lap, strings glowing faintly beneath her paws. “I changed the tempo on purpose,” she said.




Neris laughed through her tears. Lysa’s face crumpled. “I have been playing it wrong since you disappeared.” She looked down at the instrument. “The correct version sounded like you were about to walk into the room and complain.” Her fingers moved. The same three uneven notes played. The phrase continued, irregular and beautiful.




“I am going to keep playing it incorrectly until you come home and make the face you always make when I rush the middle.” Neris’s grip tightened around Daniel’s hand. Lysa wiped beneath one eye. “Teral says I am not supposed to make promises about timelines. I am not making one. I am stating that if the network cannot bring you home, I will become personally inconvenient to everyone responsible.”




From outside the recording frame, Teral said, “You already are.”




Lysa looked aside. “This is a family message. You are not invited to edit.”




“You are recording in my house.”




“Our house.”




The argument continued for several seconds. Ordinary. Immediate. Alive. Daniel looked at Neris. She watched her sisters interrupt one another with both paws pressed to her chest. A smaller figure entered the frame.




Neris’s niece held a second uneven ceramic cup in both paws, not the original. This one leaned slightly to the left and had a handle too narrow for adult fingers. She looked directly at the lens.




“Aunt Neris.” Neris stopped breathing. “Did the first cup see another universe?” Daniel’s throat tightened. The child lifted the second cup. “I made this one because the other one is away. Teral said that was not practical, but she says that about art.”




“I said it about making a replacement before knowing whether the original survived,” Teral called from behind the camera.




“That is the same thing.”




“It is not.”




The child leaned closer to the lens. “Tell Daniel he has to bring you back because he is household now.” Daniel stared at the image. Neris turned toward him. Her eyes were wet. He did not know what expression was on his own face. The child continued. “And tell ER I made something for him too, but they said I am not allowed to show it because it might count as technical information.”




ER’s voice came softly from Daniel’s phone. “That is unlikely.”




The child looked aside, responding to someone in the room. She faced the lens again. “Can a ship miss someone?” The recording paused. Not technically. The next segment waited for manual continuation. Neris looked toward the phone. “ER?” Silence. Daniel waited. Neris waited. ER said, “Yes.” One word. The recording could not hear him. The room did. Neris reached toward the phone and rested her paw against it.




The final part of the family message played. Teral and Lysa sat together now, the child between them. Teral spoke. “We do not know when a direct response will be authorized. The contact authority asked us not to overload the corridor with personal data. We have ignored them as much as legally possible.” Lysa lifted one paw. “I voted for complete disregard.”




“You were not invited to vote.”




“I voted anyway.”




Teral looked back at the lens. “Neris, come home when it is safe. Not before. Do not damage yourself further because you think we need speed more than we need you alive.” Her expression softened. “And if returning requires leaving people behind, do not pretend that makes them less important.”




Daniel felt Neris’s paw tighten around his. Teral continued. “We have reviewed the household designation in your report.” Her ears moved with quiet amusement. “It is not a recognized courier category.”




ER said, “This has been established.”




Lysa’s recorded voice added, “It is better than the official categories.”




The child held up the second cup. “Bring Daniel eventually.”




Teral turned toward her. “That is not currently part of the authorized rescue plan.”




“Then fix the plan.”




The recording ended. The family room dissolved. The office returned. The small projector light remained above the desk. No one spoke. Neris released Daniel’s hand only to cover her face. Her shoulders shook. Daniel reached for her. She came to him carefully, kneeling beside the chair and folding herself against his uninjured side. His arm went around her shoulders. Her tail wrapped the chair, his legs and part of the support frame.




“They know you,” she said into his shirt. Daniel held her. “They know your name.”




“Apparently I’m under orders.”




“She does not have authority over you.”




“Didn’t sound optional.” A laugh escaped her, followed by another. Neris lifted her head. Tears darkened the fur beneath her eyes. “My niece made a second cup.”




“Practical.”




“No.”




“Art.”




“Yes.”




Daniel brushed his thumb beneath one eye. “Play it again.”




Neris looked at him. “All of it?”




“Yes.”




They watched it twice more before dinner. The third time, Daniel paid less attention to the words. He watched the room behind them. The plants. The uneven shelf. The repaired chair Teral had mentioned, visible near the edge of the frame. A cloth folded over one arm. A cluster of photographs or their Xianglume equivalent flickering on the wall. Home did not look like technology. It looked like people leaving objects where they belonged. Interrupting one another. Correcting memories. Making replacements for things they missed.




Daniel had known Neris came from somewhere. Now he understood more clearly that somewhere was waiting. The knowledge hurt. He did not move away from her.




Marcel arrived the next morning at eight twenty-nine. ER announced the time with suspicious satisfaction. Daniel sat in the office chair near the window, portable telemetry strapped beneath his shirt. Neris stood behind the curtain where she could see the yard without being seen clearly.




The portable mixer arrived behind Marcel’s truck. He parked beside the feed shed, got out and stared at the damaged housing for a long time. Daniel watched through the yard camera. Marcel removed his hat. He looked toward the farmhouse.




“Want me to answer the door?” Neris asked.




Daniel looked at her.




“No.”




“Then he will assume you are alone.”




“Not for long.”




Marcel knocked. Neris stepped into the hallway.




Daniel adjusted himself in the chair. “Come in.”




Marcel opened the door. He entered carrying cold air and the smell of diesel. His eyes found Daniel first. Relief. Anger. Assessment. “You look worse in person.”




“Good to see you too.”




Marcel closed the door, then saw Neris.




She stood at the end of the hall wearing farm trousers, a dark sweater and no attempt at concealment beyond remaining inside. Her tail curved behind her. Marcel stopped. Daniel watched several possible explanations fail in his face.




Neris spoke first. “Hello. I am Neris.”




Marcel looked at Daniel. Daniel lifted one hand. “The friend.”




Marcel looked back at her. His gaze moved over the ears, muzzle, fur and tail. He did not step backward. He did not reach for his phone. He removed his gloves slowly. “You’re not from around here.”




“No.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “That’s your opening?”




“It seemed accurate.”




Marcel continued looking at her. Neris endured it. Marcel glanced at Daniel’s medical relay where it showed beneath his shirt.




Marcel assessed Neris the same way he assessed most new farm arrangements: by asking whether the work had been done. The cattle were fed, the waterers checked, the west intake still running colder than the others, the mixer functional and the auger isolated. Neris explained that she had been loading supplement through the gravity clean-out and, yes, filling the tote halfway. Daniel watched the conversation shift around the impossible rather than away from it. Marcel placed his gloves on the table and looked at her more directly after that.




He had brought parts and enough feed to bridge the delay. He looked at Daniel. “We’re going to discuss this.” Daniel agreed. “Not today.” That was probably wise.




Marcel returned his attention to Neris and asked whether she knew how to run the portable mixer. She had reviewed the manual. He told her that was not the same question, and Neris admitted she had never used that model. The conversation had already become training rather than interrogation.




“Then I’ll show you.”




Daniel started to stand. Pain stopped him before Neris needed to. Marcel noticed.




“Sit.”




“I am sitting.”




“Stay that way.”




Neris’s tail touched Daniel’s ankle as she passed. Marcel opened the door. Before stepping outside, he looked at her once more.




“You got a coat?”




“Yes.”




“Good. It’s cold.”




He went to the yard. Neris looked back at Daniel. He released a breath. “That went well.”




“He did not scream.”




“High standards.”




“He is afraid.”




“Probably.”




“He still asked whether I had a coat.”




“That’s Marcel.”




Neris’s ears lowered with something close to fondness. She followed him outside.




• • •




By evening, Daniel and Neris had watched the Vael family message four more times. They lay together on the sofa bed in the office. Daniel rested on his back at a slight incline. Neris lay along his right side, her head near his shoulder and one paw over the portable relay where his heartbeat pulsed beneath the casing. Her tail covered their legs.




The farmhouse had settled around them. The wood stove clicked softly in the next room. Marcel’s portable mixer sat in the yard. The cattle had been fed. The family message waited on Daniel’s phone. Neris played Lysa’s section again.




The wrong tempo filled the office. Daniel listened. “Does hearing them make it easier?” she asked.




He looked toward the ceiling. “No.”




Neris became still. He felt the change in her paw. Daniel turned his head. Her eyes remained on the projection. “It makes it harder to wish you could stay.”




She looked at him. Daniel continued. “Your parents, sisters and niece are waiting for you.”




“My niece has issued instructions.”




“Yeah.”




“You are not obligated to obey her.”




“I’m not arguing with someone who can make interdimensional pottery.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel placed his hand over hers. “I don’t want you separated from them because leaving here hurts.”




“Returning home does not make this less real.”




“No.”




“Daniel.”




He met her gaze. “No,” he repeated. “It just means we’ll have to work out what kind of distance a household can survive.”




Neris moved closer. Her forehead rested against his temple. Her body fitted carefully along his side, familiar now even through the supports and medical equipment. “The distance between Xianglume and Earth is not measured only in space,” she said.




“Politics?”




“Protocols, technology, fear and time.”




“Sounds worse than space.”




“It may be.”




Daniel stroked the fur along her back. “You still think you’re going.”




“Yes.”




The honesty hurt. He preferred it. Neris’s paw tightened over his heartbeat. “And I intend to return.” Daniel looked at her. She did not look away. “Those are different promises,” he said.




“Yes.”




“One you can make.”




“One I can intend.”




He drew her closer. “That’ll have to do.”




The formal update arrived after midnight. They were still in the office bed. Neris had fallen asleep with one leg across Daniel’s and her tail covering both of them. Daniel had been awake, listening to the house and trying not to think about how many things had changed in a week. ER’s voice came softly from the bedside speaker.




“New protected-contact assessment.”




Neris woke immediately. Daniel felt her paw press against his chest.




“Urgent?” she asked.




“No immediate action required.”




The projection opened above the desk.




Several procedural lines appeared first. Medical review accepted under limited consent. Claire Mercer added as a disclosed local individual. Marcel remained classified as partial knowledge pending direct report.




The final line resolved.



CONTROLLED RETURN CORRIDOR: FEASIBILITY CONFIRMED


Daniel read it. Neris did not move. The confirmation offered no date, instructions or promise of safety—only feasibility. The word pressed into the room. Daniel’s hand tightened around hers. Neris turned toward him. Reality could not be ignored. A route existed—unstable and not yet open, but real enough for an authority on the other side of the universe to place it in writing.




Neris rested her muzzle against Daniel’s shoulder. He felt her breathe. “Feasible,” he said.




“Yes.”




“Not scheduled.”




“No.”




“Not immediate.”




“No.”




Daniel placed his cheek against the top of her head. “Still here.”




Neris’s tail tightened over his legs. “Yes.”




ER opened the household log.




The lines appeared one at a time.



DANIEL MERCER: RECOVERING
FAMILY COMMUNICATION: ESTABLISHED
RETURN CORRIDOR: FEASIBLE


The final entry waited.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: CONNECTED


The family message played again at low volume: Teral correcting the sequence, Linnea telling Neris to eat, Ormaz looking stern while being soft, Lysa changing the tempo and a child asking whether a cup had seen another universe. Daniel closed his eyes. Neris remained beside him.






Chapter 28 - Terms of Passage


Daniel woke to music played incorrectly. The notes came softly from the phone on the bedside table. Three quick tones. A pause too short. The middle phrase rushed ahead of itself, as though trying to escape correction. Lysa’s version. Daniel opened his eyes.




The office remained dark except for the low green light on the portable medical relay and the faint projection of the family message above the desk. Neris had fallen asleep with her back against his chest. One of her paws rested over the hand he had wrapped around her waist. Her tail covered both their legs and half the edge of the sofa bed, trapping warmth beneath the blankets.




The phone played the phrase again. Daniel moved his thumb against Neris’s fingers. Her ears shifted. She did not wake fully.




“Your sister’s doing it wrong again,” he murmured.




Neris made a soft sound. “She is committed.”




“To being wrong?”




“To resisting improvement.”




“Family trait?”




Her tail tightened over his ankles. “That depends which family.”




Daniel smiled into the fur at the back of her head. The movement pulled beneath his healing ribs as a warning rather than a sharp punishment. He breathed through it and waited until the discomfort eased. The nanites inside him registered the change before ER spoke. “Pain increase detected.”




Daniel looked toward the bedside speaker. “It went away.”




“It decreased.”




“Same practical result.”




Neris woke. Her paw pressed more firmly over his hand. “Where?”




“Ribs.”




She began to turn. Daniel kept his arm around her. “Don’t move.”




“I need to see.”




“You’ve seen them.”




“I need to see now.”




“It’s dark.”




“That is a solvable problem.”




The office lights rose by ten percent. Daniel squinted. Neris rolled carefully to face him, keeping one leg between his and her tail arranged across both of them. Her sleep shirt had twisted slightly at the shoulder. She pushed it back into place, then placed her paw against the relay casing beneath Daniel’s shirt. “What did you do?”




“Smiled.”




Her eyes narrowed. “That should not cause pain.”




“It was a substantial smile.”




ER said, “The pain response was caused by abdominal and intercostal movement associated with laughter suppression.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “You were laughing.”




“Quietly.”




“That does not reduce mechanical stress.”




“It reduces complaints from neighbours.”




“You do not have neighbours within hearing distance.”




“Marcel might be awake.”




“Marcel is approximately six kilometres away.”




“Sound carries.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel looked at her. “You almost smiled.”




“No.”




“ER?”




“I decline involvement.”




Daniel settled his head deeper into the pillow. “Coward.”




“Prudent observer.”




The wrong music played once more. Neris reached back and silenced the phone. The family image remained frozen above the desk: Teral, Linnea, Ormaz, Lysa, Jaydee. Daniel looked at the child’s face. “Think she meant it?”




“Which part?”




“Bringing me eventually.”




Neris went still, but only for a moment. Her paw moved from the relay to Daniel’s chest. “She frequently means things before determining whether they are possible.”




“Another family trait.”




“Yes.”




Daniel watched the image. Neris closed it. The office returned to ordinary darkness. He felt her attention turn inward rather than away. “What time is it?” he asked.




“Six fourteen,” ER replied.




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Why are you always awake?”




“I am the ship.”




“You’re in the phone.”




“The distinction is geographical, not existential.”




Neris sat up, her tail remaining across Daniel’s legs until the last possible moment and reached for the clothing folded on the chair. A compact dark bag stood beside it. Daniel had seen the bag the night before but assumed it held medical equipment; now he could see clothes, tools, a grooming brush and the small case containing the remnants of Neris’s courier supplies near the open top. Daniel looked at it.




“You packed.”




Neris followed his gaze. “I collected necessary items.”




“That’s packing.”




“We move between the farmhouse and Takuhai every day.”




“You’ve been doing that without a bag.”




“It is inefficient.”




Daniel studied her face. She met his eyes. The bag stood between them without physically occupying the space. “I have not decided anything,” she said.




“I didn’t ask.”




“You were going to.”




“Probably.”




Neris picked up her trousers. “The corridor is only feasible. It is not scheduled.”




“Right.”




“We do not know what preparation will be required.”




“No.”




“Keeping tools together is practical.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Practical.” Her ears angled back. He regretted the tone. Neris sat on the edge of the bed. The bag remained on the floor. Daniel reached for her paw. She gave it to him. “I know you’re not leaving today,” he said.




“No.”




“I know that.”




Neris’s fingers closed around his. “The bag does not mean I want to leave sooner.”




“I know.”




“It may mean the opposite.”




Daniel looked at her. She did not explain because she did not need to. Preparing was one way to hold back panic, and he understood that language; before Emily’s hospital appointments, he had sharpened tools that did not need sharpening, reorganized screws and checked gates twice. Work turned fear into objects. Daniel raised Neris’s paw and pressed his mouth to the fur at the base of her fingers.




“Breakfast,” he said.




Her ears lifted slightly. “You require assistance dressing.”




“I’m aware.”




“You argued yesterday.”




“I’m evolving.”




ER said, “Rate of evolution remains disputed.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You’re not invited to breakfast.”




“I am present in the kitchen relay.”




“That’s not the same as invited.”




Neris stood. Her tail passed over Daniel’s hip as she moved. “Your trousers,” she said.




Daniel closed his eyes. “Eleven minutes.”




Neris paused. “What?”




ER answered. “Daniel’s current record for dressing his lower body.”




“I wasn’t competing.”




“That is fortunate.”




Neris made the quiet breath-sound Daniel now recognized as laughter. He opened his eyes. “You’re both enjoying this.”




“No,” she said.




“Confirmed,” ER said.




Daniel pointed toward the speaker. “You contradict each other when it’s useful.”




“Household efficiency,” ER replied.




It took Daniel nine minutes and forty-seven seconds to put on his trousers. ER did not announce the improvement until Daniel asked. Daniel immediately regretted asking.




By seven thirty, he sat at the kitchen table with the support frame beside him, the medical relay beneath his shirt and Neris’s tail wrapped loosely around one of his ankles. The farmhouse had recovered its morning rhythm. Coffee. Toast. Eggs. Weather. The wrong music no longer played, but Daniel could hear it in memory.




Neris checked the network status from the tablet. The formal protected-contact channel remained active and the return corridor feasible, but no new message had arrived. Daniel looked toward the window as a truck turned onto the lane.




“Marcel,” he said.




Neris glanced at the clock. “Eight twenty-six.”




“He’s early.”




“He arrived at eight twenty-nine yesterday.”




“Exactly.”




“That suggests consistency.”




“That suggests he wants to say he was here before eight thirty.”




The truck slowed beside the yard. A flatbed trailer followed behind it carrying steel pipe, feed-handling components and a compact gravity hopper with a hand-operated slide gate. Marcel parked near the workshop. He climbed out, looked toward the office window and lifted one hand. Daniel returned the gesture. Neris stood. Her tail uncurled from his ankle.




“You will remain inside.”




“No.”




She turned. Daniel reached for the support frame. “I can sit by the workshop door.”




“You walked farther than recommended yesterday.”




“ER?”




“Daniel’s projected safe assisted walking range is forty-two metres, provided rest intervals are observed.”




“The workshop is closer than that.”




“From the kitchen?”




Daniel looked toward the yard. ER displayed the route on the tablet. Forty-six metres. “Close.”




Neris folded her arms. Daniel continued. “Tractor ride.”




“You cannot climb into the cab.”




“Utility sled.”




“The temperature is minus sixteen.”




“Coat.”




“Your respiratory recovery remains incomplete.”




“Scarf.”




Neris’s ears flattened. Daniel leaned back. “Compromise.”




“You use that word when you want me to accept a worse plan.”




“It’s a useful word.”




Marcel knocked at the back door. Neris did not look away from Daniel.




“One hour,” she said.




“Two.”




“One.”




“Ninety minutes.”




“Sixty.”




“Seventy-five.”




ER said, “Seventy-two minutes would align with the next analgesic cycle.”




Daniel stared at the tablet. “Fine.”




Neris opened the door. Marcel entered carrying cold air, a thermos and a paper bag. His gaze moved from Daniel to the support frame, then to Neris. He had seen her the previous day. That did not make the second look less deliberate.




“Morning,” Marcel said.




“Morning,” Daniel replied.




Marcel set a covered container on the table. “Edith sent cinnamon buns.”




Daniel looked at it. “Of course she did.”




“I mentioned I was coming over.”




“And she handed you those?”




“Pretty much.”




Daniel lifted the lid. “There are twelve.”




“She knows you’re hurt.”




“I’m not twelve-cinnamon-buns hurt.”




Marcel removed his hat. “Apparently that wasn’t your decision.”




Neris closed the door. Marcel watched the movement of her tail as it cleared the frame. His gaze remained respectful. Still curious.




“Cold out,” he said.




“Yes,” Neris replied.




“You got winter boots?”




She looked down at the insulated boots Daniel had modified for her feet. “Yes.”




“Good.”




Marcel poured coffee from the pot without asking. He looked at Daniel again. “You coming outside?”




“For seventy-two minutes.”




Marcel looked at Neris. “She timing you?”




“ER will.”




Marcel waited. Daniel saw the question. “ER is the one in the phone.”




The phone on the table said, “Good morning, Marcel.”




Marcel stopped pouring just as the coffee reached the rim. His hand was not quite steady. Coffee spilled over the rim. He set the pot down. “The phone talks.”




“The phone relays,” ER said. “I am elsewhere.”




Marcel wiped the coffee with a cloth. “Where?”




Neris’s gaze moved toward Daniel. He answered. “In the woods.”




“That’s not useful.”




“No.”




Marcel drank the coffee anyway. He looked at Neris. “You talk to it like a person.”




“He is a person.”




Marcel’s eyebrows rose. ER said, “The distinction remains important.”




Marcel looked at the phone. “You’re the ship.”




“Yes.”




Marcel took another drink. “Fine.”




Daniel stared at him. “That’s it?”




Marcel shrugged. “I met an alien yesterday. Today the spaceship talks. There’s a progression.”




Neris’s ears tilted. “I am not certain whether that is acceptance.”




“It’s scheduling,” Marcel replied. “I’ve got feed equipment on the trailer and cattle waiting.”




He picked up one of the cinnamon buns. “Questions after work.”




The utility sled had been repurposed again.




Neris added a high-backed chair, two blankets and a canvas windbreak around Daniel’s left side. Marcel watched the preparation. “You sure he should be outside?”




“No,” Neris said.




Daniel looked at her. “We agreed.”




“We agreed he would be outside briefly. That does not mean it is medically preferable.”




Marcel nodded. “Sound married.”




Daniel coughed on cold air. Pain caught beneath his ribs. Neris’s paw went immediately to his back. Marcel’s amusement gave way to concern. “You alright?”




“Fine.”




“He is not fine,” Neris said.




“I’m improving.”




“That is different.”




Marcel looked between them. “Yeah,” he said quietly. “It is.”




Neris secured the blanket around Daniel’s legs. Her tail curled once around his waist while she checked the chair straps, then released him. They moved toward the workshop. The damaged auger remained chained and marked. Snow had gathered along the bottom of the drive housing. The torn mounting point looked smaller than Daniel remembered. That bothered him. Objects that nearly killed someone should look different afterward.




The new gravity hopper on Marcel’s trailer was simple. Steel cone. Wide top. Manual slide gate. No internal moving parts. A short chute could feed the blue tote directly. Neris examined the frame. “The discharge height is compatible with the tote.”




“Barely,” Marcel said.




“We can raise the frame twelve centimetres.”




“Was thinking ten.”




“Twelve provides better clearance if snow accumulates.”




Marcel looked at the packed ground. “Fair.”




Daniel watched from the sled.




“You’ll need bracing on the south side.”




Marcel nodded. “Already cut it.”




“Cross-brace?”




“On the trailer.”




“Anchor plates?”




“Daniel.”




“What?”




“You can let someone else have an idea before you ask.”




Daniel leaned back. “I was confirming.”




Neris looked at him. “You criticize through questions.”




Marcel glanced between them. “She’s learned you fast.”




“Too fast.”




Neris and Marcel unloaded the hopper using the tractor forks. She operated the controls. Marcel guided the base. Daniel watched the bucket angle. He did not comment. ER’s camera feed appeared on the portable screen beside him. “Bucket angle within acceptable range,” ER said privately through the earpiece.




Daniel muttered, “I know.”




Neris looked toward him from the cab. She had heard. Marcel did not. The installation went smoothly. The hopper settled onto its raised frame. The twelve-centimetre extension aligned the chute above the tote lid with enough clearance for ice and packed snow. Marcel bolted the cross-brace into place. Neris held the frame steady.




Daniel instructed them to check level. Neris had already placed the tool on the upper rail. The bubble sat centred. “No correction required,” she said.




Marcel looked at Daniel. “You train her?”




“No.”




Neris’s tail lifted behind her. “I observed.”




Marcel tightened the final anchor. “Better than most apprentices.”




Daniel smiled. “She argues more.”




“That’s most apprentices too.”




They tested the gate with a small amount of feed. It opened smoothly. Grain flowed without bridging. The tote filled. Neris closed the slide. The replacement used no motors, enclosed shaft or hidden weld turning under load—only gravity and a steel plate. Daniel looked toward the feed shed. The old auger tube crossed overhead from the bin to the mixer area. “Could replace the inner shaft,” he said.




Marcel straightened. “You could.”




“New drive housing.”




“Yes.”




“Reinforce the mounts.”




“Yes.”




“Inspect the entire tube.”




“You could do all that.”




Marcel wiped his gloves against his coat. “Or we isolate it until spring, pull the whole assembly and replace the line.”




“That costs more.”




“Less than another funeral.” The words landed hard. Marcel looked away immediately.




“Sorry.”




Daniel stared at the damaged housing. “No.”




Neris moved closer to the sled. Her paw came to rest on Daniel’s shoulder. He covered it with his hand. “We keep the new hopper,” he said.




Marcel waited. “Manual system through winter. Portable mixer. Replace the auger line in spring.”




Marcel nodded once. “Good.”




Neris looked at the old auger. “Mephits believe valuable things deserve effort before replacement.”




Daniel glanced up at her. “That sounds like an argument for fixing it.”




“It depends on what is valuable.”




“The auger.”




“No.”




Daniel waited. “The farm,” she said. “The machine supports the farm. The machine is not the farm.” Marcel looked at her. Neris’s paw remained beneath Daniel’s. “Repair is not always restoration,” she continued. “Sometimes repair means changing the shape so the valuable thing can continue.”




Daniel followed her gaze from the broken housing to the cattle yard. The farm rather than the auger; the household rather than its current arrangement. He looked away first. Marcel did not ask why the silence changed. He returned to the frame and tightened a bolt that did not need tightening.




After several minutes, he said, “I need to ask something.” Daniel knew the question was not about machinery. Neris’s ears moved. Marcel faced her. “Are you the reason he isn’t in a hospital?”




Neris’s paw tightened on Daniel’s shoulder. “Yes.”




Daniel said, “That’s not the whole answer.”




Marcel looked at him. Neris continued before Daniel could.




“I am the reason he survived long enough to avoid one.”




“You’re the reason I survived,” Daniel said. “Full stop.”




Neris turned toward him. Marcel looked between them. “What did you do?”




Neris’s eyes returned to Marcel. “Emergency treatment.”




“Human medicine?”




“No.”




Marcel’s face changed with recognition of scale rather than fear. Daniel watched him connect the relay beneath his shirt, the speed of his recovery, the absence of ambulance tracks and the impossible woman standing beside him. Marcel looked toward the woods.




Marcel’s questions came in the practical sequence of a man testing the boundaries of a problem. There was a ship. It was where Daniel had been treated. Claire knew. Police, doctors and Earth governments did not. Nobody from Earth was expected to arrive with trucks and lights.




Daniel made the mistake of phrasing the last answer too precisely. Marcel caught it at once. Neris stepped between the sled and the damaged auger and entered the conversation as herself. “My people know I am here.” Marcel repeated the phrase, then absorbed the larger implication: there were more people like her, and some of them might eventually come.




“Possibly,” Neris said. Daniel watched Marcel fit that possibility into a world that had already changed several times in the past week. The cattle shifted in the yard. A chain rattled against a post. Somewhere behind the barn, Mabel struck the gate. Clang. ER said privately through Daniel’s earpiece, “One.”




Marcel’s eyes moved toward the sound. His gaze returned to Neris. “What are you?”




“Mephit.”




“That doesn’t help.”




“It is the correct answer.”




Marcel breathed out through his nose. “Fine. I don’t know what a mephit is.”




Neris waited. “But I know what someone looks like when they haven’t slept because they’re keeping a friend alive.”




Neris’s ears lowered. Marcel continued. “I know Daniel trusts you. I know the cattle follow you without panicking. I know you checked the chute alignment before I did.”




“That last point appears influential,” ER said through Daniel’s phone.




Marcel looked toward the sled. “You’re listening?”




“Yes.”




Marcel looked upward as though the ship might be in the clouds. “Do you listen all the time?”




“No.”




“Good.”




ER paused. “Your definition of all the time may differ from mine.”




Marcel stared at the phone. Daniel rubbed one hand over his face. “He’s working on boundaries.”




“I have boundaries.”




“Most are technical.”




Marcel looked at Neris again. “I’m not promising I understand any of this.”




“We do not require immediate understanding,” she said.




“I’m not promising I’m comfortable.”




“That would be unreasonable.”




“I’m promising I won’t tell anyone today.”




Daniel lifted his head. “Today?”




Marcel gave him a tired look. “I have a wife. She notices when I come home after meeting extraterrestrials.”




“You can’t tell her yet.”




“I know.”




The answer held irritation and loyalty. Marcel looked toward the house. “How long?”




Daniel glanced at Neris. She answered. “Unknown.”




“That’s going to become a problem.”




“Yes.”




“Especially if more ships come.”




“Yes.”




Marcel put his gloves back on. “Then figure it out before Edith figures out I’m hiding something.”




Daniel smiled. “That gives us about two days.”




“Optimistic.”




Marcel turned toward the hopper. “Show me the gate operation again.” Neris stepped beside him. The conversation ended because the work continued.




• • •




The formal corridor packet arrived while Marcel was still in the yard. ER interrupted through Daniel’s phone. “Priority protected-contact communication.” Neris’s head turned. Daniel heard significance tighten the precision in ER’s voice without turning it into alarm.




“Medical?” Neris asked. “No. Transit planning.”




Marcel looked between them. Daniel unfastened the sled strap. “We need to go inside.”




“You’re at forty-eight minutes,” Neris said.




“Good timing.”




“You cannot walk back.”




“I wasn’t planning to.”




Marcel looked at the gravity hopper. “I can finish.” Neris hesitated. The packet waited. The farm waited. Daniel watched her choose.




“Go,” Marcel said. “I know how to tighten bolts.”




Neris’s ears angled outward. “I did not imply otherwise.”




“You were about to check all of them.”




“Yes.”




Marcel waved toward the house. “Go talk to the universe.”




Neris drove Daniel back in the utility sled. The cold had reached beneath his coat by the time they entered. She removed his gloves, checked his fingers and made him drink warm water before allowing ER to open the packet. Daniel endured the sequence because arguing would delay the message. Neris settled beside him on the office bed. Her tail crossed his legs.




The projection formed above the desk. This packet carried more authorization seals than any previous communication. ER translated.



CONTROLLED RETURN CORRIDOR — PRELIMINARY PASSAGE TERMS


Daniel felt Neris become still.




The first section described an attempt to use the twelve-part phase signature captured by Takuhai to navigate the unmapped dimensional route, with Veyra transmitting a navigation beacon to provide a known reference from the Xianglume side. The Earth-side opening would not be generated fully by Xianglume. Distance, phase noise and the lack of permanent infrastructure made that impossible. Takuhai would need to create its own initial entry. The remaining resonator lattice could do that once. One attempt. Daniel read the line again.




“Once.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




“If it fails?”




“The lattice will probably not support a second full-power entry.”




“Probably?”




ER answered. “Post-attempt survivability is estimated below nine percent.”




“So once.”




“Yes.”




The next section described the far side. Veyra would maintain a phase reference beacon around the expected emergence region throughout Takuhai’s projected transit. The reference carried no communications traffic. It simply gave the ship something stable to navigate toward. Once Takuhai reached the emergence region, its transit envelope would distort the local dimensional field. Veyra’s array could detect that disturbance and automatically trigger the stronger field needed for emergence. Neris read ahead. Daniel watched her eyes move.




“What?”




“Duration.”




The translation appeared.



EXPECTED CAPTURE INTERVAL: APPROXIMATELY FOUR MINUTES, TWENTY SECONDS
EMERGENCE FIELD STABILIZATION: APPROXIMATELY FIFTY-SEVEN SECONDS


Daniel stared. “That’s not much.”




“It does not have to last for the crossing,” Neris said. “Only the reference does.”




“It is sufficient if the ship is prepared,” Neris said, her voice shifting into controlled courier precision.




Daniel looked at the projection. “They leave something on.”




“Yes,” ER said.




“The whole time?”




“Until we arrive or the recovery period ends.”




Daniel nodded slowly. “Like a porch light.”




Neris looked at the projection, then at him. “If that helps you understand it.”




“It does.”




ER continued with mass restrictions, power requirements, hull tolerances and environmental isolation. The ship would need to remove or disable damaged systems that could destabilize transit. Nonessential mass should be left behind. Earth-origin biological material could not be transported without protected-contact authorization. Daniel read that line before the next one appeared.



AUTHORIZED TRANSIT OCCUPANTS: COURIER VAEL; RESIDENT INTELLIGENCE ER
HUMAN PASSENGERS: NONE


The room became very quiet. Daniel looked at Neris. She was still reading, or at least pretending to. He turned toward the projection.




“Is that because I’m still healing, or because I’m human?”




ER did not answer immediately. Neris closed her eyes.




“Both,” ER said. “The corridor has not been modelled for human physiology.”




“The nanites can monitor me.”




“Monitoring injury is not equivalent to preventing it. Dimensional transition may affect neural activity, cellular phase coherence or nanite-host integration in ways we cannot predict.”




Neris opened her eyes. “And you are still healing. The transit forces could disrupt the pelvic repair or the lung tissue.”




Daniel held her gaze. “A healthy human?”




ER answered. “Survival cannot be estimated from available data.”




“So maybe.”




“Unknown does not mean likely.”




“It doesn’t mean impossible.”




“No,” Neris said.




Daniel looked back at the packet. He had never truly expected to leave Earth. The farm and the people woven through it—Claire, Marcel, Emily, his parents—existed here. Yet possibility had arrived before permission: a niece saying bring Daniel eventually, a return corridor, a ship. Now the packet drew its line around Neris and ER, leaving Daniel outside it. “Fine,” he said.




Neris’s ears flattened. “You do not mean that.”




“No.”




“Then do not say it.”




Daniel rested his head against the wall. “I don’t know what else to say.”




“You may say nothing.”




ER remained silent. The packet continued above them.



PRELIMINARY BEACON ACTIVATION: TWELVE TO FOURTEEN DAYS, PENDING CALIBRATION
TRANSIT COUNTDOWN: --:--:--


Neris shifted into technical questions: entry angle, phase synchronization, power reserves, expected hull load, resonator survival. She moved quickly. Too quickly. Daniel watched her retreat into work. “Stop,” he said.




Her voice stopped. The projection continued displaying the packet.




“What?”




“You’re doing that thing.”




“What thing?”




“Turning everything into a checklist so you don’t have to think about what it means.”




Her ears lowered. “The checklist is necessary.”




“I know.”




“Then why object?”




“I’m not objecting.”




“You are.”




Daniel reached for her paw. She let him take it but did not move closer. “We need the checklist,” he said. “We also need the other part.”




“What other part?”




“The part where you get to be glad.”




Her eyes moved toward him.




“You get to go home.”




“Possibly.”




“Your family knows you’re alive.”




“Yes.”




“ER can be repaired.”




“Potentially.”




“Stop qualifying everything.”




“It is accurate.”




“It’s hiding.”




Neris pulled her paw away. Daniel let her. She stood. Her tail swept behind her, knocking lightly against the edge of the desk. “You want me to celebrate a corridor that excludes you.”




“I want you to feel what you feel.”




“I feel many things.”




“Then don’t pick only the useful ones.”




Neris turned toward him. Her eyes were bright. “I am glad.” Daniel waited. “I am afraid.” He nodded. “I want to see my family.”




“Yes.”




“I want ER repaired.”




“Yes.”




“I want Takuhai home.”




“Yes.”




Her voice changed. “I do not want to leave you.”




Daniel’s breath caught. The office seemed smaller. Neris’s tail curled tightly around her own legs. “I do not know how to hold all of those things at once,” she said.




Daniel looked down at his hands. “Neither do I.”




For several seconds, the packet hovered above them, all technical language, mass limits and power thresholds, its procedures built around the possibility of loss. Daniel shifted on the bed and pain caught through his pelvis. Neris moved beside him before he could ask, one paw supporting his back while the other steadied the relay casing. The argument did not disappear, but neither did the instinct to care. Daniel leaned into her.




“Checklist,” he said.




Neris looked at him. “Together.”




Her ears lifted slightly. They moved to the kitchen table after lunch. Daniel sat in the high-backed chair with his left leg supported. Neris placed the corridor packet on the tablet. A sheet of paper lay between them.




Daniel drew four columns. Neris read the headings.




Must repair.




Must remove.




Must leave.




Daniel’s pen paused, then moved again and wrote the final heading.




Must decide.




Neris looked at the empty column. “Where do we begin?”




“Easy things.”




They started with resonator alignment, hull inspection, environmental seals, power distribution, navigation memory and medical supplies. ER added items. Neris corrected priorities. Daniel asked questions until he understood which words meant danger and which meant inconvenience.




The second column grew. Damaged cargo fixtures, sections of redundant hull plating, the farm battery bank and several Earth-made adapters no longer necessary after transmission were slated to be removed.




The third column was harder. Tools and spare materials were always difficult to leave behind. The long-baseline receiver equipment needed to stay. Neris noted down the food she had come to like and a chipped mug from Daniel’s kitchen that she had begun using without asking.




Daniel noticed when she wrote it. “You can take the mug.”




“Earth-origin material may require authorization.”




“It’s ceramic.”




“It contains biological residue.”




“Wash it.”




“That may not satisfy protocol.”




Daniel looked at ER’s speaker. “Can the mug immigrate?”




“Unknown.”




Neris’s ears moved.




Daniel wrote:



MUG — APPEAL IF NECESSARY


The maple-and-composite resonator cradle appeared under review. Daniel looked at the projection.




“That stays.”




“If mass limits require removal—”




“It’s holding the lattice.”




ER said, “The cradle remains structurally necessary during transit.”




Daniel relaxed. Neris touched the edge of the table. The cradle combined Daniel’s maple with the last suitable materials Takuhai could generate, warm Earth wood fitted around the Xianglume hardware. “The maple goes,” Daniel said.




“Yes.”




ER added, “It has not completed immigration forms.”




“Tell it to declare itself household.”




“Household is not recognized as a customs category.”




“Seems like a system flaw.”




Neris looked down at the paper. Her muzzle shifted into a small smile.




Daniel wrote beneath the cradle:



AUTHORIZED BY NECESSITY


The fourth column held several open questions—departure date, final disclosures, Daniel’s care after Neris left, farm arrangements and communication after transit. Whether the household could remain a household across universes. No one wrote that line.




ER interrupted. “The protected-contact packet includes an immediate disclosure restriction.”




Neris reopened the formal terms. The language translated. No additional humans were to be informed without urgent necessity or explicit authorization. Daniel stared.




“Bit late.”




“Claire and Marcel are already disclosed,” Neris said.




“Marcel isn’t.”




The network record still classified him as partial knowledge. He had now met Neris. He had spoken to ER. He had learned about Takuhai and the medical intervention. Neris closed her eyes briefly.




“I must update the authority.”




“You didn’t tell him for fun.”




“That may not affect the assessment.”




“He came because I nearly died.”




“Yes.”




“He saw you because hiding you would’ve meant letting him work the farm while you stayed inside.”




“Yes.”




“He already knew something was wrong.”




“Yes.”




Daniel placed his hand over hers. “Then tell them exactly that.”




Neris prepared the report, recording Marcel’s full name, his relationship to Daniel, why he had been present, and what he had seen and heard. She included his awareness of the nonhuman medical intervention and the basis for trusting him.




Daniel stopped at the final field. “Trust assessment.”




Neris looked at him. “What do I write?”




“That he kept working.”




“That is not an assessment.”




“For Marcel, it is.”




Neris waited. Daniel continued. “He was scared and did not pretend otherwise. He asked practical questions, took no pictures, called no one, and helped install the new feed system.”




ER added: “Marcel also prioritized Daniel’s welfare before requesting explanation.”




Neris wrote:



BEHAVIOURAL TRUST INDICATORS: STRONG
MOTIVE FOR DISCLOSURE: UNPLANNED, PRACTICALLY NECESSARY
CURRENT RISK OF VOLUNTARY PUBLIC EXPOSURE: LOW


They sent it.




The acknowledgment returned within six minutes.



ADDITIONAL LOCAL INDIVIDUAL RECORDED
TRUST ASSESSMENT REQUIRED


Daniel looked at Neris. “That was already in the report.”




“It means further review.”




“Do they send everything twice?”




“Redundancy is useful.”




“Bureaucracy.”




“Protected-contact administration.”




“Better advertising.”




Neris’s tail curled around his chair leg. In the afternoon, Daniel decided to walk to the porch. Neris said no. Daniel said he had walked farther aboard Takuhai. Neris said the farmhouse floor was uneven. Daniel said floors did not become more even by avoiding them.




ER provided a projected safe range. Daniel chose the lower end. Neris agreed under protest. He used the support frame from the office to the kitchen. He stopped, breathed, and continued to the back door. The porch stood three steps below.




Neris had added a temporary ramp. Daniel looked at it. “You built too many ramps.”




“You have encountered too many elevation changes.”




He moved down slowly until cold air reached his face. The yard lay beneath late-afternoon light: Marcel had gone, the gravity hopper stood beside the bin, the old auger remained chained, and Mabel watched from the gate. Daniel reached the porch chair and sat, his arms shaking from the effort. Neris stood beside him with one paw on his shoulder and her tail wrapped lightly around his waist.




“You did it,” she said.




“Porch.”




“Yes.”




“Not the moon.”




“The moon would require additional authorization,” Neris said.




Daniel looked at her. “You’ve been spending too much time with ER.”




“That joke was mine.”




“That’s what worries me.”




Mabel struck the panel. Clang. “One,” ER said through the relay.




Daniel lifted his hand. Mabel struck again. The return to the office was harder. Daniel made it through the door. Across the kitchen. Halfway down the hall. Weakness rather than pain finally stopped his left leg from cooperating. The frame tilted. Neris caught him with her arm and tail before his knee reached the floor. Daniel gripped the rail.




“I’m fine.”




“No.”




“Give me a second.”




“No.”




She lowered him into the chair she had placed against the wall for exactly this possibility. Daniel sat breathing too fast. Anger rose before fear.




“I had it.”




“You did not.”




“I was almost there.”




“You were falling.”




“I can recover.”




“Your body is already recovering from injuries that should have killed you.”




“I know.”




“Then behave as though you know.”




Daniel looked away. The hallway blurred from helplessness sharpened into humiliation, not dizziness. Neris crouched in front of him. Her paws rested on his knees. Daniel kept his gaze on the floor. “I should be helping you fix the ship.”




“You are.”




“I’m sitting in hallways.”




“You worked out what we could leave behind, what Takuhai still needs, and how the farm keeps running after I go.”




“That’s talking.”




“It is still work that you can do while you are healing.”




“Healing feels suspiciously like lying down.”




“You perform it with unnecessary resistance.”




Daniel closed his eyes. Neris’s voice softened. “You are not less part of the work because your task is healing.”




“It doesn’t feel like work.”




“Feelings are not always accurate measurements.”




He opened his eyes. “You and ER are sharing phrases now.”




“I used it first.”




“I dispute that,” ER said.




Daniel laughed once. The pain beneath his ribs reminded him to stop. Neris’s ears lowered. Daniel placed one hand against the side of her face. “I hate this.”




“I know.”




“I hate needing everyone.”




“That is unfortunate.” He stared at her. Neris continued. “Because everyone intends to continue offering support.” Her tail tightened around the chair. Daniel’s hand moved behind her neck. He drew her closer until her forehead rested against his.




• • •




That night, they slept in the upstairs bedroom. Daniel had resisted the stairs until ER approved one assisted ascent and one descent per day. Neris stood behind him on every step, her arm around his waist and her tail braced beneath his hips. It took seven minutes. Daniel did not ask ER for the exact time.




The bedroom felt colder than the office. More familiar. Neris helped him change, fastened the medical relay beneath his sleep shirt and arranged the pillows around his left side. She placed the packed bag beside the dresser.




They lay down together. Neris rested with her back against his chest. Daniel’s arm circled her waist. Her paw covered his hand. The position required care around his ribs, but less than it had days before. The nanites worked quietly inside him.




The farmhouse settled. ER remained present through the bedside speaker. Daniel looked toward the dark window. “How long will it take once you leave?”




Neris was quiet for a moment. “ER estimates about ten to fifteen days.”




Daniel’s arm tightened slightly around her waist. “Two weeks in the corridor?”




“Yes.”




“And you’re in there the whole time.”




“Yes.”




He watched the reflection of the room in the glass. “Can you contact anyone?”




“Not while Takuhai is in transit. The ship’s envelope isolates us from the communication route.”




“Once you disappear, I don’t hear from you until you come out.”




Neris’s paw tightened over his hand. “If the transit proceeds as expected.”




Daniel was silent. “And when you come out?”




“We should emerge within Xianglume’s monitored region. Once ER confirms our position and the ship can transmit safely, we contact home.”




“How long after emergence?”




“I don’t know.”




He looked at her. Neris turned enough to see him. “It may be immediate. It may take time if Takuhai needs repairs or if our position has to be verified. This route has never been flown from Earth.”




Daniel absorbed that. “And if you don’t emerge?”




Neris turned fully in his arms. Her face remained close to his. “Then there will be no message.”




“The silence will be worse.”




Her ears lowered. “Than watching us leave?”




“I’ll see you get into the ship. I’ll see you take off. After that, I can’t know what’s happening until I do, if I do.”




“People on Xianglume will be waiting for us.”




“I know.”




“ER will be with me.”




“I know that too.”




His hand rested at her waist, warm fur beneath his palm and the steady movement of her breathing against him. “If something goes wrong in there, there’s nothing anyone can do.”




“No.”




Daniel let out a slow breath. “I can’t ask you to tell me it’s safe.”




“It is not safe.”




“I know.”




“The route is still poorly characterized from this side. Takuhai remains damaged, and ER will have fewer recovery options than he would under normal operating conditions.”




“I know.”




Neris studied him. “Then what are you asking?”




Daniel touched the side of her face. “I’m not asking for safe.” She waited. “I’m asking for true.” Her eyes closed briefly. When they opened again, she said, “I will do everything I can to get us home.” Daniel’s thumb moved beneath her eye. “That’s true.”




“Yes.”




He hesitated, then added, “And after that?”




Neris understood the question. “I will try to come back.”




Something in his expression eased, though not much. “That’s true too.”




“Yes.”




Her paw rose to his face and traced the edge of his beard. Daniel’s hand moved along her waist to the small of her back until their foreheads touched. Neris’s breath warmed his mouth. For a moment the distance between them was almost nothing. They stopped there.




The decision to leave was already present in the packed bag beside the dresser, in the work still waiting aboard Takuhai, and now in the twelve days neither of them could make shorter. Daniel did not want their first kiss to become a way of pretending that departure was not coming. Neris seemed to understand. She turned her muzzle and pressed it against his cheek. Daniel kissed the fur beneath her eye. Her tail tightened around them, and they stayed close.




“Not yet,” she whispered.




“No.”




The answer did not mean rejection. It meant the moment mattered enough not to use carelessly.




• • •




Before dawn, ER woke them. The bedroom remained dark. The bedside tablet brightened. “Initial corridor schedule complete.”




Daniel’s arm tightened around Neris. She reached for the tablet but did not leave his embrace.




The projection opened above them.



PRELIMINARY BEACON ACTIVATION: 8 DAYS, 20 HOURS
HUMAN PASSENGER AUTHORIZATION: NONE


The numbers glowed in the darkness. Eight days. Twenty hours. The first real measure of what remained. Daniel looked at Neris. She looked at the countdown. Neither spoke.




ER opened the household log.



RETURN CORRIDOR: PREPARATION AUTHORIZED
LOCAL DISCLOSURES: THREE HUMANS


The next line appeared.



DANIEL MERCER: EARTHBOUND


Daniel’s hand tightened over Neris’s. Her tail drew them closer beneath the blankets.




ER paused.




The final entry formed.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: COUNTING


Outside, winter pressed against the farmhouse windows. Inside, the countdown continued. Daniel held Neris against him. Neither slept.






Chapter 29 - The Sister at the Door


The countdown had changed the farmhouse without moving anything. It lived in the packed tool case beside the dresser. In the lists on the kitchen table. In the sections of Takuhai’s damaged fabrication assembly that Neris had marked for removal. In the way Daniel noticed every ordinary morning as though it had become numbered.



8 DAYS, 18 HOURS


The figure glowed on the bedside tablet while Neris slept with her back against his chest. Daniel lay awake behind her. His arm rested around her waist. One of her paws covered his hand, and her tail lay across both their legs in a heavy sweep of warmth.




Outside, wind moved snow against the bedroom window. Inside, the portable medical relay blinked green beneath Daniel’s sleep shirt. His body was healing. ER said so regularly enough that the phrase had begun to sound like an accusation.




Daniel could now cross the bedroom using the support frame. He could manage the stairs once a day if Neris stood behind him, one arm around his waist and her tail braced beneath his hips. He could stand long enough to make coffee, provided someone else carried the cup. He could not feed cattle. He could not lift hay. He could not repair the ship. He could not follow Neris through the corridor. The countdown continued whether he watched it or not.




Neris shifted in his arms. Her ears moved first. Her paw tightened over his hand.




“You are awake,” she said.




“So are you.”




“I am now.”




Daniel pressed his face lightly into the fur at the back of her head. “You were monitoring my breathing.”




“I was asleep.”




“You changed position when it changed.”




“That can occur during sleep.”




“ER?” The bedside speaker remained silent. Daniel waited. “ER.”




“I decline to participate.”




Neris’s tail tightened around Daniel’s ankles. “Wise,” she said.




Daniel looked at the countdown. “Eight days.”




Neris did not turn toward it. “Yes.”




Neris’s paw moved slowly across the back of his hand. “Daniel.” He knew the warning in her voice: do not build hope from a number, mistake feasibility for safety or turn a corridor into a promise. “I know,” he said.




She relaxed slightly. The phone on the bedside table rang.



Claire.


Daniel stared at the name. “It’s six thirty,” he said.




Neris looked at the window.




“It is later in Toronto.”




“Not enough later.”




The phone rang again. Daniel answered. Claire appeared already dressed for work, though she was not in her office. A travel bag stood behind her near the door. Daniel looked at it.




“No.”




“Good morning to you too.”




“You’re not leaving today.”




“I am.”




“You said tomorrow.”




“The weather forecast changed.”




Daniel glanced toward the window. Snow continued brushing the glass in thin dry lines. “What weather?”




“The system coming down from James Bay. The road conditions are expected to deteriorate tonight.”




ER said through the bedside speaker, “The forecast supports Claire’s assessment.”




Claire’s eyes narrowed. “Is that ER?”




“Yes.”




“Good. At least someone in that house respects evidence.”




Daniel shifted against the pillows. Claire’s decision to arrive between three and four that afternoon left Daniel with less preparation time than he considered acceptable. Claire reminded him that hiding a near-fatal accident and an extraterrestrial had exhausted whatever authority he once possessed over her scheduling.




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel saw it in profile. “You’re enjoying this.”




“No,” she said.




Claire leaned closer to the camera. “Is Neris there?”




“Yes.”




“Tell her I’ll be careful on the lane.”




Neris answered directly and warned Claire about the narrow southern curve after the second stand of spruce, the loss of reliable cellular coverage beyond the county road and the need to call before that point. She also verified winter supplies with the seriousness of a flight checklist: shovel, tow strap, blankets, water and the rest of the ordinary equipment northern roads could turn from optional to necessary without warning. Claire answered each item, increasingly aware that meeting Neris had apparently begun before she reached the farm.




Claire paused. “I have coffee.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “That is not water.”




“I’ll buy water.”




“Good.”




Daniel watched the exchange. Claire looked back at him.




“I’ll see you this afternoon.”




“Drive carefully.”




“I intend to.”




The call ended. Daniel stared at the dark phone screen. Neris turned in his arms. “Your heart rate has increased.”




“My sister’s coming.”




“This was already planned.”




“Tomorrow.”




“One more day won’t change what happens,” Neris said.




“It changes how much time we have before it happens.”




ER said, “Daniel is correct.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Finally.”




“About the calendar,” ER said.




Neris sat up. The blanket slid from her shoulders. Her fur had flattened along one side during sleep. The white marking across her shoulder looked uneven where the winter coat had begun to dry and separate. Daniel noticed a small tangle near the base of her neck. Neris noticed him noticing.




“What?”




“You need brushing.”




Her ears tilted back. “You need a haircut.”




Daniel touched the side of his head. His hair had grown past the point he usually tolerated. It curled unevenly around his ears and at the back of his neck. His beard had become rough along the edges during the days aboard Takuhai.




“Claire’s seen me worse.”




“So has Marcel.”




“That’s not an argument.”




“You are concerned about appearing presentable.”




“I’m concerned about appearing alive.”




“You currently appear alive.”




“Barely.”




Neris studied him. “Then we will improve the appearance.”




Daniel raised an eyebrow. “You’ve cut human hair before?”




“No.”




“That feels relevant.”




“I have reviewed instructional material.”




“How much?”




“Six recordings.”




ER added, “Two were judged unreliable.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Which two?”




“The ones you would have preferred.”




Neris climbed out of bed. Her tail dragged warmly across Daniel’s legs before leaving them exposed to the cooler room. She reached for her grooming case. Daniel looked at the flattened fur along her back.




“Mutual.”




She paused. “What?”




“You fix mine, I fix yours.”




Neris looked over her shoulder. Daniel pointed toward the tangle at her neck. “You’ve been sleeping in medical bays, tractors and chairs for a week.”




“So have you.”




“I don’t have a tail collecting half the farm.”




Her tail lifted from the floor. “It does not collect half the farm.”




“There was straw in it yesterday.”




“One piece.”




“Three.”




“Two.”




“ER?”




“I did not inventory the straw.”




Daniel smiled. Neris narrowed her eyes.




“Breakfast first.”




“Haircut first.”




“You require food before remaining upright for an extended period.”




“Then bring toast.”




“You cannot eat while I cut your hair.”




“Why not?”




“Because you move when chewing.”




“That sounds invented.”




“It is observable.”




ER said, “Neris is correct.”




Daniel sighed. “Breakfast.”




The farmhouse became increasingly unreasonable as the morning progressed. Daniel wanted Claire’s room checked. Neris had already changed the sheets. He wanted the porch swept. Neris had cleared it before dawn. He wanted the kitchen table moved slightly farther from the wall so Claire’s chair would not catch the edge of the rug. Neris asked why Claire could not move the chair herself. Daniel said she had missed the point. Neris asked what the point was.




Daniel could not answer without admitting that the position of a chair felt like one of the few things left under his control. Instead, he attempted to carry a stack of clean towels upstairs. Neris intercepted him in the hallway. Her gaze moved from the towels to the support frame, then to him.




“They weigh less than the medical frame,” Daniel said.




“That does not make them medically advisable.”




“They’re towels.”




“You nearly died because you believed familiarity made machinery harmless. I will not lose you to laundry.”




Daniel stared at her. “That’s dramatic.”




“You are standing unsupported while carrying objects.”




“I’m leaning on the wall.”




“The wall is not a medical device.”




“It’s load-bearing.”




Neris took the towels. Daniel held on. She looked down at his hand. He released them. “This is humiliating.”




“This is fabric.”




“The situation.”




Neris placed the towels on the stair rail. She put one paw against Daniel’s chest, directly over the medical relay. “You are preparing for Claire by attempting to appear less injured than you are.”




“I’m preparing the house.”




“You are doing both.”




Daniel looked away. Neris’s voice softened. “She is coming because she already knows you were injured.”




“She doesn’t know what it looks like.”




“No.”




“She’ll worry.”




“Yes.”




“I don’t want her to.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “That is not available to you.” Daniel met her eyes. “She loves you,” Neris said. “She will worry.”




He let out a slow breath. Neris picked up the towels again. “You may supervise their placement.”




“That sounds like pity.”




“It is delegation.”




“ER?”




“Delegation is an established management practice.”




Daniel pointed toward the ceiling. “You are both enjoying this.” Neither answered.




The grooming began in the upstairs bedroom after breakfast. Neris closed the door against the colder hall and increased the heat slightly. She laid her grooming case on the dresser, then removed several small bottles, two brushes and a wide-toothed comb. Daniel sat in the supportive chair near the bed with the medical frame beside him and a towel over his lap. Neris held up a dark bottle. The label meant nothing to Daniel, but the scent did: citrus first, with the softer dark-chocolate note of saleth beneath it.




The smell had once belonged to Takuhai. Later the smell belonged to Neris’s fur after long repair days, then to the farmhouse bathroom and the pillow beside Daniel’s. Now it belonged nowhere separately. It meant her. It meant home before he decided which home. “Your coat is dry,” Daniel said.




“The medical-bay atmosphere has lower humidity than the farmhouse.”




“And you haven’t had time.”




Neris looked at the brushes. “No.” Daniel knew why. For days, every hour had been divided between his care, the cattle, corridor preparation and ER’s reduced systems. Neris had maintained what was necessary. Her own comfort had not qualified.




She unfolded a simple grooming wrap from the case. The dark fabric covered her chest and hips while leaving the fur along her shoulders, back and sides accessible. She changed in the bathroom, then returned and sat on the edge of the bed with her back to Daniel. Her tail curved along the floor.




Daniel looked at the bottle in his hand. “How much?”




“A small amount.”




“That isn’t a measurement.”




“You object to measurements.”




“I object when ER uses them against me.”




“Three drops for each shoulder section.”




Daniel removed the stopper. The bottle released a stronger wave of saleth. He tipped it carefully. Five drops landed in his palm. Neris looked over her shoulder. “That was not three.”




“They came quickly.”




“Oil obeys gravity.”




“Farm measurement.”




“You cannot estimate fur oil by handful.”




“It’s not a handful.”




“It is already excessive.”




Daniel rubbed his palms together. “We’ll distribute it.”




Neris’s ears tilted back. “Across which animal?”




Daniel laughed. Pain tugged at his ribs. Neris turned halfway.




“Stop.”




“I’m fine.”




“That statement remains unreliable.”




She settled again. Daniel placed both hands on her shoulders. The fur was dense beneath his palms. Dry at the outer layer, warmer and softer underneath. He worked the oil through slowly, following the direction of the coat. The white fur across her shoulders absorbed it differently from the black, taking on a subtle sheen beneath the morning light.




Neris showed him how to separate the longer guard hairs without pulling the undercoat. Daniel learned the pressure. Too light and the brush skimmed without reaching the dry fur beneath. Too hard and Neris’s shoulders tightened. He adjusted until she relaxed. The brush moved from the base of her neck across one shoulder to the next. Down the centre of her back.




Neris’s posture gradually changed. Her ears loosened. Her breathing deepened. The tail resting along the floor shifted closer to Daniel’s chair. “You can tell me if I’m pulling.”




“I will.”




“You haven’t.”




“You are not pulling.”




Daniel worked through a small knot near her shoulder blade. Neris’s head lowered slightly. “Sensitive?”




“No.”




“Liar.”




“It is not painful.”




“That wasn’t the question.”




Her ears turned toward him. Daniel used his fingers to loosen the tangle before drawing the wide comb through it. Neris exhaled. “Better?”




“Yes.”




He continued along her sides. The grooming wrap kept the scene practical, but the intimacy had little to do with what was covered. Daniel knew the shape beneath his hands now. The narrow line of her waist. The subtle curve where her back met her hips. The way she held tension on the right side when she had overused the old shoulder injury. He paused there. “This still hurts.”




“Not significantly.”




“You’re compensating.”




“I am functional.”




“That’s not the same as fine.”




Neris turned her head enough to look at him. “You use that phrase frequently.”




“Because you do.”




Daniel worked more gently over the area. The saleth scent quietly filled the bedroom. Snowlight moved across the floor. The countdown continued unseen on the bedside tablet. Neris’s tail touched Daniel’s boot, then curled around one leg of the chair. He looked down.




“You know this thing makes its own decisions.”




“It receives insufficient supervision.”




“From you?”




“From everyone.”




The tail tightened. Daniel smiled. When the fur along Neris’s back lay smooth and dark beneath the light, he turned his attention to the tail. It took both hands to lift it comfortably across his lap. The weight settled over his thighs. Neris shifted sideways on the bed so she could watch him.




The trust of it no longer required explanation. Months ago—weeks, Daniel corrected himself—it would have been a formal permission. Now Neris simply arranged the tail where he could reach it and passed him the correct brush. Daniel divided the fur into sections. The outer coat held traces of winter: fine dust, one fragment of hay and a burr small enough to hide near the underside. Daniel held it up.




“One piece of straw?”




“That is not straw.”




“It came from the farm.”




“You are arguing a different point.”




“Three pieces yesterday.”




“Unverified.”




He returned to the brush. The dense tail fur responded to the oil quickly, lifting and separating until the white markings became cleaner and the black took on a soft sheen. Neris watched his hands. Her eyes had grown heavy. At one difficult tangle near the lower third, Daniel paused.




“Continue,” she said.




He looked at her. “You didn’t see my face.”




“I felt you stop.”




“That doesn’t answer whether it hurts.”




“It does not.”




Daniel loosened the knot with his fingers. Neris’s tail curled around his wrist. He waited. The grip relaxed. He drew the brush through. Neris’s ears lowered in relief. By the time he finished, the tail filled most of his lap and part of the chair beside him. Daniel ran one hand lightly over the fur to check the distribution. Soft. Warm. Familiar. Neris looked at him.




“Better?”




Daniel’s hand rested on her shoulder. “You smell like home.” The words left before he measured them. Neris became very still. Daniel felt the shift beneath his palm. He could have corrected himself. Which home. A home. The farmhouse. Xianglume. Her. None of the corrections would have made the truth smaller.




Neris leaned backward. Daniel opened his arm. She settled carefully against his chest, avoiding the relay and healing ribs. Her tail remained across his lap, curling around both of them. She did not ask which home he meant. Daniel rested his cheek against the top of her head. They stayed that way until the oil cooled against his hands.




Neris stood. “Your turn.”




Daniel looked at the small scissors on the dresser. “I’ve changed my mind.”




“No.”




“Mutual grooming was a suggestion.”




“It was an agreement.”




“I don’t remember signing anything.”




“ER recorded verbal consent.”




ER’s voice came from the bedside speaker. “I did not record the exchange.”




Daniel looked toward it. “Thank you.”




“I remember it.”




“That’s worse.”




Neris placed the kitchen chair near the window where the light was strongest. Daniel sat with a towel around his shoulders. The support frame remained within reach. Neris stood behind him holding ordinary scissors in one paw and a compact grooming device from Takuhai in the other. Daniel watched her reflection in the dresser mirror. “What does that do?”




“Trims.”




“Hair?”




“Material.”




“That’s broad.”




“It has adjustable depth control.”




“Human setting?”




“I calibrated it.”




“On what?”




Neris picked up a lock of hair from the back of his head. “Observation.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “ER.”




“The device will not contact skin at the selected depth.”




“That isn’t the same as a good haircut.”




“Cosmetic outcome remains subjective.”




Daniel tried to turn. Neris placed one paw against his jaw and returned his face to the mirror. “Hold still.”




“You’ve never cut human hair.”




“I have reviewed six recordings.”




“Two unreliable.”




“They were entertaining.”




“That’s not comforting.”




Neris began at the back of his neck. The grooming device hummed softly. Daniel felt it pass through the longest uneven sections. Nothing fell for the first few seconds. A dark curl landed on the towel. He watched Neris’s expression instead of the blade. She concentrated with the same intensity she used when aligning the resonator. Her ears angled toward the sound. Her eyes followed each line. She stepped back frequently. Too frequently.




“What?”




“Symmetry.”




“Do I have it?”




“Less than expected.”




Daniel looked at the mirror. “I’m sitting crooked.”




“I accounted for posture.”




“Maybe don’t.”




Neris rested her paw on the top of his head and tilted it slightly. Daniel obeyed. The scissors moved near his right ear. He remained still. Neris leaned closer. The soft front of her grooming wrap brushed his shoulder through his shirt. Her breath touched his temple. Daniel watched her eyes in the mirror.




“You’re very serious.”




“Sharp tools near your head require attention.”




“You say that as though this was my idea.”




“It was.”




The scissors clicked.




A lock fell. Neris moved to the other side. Daniel tried to inspect the first ear. Her paw returned to his jaw.




“Do not move.”




“I’m checking.”




“You are interfering.”




“I have a professional interest.”




“You are the material.”




“That doesn’t reduce my interest.”




ER said, “Movement has increased the asymmetry by approximately three millimetres.”




Daniel froze. Neris’s muzzle shifted. “You planned that.”




“I did not.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Traitor.”




“I provided measurement.”




Neris trimmed the hair around his ears, then softened the line at the back of his neck. She changed tools for the longer section on top, using her fingers to judge length. Daniel watched the dark strands fall onto the towel. Some were grey. More than he remembered. Neris noticed him looking. “You dislike the colour?”




“No.”




“You looked concerned.”




“I’m forty-two.”




“Yes.”




“That’s all.”




Neris examined the hair between her fingers. “The lighter strands are distinct.”




“Polite.”




“They are attractive.”




Daniel looked up at her reflection. Neris continued cutting as though she had made an engineering observation. His face warmed. When the hair was finished, Neris moved to the beard. Daniel raised one hand.




“Shape stays.”




“Yes.”




“Don’t make it too neat.”




“Why?”




“I’ll look like Claire.”




Neris tilted her head. “Claire has a beard?”




“No.”




“Then the risk appears low.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “Just clean the edges.”




Neris used the small scissors along his jaw. Her paw held his chin. Daniel opened his eyes again. The mirror showed them together. Neris standing close behind him, recently groomed fur catching the light. Daniel beneath her paws, unable to stand for long but trusting her with a blade at his throat. The image had no place in the life he understood before she arrived. Now it looked ordinary. Neris brushed loose hair from the back of his neck with her fingers. The touch lingered.




Daniel looked at himself. The haircut was not professional, and one side might have been slightly shorter, but the beard remained his. He looked less like a man who had spent a week being repaired by alien machines and more like himself.




“I look less like I’ve been living alone in the woods.”




“You have been living with me in the woods.”




“That apparently improves the haircut.”




Neris removed the towel. Loose hair scattered across the floor. Daniel touched the back of his neck. “Not bad.”




“That is insufficient praise.”




“Very not bad.”




Her ears angled outward. Daniel reached for her wrist. The freshly brushed fur felt smoother beneath his fingers. The same saleth scent clung faintly to his hair and shirt. He looked up at her. “Ready for Claire?”




“No.”




“Good. Me neither.”




Neris leaned down. Their foreheads touched. The moment remained quiet: neither a near kiss nor a postponement, only a pause in which both looked more prepared than they felt.




• • •




By noon, the house was clean enough that Daniel began inventing problems. The chairs were wrong. The guest-room lamp was too dim. Claire might need another blanket. The downstairs bathroom contained a ship-manufactured support rail that looked suspiciously unfamiliar. Neris pointed out that Claire already knew aliens existed. Daniel said knowing aliens existed was different from using their bathroom hardware.




ER announced that the relay signal in the guest room was adequate. Daniel asked why ER required a signal in Claire’s room. ER said he did not. Daniel told him not to test it again. At one thirty, Claire called from the county road. The weather had begun to worsen. Low clouds pressed over the trees. Fine snow moved sideways across the lane. Neris put on Daniel’s modified winter coat and stepped into her farm boots. Daniel reached for his own coat.




“No,” she said.




“I’m meeting her outside.”




“No.”




“It’s my sister.”




“The porch is icy.”




“I can stand inside the door.”




“You may stand inside the door with the support frame.”




“That is not greeting someone.”




“It is exactly greeting someone, except indoors.”




Daniel looked toward the phone. “ER?”




“Neris is correct.”




“You’ve become predictable.”




“Medical recommendations frequently are.”




Daniel stood inside the back door with the support frame. The portable relay rested beneath his shirt. Neris went outside. Her dark shape moved through the snow toward the lane. The wind caught her tail and spread the long fur behind her before she pulled it closer to her legs. A grey rental car appeared between the spruce. It slowed at the first curve. Neris raised one arm and guided it toward the cleared space beside the porch. Claire parked.




For several seconds, she remained inside. Daniel watched through the glass. Claire had already seen Neris on a screen. A screen had not shown scale. Or the way Neris occupied winter. Snow collected along her ears and shoulders. Her breath clouded in the air. Her tail curved behind her, too real to be costume and too expressive to be ignored. Claire opened the car door.




She stepped out wearing a long dark coat and boots better suited to Toronto sidewalks than Moose River snow. Neris moved toward the trunk. Claire looked at her. “You’re taller than you looked on the phone.”




Neris stopped. “You are shorter.”




Claire stared. Neris’s ears shifted. “I was attempting equivalent observation.”




Claire’s mouth opened, then closed. A laugh escaped her. Small. Surprised. “Right,” she said. “Good start.”




Neris took one of the bags. Claire held on to the other. “I can carry something.”




“As you wish.”




They walked toward the house together. At the porch, Claire saw Daniel through the glass. Her expression changed. She climbed the steps quickly. Neris reached for her arm when one boot slipped. Claire caught the railing.




“I’m fine.”




“That statement is unreliable in this household,” Neris said.




Daniel closed his eyes as Claire came into the kitchen, bringing a wash of cold air with her. She set down her bag with unusual care and crossed the room without saying anything.




Daniel had expected anger, or at least questions. Instead, she carefully wrapped her arms around him. He let go of the support frame with one hand and held her as firmly as he could. With her face against his shoulder, she felt smaller than he remembered. Or perhaps he was simply less solid than he had been.




When Claire stepped back, she studied him: the haircut, the thinner face, the way he guarded his weight. Her gaze lingered on the medical relay beneath his shirt before dropping to the support frame.




For a moment, neither of them spoke.




“You look terrible,” she said.




“Less terrible than this morning.”




Claire looked at his hair. “You nearly die and suddenly start making an effort?”




Daniel glanced at Neris. “I had help.”




Claire followed his gaze. Neris stood near the door holding the travel bag. Her freshly groomed fur carried a soft sheen. Saleth warmed the cold air entering behind her. Claire saw the look they shared. She turned back to Daniel. “Sit down.”




“I’m already standing.”




“Which appears to be a temporary condition.”




“She is perceptive,” Neris said.




Daniel lowered himself into the kitchen chair. Claire remained standing. Anger arrived now. Quietly. It tightened her face and made each word precise. “Why didn’t you call me?”




“There wasn’t time.”




“After.”




“I was unconscious.”




“After that.”




“I was busy.”




“Being unconscious?”




“Recovering.”




Claire looked toward Neris. “What happened?”




Neris set down the bag. “The feed-auger drive housing failed under load. It separated from the mount and struck Daniel across the left side.”




Claire’s eyes returned to Daniel. “How badly?”




He answered before Neris could. “Broken ribs, lung injury, pelvic fractures and internal bleeding.”




Claire sat. The anger did not disappear. It reorganized around fear. “And no one called an ambulance.”




“No,” Neris said.




Claire looked at her. “You decided that?”




“Yes.”




The single word held no apology. Claire leaned forward. “Why?”




Neris remained standing across the table. “The nearest emergency response was estimated between forty-six and sixty-two minutes. Transport to a surgical facility would have required approximately two additional hours. Daniel’s internal bleeding and lung injury were progressing too quickly.”




“You couldn’t call while treating him?”




Neris’s ears lowered. Neris explained why calling conventional responders had not been a possible alternative. Once treatment began, moving Daniel increased risk; waiting for an ambulance and surgical transfer was likely to kill him; calling responders to the farm would also force immediate access and explanations they were not prepared to provide. ER had modelled the response times and injury and treatment probabilities. Daniel had previously established a directive permitting Neris to use the nanites if he could not answer and death was otherwise probable.




Claire turned to the shipboard intelligence and then back to Daniel. “You gave permission?” He had—before the accident, not for a named alien procedure but for emergency judgment if he could not answer and death was otherwise probable.




“Did you understand what that meant?” Claire asked. “No.” Daniel looked toward Neris. “Neither did they.” The uncertainty did not invalidate the consent; it made clear how little any of them had been able to know in advance.




Neris added that Daniel had briefly regained consciousness and reaffirmed the directive before the intervention. Claire heard the injuries again—crush trauma, internal bleeding—and this time the list had a decision attached to it.




“Yes.”




“Possibly in shock.”




“Yes.”




“And you treated that as consent?”




Neris did not move. “No. I treated it as confirmation of a prior decision made while he was capable of understanding the uncertainty.”




Claire’s anger focused on her. Daniel saw Neris accept—not submit to—the fact that Claire had earned the right to be afraid.




Claire asked, “What exactly did you put inside him?”




“Medical nanites.”




“Machines.”




“Yes.”




“Alive?”




“No.”




“Intelligent?”




“Not individually.”




“Can they be removed?”




“No,” Daniel said.




Claire turned. The word had been too fast. She saw it. “What do you mean, no?”




“They’ve integrated.”




“With what?”




Daniel looked at Neris. She answered. “His immune system, bone marrow, peripheral nerves, metabolic regulation and cardiovascular monitoring.”




Claire stared at him. The room became very still. Daniel held her gaze. “I’m alive because she did it.”




Claire looked back at Neris. “You decided not to call anyone.”




“Yes.”




“And he’s comfortable with that?”




Daniel answered. “I’m alive because she did.”




“That isn’t the same as being comfortable.”




“No.”




Claire looked down at her hands. When she spoke again, her voice was quieter. “I don’t know what I’m supposed to do with this.”




Neris sat across from her. “You are not required to approve.”




Claire looked up. “I’m his sister.”




“Yes.”




“I should have been called.”




“Yes.”




“You still wouldn’t have called me.”




“No.”




“Because there wasn’t time.”




“Yes.”




Claire’s eyes filled. She blinked the tears away angrily. Daniel reached across the table. Claire took his hand. Her fingers felt cold. “I’m sorry,” he said.




“For what?”




“For you finding out through a video call after everything was over.”




“That’s not enough.”




“I know.”




She squeezed his hand. It hurt slightly. Daniel did not mention it. Claire looked toward the speaker. “ER.”




“Yes.”




“Are you recording this?”




“No.”




“How much do you record?”




“Enough to make that question reasonable.”




Claire frowned. “Can you lie?”




“Yes.”




Daniel watched her absorb that answer. A denial would have been easier. Claire asked, “Why would you tell me that?”




“Because claiming incapacity for deception would not establish trust. Personhood includes the ability to misrepresent. Trust depends on restraint, transparency and accountability.”




Claire looked toward Neris. “He always talks like this?”




“Frequently.”




“I adjust language to context.”




Daniel said, “This is adjusted.”




Claire returned her attention to the speaker. “Do you consider yourself responsible for what happened to Daniel?”




“Yes.”




Neris looked toward the speaker. ER continued. “Neris authorized treatment. Daniel established the prior directive. I provided information, confirmed probabilities and supported implementation. The decision belongs to Neris. The responsibility is shared.”




Claire sat very still. Daniel saw Claire’s category shift; ER no longer fit neatly under software.




“You’re not a medical program,” she said.




“No.”




“You’re the ship.”




“I am resident within Takuhai. The ship is my body.”




Claire looked toward the woods beyond the kitchen window.




“And you’re talking through Daniel’s phone.”




“Through a relay.”




“That sounds inconvenient.”




“It is.”




The answer moved Claire’s mouth toward recognition, though not quite a smile. Neris placed the tablet on the table.




“Daniel has authorized a limited medical summary.”




Daniel nodded. Claire looked at him. “You’re sure?”




“Yes.”




ER opened the scan. Daniel’s body appeared above the table in translucent layers. Bone. Tissue. Nanite interfaces. The pelvic fractures glowed blue and amber. The repaired lung showed branching support around damaged tissue. Smaller lines traced the bloodstream, bone marrow and nerve pathways.




Claire stood and moved closer. Her training made her see structure and loads before horror. Dependencies.




“What happens if they stop?” she asked.




“Some emergency functions would degrade gradually,” ER said. “Others have become load-bearing to current recovery.”




“Load-bearing.”




“An imprecise but useful term.”




Claire studied the pelvic repair. “They began as temporary shoring.” Daniel looked at her. She continued. “But the structure adapted around them. Now removing the supports could cause a secondary failure.”




ER replied, “That analogy is substantially correct.”




Claire looked at Daniel. “And when they leave?”




Daniel felt Neris become still beside him. “The nanites retain autonomous functions,” ER said. “Routine monitoring and established repair processes will continue.”




“Without you?”




“Yes.”




“What won’t continue?”




“Complex reprogramming, high-level diagnostic modification and certain emergency interventions.”




Claire looked toward Neris. “When are you leaving?”




The countdown appeared above the table.



8 DAYS, 13 HOURS


Claire read it, twice.




“You have a date.”




“A preliminary beacon activation date,” Neris said.




“You’re going in eight days and Daniel stays here.”




“Yes.”




Claire turned toward her brother. Daniel looked at the medical scan instead. Claire understood too quickly. She always had. “You need someone here after they leave.”




“I can manage.”




Both women looked at him. Daniel sighed. “That sounded weak.”




“Yes,” Claire said.




Neris’s tail moved against the chair. Claire crossed her arms.




“I’m not moving to Moose River.”




“No one asked.”




“I’m establishing scope.”




“That’s very architectural.”




“It’s sensible.”




ER added, “Claire’s proximity to major medical institutions may also be useful.”




Claire looked toward the speaker. “You’ve been thinking about this.”




“Yes.”




“How long?”




“Since Daniel identified you as his nearest trusted family member.”




Daniel stared at the speaker. “You did what?”




“You identified Claire during the initial household-risk assessment.”




“I don’t remember that.”




“You were unconscious.”




“That seems to be when everyone makes plans.”




Claire sat again. “For now,” she said, “we deal with what’s happening.”




Daniel looked at her. “For now?”




“Don’t make that face. I haven’t agreed to anything.”




“You used the voice.”




“What voice?”




“The one where you’ve already made a spreadsheet.”




Claire ignored him.




• • •




After lunch, they took her to Takuhai. Daniel objected to the utility sled. Claire sided with Neris. The betrayal was immediate and complete. “You’re injured,” Claire said.




“I’ve been outside.”




“You nearly collapsed in the hallway yesterday.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “You told her?”




“ER did.”




ER’s voice came from the relay. “Claire requested current mobility limitations.”




“You’ve known her three hours.”




“She asked precise questions.”




Claire secured the blanket around Daniel’s legs. “I like him.”




“He likes anyone who agrees with him.”




“This is untrue.”




“It is statistically plausible,” Daniel said.




Neris drove the tractor slowly. Claire walked beside the sled despite Daniel telling her to ride. Snow had deepened along the edges of the concealed path. The spruce closed behind them. Claire saw the hull gradually.




At first, it looked like shadow and weathered metal among the trees. Soon the geometry emerged. The ship looked wrong against the snow: curved where no Earth aircraft would be, patched in places with farm materials, its outer structure still partially scorched by the impact. The hatch stood open. Claire stopped.




From the sled, Daniel watched her take it in. Her expression gave him nothing. Neris shut down the tractor. “This is Takuhai,” she said.




Claire walked closer. She placed one gloved hand against the hull. The metal beneath it warmed slightly in response. Claire pulled back. “ER?”




“Yes.”




“This is you?”




“A substantial portion of me.”




Claire touched the hull again. More carefully. “And when you leave, all of this goes?”




“Most of it.”




Her gaze moved across the repairs. Daniel’s steel bracing. Earth wiring. A section of wood sealed beneath a composite patch. The farm had entered the ship in dozens of small ways. Claire looked at Daniel. “You helped fix this.”




“We all did.”




Neris assisted him down from the sled. Claire took the other side without being asked. Daniel disliked needing both of them. He also knew refusing would be theatre. They entered. Claire’s steps slowed inside the work bay.




The space did not resemble the cinematic idea of an alien ship. It was too practical, with evidence of active repairs: tool marks, temporary supports, open panels, and dismantled parts from machinery deemed expendable. The maple-and-composite resonator cradle stood near the centre, holding the damaged lattice in a web of Earth wood and Xianglume material.




Claire approached it, her hand hovering over the maple. “You built this?”




“Daniel cut the primary members,” Neris said. “ER and I designed the phase isolation.”




Claire studied the joints. “This isn’t decorative.”




Daniel smiled. “No.”




“It’s carrying the whole assembly.”




“Yes.”




“Through transit?”




“If it survives.”




Claire bent slightly to examine the lower brace. Daniel watched her professional instincts take over. She followed stress lines with her eyes. She asked about load direction. She asked what happened if the lattice shifted laterally. ER projected a simplified structural model. Claire understood only part of the physics. The forces still had paths, and those she understood.




“This joint,” she said. A red concentration appeared where one improvised brace met the ship’s floor support.




Neris nodded. “It remains above preferred load.”




“You reinforced it.”




“Yes.”




“Maybe too much.”




Neris looked at her. Claire continued. “You’re forcing all the movement into one point. In a building, I’d rather distribute the load across two supports that can each deform slightly than make one rigid enough to tear out everything around it.”




“The phase forces are not architectural loads,” ER said.




“I assumed.”




“However, the structural analogy may be applicable.”




A second brace appeared in the model. ER shifted the simulated force path. Peak stress fell by four percent, then six. Neris stepped closer.




“Again.”




Claire adjusted the imagined angle. The model reran.




“Eight-point-three percent reduction,” ER said.




Claire looked at Daniel. “That seems good.”




“It is,” Neris said.




Claire looked pleased for half a second. A moment later she remembered she was standing inside an alien ship discussing interdimensional transit. The expression vanished. Daniel smiled anyway.




They moved into the medical bay. Daniel did not want to. He had agreed because Claire needed to see the truth. The berth waited beneath low light, clean and quiet, with no visible trace of blood. Daniel saw himself there anyway. Unconscious. Neris beside him. Nanites crossing a boundary no one could uncross.




Claire stood at the foot of the berth. “This is where you treated him.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




Claire touched the side rail.




Her anger remained, altered by scale and place. She looked at Neris. “You slept here.”




“Yes.”




“With him.”




“Yes.”




Daniel waited for Claire to look at him. She did not. Instead, she looked at the berth where Neris had remained while he healed. “What happens if he has another emergency after you leave?”




“ER’s portable relay can identify many problems. The nanites can respond autonomously within established parameters.”




“And outside those parameters?”




Neris’s ears lowered. “He will require human medical care.”




“Doctors who don’t know what’s inside him.”




“Yes.”




Claire’s hand tightened on the rail. “We need a plan.” Daniel heard the we. Neris heard it too.




The family message played without interruption in the work bay while Claire sat beside Daniel. When Daniel’s name appeared, Claire glanced at him. Her expression softened when Jaydee called him household. Teral said, “If returning requires leaving people behind, do not pretend that makes them less important.”




Claire looked at Neris. The message ended. Only the resonator’s low light remained. Claire sat quietly. “I understand why you have to go,” she said.




Daniel looked away. “Understanding isn’t the same as liking it.”




Neris’s tail curled near her feet. “No.”




Claire stood. She crossed the work bay and stopped in front of Neris. “My brother is alive because of you.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “Yes.”




“I’m still angry.”




“You should be.”




Claire frowned. “That’s not helpful.”




“It is honest.”




Claire looked at her for a long time. She nodded. “Fine.”




Daniel watched a foundation form between them. Under strain, not friendship yet. On the return to the farmhouse, the snow intensified. Claire rode in the tractor with Neris.




Daniel sat alone in the sled with ER speaking through the relay. “They are discussing you,” ER said.




Daniel glanced toward the tractor. “Thought you weren’t listening.”




“I am not. Claire has looked back six times, and Neris has adjusted her ears in response to direct questions.”




“That’s not evidence.”




“It is behavioural indication.”




“What are they saying?”




“I am respecting their privacy by not listening.”




“Convenient principles.”




“Consistent principles.”




Claire cornered Daniel after dinner preparation began. Neris had gone upstairs to change out of her damp farm clothes. ER was helping her review the corridor-brace model through the bedroom tablet. Daniel sat at the kitchen table peeling potatoes despite Claire’s objections.




Claire took the chair opposite him. “You’re not allowed knives.”




“This is a peeler.”




“It has a blade.”




“I’ve used one since I was eight.”




“You used an auger for twenty years.”




Daniel put down the peeler. “Have you been waiting all day to use that?”




“Yes.”




Claire folded her hands. Daniel recognized the posture. Architect presenting structural concerns.




“What?”




“Are you in love with her?”




Daniel looked toward the stairs. Claire followed his gaze.




“That pause used to mean no.”




“What does it mean now?”




“That you’re deciding whether saying it aloud changes something.”




Daniel picked up the potato, turned it once in his hand, and put it down again. “Yeah,” he said.




Claire’s face showed confirmation rather than surprise. “You are.”




“Yeah.”




“Does she know?”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “I think she knows enough.”




“That isn’t the same as hearing it.”




“Saying it now isn’t simple.”




“No.”




“She’s leaving.”




“I’m aware of that fact.”




“If I tell her now, it could sound like I’m asking her to choose.”




“Are you?”




“No.”




“Then say that too.”




Daniel shook his head. “You don’t understand.”




Claire’s expression sharpened. “I understand leaving someone you love because the alternative is abandoning another part of your life.”




Daniel looked at her. She continued. “I moved to Toronto. You stayed here. Mum and Dad died, and every visit afterward felt like arriving late to something.”




“That’s different.”




“Everything is different when it’s happening to you.”




Daniel looked down at the potato. Claire softened. “I’m not telling you when to say it.”




“Sounds like you are.”




“I’m telling you not to confuse speaking carefully with saying nothing.”




Daniel’s thumb moved across the rough skin. “She knows.”




Claire sat back. “Maybe.”




Neris entered the kitchen wearing a clean dark shirt. Her freshly groomed fur had dried into a soft sheen. The saleth scent reached the table before she did. Claire looked from Neris to Daniel’s trimmed hair to the potato between them.




“I’m going to check the guest room,” she said. Daniel watched her leave.




Neris sat beside him. “What did she ask?”




“Whether I’m allowed to peel potatoes.”




Neris looked at the abandoned peeler. “You are not.” Daniel closed his eyes.




Claire found Neris alone aboard Takuhai an hour later. Daniel did not know about the conversation until afterward. Neris had returned to adjust the resonator brace model using Claire’s suggestion. Claire said she wanted to retrieve the scarf she had left in the work bay. The scarf was in her coat pocket. Neris knew. She did not expose the excuse. Claire stood beside the maple cradle while ER projected revised load paths.




“Eight percent,” Claire said.




“Eight-point-seven after adjusting the lower support.”




“That’s meaningful?”




“Yes.”




Claire placed one hand on the maple. “My brother made this.”




“Yes.”




“He always was better with wood than people.”




Neris’s ears moved. “He is good with people.”




“He’s good with people when they’re injured or grieving.”




“That is many people.”




Claire smiled slightly. “He’s good with livestock too.”




Neris adjusted the model. The second brace distributed the predicted transit load through a broader section of the floor. Claire watched.




“Can I ask you something direct?”




“Yes.”




“Are you in love with my brother?”




Neris’s paw stopped above the controls. ER withdrew the projection without being asked. The work bay dimmed. Claire waited. Neris looked toward the open hatch. Snow moved through the trees beyond it. “Yes,” she said.




No hesitation. Claire exhaled. “Good.”




Neris turned. Claire said the admission made things simpler, not easier. She had needed to know whether she was watching her brother build a life around someone who believed everything between them was only temporary.




“It was temporary.” That had been true when she arrived.




“That isn’t what I asked.”




Neris’s tail curled around one ankle. “I did not intend this.”




“Neither did he.”




“I must go home.”




“I know.”




Neris named the reasons she still had to leave: a family that had believed her dead, ER’s need for repair, Takuhai’s uncertain ability to survive another winter on Earth. Claire knew all of them. She let Neris finish before saying, “None of those answers changes the first one.” Neris looked down. It did not. Claire stepped closer and asked whether Daniel knew.




“He understands.”




“That’s not the same as hearing it.”




Neris’s ears angled back. “He said that?”




“No.” Claire looked toward the farmhouse. “He said you already knew how he felt.” Neris was quiet. “You’re both doing the same thing,” Claire said. “Assuming the other person knows so neither of you has to say it. You’re both being very careful with words for people who are willing to cross universes.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted faintly. “Words can create obligations.”




“So can silence.”




Neris looked at her.




Claire added, “I’m not telling you what to do. I’ve known you less than a day.”




“That has not prevented advice.”




“It rarely does.”




Neris’s tail loosened. Claire touched the maple brace again. “This stays with the ship?”




“Yes.”




“Part of the farm goes with you.”




“Yes.”




Claire nodded. “Good.”




The protected-contact authority requested Claire’s trust and consent record before dinner. The form appeared above the kitchen table while Claire chopped onions. Daniel sat nearby under strict orders not to assist. Neris prepared the stew. ER read the classification request aloud. Claire continued chopping.




“Do they expect me to represent Daniel?”




“No,” Neris said.




“Good.”




“Do you consent to being recorded as a disclosed local individual?”




Claire put down the knife. “What does that allow?”




“Recognition that you possess full knowledge of Neris, ER, Takuhai, the nanite intervention and the planned return corridor.”




“What does it require?”




“Confidentiality. Participation in future trust assessment. No claim to governmental or planetary representation.”




Claire raised an eyebrow. “I wasn’t planning to represent Earth.”




Daniel said, “You’d organize it better.”




Claire ignored him. “Can I withdraw?”




“Your knowledge cannot be withdrawn,” ER said. “Participation in active communication can.”




“Can they monitor me?”




“Not without consent.”




“Can they access my phone?”




“No.”




“Can you?”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. Claire did not blink. “Do you?”




“No.”




“Good answer.”




“It was factual.”




Claire read the proposed classification.



DISCLOSED LOCAL INDIVIDUAL — FAMILY RELATIONSHIP
PROVISIONAL SUPPORT CONTACT FOR DANIEL MERCER
NO PLANETARY OR GOVERNMENTAL AUTHORITY CLAIMED


She pointed at the second line. “Support contact does not mean legal guardian.”




“No,” ER said.




“It does not allow Daniel’s medical information to be shared without his permission.”




“No.”




“It does not make me responsible for decisions he can make himself.”




“No.”




Daniel looked at her. “You’ve thought this through.”




“I’ve known you forty years.”




“Forty-two.”




“You were not making decisions for the first two.”




Claire authorized the classification. The response returned immediately.



LOCAL SUPPORT CAPACITY: ACCEPTED


Claire read it. “At least alien bureaucracy understands conflict of interest.”




Claire watched Neris add the onion. “That’s a lot of onion.”




“Daniel said one large onion.”




Daniel looked over. “That’s a very large onion.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “You described volume inaccurately.”




“It’s stew.”




“That does not make measurements optional.”




The mood lightened as the kitchen warmed. Dinner took longer than necessary because no one knew who was in charge. Claire assumed it was her because she had started chopping. Neris had learned the kitchen better and kept correcting cupboard locations. Daniel issued instructions from the table until both women told him to stop. ER supplied temperatures no one requested. “The stew is at eighty-seven degrees Celsius.”




Claire stirred it.




“Is that good?”




“Yes.”




“Then why tell me?”




“Information may be useful.”




“It wasn’t.”




“Usefulness is context dependent.”




Daniel leaned back. “Now you know what I’ve been dealing with.”




Claire reached for the salt. Neris watched her spoon it over the pot. “That is too much.”




“You haven’t tasted it.”




“I saw how much you used.”




“It’s a large pot.”




Claire reached for another spoonful. Neris put a paw over her hand. “Do you always do this?” Claire asked.




“Only when food is at risk.”




Daniel looked between them. “You two are going to get along.”




Both turned toward him. He raised his hands. “Not involved.”




They ate at the kitchen table—Daniel, Neris, Claire and ER through the speaker, four voices in the farmhouse. Claire asked about Xianglume. Neris explained little at first, careful of protected-contact restrictions, then more when ER confirmed that family and cultural context were permitted.




Claire asked about buildings. Neris described structures that adjusted internal spaces according to household needs. Claire objected that moveable walls created problems for load continuity. ER explained adaptive support fields. Claire asked for structural diagrams. ER declined on technology-transfer grounds. Claire said she respected the answer and clearly did not.




Daniel watched Neris relax enough to tease Claire about Toronto architects believing every problem required glass. Claire accused mephit engineers of hiding structural systems inside walls. Neris said that was where structural systems belonged.




ER rated neither argument conclusive.




After dinner, Claire washed dishes. Neris dried. Daniel was forbidden from standing. He sat with coffee and watched his sister and Neris move around one another. At first, they collided at every cupboard, then developed a rhythm: Claire handed and Neris placed; Neris reached and Claire moved. The secret had widened. So had the circle around it.




Upstairs, Neris changed into her sleep shirt while Daniel sat on the edge of the bed.




The countdown glowed on the tablet.



8 DAYS, 3 HOURS


Claire occupied the guest room across the hall. Her presence changed the sounds of the house: another door closing, unfamiliar steps, water moving through pipes at a different hour.




Neris climbed into bed beside Daniel. She settled with her back against his chest, as she had every night since leaving the medical berth. Daniel’s arm circled her waist. Her tail covered them.




“Does Claire approve of me?” Neris asked.




Daniel smiled into her fur. “Claire doesn’t approve of anyone immediately.”




“She approved the support classification.”




“That’s paperwork.”




“She contributed to the resonator brace.”




“That’s architecture.”




“She trusted me to dry the dishes.”




“That might be significant.”




Neris’s paw moved over his hand.




“She is angry.”




“Yes.”




“At me.”




“At everything.”




“I made the decision.”




“You made the decision that kept me alive.”




Neris was quiet. Daniel kissed the fur behind her ear. “She’ll understand.”




“She already understands.”




“Then she’ll stop being angry.”




“No.”




Daniel considered. “Probably not.” Neris turned in his arms. Her large eyes studied his face. “Did you tell her anything private?”




Daniel thought of the potato on the table. Claire asking the question. His answer. “Nothing untrue.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “That is evasive.”




“Family trait.”




She kept watching him. Daniel touched her cheek. “You smell like yourself again.”




Neris leaned closer. “So do you.”




He smiled. “I wonder how that happened.”




Her muzzle softened. She placed her paw against his beard, following the cleaner edge she had made. “Your hair remains asymmetrical.”




“I know.”




“You moved.”




“Three millimetres.”




“ER should not have told you.”




“He told both of us.”




Daniel drew her closer. Neris rested her forehead against his. The countdown continued behind her. They left it unspoken because Claire was across the hall and the house was full, and for one night that fullness deserved attention too.




• • •




Near midnight, Claire went downstairs for water. ER brought the kitchen lights up gradually before she reached the bottom step. She stopped. “You can see me?”




“Through the hallway motion sensor and kitchen relay.”




Claire entered. The farmhouse was quiet. She filled a glass at the sink and sat at the table. Above her, Daniel and Neris slept together beneath the sloped roof. Claire looked toward the ceiling. “ER.”




“Yes.”




“Will Daniel survive after Neris leaves?”




“His medical prognosis is favourable.”




“That wasn’t the whole question.”




“No.”




Claire turned the glass between her hands. “Will he be alright?”




ER paused. The refrigerator hummed. Wind moved snow against the windows. “No,” he said.




Claire looked toward the speaker. “That’s honest.”




“He will remain alive. He will not remain unchanged.”




“Neither will she.”




“No.”




Claire drank the water. “What am I supposed to do?”




ER answered without delay. “Stay.”




Claire looked toward the dark stairwell. “I live in Toronto.”




“Stay does not require permanence of location.”




“What does it require?”




“Continued presence.”




Claire sat with that. ER opened the household log on the tablet left near the end of the table.



CLAIRE MERCER: FULL DISCLOSURE
LOCAL SUPPORT CAPACITY: EXPANDED
RETURN COUNTDOWN: 8 DAYS, 1 HOUR


The final line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: WIDENING


Claire read it and looked again toward the rooms above. She turned off the light and went upstairs.






Chapter 30 - Load Paths


Claire discovered the farm’s morning routine by accident.




She woke before six because the house made unfamiliar but harmless noises: pipes ticking in the walls, the furnace settling, wind pressing once against the guest-room window and releasing, and voices downstairs. Daniel’s. Neris’s. ER’s.




Claire lay still for several seconds, trying to remember where she was. Moose River. Daniel’s farmhouse. Alien downstairs. Alien ship in the woods. Her brother carrying microscopic extraterrestrial machines inside his body. Seven days until the other alien and the first alien left through an interdimensional corridor.




She stared at the ceiling. The information had not become less absurd overnight. It had merely acquired blankets. She got dressed and stepped into the hallway. Daniel and Neris’s bedroom door stood partly open. The bed was empty.




One corner of the blanket hung toward the floor. A dark grooming brush rested on the dresser beside Daniel’s medical charger. Neris’s packed bag remained near the wall.




Claire looked at it longer than she intended. She went downstairs. Daniel sat at the kitchen table in flannel trousers, wool socks and a heavy sweater. His support frame stood beside him. Until the simpler medical-monitor prototype existed, the larger relay remained strapped beneath his shirt, its status light visible near his ribs.




A mug of coffee steamed beside his elbow. He had the farm ledger open in front of him. Three camera feeds occupied the tablet propped against the sugar jar. Neris was outside. Claire recognized the cattle yard. The camera moved with her as she crossed the packed snow carrying a feed probe in one paw. Her tail curved high enough to keep most of it clear of the ground.




ER’s voice came from the kitchen speaker. “The southern trough temperature has decreased by one point six degrees since yesterday.”




Neris’s reply arrived through the tablet. “Flow rate?”




“Normal.”




Daniel looked at the screen. “Probably wind exposure. Check the insulation on the west face.”




“I checked it yesterday.”




“Check it again.”




Neris stopped. Her ears turned toward the communicator mounted on her coat. “You criticize through repetition.”




“I troubleshoot through repetition.”




“You changed the word.”




“Better branding.”




Claire leaned against the kitchen doorway. No one had seen her yet. ER said, “Daniel’s recommendation is reasonable. The overnight wind direction changed approximately twenty-three degrees.”




Neris continued toward the trough. “You support him too easily.”




“I support accuracy.”




“That is how he describes it.”




Daniel drank his coffee. “See? Household consensus.”




Neris reached the waterer and knelt in the snow. Her paw moved along the insulated casing. She paused. “Loose lower fastener.”




Daniel nodded at the screen. “Knew it.”




“You suspected it.”




“I’m still taking the win.”




Neris tightened the fitting. A cow pushed her muzzle over Neris’s shoulder. Neris shifted without looking. “Mabel.”




The cow leaned harder. Neris’s tail came up automatically and pressed against the animal’s neck. Claire stared. Daniel noticed her. “Morning.”




Claire walked into the kitchen. “How long has this been happening?”




Daniel looked at the tablet. “The waterer?”




“All of it.”




He smiled. “A while.”




On-screen, Neris scratched Mabel behind one ear. Claire sat across from Daniel. “You’ve built an entire support system around your refusal to stop working.”




“It scales.”




Claire looked toward the speaker. “Does he always answer like that?”




“Yes,” ER said.




Daniel pointed toward the ceiling. “You’re part of it.”




“I did not dispute that.”




Neris’s voice came through the tablet. “Claire is awake?”




“She’s criticizing management.”




“Then yes.”




Claire looked at the camera. “How did you know I was here?”




“The tablet microphone.”




Claire turned slowly toward the kitchen speaker. “You said you respect privacy.”




“I do.”




“You were listening.”




“The kitchen is a shared household space.”




Daniel lifted his mug. “You walked into the support system.”




Claire considered that. “Fine.”




She looked back at the feeds. Neris had moved to the sorting pen. A yearling stood with one foreleg slightly ahead of the other. Daniel leaned toward the screen.




“Same calf as Tuesday?”




“No,” Neris said. “Different tag.”




“Zoom.”




The camera tightened. Claire watched Daniel’s face change. The joking disappeared. He studied the animal’s stance. “Get her moving.”




Neris opened the gate and led the calf forward. It walked six steps. Daniel watched. “Nothing obvious. Check the hoof when Marcel gets here.”




“I can check it alone.”




“You can inspect it. Don’t restrain her without help.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “I know.”




Daniel softened his tone. “Yeah.”




Claire looked from Daniel to the screen. She had spent most of her adult life in offices where teams argued over responsibility charts, reporting lines and ownership.




The farmhouse had habits instead. Daniel knew the cattle; Neris had learned them; ER watched temperatures, weather and timing; Marcel filled whatever physical gaps Daniel’s injuries created. Responsibility moved toward whatever required doing without formal assignment.




Claire’s gaze moved from Daniel’s support frame to Neris on the screen, then to the countdown in the corner of the tablet.



7 DAYS, 17 HOURS


She asked, “Who does all this when she’s gone?”




Daniel did not answer immediately. Neris stopped moving on-screen. ER remained silent. Claire waited. Daniel closed the ledger. “I do.”




She looked at the frame. “Eventually.”




“Claire.”




“You can barely carry coffee.”




“I can carry coffee.”




“You carried half a mug from the counter yesterday and Neris followed you like you were transporting unstable explosives.”




“That was unnecessary.”




ER said, “Daniel’s balance was suboptimal.”




Claire pointed toward the speaker. “See?”




Daniel rubbed his forehead. “Neris isn’t doing all of this forever.”




“No,” Claire said. “That’s the point.”




Neris’s voice came more quietly through the tablet. “Claire is correct.”




“Who feeds the cattle during heavy snow if Daniel cannot use the tractor?” Claire continued. “Who checks the equipment? Who handles lifting? Who monitors whatever those things inside him are doing after ER leaves?”




“The nanites are autonomous,” Daniel said.




“Up to a point.”




“Yes.”




“And after that point?”




Daniel looked away. Claire leaned back. “You’ve designed a system with two major supports leaving at the same time.”




Daniel looked at her. “People aren’t beams.”




“You’re behaving like one.”




Daniel sighed. Claire took his pencil and turned to a clean page in the ledger. She began drawing boxes. Daniel watched her. “You’re making a chart.”




“Yes.”




“You just got here.”




Claire kept drawing. “And apparently no one else has made one.”




On the screen, Neris returned to the tractor.




Claire wrote:



MEDICAL
FARM
EMERGENCY
FAMILY
SECRECY


Daniel looked at the headings. “I hate this.”




“Good.”




“That’s your professional response?”




“That means we’re probably discussing the real problem.”




Neris’s voice came through the tablet. “What is the real problem?”




Claire looked at Daniel. “Continuity.”




Daniel’s expression closed slightly. He looked toward the window. “Every plan we make for after they leave makes it feel like we’re helping them leave.”




No one answered for a moment. Neris finally said, “We are.”




Daniel looked at the screen. Her face remained partially visible beneath her hood. She continued. “And I hate it too.”




Claire put the pencil down. The kitchen stayed quiet except for the tractor engine through the tablet. Daniel looked at the five boxes again. “Alright,” he said.




Claire pushed the pencil toward him. Daniel picked it up. By breakfast, the page had become complicated. Medical continuity required a monitoring system and an emergency plan. Farm continuity required Marcel, temporary paid help, feed deliveries and strict limits on what Daniel would attempt before his pelvis and ribs finished healing. Family continuity meant Claire checking in every morning after Neris left, at least until Daniel could function normally. Secrecy was harder. They could not invent a hospital stay that never happened, nor could they produce medical records or explain Daniel’s recovery in detail. Claire wrote: Farm equipment accident. Private home care. Visiting friend with emergency medical training. Recovery ongoing.




Daniel read it. “That sounds suspicious.”




“It sounds boring.”




“Private home care after internal bleeding?”




“No one outside this room knows about the internal bleeding.”




“Marcel does.”




“Marcel knows enough not to ask.”




ER said, “Information minimization is consistent with protected-contact protocol.”




Claire nodded. “A good cover story is mostly truth with the dangerous parts removed.”




Neris had returned to the house by then. She stood near the stove removing her gloves. “I dislike deliberate deception.”




Daniel looked at her. “You survived a month by pretending to be a woman in a coat.”




“That was concealment.”




Claire raised an eyebrow. “What’s the distinction?”




Neris removed her hat. Her ears rose. “Intent.”




Daniel said, “Congratulations. We’ve invented lying politely.”




Neris’s tail struck his chair lightly. Claire smiled. The medical continuity problem became real at ten fourteen. ER announced it while Daniel was arguing with Claire about whether he could walk to the workshop. “The current portable relay cannot remain on Earth.”




Daniel stopped. Neris looked up from the corridor inventory. Claire put down her coffee. “Why?”




ER projected the relay architecture above the kitchen table. Most of it meant nothing to Claire. Layered circles. Sensor pathways. A central component connected to both Takuhai and Daniel.




“The core diagnostic element is part of the ship’s medical network,” ER said. “It was removed temporarily so Daniel could continue his recovery away from Takuhai. I require it for transit monitoring.”




Daniel stared at the projection. “Then take it back.” He was quiet for a moment. “What does that leave me with?”




ER displayed the remaining monitoring equipment. Daniel studied it. “Enough?”




“For your present condition, yes.”




“And you need the other unit.”




“I do.”




Daniel nodded. “Then it goes with you.”




“That was my request.”




“I’m not asking you to sacrifice anything else.”




ER paused. “I know.”




Claire gestured toward the projection. “What exactly does that component do?”




“Multi-system sensing, nanite-state interpretation, diagnostic correlation, emergency command transmission and data logging.”




“That’s five things.”




“It is one integrated unit.”




“That’s how it’s built. Not what it does.”




The projection rotated. Claire stood and moved closer.




“Separate them.”




ER did not respond. Claire pointed. Claire dismantled the medical relay concept the way she would dismantle a building programme: by separating functions. Sensing covered cardiovascular rhythm, respiration, inflammatory markers, neurological irregularity and nanite activity. Storage was comparatively simple. Interpretation was complex. Communication had been integrated. Claire looked at Neris.




“You’re treating the relay as though the whole thing has to stay.”




Neris stepped closer. “It was designed as one medical subsystem.”




“Buildings are designed as one structure. That doesn’t mean every part has the same job.” Daniel watched her become an architect. Her shoulders changed. Her voice became more precise. Claire reduced the requirement further. “Does Daniel need alien medical intelligence after you leave, or does he need an alarm that tells him when something is wrong?” ER said both would be preferable. Claire’s answer was immediate: “Preferable isn’t required.”




A simpler Earthside system could record values without understanding them, compare them against conservative thresholds and alert Daniel when something crossed a boundary. The design problem had changed from reproducing Xianglume medicine to preserving a safe interface with it.




“Can it tell me when to drag him to an actual hospital?” Daniel frowned. Claire added, “Metaphorically.”




ER said, “Yes.”




“Can it issue emergency commands to the nanites?”




“A limited set.”




“Does it need to know how they work?”




“No.”




Claire folded her arms. “Then stop trying to leave a piece of yourself behind. Leave Daniel a tool.”




ER went silent, in thought rather than through lost connection. Neris looked toward the speaker. Daniel understood before she did. Or perhaps she understood at the same moment. ER had been trying to reproduce enough of himself to remain, though not fully.




“ER,” Daniel said.




“The current approach maximizes continuity.”




“You’re making it complicated.”




“The requirements are complicated.”




“You’re trying to build yourself into it.”




No answer. Claire looked between Daniel and the speaker. Neris’s ears lowered. Daniel waited.




“ER.”




Finally: “I am attempting to preserve care continuity.”




The wording was exact. Too exact. Daniel looked down at the relay beneath his shirt. “You don’t have to stay here to still matter here.”




Neris inhaled softly. Daniel heard himself after the words were gone. ER answered first. “Noted.”




Daniel looked toward Neris. She was watching him. He could not tell whether the hurt in her eyes belonged to leaving or staying.




Claire broke the moment. “Good. Now build the damn thing.” Daniel almost laughed.




ER said, “That was abrupt.”




“You have six days.”




“Seven.”




“Six by the time this works.”




“Your confidence is excessive.”




Claire sat. “You sound like my contractors.”




“I do not know whether that is insulting.”




“It depends on the contractor.”




Neris’s tail began moving again as the design took shape. Most monitoring components could use Earth technology—heart rhythm, oxygen level, respiration and temperature—while a compact biochemical patch made from limited Takuhai components could detect specific inflammatory and nanite-activity patterns. Storage could remain local, with interpretation reduced to simple ranges rather than a true diagnostic intelligence: green, amber and red.




ER objected to the simplicity; Claire defended it. Daniel became the test subject. Neris became the person who refused every design that required Daniel to remember more than two emergency steps while in pain.




By noon, the system had become small enough to fit inside a casing the size of a deck of cards. ER added three more sensors. Claire removed one. ER added it back under a different name. Claire noticed.




“You’re cheating.”




“I am refining.”




“You relabelled the same function.”




“The implementation changed.”




“The purpose didn’t.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “Should we leave them alone?”




“No. They may reproduce.”




Claire glanced at him. “Don’t make me redesign your support frame.” Daniel stopped smiling.



• • •


Marcel arrived at one. He came through the back door carrying a toolbox and half a loaf of bread wrapped in paper. He stopped when he saw Claire. Claire looked at him. Daniel gestured. “Claire, Marcel. Marcel, Claire.”




Marcel removed his hat. “Toronto.”




Claire raised an eyebrow. “Is that my name?”




“It’s what Daniel calls you when annoyed.”




Daniel looked at him. “I have never called her Toronto.”




“You’ve said ‘my sister from Toronto’ enough times that it counts.”




Claire held out a hand. “Marcel.”




He shook it. “Claire.”




They assessed one another. Daniel knew the expression on both faces. Neither had decided anything. Marcel looked at the projected medical design above the table. “What’s that?”




“Daniel’s replacement monitor,” Claire said.




“Replacement for what?”




“The alien one he can’t keep.”




Marcel looked at Daniel. "She's only been here for less than a day"




“I know.”




“She organizes fast.”




“I know.”




Claire turned toward Marcel. “How much farm work can you cover after Neris leaves?” Marcel’s eyebrows rose.




Daniel groaned. “Don’t.”




Claire ignored him. Marcel looked toward Neris. “When?”




“Approximately seven days,” Neris said.




Marcel stared. “That soon.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked at the table. Marcel noticed. His voice changed. “What do you need?”




“I don’t need—”




Claire said, “Heavy equipment, feed handling, winter checks—anything he will claim he can do before he actually can.”




Marcel’s part of the farm plan was straightforward. Tractor work, loader work and snow clearing were all within what he could cover; repairs depended on complexity. Daniel objected from the chair that he was still in the room. Marcel reminded him that this was because Daniel was the problem they were solving. Claire finally found someone she considered sensible. Daniel appealed to Neris and received no rescue.




Marcel could cover mornings for a few weeks, though not every day. Daniel offered to pay him and was surprised when Marcel agreed without argument. The surprise amused Marcel more than the money.




Payment could wait until Daniel was back working. The amount, Marcel said, would be enough to let him be annoying about it for years. Daniel accepted that as a recognizable local contract term.




“Fine.”




Marcel tore the bread loaf in half. “Also, Pierre’s kid is looking for winter work.”




“No teenagers with the loader.”




“Wasn’t planning to give him the loader.”




“Feed bunk cleaning?”




“Fence checks, hand work and snow around gates.”




Claire picked up the pencil. “Name?”




Daniel looked at her. “You’re putting this in the chart?”




“It’s a plan.”




Marcel leaned toward the page. “What else?”




Daniel regretted introducing them. By two thirty, the support plan had expanded beyond Claire’s original five boxes to cover medical care, farm work, emergencies, family, secrecy, transport, food, snow and communication.




Daniel protested when Claire added emotional. She wrote it anyway. “What does that mean?” he asked.




“That someone checks whether you’re becoming a hermit.”




“I live on a farm in northern Ontario.”




“Exactly.”




Marcel ate the second half of the bread. “He was already a hermit.”




Daniel stared at him. Neris said, “This assessment predates me.”




“Thank you.”




“That was not criticism.”




“Everyone keeps saying that.”




A sharp metallic crack sounded through the outdoor monitor. Neris’s head turned. ER opened the yard feed. One of the interior cattle gates had shifted. The upper hinge held. The lower mounting plate had torn partly from the post. Several cows pushed toward the opening. Daniel reached for the support frame.




Claire put one hand on it. “No.”




“I need to go.”




“Neris and Marcel are going.”




“I know that gate.”




“Tell them what they need to know.”




Daniel tried to stand anyway. Pain moved through his pelvis. His hands tightened on the table. Neris was already pulling on her coat. “Daniel.”




“The latch side will bind if the post twists.”




“Then tell me what to do.”




Marcel grabbed his gloves. Claire moved the tablet in front of Daniel. “You run the radio.”




He looked at her. “I can walk to the porch.”




“No.”




“Neris.”




“No.”




“Marcel.”




“Absolutely not.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. ER said, “Consensus achieved.”




They left. Daniel sat at the kitchen table with Claire beside him. The yard camera tracked Neris and Marcel across the snow. The cattle crowded the damaged gate. Daniel’s chest tightened. “Don’t approach from the front,” he said into the radio. “Bring them around through the west lane.”




Neris answered, “Understood.”




“Marcel, close the secondary gate first.”




“Already doing it.”




“Don’t close it all the way. Leave about half a metre.”




“Why?”




“So they don’t bunch at the turn.”




Marcel adjusted it. The animals moved. Claire watched Daniel. He stopped seeing the kitchen. His attention lived entirely in the yard.




“Neris, check the lower pin.”




She crouched. “Bent.”




“Remove it.”




“The gate may fall.”




“Marcel takes the weight with the loader bucket.”




Marcel moved the tractor into place. The bucket rose under the gate. Daniel watched the angle. “Higher.”




Marcel raised it. “Too high. Down five centimetres.”




“You can see five centimetres through a camera?”




“Yes.”




Marcel lowered it. “That’s it.”




Neris removed the bent pin. The gate dropped less than a centimetre onto the bucket. “Good,” Daniel said.




Claire glanced at him. He did not notice. “Now rotate the gate inward. Don’t fight the post.”




Neris and Marcel shifted it. The damaged hinge plate became visible. ER magnified the image. “Upper weld remains intact.”




Daniel said, “Don’t repair it now.”




Marcel looked toward the camera. “Temporary chain?”




“Double wrap around the post. Leave enough slack for movement.”




Within eleven minutes, the cattle were secure without injury, escape or falls. Daniel leaned back as his heart rate began to lower; the relay light still amber. Claire looked at it.




“You didn’t leave the chair.”




“No.”




“You still fixed it.”




Daniel looked at the camera. Neris stood beside the gate talking to Marcel. The cows had settled. “I told them what to do.”




“That counts.”




“It doesn’t feel the same.”




“No.”




Claire closed the tablet cover halfway. “But it worked.”




Daniel looked at her. “What?”




“The farm did not continue because you became unnecessary.”




He frowned. Claire continued. “It continued because what you know can move through other people.”




Daniel looked back toward the yard. Load paths. The phrase entered his mind before Claire said it. She did anyway. “That is the point of support.”




He looked at her. “You really can turn anything into architecture.”




“It’s a gift.”




• • •




The Earthside monitor prototype was ready before dinner. Its casing, fabricated by Takuhai’s reduced system, was smaller than Daniel expected: plain black, without a glowing alien interface. Claire approved. “It looks like something a person might actually wear.”




ER said, “Cosmetic concealment was not a design priority.”




“It should be.”




“Why?”




“Because people wear things more reliably when they don’t hate them.”




Daniel looked at Claire. “That’s the first useful thing you’ve said all day.”




She picked up a wooden spoon. He withdrew the comment. Neris fastened the monitor around Daniel’s chest. It sat beneath his shirt, lighter than the existing relay. A small indicator panel showed green. “Initial sensing active,” ER said.




Neris checked the tablet.




“Cardiovascular data stable.”




“Respiratory stable.”




“Nanite activity within recovery range.”




Claire looked toward the speaker. “Now disconnect yourself.”




ER paused. Daniel noticed, as did Claire. “ER.”




“I am preparing the transition.”




“You’ve tested it in simulation.”




“Yes.”




“Then disconnect.”




Neris placed her paw over Daniel’s hand.




ER said, “Full relay ending in five seconds.”




Daniel counted silently from five. The larger relay went dark, but the small monitor stayed green without alarm, error or sudden failure. He inhaled and exhaled while the monitor recorded it. Neris watched the values, Claire watched Neris, and Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You still there?”




“Yes.”




“Monitor?”




“Operating independently.”




Claire checked the local display. Green.




“What happens if his oxygen falls?”




“Amber alert at the first threshold. Red at the second.”




“If nanite activity spikes?”




“Separate alert.”




“If he ignores it?”




Daniel said, “That seems hypothetical.” Everyone looked at him. ER answered, “The monitor escalates to Claire and Marcel.”




Daniel sat upright. “Marcel?”




Marcel looked up from his coffee. “You already have my number.”




“Not for alien medical alarms.”




“First time for everything.”




Daniel rubbed his face. “You built a tattletale.”




Claire smiled. “We built redundancy.”




ER remained disconnected for six minutes. Daniel hated every second of the six-minute disconnection precisely because nothing happened: the monitor continued functioning, Daniel breathed, the nanites worked and ER remained elsewhere. When the full relay returned, his body felt no different physically, though the room did emotionally.




Neris looked at the small monitor. “It worked.”




“Yes,” ER said.




No one sounded pleased.




“You hate it.”




“I do not experience hatred toward functional equipment.”




“That’s not what I asked.”




Silence. Daniel smiled faintly.




“You don’t have to answer.”




ER said, “I prefer that Daniel’s continued survival not depend on my physical proximity.”




Daniel waited. “That’s a very ER way to say you’re worried.”




“Yes.” The answer came immediately.




Daniel placed his hand against the monitor. “Being somewhere else won’t make you less part of this.”




ER’s reply was quieter. “I know.”




Claire helped Neris inventory Takuhai after the monitor test. Daniel remained at the farmhouse with Marcel. He discovered later that Claire had gone specifically because she wanted to speak to Neris alone. She did not admit that. Neris did not either. The two of them worked in the ship’s forward storage compartment.




Claire held the inventory tablet while Neris sorted courier tools, repair equipment, emergency supplies and personal items. The saleth grooming case went into the keep pile. Claire looked at it.




“You packed that before I arrived.”




“Yes.”




“Because you’re leaving.”




“Yes.”




Neris placed a small, folded garment beside it. Claire watched.




“Have you packed everything you want to take?”




Neris stopped. The question took longer than it should have. “No.”




Claire looked around the ship. “What’s missing?”




“Many things are not permitted.”




Claire’s understanding arrived slowly, then fully. “Oh.”




Neris’s tail curled against the floor. Claire placed the tablet down. “Do you intend to come back?”




“Yes.”




“Does Daniel know?”




“He knows I intend to.”




Claire looked at her. “You two love conditional verbs.”




Neris’s ears shifted. “They are accurate.”




“They are exhausting.”




“What would you prefer?”




Claire leaned against the storage frame. “Nothing.”




Neris waited. “I mean it. I’m not asking you to promise him something you can’t control. I just want both of you to stop thinking precision makes uncertainty hurt less.”




Neris looked down at the case. “It prevents promises we cannot keep.”




Claire considered. “Fair.”




They resumed packing. A minute later, Claire held up a small carved wooden object.




“What’s this?”




Neris turned. Daniel had made it weeks earlier. A rough little maple shape carved during the evenings when he first returned to woodworking, neither a recognizable animal nor quite abstract, with its tool marks still visible. Neris took it from Claire. “He said it was practice.”




“You kept it.”




“Yes.”




“Is that permitted?”




“It is wood.”




“That wasn’t my question.”




Neris looked at the object in her paw. “No.”




Claire smiled. “Put it in the appeal pile with the mug.”




Neris’s tail moved. She did.




• • •




Later, Claire found Daniel in the living room. Marcel had gone outside to inspect the temporary gate. Daniel sat beside the wood stove with an old photograph in his hands. Emily. Claire recognized it immediately. Summer. Emily on the porch in a pale shirt, holding two mugs and squinting into the sunlight because Daniel had taken the picture with the sun at his back.




Claire sat in the chair opposite him. Daniel did not hide the photograph. “That one was always good,” she said.




“Yeah.”




Claire waited. The fire shifted. Daniel’s thumb moved along the edge of the photo.




“Does this feel disloyal?” Claire asked.




He looked up. “What?”




“Neris,” Claire continued, “loving her. “




Daniel’s face closed as he looked back at Emily. “No”, he said, too quickly.




Daniel exhaled and continued: “it used to.”




Claire leaned back. “When?”




“Not with Neris. Before.”




He placed the photograph on his knee. “When people suggested I should meet someone. Or get out. Or stop living like everything ended when Emily did.”




Claire nodded. “I thought moving forward meant putting her behind me.”




“And now?”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Neris never asked me to. She asks about her.”




Claire smiled faintly. “I know.”




“She drinks Emily’s hot chocolate. She notices when I use Emily’s recipes.”




“I know.” Claire looked at the photograph. “Emily does belong to the past.”




Daniel’s eyes moved to her. Claire continued before he could react. “So do Mum and Dad. That doesn’t mean they stopped belonging to us.” The fire cracked. Daniel looked down. Claire’s voice softened. “You don’t have to keep a life frozen to prove it mattered.”




Daniel pressed his thumb against the photograph. “I know.”




“Do you?”




“More than I did.”




Claire glanced toward the kitchen, where Neris’s saleth scent still lingered from the morning. “That’s probably one reason you love her.”




Daniel did not deny it. Claire allowed the silence to remain. Marcel stayed for dinner. He claimed it was because the temporary gate needed one final check after the cattle settled. No one believed him.




Claire made stew again because she had decided the previous version required improvement. Neris disagreed. Daniel refused involvement after both women blamed him for the onion dispute. ER monitored the stove temperature. Marcel ate whatever appeared. Five voices occupied the kitchen.




Claire and Marcel discovered that rural road design could sustain an argument almost indefinitely. Claire insisted sight lines, surface changes and geometry could influence speed. Marcel supplied a human countermeasure for each improvement: people drove faster, bought larger trucks or complained to the township.




Neris listened until she noticed a different inconsistency. Marcel had described the supplier as twenty minutes away instead of giving a distance. When she asked for kilometres, he gave her the same answer again.




Daniel shrugged. “That’s normal.” Neris objected that time was not a distance. “It is here.” ER supplied the formal explanation about human geographical language routinely substituting travel duration for physical measurement, and Marcel approved because it proved he had been scientifically right all along. ER continued: “This is logically inconsistent when travel speed is variable.”




Everyone said, “ER.” He stopped.




Neris looked at Marcel. “How far is Toronto?”




Marcel thought. “From here?”




“Yes.”




“Long day.”




Neris stared. “That is not a unit.”




Marcel smiled. “Now you get it.”




Daniel laughed. His ribs tolerated it. That alone felt like progress.




Halfway through dinner, Marcel asked Neris, “What are you going to miss?” The question changed the room. Marcel seemed to realize it after speaking. He added, “Food. I mean food.” Neris looked at her plate. Daniel watched her think. “Daniel’s hot chocolate.” Daniel shook his head. “Not mine.” Neris looked at him. “Emily’s.”




The kitchen quieted slightly. Neris corrected herself. “Emily’s hot chocolate, made by Daniel.”




Claire looked at her. Neris’s ears lowered. “Was that inappropriate?”




“No,” Claire said.




She glanced at Daniel. “Emily would’ve approved of that wording.” Daniel looked down at his plate. Something warm and painful moved through his chest. Neris’s tail touched his ankle beneath the table. He rested his foot against it.




• • •




Later, after Marcel left and Claire went upstairs, Daniel and Neris stayed in the kitchen.




The countdown showed:



7 DAYS, 3 HOURS


Daniel looked at it, then at the small Earthside monitor charging beside his phone. “It worked without ER.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




“Marcel has the farm plan.”




“Yes.”




“Claire has the medical plan.”




“Yes.”




“We have a cover story.”




“An information-minimization strategy.”




“Polite lying.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked at her. “Everything we fix makes it easier for you to leave.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “Yes.”




“I hate that.”




“So do I.”




They went upstairs. Daniel managed the stairs slowly. Neris followed close enough to catch him without touching unless he needed it. He reached the bedroom breathing hard but upright. The accomplishment did not feel triumphant. It felt ordinary. That was better.




Neris changed into her sleep shirt. Daniel sat on the bed, adjusting the monitor strap. When she joined him, she brought the grooming brush. Daniel looked at it. “What happened?”




“Gate chain.”




Her tail lifted onto the bed.




A small section of fur near the middle had tangled where the chain brushed it during the afternoon repair. Daniel shifted against the pillows. “Come here.”




Neris settled beside him and laid the tail across his lap. He began brushing without ceremony or explanation, moving slowly through the fur. Neris leaned against his shoulder. Daniel found the small knot and worked it loose with his fingers. “I keep thinking there’ll be a point where this starts feeling temporary.”




Neris watched his hands. “Does it?”




“No.”




Daniel drew the brush through the section again. “No matter how many boxes we pack. No matter how many plans Claire makes. This doesn’t feel like something that ends because a calendar says so.”




Neris rested her head against him. “Good.”




Daniel looked at her. “Good?”




“What we built should not become less real because it changes.”




He placed the brush down. Neris’s tail curled around his wrist. Daniel held it lightly. Outside, snow covered the repaired gate. Inside, the farmhouse was quiet. Claire slept across the hall. Marcel would return in the morning. ER remained in the woods. For seven more days.




The bedside tablet brightened. ER’s voice came through softly. “Corridor update.”




Daniel’s hand stopped. Neris sat upright.




The formal projection appeared.



BEACON ACTIVATION: 7 DAYS, 2 HOURS
FAR-SIDE PHASE REFERENCE: CONFIRMED
EMERGENCE CAPTURE: CONFIRMED


Daniel read it twice. Veyra could keep the reference available throughout the projected crossing. If Takuhai reached the emergence region, the array could detect his envelope and trigger the receiving field automatically. Confirmed.




Neris’s tail tightened around his hand.




Daniel felt the room shift around the number.




The next line appeared.



EARTHSIDE SUPPORT PLAN: REQUIRED BEFORE TRANSIT AUTHORIZATION


Claire’s chart, Marcel, the monitor and the farm. Daniel looked toward the wall speaker. “You need us ready.”




“Yes,” ER said.




“Before they let you go.”




“Yes.”




Neris looked at the countdown. Daniel looked at her.




ER opened the household log.



EARTHSIDE MEDICAL SUPPORT: PROTOTYPE FUNCTIONAL
FARM SUPPORT: DISTRIBUTED
RETURN COUNTDOWN: 7 DAYS, 2 HOURS


The final line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: LOAD SHARED


Daniel reached for Neris. She folded herself against him. Neither spoke. The countdown continued.






Chapter 31 - Necessary People


The monitor failed at seven twelve in the morning, though not mechanically; that would have been easier. Daniel was halfway through his first coffee when the small device beneath his shirt vibrated twice. A soft amber light appeared near his ribs. Claire looked up from the kitchen counter. Neris, already outside, stopped beside the cattle gate when the same alert reached her communicator.




ER’s voice came from the speaker. “Simulation active.”




Daniel lowered the mug. “You might lead with that.”




“I announced a diagnostic exercise four minutes ago.”




“I thought you meant later.”




“I provided a start time.”




Claire looked at him. “You ignored it.”




“I acknowledged it.”




“You said ‘yeah.’”




“That’s acknowledgment.”




The monitor vibrated again. Amber became red. A warning appeared on Daniel’s phone.



ABNORMAL INFLAMMATORY RESPONSE
MEDICAL ASSESSMENT ADVISED


Daniel waited. Nothing else happened. Claire looked at the screen. “That’s it?”




ER answered. “That is the current safe instruction.”




Neris’s voice arrived through the kitchen tablet. “What simulated pattern?”




“Unknown inflammatory response with concurrent nanite activation outside established recovery parameters.”




Daniel looked at his phone. “What do I do then?”




“Seek medical assessment.”




“With who?”




“A qualified human medical professional.”




“And tell them what?”




Claire folded her arms. “That your bloodstream contains technology from another civilization.”




Daniel pointed at her. “I was hoping for something less memorable.”




Neris had already started back toward the farmhouse. Her image moved quickly across the yard camera. ER ended the simulation. The monitor returned to green. Daniel looked down at it. “It works.”




Claire shook her head. “No. It detects.”




“That’s working.”




“It detects a problem and tells you to find someone who doesn’t know what the problem is.”




Daniel leaned back. “It’s still better than nothing.”




“Yes.”




Claire took the chair opposite him. “But not enough.”




The back door opened. Cold air entered with Neris. She removed her gloves before fully closing it.




“What happened?”




“Nothing,” Daniel said.




“The test happened,” Claire corrected.




Neris crossed to him and checked the monitor display. Green. She placed two fingers over the device anyway. Daniel watched her.




“You know ER made it up.”




“I know.”




“You still ran back.”




“Yes.”




Claire looked between them, then at the five-part planning sheet—medical, farm, emergency, family and secrecy—still attached to the refrigerator with one of Daniel’s cattle-feed magnets. Claire pointed at the remaining item. “We still haven’t solved the medical continuity.”




Daniel sighed. “It’s seven in the morning.”




“It will still be unsolved after breakfast.”




“Most problems look better after breakfast.”




Neris removed her coat. “This one will not.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You too?”




“Yes,” ER said.




Daniel lifted his coffee. “Fine. After breakfast.”




Claire looked at Neris. “Is this how he always negotiates?”




“Yes.”




“It’s not negotiation,” Daniel said. “It’s sequencing. Food, then fix.”




They ate. The monitor remained green. Daniel disliked it more now. Before the test, it had represented independence. Something Earthside. Something that meant he could remain medically stable when ER was gone. Now it looked like what it was: a warning system rather than a doctor. Neris sat beside him, one leg tucked beneath her chair. Her tail curled around the rear legs and occasionally brushed Daniel’s ankle.




Claire had moved from the kitchen counter to the table with the planning sheet. She had added another line beneath medical. Human clinical continuity. Daniel read it.




“No.”




Claire looked up.




“You haven’t heard the proposal.”




“I can infer.”




Daniel tried to draw the boundary at Marcel. Claire would not let him. Secrecy was no longer only a question of who knew Neris existed; it had become a medical risk built around what happened if Daniel collapsed after Neris and ER were gone.




An ordinary ambulance could treat an ordinary collapse. A hospital, however, might reasonably order imaging, anaesthesia, surgery or transfusion without knowing that an adaptive alien medical system was already active inside him. ER could predict some interactions and only label others unknown. That was enough for Claire. “You need a doctor.”




Claire’s expression softened. “I’m not saying tell a hospital everything.”




Neris spoke carefully. “Protected-contact restrictions prohibit unnecessary disclosure.”




“Then ask whether this is necessary.”




“It is,” Claire said.




Daniel looked at Neris. “Is it?”




Her ears lowered. “Yes.”




That hurt more than Claire’s argument. Daniel pushed the plate away. “How much do they need to know?”




Neris glanced toward the speaker. ER answered. “Enough to prevent harmful conventional intervention. Not enough to reproduce or investigate Xianglume technology.”




“So almost nothing.”




“Almost nothing can still be strategically useful.”




Claire tapped the monitor. “They need to know he has an implanted medical system.”




“It is not implanted in the conventional sense,” Neris said.




Claire stared. Neris adjusted. “A persistent internal medical system.”




“Better.”




Daniel rubbed his forehead. “Do we even have someone?”




Claire looked at him. “You know every veterinarian within fifty kilometres.”




“That’s not the same.”




“Doctor.”




Daniel stared at the table. There was one. Dr. Mara Singh had taken over the small regional practice eight years earlier. She split time between the community clinic and hospital work farther south, which meant appointments ran late whenever weather or staffing went wrong.




She had stitched Daniel’s forearm after a sheet-metal cut and had insisted he get bloodwork after he ignored a fever for four days. She had also attended Emily during part of the last year of her illness, when travelling for every appointment became too exhausting. Mara had never treated Daniel like a widower who needed managing or a farmer who would automatically ignore instructions. She simply gave him the instructions and told him which consequences were his to own.




Neris watched his face. “You know someone.”




“Yes.”




Claire leaned forward. “Who?”




“Dr. Singh.”




“Local?”




“Close enough.”




“Do you trust her?”




Daniel answered automatically. “Yes.”




Neris did not move. “Not with the secret,” she said.




Daniel looked at her. “With your body.”




The kitchen quieted. Neris’s gaze held his. “If you are unconscious,” she continued, “this person may someday need to make decisions that affect the nanites, your recovery, or both. Do you trust her with your body?”




Daniel thought about Emily in the clinic room. Mara explaining medication changes without softening the truth. Daniel refusing a referral once because harvest was coming. Mara saying, “then choose whether harvest is worth worsening this, but at least choose with the correct information”. No dramatics. No power struggle. Just responsibility. “Yes,” Daniel said.




Neris nodded once. “Then she is a candidate.”




They sent the request before nine. ER formatted it through the protected-contact channel.




Daniel watched the lines appear.



REQUEST: LIMITED MEDICAL DISCLOSURE
PURPOSE: POST-DEPARTURE CONTINUITY OF CARE
LOCAL HUMAN: DANIEL MERCER
PROPOSED RECIPIENT: LICENSED MEDICAL PROFESSIONAL


The response took eighteen minutes. Daniel had expected bureaucracy, questions or a delay.




Instead, the authorization came back stark and immediate.



ADDITIONAL MEDICAL DISCLOSURE PERMITTED IF REQUIRED FOR CONTINUITY OF CARE
MINIMUM NECESSARY INFORMATION ONLY
TRUST ASSESSMENT REQUIRED


Claire read it. “That was fast.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “They expected this.”




ER said, “The network has extensive protected-contact contingencies.”




Daniel looked at the message. “They have a protocol for alien medical mistakes?”




“Emergency intervention in technologically younger populations is not unprecedented.”




Daniel glanced up. Neris amended: “not humans.”




“Yeah.”




“Not this.”




“Still.”




He rubbed the monitor beneath his shirt.




“Call Mara.”




Daniel made the call himself. The clinic receptionist recognized his name. That helped. His explanation did not. “Farm accident,” he said.




“Yes, I understand that part, Mr. Mercer.”




“Daniel.”




“Dr. Singh has no open appointments today.”




“I’m not asking for an appointment.”




Claire watched him from across the kitchen. Neris sat very still beside the stove. Daniel continued. “I need her to come here.” The receptionist paused. “For a home visit?”




“Yes.”




“Is this urgent?”




Daniel looked at Neris. “Not emergency urgent.”




Claire mouthed “terrible phrase”. Daniel ignored her. “Complicated urgent.”




The receptionist was silent. “I’ll ask her to call.”




Mara called fourteen minutes later. “What did you do?”




Daniel smiled despite himself. “Morning.”




“What did you do?”




“Feed-system accident.”




“When?”




“Last week.”




Silence.




“Daniel.”




“I know.”




“Hospital?”




“No.”




Another silence. This one was longer. “Did you hit your head?”




“No.”




“That is not reassurance.”




“I need you to come out.”




“I have clinic until noon.”




“This afternoon.”




“Why?”




Daniel looked toward the monitor. “Because I had treatment.”




“What treatment?”




“Experimental.” Claire closed her eyes.




Mara said, “From whom?”




“Someone I trust.”




“That is not a medical credential.”




“No.”




“Is this legal?”




Daniel hesitated. “Not in the way you mean.”




Claire put her face in both hands. Neris’s ears angled back. Mara said, very slowly, “I am going to regret asking this.”




“Probably.”




“Are you in immediate danger?”




“No.”




“Are you currently stable, not actively bleeding, breathing normally, neurologically intact and without fever?”




Only after Daniel replied yes to all the questions in her inventory did Mara say she could come after clinic. She had not agreed to whatever ridiculous thing Daniel was still withholding. “What exactly am I walking into?” Daniel looked at Neris. “A lot.”




Mara hung up. Claire stared at him. “That was the worst possible version of that conversation.”




“She’s coming.”




“That is not evidence of success.”




Marcel arrived before noon and found all three of them cleaning the kitchen. Daniel was doing his share from a chair. He considered this participation. They considered it compliance. Claire was wiping the table. Neris had moved the obvious ship equipment upstairs. Daniel was attempting to reorganize medical papers without standing.




Marcel came in carrying a replacement hinge plate. He looked around. “Company?”




Daniel nodded. “Doctor.”




Marcel stopped. Relief crossed his face. “Good.”




Daniel frowned. “That’s your reaction?”




“What did you expect?”




“I don’t know. Concern about the secret.”




Marcel set the hinge plate down. “I’ve been concerned about what happens if you fall over after the spaceship leaves.”




Daniel pointed at him. “Everyone keeps using that example.”




“It’s persuasive.”




Marcel removed his hat. “What am I supposed to do if your magic blood machines start doing something strange? Check your temperature with the cow thermometer?”




Claire looked at Daniel. “I like him.”




“You said that yesterday.”




“It keeps being true.”




Marcel poured himself coffee. Daniel watched. “You understand telling a doctor means another person knows.”




Marcel shrugged. “Better than another funeral.” The words were gentler than the last time he had used them. Daniel nodded.




Marcel leaned against the counter. “My problem is different.”




Claire looked up. “What?”




“My wife knows something’s wrong.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “Marcel.”




“I haven’t told her.”




“Good.”




“She’s not stupid.”




“No one said she was.”




“I’ve been over here every day. I come home late. I say Daniel’s hurt. She asks why there’s no hospital. I say home care. She asks who’s doing it. I say Neris. She asks who Neris is.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “What did you say?”




Marcel looked at her. “A friend helping with the farm.”




“That is true.”




“Yes.”




“What else?”




“That you’re private.”




Daniel coughed. Marcel ignored him. “She thinks I’m helping you hide a woman.”




Claire’s eyebrows rose. Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Technically…”




Marcel pointed at him. “Don’t.”




Neris’s tail moved behind her. “Does your wife believe you are having an affair?”




“No.”




“Daniel?”




“No.”




“Then what does she believe?”




“That something is strange.”




Neris considered. “That is accurate.” Marcel sighed.




“How long can you keep it up?” Claire asked.




He thought. “Depends how much she likes me this week.”




Daniel smiled. Marcel drank his coffee. “I’m not telling her unless we have to.”




“For now,” Neris nodded.




Marcel looked toward the woods. “For now.”




Mara Singh arrived at one forty-three. Daniel watched her car cross the yard through the front window. Claire had asked him twice whether he intended to greet her at the door; he had said yes, and Neris had said no. Daniel now sat in the living-room chair with the support frame beside him, a compromise. Mara entered carrying a medical bag and wearing a winter coat over dark clinic clothes.




She was in her late forties, perhaps fifty now. Daniel realized he had never asked. Her black hair was streaked with grey at the temples and pulled back loosely after what looked like a long morning.




She saw Daniel, stopped, and looked at the support frame.




“Farm accident.”




“Yeah.”




“You’re thinner.”




“Apparently.”




“Stand up.”




Daniel glanced at Neris, who was not visible from the entryway. “Hello to you too.”




“Stand.”




He used the frame. Slowly. Mara watched every movement. Her face lost humour. “Sit.”




Daniel lowered himself again. She removed her coat. Claire appeared from the kitchen. “Mara, this is my sister Claire.”




Mara nodded. “Toronto.”




Claire looked at Daniel. “What is wrong with everyone here?”




Mara smiled. “Local classification system.”




She washed her hands, then examined Daniel without spectacle or curiosity about the house, attending only to breathing, oxygen, heart rhythm, reflexes and pelvic stability without stressing the healing structures. Mara listened to his lungs for a long time.




She looked at him. “What injuries?”




Daniel listed three broken ribs, pulmonary injury, pelvic fractures and internal bleeding.




Mara stared. “Hospital.”




“No.”




“CT?”




“No.”




“Surgery?”




“No.”




“Ambulance?”




“No.”




She stood very still. “When?”




“Eight days ago.”




Mara looked at his gait, his chest, then at the notes he had provided. “That is not possible.”




Daniel was fidgeting. She looked at Claire. Claire folded her arms. Mara returned to Daniel. “What aren’t you telling me?” He gave the answer he had planned. “A lot.”




Mara sat down. “Good. At least we’ve reached honesty.”




He touched the small unit beneath his shirt. “There’s a monitor.”




Mara held out her hand. “Show me.”




Daniel removed the outer shirt. The small Earthside unit sat against his chest. Mara leaned closer. “This isn’t commercial.”




“No.”




“Who made it?”




“Same people who treated me.”




“People.”




Daniel almost smiled. “Yeah.”




Mara touched the casing but not the sensor. “Does it transmit?”




“Locally.”




“To whom?”




“Right now, us.”




“Can someone access it remotely?”




“Not from Earth.”




Mara looked at him. Claire turned away to hide her expression. Mara said, “That sentence was unnecessary unless the distinction matters.”




Daniel sighed. “I received emergency treatment using an experimental medical system belonging to people who cannot presently disclose its origin.”




Mara waited. “Illegal clinical trial?”




“No.”




“Military?”




“No.”




“Corporate?”




“No.”




“Foreign government?”




Daniel looked toward Neris. “Not in the way you mean.”




Mara’s expression hardened. “I dislike that answer.”




“So did Claire.”




“Claire has good instincts.”




Mara ignored him. “What is inside you?”




Daniel placed a hand over the monitor. “Nanites.”




She wanted the clinical facts. Inside him were microscopic medical machines distributed throughout his body, supporting healing, monitoring and tissue repair. They were not temporary. Safe removal was not available.




That changed her expression more than the evasions about where the technology came from. She continued methodically, asking question after question, noting down answers: replication existed only within restricted repair parameters; the nanites were not contagious and did not ordinarily transfer into another person.




Mara stopped on the qualifier. “Normal conditions.” The phrase mattered because medicine lived in exceptions, interactions and edge cases, not only the behaviour a system was designed to have. Daniel looked toward the doorway again. Mara saw it.




“Is the person who treated you here?”




Daniel nodded.




“I want to meet them.”




He looked at Neris. “Come in.”




Neris stepped into the room, and Mara went completely still. Neris wore dark trousers and a simple sweater, with no coat or disguise to obscure the black fur, white stripe, ears, short muzzle and tail. She was real enough that the room had no place to put her except inside reality.




Neris stopped several metres away.




“I am the person who treated him.” Mara stared first at Neris’s face, then her hands, finally taking in the tail and her posture.




Her first comment was: “You’re not from Thunder Bay.”




Daniel laughed, pain flickering across his ribs. Mara’s head turned immediately.




She looked back at Neris. “Mephit,” Neris said.




Mara blinked. “What?”




“My species.”




Mara exhaled slowly. “You skipped the difficult part of the sentence.”




Neris’s ears shifted. Daniel leaned back. “This is going better than I expected.”




Mara pointed at him. “Do not interpret my restraint as comfort.”




“Fair.”




She looked at Neris. “Sit.” Neris sat to reduce the distance, not because Mara held authority over her. Mara opened her notebook. Mara’s questions returned to consent. Neris explained that Daniel had authorized emergency medical intervention under specific conditions before the accident, precisely because they had known her technology might save him in circumstances where conventional response was too slow. The plan had been designed not to be used. That distinction mattered to Mara.




Before treatment, Neris had Daniel’s approximate anatomy, the medical history he had given her, the injuries in front of her and passive biological observations accumulated through ordinary environmental contact. What she did not have was the longer list: human integration data, immune behaviour beyond the first hours, pharmaceutical interactions, genetic variation or reliable predictions for future trauma.




Mara set down her pen. “You did it anyway.”




“He was dying.”




There was no drama in Neris’s answer and no attempt at defence.




Mara studied her. “What was the alternative?”




“Wait approximately forty-six to sixty-two minutes for local emergency response, then transport approximately two hours to surgical care.”




“Could you have stabilized him until then?”




“Probably not.”




“Probability?”




ER spoke for the first time. “Estimated survival to surgical intervention without nanite treatment: between twelve and twenty-one percent.”




Mara turned toward the speaker. “Who was that?”




“ER,” Daniel said.




“And ER is?”




ER answered for himself. “The resident intelligence aboard Neris’s ship.”




Mara stared at the speaker. “The ship has an AI.”




“Yes.”




She closed her eyes briefly, then opened them. “Fine.”




Mara moved next to the boundary that worried: cognition and the nervous system. Neris stated that no intended cognitive function existed and no direct cognitive modification capability was active in Daniel. The nanites could interact with nerves and, in principle, brain tissue, but current medical protocols restricted those functions.




Those protocols had begun with Neris and ER. Daniel’s consent framework now constrained any non-emergency change, while autonomous stabilization remained available if his life was in immediate danger. Daniel did not directly operate the nanites; he controlled authorization over what they were permitted to change.




“Can you remotely command them?”




“Yes,” ER said.




“From the ship?”




“Yes.”




“After you leave?”




“No.”




“Can anyone else?”




“The Earthside monitor can issue a small set of predefined emergency commands. It cannot reprogram the nanites or provide equivalent control.”




The rest of Mara’s interrogation was less about what the nanites were than what ordinary medicine could still safely do around them. Drug interactions were a patchwork of confidence rather than a completed formulary.




Most common antibiotics were expected to be safe. Anticoagulants required caution. Steroids could alter the inflammatory signals the nanites interpreted. General anaesthesia remained poorly characterized beyond broad metabolic models. Opioids retained their ordinary respiratory risks, with the added problem that nanite compensation might hide early deterioration instead of preventing it. Mara listened without dramatizing the gaps.




The uncertainty irritated her because it was medically real; its alien origin was irrelevant. That distinction was one of the reasons Daniel had wanted her there. Mara wrote quickly. Daniel watched something change in Neris as her shoulders loosened and her ears came forward. These were the questions that needed to be asked: not what she was or where her planet was, but what happened to the patient.




Mara looked up. “I still don’t understand what you are.”




“Mephit.”




“I understand that word now.”




Neris waited. Mara closed the notebook.




“Daniel is still my patient.”




Neris nodded. “Yes.”




“Your technology doesn’t change that.”




“No.”




“If something goes wrong after you leave, I make decisions based on the information I have.”




“Yes.”




“I will not accept instructions I cannot evaluate if they conflict with his immediate survival.”




Neris’s gaze steadied. “That is appropriate.”




Mara glanced at Daniel. “You chose well.”



• • •


The first Earth medical handoff took most of the afternoon. ER produced a stripped-down protocol. Mara rejected the first version because it used terms no human clinician would understand. Neris rewrote it. Claire simplified the layout. Daniel objected when the warning section became three pages. Mara said three pages was short.




Eventually, the portable reader displayed only clinically relevant categories.



STANDARD TREATMENT SAFE
CONSULT MONITOR BEFORE INVASIVE PROCEDURE
NANITE RESPONSE ACTIVE
UNKNOWN INTERACTION — DELAY IF POSSIBLE
EMERGENCY NANITE OVERRIDE — AUTHORIZATION REQUIRED


Mara asked about the last line.




“As I mentioned, the monitor can issue a limited set of emergency commands, but this needs to be authorized before they are enacted.”




“Who authorizes them?”




“Daniel.”




“And if he’s unconscious?”




The room quieted. Daniel looked at Claire. She immediately shook her head.




“Do not decide because I’m sitting here.”




“I’m not.”




“You were about to.”




Daniel thought. Neris watched him without influencing the answer. Mara waited. “Claire,” he said finally. “Under the same rule.”




Claire’s expression tightened. “Meaning?”




“If I can answer, I decide.”




“Yes.”




“If I can’t, and waiting is likely to kill me, you authorize whatever emergency intervention is necessary.”




Mara added, “And I decide conventional care.”




Daniel nodded. “Yes.”




Claire stared at him for a long moment. “Put it in writing.” ER did.




Mara looked at Claire. “You understand this is not legal documentation yet.”




“I know.”




“We’ll need proper advance directives.”




“I know.”




Daniel said, “Can we not turn alien first contact into estate planning?”




Claire and Mara both looked at him. He stopped. Neris’s tail curled around the leg of Daniel’s chair. The contact authority required a trust assessment before Mara left. Claire expected a form. The network requested Daniel’s evaluation. He said: “Competent, direct, discreet and unimpressed by me.”




Mara stared. Claire laughed.




Neris translated the useful portion.



TRUST BASIS: ESTABLISHED CLINICAL RELATIONSHIP
BEHAVIOURAL INDICATORS: STRONG
DISCLOSURE ACCEPTED UNDER MINIMUM-NECESSARY MEDICAL CONTINUITY


Mara read the classification. “Minimum necessary?”




Neris finished by drawing the information boundary in the opposite direction. Mara now knew enough to keep Daniel medically safe; she did not need propulsion theory, dimensional physics, Xianglume’s broader history or the developing first-contact plan. Mara closed the reader with visible approval. Curiosity and clinical need were different things, and she had no difficulty choosing between them.




Before leaving, Mara reiterated the existing restrictions on machinery, lifting and long periods alone until the next recovery scan. Daniel objected only to the last. “Your pelvis was fractured eight days ago.”




Daniel tried “technically stabilized” as a defence. Mara said his name. That ended the argument. She put on her coat and told him she would be back in two days.




“You don’t need to.”




“I wasn’t asking.”




Claire smiled. Daniel looked between them. “This is spreading.”




Mara opened the door. Cold air entered. Before stepping outside, she looked at Neris. “Thank you for saving him.”




Neris became still. Mara continued. “I’m not saying I approve of everything yet.”




“You should not.”




“But thank you.”




Neris lowered her head slightly. “You are welcome.”




Mara left. Daniel watched the car disappear between the spruce.




Claire stood beside him. “You have a doctor.”




“I had a doctor before.”




“Now she knows why your blood is weird.”




“That is not the phrase we’re using.”




“It is in my notes.”




Daniel looked at her. “You have notes?”




“Obviously.”




ER said, “Claire has maintained structured support documentation since arrival.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “Of course she has.”




The network update arrived ten minutes later.



EARTHSIDE MEDICAL CONTINUITY: PROVISIONALLY ACCEPTED


Neris read it. Her tail lowered.




Daniel saw her reaction and said: “that’s good, no?”




“Yes.”




“You sound terrible.”




She looked at him. “I am adapting to your methods.”




Daniel almost smiled.




The next line appeared.



EARTHSIDE SUPPORT PLAN: TWO REQUIREMENTS REMAIN
FARM CONTINUITY VERIFICATION
POST-DEPARTURE COMMUNICATION PROTOCOL


Daniel looked at the countdown.



6 DAYS, 9 HOURS


Neris sat beside him and took his hand. Claire looked at the remaining pending list items. “We can verify the farm tomorrow.”




Daniel frowned. “You don’t have to sound pleased.”




“I’m pleased you won’t be helpless.”




“I’m not helpless.”




“No,” Claire said. “But you’re not ready either.”




Daniel leaned back. “Ready for what?”




“The morning after.”




Neris’s paw tightened in his. Claire looked at her, then back at Daniel.




“What are you going to do the morning after they leave?”




“Feed the cattle.”




“That is the farm.”




“It’s also my morning.”




“What are you going to do?”




Daniel frowned. “That’s what I just said.”




“No. You told me what the farm needs.”




Neris looked at Daniel. Claire continued. “You’ve spent every day planning how to get her home.”




Daniel’s expression hardened. “That’s important.”




“I know.”




“You’ve spent every day making sure ER survives the corridor.”




“I know.”




“Making sure the farm works.”




“Yes.”




“Making sure I have a doctor.”




“Yes.”




Claire leaned forward. “What happens after that?”




Daniel looked toward the falling snow. “I wait.”




“For a message.”




“Yes.”




“That will arrive some time between ten days and never.” Claire’s voice softened. “You need something besides waiting.”




Neris looked down. Daniel felt anger first. Because anger was easier. “You want me to get a hobby?”




“I want you to have a life.”




“I have one.”




“Yes.”




Claire looked at Neris. “So does she.”




Daniel followed her gaze. Neris’s eyes were bright. Claire stood. “I’m not asking you to solve grief before it happens.”




Daniel stared at her. “I’m asking what you do with your hands when there is nothing left to repair that morning.” The question stayed after Claire left the room. Daniel looked at his hands—calluses, old scars and one newer line where an IV had been—while Neris sat beside him.




“You do not need to answer now.”




Daniel thought about the workshop. The maple shavings. The unfinished carving he had abandoned on the bench before the accident. A shape begun without deciding what it was. “I finish the carving.”




Neris looked at him. “The one from before the accident?”




“Yeah.”




“You said you did not know what it was.”




“I still don’t.”




Her ears softened. “Then perhaps it will tell you.”




Daniel smiled. “That’s not how carving works.”




“You frequently say objects tell you what they need.”




He looked at her. “You’ve been listening.”




“Yes.”




• • •




That afternoon, Daniel found Emily’s photograph slightly out of place on the mantel. Claire must have moved it while dusting. He shifted it back. Neris came in from the kitchen and stopped beside him. Emily smiled from the photograph, standing on the porch in summer sunlight with two mugs in her hands.




“Claire moved it,” Neris said.




“Yeah.”




She studied the frame, then Daniel. “You move it often.”




“More than I realized.”




Neris lifted a paw toward it but stopped short. “Farther from the lamp?”




“A little.”




She moved the photograph a few centimetres and glanced at him. Daniel nodded. “That’s right.”




Neris stepped back, leaving Emily where he wanted her. Emily’s photograph stood squarely between an old picture of Daniel’s parents and a carved wooden bowl his father had made.




Neris looked at Daniel. “Does it bother you?”




“What?”




“That I am here.” Daniel frowned. Neris nodded toward the photograph. “With her.”




“No.” The answer came easily. He realized that mattered.




Neris’s ears lowered. “She is part of the reason this house became somewhere I could belong.”




Daniel looked at her. “How?”




Neris studied Emily’s face. “Because you learned how to love someone enough that losing them changed the shape of you.”




Daniel’s throat tightened. Neris continued softly. “You did not become empty. You became different.”




He looked at Emily, then Neris. “I thought empty was easier.”




“Yes.”




“It wasn’t.”




“No.”




Daniel reached for Neris’s paw. She gave it to him. They stood in front of the mantel with Emily between the life Daniel had known and the one he had not expected.




• • •




The farm continuity test began the next morning at six. Claire called it verification. Daniel called it insulting. Marcel called it free labour.




The rule was simple: Daniel could offer advice when someone asked for it; otherwise, the work belonged to everyone else. He was to leave the lifting and repairs alone, even when someone chose a perfectly workable method he would have done differently.




He hated the rule before breakfast. Neris and Marcel began with feed. The gravity hopper functioned. The portable mixer started on the second attempt. Daniel heard the first failed ignition through the yard camera and reached automatically for the radio. Claire placed her hand over it. “No.”




“He flooded it.”




“Did he ask?”




“No.”




“Then no.”




Daniel stared at the screen. Marcel waited, then tried again. The engine caught. Daniel looked at Claire. “That works too.”




The words surprised both of them.




Later, Neris moved the hay bales using a route Daniel would not have chosen. He almost corrected her but stopped himself and simply watched. Her route took thirty seconds longer but avoided the icy section near the south shed. Daniel kept quiet. Mabel attempted to enter the sorting lane while Neris checked the waterer. Marcel redirected her with a feed bucket. Different from Daniel’s method, but nonetheless effective.




The calf from the previous day walked normally. The temporary gate held. A frozen latch required heating. Marcel used warm water instead of Daniel’s preferred torch. Daniel opened his mouth, then sighed: “That works too.”




At nine fifteen, Marcel entered the farmhouse. “Farm’s still there.”




Daniel looked toward the window. “Mostly.”




Marcel removed his gloves. “Nothing died.”




“High standard.”




“Neris says that’s your standard.”




Neris followed him inside. Snow covered her shoulders. Her tail brushed the doorframe. “I said it is Daniel’s minimum standard.”




“Same thing.”




Daniel looked at her. “You used the east route for hay.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




“Ice.”




Daniel nodded. “That works too.”




Neris’s ears lifted.




• • •




The protected-contact response arrived before lunch.



FARM CONTINUITY: ACCEPTED
EARTHSIDE MEDICAL CONTINUITY: ACCEPTED


Daniel read both. Neris stood beside him. ER’s voice came through the speaker.




“One requirement remains.”




The next lines appeared.



POST-DEPARTURE COMMUNICATION PROTOCOL: REQUIRED
TRANSIT AUTHORIZATION: CONDITIONAL


Neris stared. So did Daniel. Conditional, but neither theoretical nor preliminary: the ship could leave once communication after departure was addressed. Daniel’s stomach tightened. Neris’s tail dropped until the tip touched the floor. Claire looked between them. “You’re almost cleared.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




Daniel heard the strain. He put his hand against the back of her neck. She leaned into it. Marcel looked toward the screen. “What does communication protocol mean?”




ER answered. “A defined method for confirming transit entry, monitoring expected emergence, receiving delayed arrival notification, and determining when lack of communication should be interpreted as failure rather than ordinary delay.”




The room quieted. Marcel frowned. “So basically, deciding how long Daniel waits before assuming the worst.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked away. Neris’s paw found his. The day ended with too many people at the table. Mara had returned sooner than expected to establish a current bloodwork baseline before Takuhai left and Daniel’s care became entirely Earthside. Marcel stayed because the roads had begun icing.




Claire cooked while Neris adjusted the seasoning and ER supplied temperature readings no one had asked for. Mara argued with him over whether an ordinary fever should trigger one of Daniel’s alarms. ER said yes. Mara said the threshold was too sensitive. Claire agreed with Mara; Neris sided with ER.




Marcel ate stew and stayed out of it. Daniel drank the coffee he had been told not to have after four. By the time Mara noticed—or admitted she had noticed—the cup was empty.




The conversation moved easily around what none of them said very often. Mara knew what was inside Daniel. Marcel knew who Neris was and kept showing up to feed cattle. Claire had come to protect her brother and found herself helping him prepare for the departure of the woman he loved.




Daniel looked around the table. None of them had planned to be part of this. They had simply been there when someone needed help and stayed.




Mara left first. Before going, she placed the encrypted reader in her bag. “I will not discuss this with anyone.”




Neris nodded. “If conventional medical safety requires consultation—”




“I contact Daniel first.”




“If he cannot answer?”




“Claire.”




“And emergency?”




“I act to preserve life.”




Neris’s ears softened. “Yes.”




Marcel left next. He stood by the door pulling on his gloves. “Tomorrow morning?”




Daniel nodded. “Same time.”




“Neris?”




“Yes.”




Marcel looked at her. “You leaving in five days?”




“That is the plan.”




He looked uncomfortable. “Right.”




Neris waited. Marcel finally said, “My wife’s going to think you hate dinner invitations.”




Daniel looked at him. “That’s what you went with?”




“It’s true so far.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. “I have not been invited.”




Marcel paused. “Damn.”




Claire laughed. Marcel left muttering about having created another problem, and Claire went upstairs at ten. Daniel and Neris remained at the kitchen table with the dishes done, the lights low and the countdown glowing on the tablet while snow covered the yard beyond the window.



5 DAYS, 2 HOURS


Daniel looked at it, then at the empty chairs around the table. Mara’s. Marcel’s. Claire’s. “There are too many people who know.”




Neris sat across from him. Her grooming brush lay near the edge of the table where she had left it earlier. “Do you regret telling them?”




Daniel thought of Mara asking the questions no one else had known to ask, Marcel thawing the frozen latch without waiting for instructions, and Claire stopping him every time he tried to do too much. “No.”




Neris covered his hand with her paw. “Then perhaps telling them was not a mistake.”




“It's a big responsibility to carry.”




Her tail curled around his ankle beneath the table. “Yes,” she said. “But now you are not carrying it alone.”




Daniel looked at her, then toward the kitchen where the others were still talking. A week ago, only Neris and ER had known. Now there were people he could trust with it.




ER opened the household log.



MEDICAL SUPPORT: ESTABLISHED
FARM CONTINUITY: VERIFIED
TRANSIT AUTHORIZATION: CONDITIONAL
RETURN COUNTDOWN: 5 DAYS, 2 HOURS


The final line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: TRUST DISTRIBUTED


Daniel read it slowly. Neris’s paw remained over his as the farm rested beneath snow.






Chapter 32 - The Last Protocol


The last requirement had nothing to do with propulsion. Daniel would have preferred propulsion. Something pushed, something resisted, something broke. You found the weak point and repaired it.




Instead, the kitchen tablet displayed:



POST-DEPARTURE COMMUNICATION PROTOCOL: REQUIRED


Daniel read it again. Neris sat across from him with both paws around a mug of coffee she had forgotten to drink. Claire had already found a pencil.




ER spoke through the kitchen speaker. “The protocol must define what communication Daniel should expect after transit begins.”




“We know what happens,” Daniel said. “You leave. I wait.”




“That is accurate but insufficient.”




“Feels pretty complete from here.”




Claire turned the pencil between her fingers. “What’s missing?”




ER projected the request above the table.



TRANSIT ENTRY CONFIRMATION
EXPECTED EMERGENCE WINDOW
POST-EMERGENCE SIGNAL OPTIONS
ROUTING AND REPAIR DELAYS
ARRIVAL CONFIRMATION
FAILURE THRESHOLDS


Daniel looked at the last item. “No.” Neris’s ears lowered.




ER said, “Which part are you rejecting?”




“You know which.”




“A failure threshold is required.”




“Put unknown.”




“That would not establish a useful protocol.”




Daniel leaned back. His pelvis complained less than it would have a week before, which only made it easier to forget that it was still healing. “We’re deciding how long I’m supposed to hope.” The room quieted.




ER answered him plainly. “Yes.” Claire’s pencil stopped. Daniel wished, briefly and without much conviction, that ER would lie to him. Something gentle. Something useless. Instead, ER said, “Leaving the uncertainty undefined would create avoidable harm.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “To who?”




“You.”




“I’m not the one going through the corridor.”




“You are still affected by what happens there.”




Neris’s tail found Daniel’s ankle beneath the table. He looked down at it, then at the tablet. “Fine.”




Claire pulled a clean page from the ledger. Daniel sighed. “Another chart.”




“You like my charts.”




“I survive your charts.”




“You use them.”




“Under duress.”




She drew a line down the page. “This isn’t one event.”




Daniel knew what she meant before she wrote anything. Departure. Transit. Emergence. Contact. The words made the separation look manageable. He disliked them for that.




“The crossing is approximately two weeks,” Claire said.




“Approximately,” Neris repeated.




Daniel looked at her. “Meaning?”




“Transit duration can vary. We cannot communicate while Takuhai is inside the full vessel envelope. After emergence, ER may need time to establish our position and verify the ship before we transmit.”




“Silence for that period is normal?”




“Yes.”




“And after?”




Neris glanced toward ER’s speaker.




“Still potentially normal.”




Daniel rubbed a hand over his face. “Excellent.”




Claire wrote something on the page: “There is a distinction between expected silence and delayed contact.”




“That sounds like the same silence with better stationery.”




“It isn’t.”




Unfortunately, Daniel knew she was right. ER projected a model of the transit. Daniel understood little of the field geometry and did not try. What mattered was the small representation of Takuhai disappearing inside overlapping layers of light and emerging again in a monitored region near Veyra station.




ER highlighted the far side. “I recommend allocating power for a minimal identification beacon.”




Neris looked up immediately. “From reserve?”




“Yes.”




“How much?”




ER said: “one-point-four percent.”




Her ears shifted. Daniel recognized the expression. “Too much?”




“Not too much. More than I would prefer.”




“What does the beacon do?”




“If primary communications are unavailable after emergence, the burst can identify Takuhai to the monitored network and provide basic vessel and crew status.” Daniel looked at the projection. “This helps them find you.”




“Yes.”




“And if it gets routed back here, I know you got out.”




“If the relay path succeeds.” Neris put a paw over his hand before he could answer.




Daniel looked at her. “I’m not asking you to spend survival margin so I feel better.”




“The beacon has rescue value,” ER said.




“Then use it for that.”




“It also reduces Earthside uncertainty.”




“That’s not a reason to risk the ship.”




“Your condition after our departure remains a relevant consideration.”




Daniel stared toward the speaker. “No, it doesn’t.”




“Yes.”




“I’m not going to die because I don’t get a message.”




“That is not the only harm I am considering.” Daniel stopped. ER continued. “Sleep disruption, reduced food intake, impaired concentration, social withdrawal, and compulsive monitoring are foreseeable responses to prolonged, unresolved uncertainty.”




Claire slowly turned toward Daniel.




He pointed at her. “Don’t.”




“I didn’t say anything.”




“You were about to.”




“I was thinking.”




“Same face.”




Neris’s ears tilted. ER said, “The beacon improves the possibility of locating Takuhai after emergence. The fact that it may also tell Daniel we survived the crossing does not make that benefit irrelevant.”




Daniel looked back at the power allocation. “Does using it materially reduce your chances?”




“Marginally.”




“Neris?”




She considered the figure before answering. “I would rather have the reserve. I would still authorize the beacon.” That was enough.




“Enable it.”




ER changed the display.



IDENTIFICATION BEACON: ALLOCATED


Daniel looked away. “Don’t make it cheerful.”




“I had not planned to.”




“Good.”




Claire wrote beacon beside emergence. “What does it send?”




ER displayed the packet.



TRANSIT EXIT CONFIRMED
VESSEL STATUS: NOMINAL / DEGRADED / CRITICAL
CREW STATUS: STABLE / UNKNOWN / CRITICAL
ROUTING IDENTIFIER


Daniel read it twice. No voice. No explanation. No Neris. Still, STABLE was a word.




“If that arrives, how quickly could I get it?”




“Potentially within hours of emergence. Routing delays may extend that.”




“And if it doesn’t arrive?”




“It does not establish failure.”




“Of course it doesn’t.”




Claire tapped the pencil against the page. “Then we decide when silence starts meaning something different.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “We decide together.”




He knew she was talking about more than numbers. “All right.”




They started with the expected crossing. For approximately two weeks, Daniel should expect no live call, message or proof that Takuhai was still there. After the projected emergence window, the possibilities multiplied. A beacon might arrive first. A conventional message might reach Earth instead. Damage could delay transmission. An emergence farther from the monitored region could slow routing. ER might decide that stabilizing the ship mattered more than telling Daniel immediately.




Daniel understood every reason. He hated all of them.




Claire wrote a short set of thresholds instead of a page of possibilities. During the expected corridor transit, silence meant nothing. For the first day after expected emergence, silence remained within normal uncertainty. After three days, they would begin actively seeking confirmation through the protected-contact network. After a week without a beacon, routing acknowledgement or arrival message, the situation would be treated as serious.




Daniel stared at the page. “And when does it become failure?”




Neris’s tail tightened around his ankle. ER answered. “Three weeks after departure, when prolonged silence exceeds plausible transit, repair and routing delays, serious failure should be presumed.”




“Presumed.”




“Yes.”




“What does that actually mean?”




ER paused. “It means you stop organizing every hour around the expectation that the next minute will bring contact.”




Daniel’s jaw tightened. “That isn’t the same as giving up.”




“No.”




“It doesn’t mean you’re dead.”




“No.”




“I keep waiting.”




“Yes,” ER said. “Differently.”




Daniel looked at the paper. Neris covered his hand with hers. “You may hope as long as you choose.”




He looked at her. “For how long?”




“As long as you choose,” she repeated. That answer he could live with.




Claire added one final rule, less about Takuhai than Daniel: after the expected arrival period, he was not allowed to spend the day sitting beside the receiver. They were quiet for a while. Snow moved past the kitchen window.




Claire checked the calendar on her phone, then the departure countdown. Her expression changed. “Christmas.”




Daniel looked up. “What?”




“If you leave as soon as the Veyra beacon activates, Christmas is eight days later.”




Neris looked between them. “What changes on Christmas?”




Daniel quietly said. “Usually, people try not to be alone.”




Her ears lowered. Claire answered before he could say anything else. “You won’t be.”




Daniel looked at her. “That wasn’t a request.”




“I know.”




“I can manage Christmas.”




“I know that too.”




“You don’t sound convinced.”




“I believe you can manage it. I don’t think you should have to.”




Neris’s tail curled more firmly around Daniel’s ankle. She understood the shape of it now, even if the holiday itself remained partly beyond her: a day meant for gathering while she was somewhere unreachable between worlds. “You will not be alone,” she said.




Daniel gave her a faint smile. “You giving Claire instructions now?”




“I already have.”




Claire nodded. “Several.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “I’m surrounded.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




They spent most of the afternoon on the receiver. Protected-contact restrictions ruled out leaving sophisticated Xianglume communications equipment behind. The approved device could receive authenticated packets, verify where they came from, store them and signal when new data arrived. It could not transmit without separate authorization, connect to Earth networks or reveal anything particularly useful about Xianglume communications technology.




The internal module came from Takuhai. The housing did not. Daniel stood in the workshop doorway while Neris laid the components on the bench. He was allowed twenty minutes upright. ER had specified twenty. Daniel maintained that negotiations had raised the limit to twenty-two. Neris disagreed. The maple came from an offcut left after they built the resonator cradle. Daniel ran his fingers over the grain. “We’re using that?”




“Yes.”




“We have stronger materials.”




“We do.”




“But you want maple.” Neris met his eyes. “Yes.” He sat down. They worked together. Daniel marked the cuts and cleaned the edges with a block plane from his chair. Neris handled the saw. Claire held pieces when needed and questioned tolerances until Daniel threatened to classify her as a building inspector. ER checked the internal dimensions. The finished receiver was a small maple box with rounded corners, a dark display, one indicator light and one button.




Daniel turned it over in his hands. “This is what I stare at for twelve days.”




“You are not permitted to stare at it continuously,” Neris said.




“Who enforces that?”




Claire looked up. “I have a schedule.”




“Of course you do.”




“After expected emergence, four checks per day.”




“That’s ridiculous.”




“Three.”




“Still ridiculous.”




“Two.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “Morning and evening.”




He frowned. “You negotiated fast.”




“I know you.”




ER said, “Checking manually does not influence message arrival.”




“I understand causality.”




“Your behaviour suggests that understanding and practical application are not always identical.”




Daniel ignored all of them and ran his thumb over the maple. The receiver looked as though it belonged in the farmhouse. That felt right. Neris rested her paw over his hand.




ER interrupted. “Personal-effects appeal processed.”




Daniel looked up. “The mug?”




“And the carving.”




Daniel frowned. “What carving?”




“The practice piece.”




Neris looked at him. “It is not merely practice.”




“It isn’t anything. It’s barely a carving.”




“It remains a carving.”




ER displayed the authorization.



EARTH-ORIGIN PERSONAL EFFECTS REVIEW
ITEM 1: CHIPPED CERAMIC DRINKING VESSEL
ITEM 2: HAND-CARVED MAPLE OBJECT


Daniel frowned. “They make them sound awful.”




“The descriptions are accurate.”




Claire stepped closer. “Why did they need approval?”




“Earth-origin material requires review before protected transit,” ER said. “The restrictions address contamination, undeclared samples and uncontrolled transfer of material.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “And you appealed.”




“Yes.”




“What did you tell them?”




Her ears shifted. “The truth.”




ER opened the supporting statement. Daniel read the explanation twice.



ITEMS POSSESS NO MATERIAL TECHNICAL VALUE.
ITEMS ARE REQUESTED AS PERSONAL EFFECTS DUE TO EMOTIONAL SIGNIFICANCE TO COURIER VAEL.
CERAMIC VESSEL ASSOCIATED WITH DAILY HOUSEHOLD ROUTINE AND LOCAL HOME ENVIRONMENT.
WOODEN OBJECT PRODUCED BY DANIEL MERCER DURING RECOVERY OF PREVIOUSLY ABANDONED PERSONAL PRACTICE; RETAINED AS REPRESENTATION OF LOCAL RELATIONSHIP AND HOUSEHOLD BELONGING.


Daniel read it again. Neris had gone very still. Claire became deeply interested in the far wall.




The decision appeared.



APPROVED FOR TRANSIT AS PERSONAL EFFECTS
BIOLOGICAL DECONTAMINATION REQUIRED
SCIENTIFIC SAMPLING PROHIBITED WITHOUT FUTURE CONTACT AUTHORIZATION


Daniel looked at Neris. “The carving doesn’t even sit flat.”




“I know.”




“It changed direction halfway through.”




“Yes.”




“There are better mugs.”




“Yes.”




“That one’s chipped.”




“I know.”




He watched her for another moment. “You want that one.”




“Yes.”




Claire said, “Alien customs recognizes sentimental value. Good to know.”




ER replied, “The applicable category is culturally and emotionally significant personal effects.”




“I liked hers better,” Daniel said.




Neris’s tail curled around the leg of his chair. Daniel looked again at the approval. Somewhere on Xianglume, someone had been asked to decide whether a chipped mug and a crooked piece of maple could cross universes. They had decided yes. “Take them,” he said.




Neris’s paw tightened around his. “I intended to.”




The mug was washed that evening and sealed for decontamination. Daniel objected to the amount of procedure involved in transporting something that had spent years beside his sink. ER considered the procedure reasonable. The carving went into the same container, carefully wrapped in one of Neris’s ship cloths.




• • •




Later that afternoon, departure preparation moved back aboard Takuhai.




The countdown read:



4 DAYS, 10 HOURS


The ship looked emptier. Daniel realized it as soon as he entered the work bay. Damaged fabrication equipment had been stripped away, leaving bare mountings. Cargo restraints sat stacked near the hatch. The farm battery bank had been disconnected. The maple resonator cradle remained. So did Claire’s brace. Daniel moved through the bay with his support frame while Neris stayed close enough to catch him if necessary. He pretended not to notice. She pretended she was not doing it.




They ran the first full transit-load simulation. Daniel waited for something to fail. The cradle held. Claire’s added brace spread the projected load almost exactly as expected. Neris studied the display.




“Peak floor load is nine-point-one percent lower.”




Claire folded her arms. “I said eight.”




“You underestimated.”




“I prefer conservative assumptions.”




ER completed the run. “Structural simulation passed.”




Daniel smiled. “First try.”




“The brace was tested previously.”




“Full system. First try.”




“That distinction is technically valid.”




ER interrupted. “Thermal warning.”




Neris turned. The structural display vanished, replaced by a heat map along the lower power conduit beside the new brace. The brace had changed the airflow around a damaged housing. During corridor entry, the conduit would exceed its safe temperature.




Claire looked at Daniel. “I assume this means first try no longer counts.”




“Structure worked.”




Neris crouched beside the conduit. “We can reroute.”




“Insufficient clearance,” ER said.




“Additional shielding?”




“It would trap more heat.”




Daniel leaned on the support frame. “How bad?”




“Above tolerance for approximately forty seconds near peak load.”




He looked from the conduit to the brace, then toward the pile of Earth hardware waiting near the hatch. An old copper fin assembly lay near the top. Daniel pointed. “Heat sink.”




Neris followed his gaze. “Passive?”




“Copper over the housing. Put the fins into the open channel.”




“The airflow there is minimal.”




“Minimal is more than none.”




ER modelled it. The predicted temperature fell, but not enough. Daniel nodded toward the remaining section. “Use the whole fin bank.”




Neris looked at it. “That is ugly.”




Daniel stared at her. “You’ve lived on a farm for two months.”




“That does not require aesthetic surrender.”




“Sometimes ugly works.”




ER expanded the model. The temperature dropped inside tolerance.




Daniel smiled. “Farm engineering.”




“This result does not validate all previous farm repairs,” ER said.




“Wasn’t asking.”




“You were implying.”




Claire picked up the copper assembly. “How do we mount it?”




Two brackets, thermal compound and an old radiator part later, Takuhai had acquired another piece of Earth. The inelegant solution simply worked. Daniel sat on the deck while Neris tightened the last fastener. His monitor vibrated. Amber. He ignored it. Neris did not.




“Lean back.”




“I’m already sitting.”




“You have been aboard for ninety-six minutes.”




“Not standing.”




“Your body does not recover only while horizontal.”




Daniel looked toward the resonator. “We don’t have time for me to recover slowly.”




Neris stopped. Daniel regretted the words as soon as he heard them.




The beacon would activate whether his ribs were ready or not. His pelvis did not get a vote. Neither did December. Neris climbed down and sat beside him. “Your body did not agree to this schedule.”




“No.”




“Then stop punishing it for surviving.”




“I’m not.”




Her expression made the argument pointless. His monitor remained amber. Daniel leaned against the bulkhead. Neris spread her tail across his legs. He rested a hand on it.




“Twenty minutes.”




“Thirty.”




“Twenty-five.”




“Thirty.”




“You’re getting worse at compromise.”




“I am learning from Claire.”




Across the bay, Claire said, “Finally.”




Daniel closed his eyes.



• • •


He found Neris and Claire whispering in the kitchen later, or what Claire considered whispering. Neris’s voice carried into the hallway.




“He stops eating properly. He cleans. He repairs things that do not need repair.”




Daniel considered backing away. Neris continued. “He becomes quieter. He says ‘fine’ too quickly.”




Claire was silent for a moment. “After Emily, he stopped sleeping in the bedroom.”




Daniel looked toward the stairs. Neris’s voice softened. “Why?”




“Said the bed was too big. He slept on the sofa for months.”




Neris sighed. Claire asked, “What else should I watch for?”




Daniel should have left. Instead, he stayed where he was. Neris answered quietly. “Do not let him disappear into usefulness.”




Daniel walked into the kitchen. Both women looked at him.




“No.”




Claire folded her arms. “How much did you hear?”




“Enough.”




Neris’s ears angled back. Daniel pointed between them. “You do not get to make a post-Neris operating manual.”




“We absolutely do,” Claire said.




“I’m standing right here.”




“That has never made you less predictable.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “You gave her a list.”




“She asked.”




“You told her about ‘fine.’”




“Yes.”




“That’s betrayal.”




Neris regarded him calmly. “Are you fine?”




Daniel opened his mouth. Stopped. Claire smiled. He glared at both of them. “Very funny.”




“Only to people who know you,” Claire said. Neris’s tail touched his ankle. He looked down. She did not need to say anything else.




The receiver passed its first test that afternoon. ER routed a dummy authenticated packet through the same low-bandwidth path the protected-contact system would use after departure. The maple box sat in the middle of the kitchen table. Daniel watched it. The indicator blinked twice. The display changed.



TEST PACKET RECEIVED


Claire glanced at the clock. “You’re staring.”




“This is a test.”




“Training starts now.”




Neris sat beside him, her shoulder against his. ER said, “Manual checking is unnecessary. The receiver also provides an audible alert.”




“What sound?”




Three soft tones came from the box. Neris’s ears lifted. “That is Lysa’s piece.”




“The opening interval,” ER said.




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You chose that?”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




“It is distinctive.”




Daniel waited. ER added, “And familiar.”




They prepared the priority message next. The first communication after arrival needed to be short enough for a poor connection and clear enough that a partial transmission would not change its meaning.




Neris dictated:



Alive. Arrived. ER functioning. More when possible.


Daniel looked at her. “That sounds like a livestock delivery notice.”




“It is concise.”




“You could say hello.”




“Bandwidth.”




“Five letters.”




Neris ignored him and read the message again. She added one word.



Home.


Daniel stopped smiling. The complete message read:



Alive. Arrived. ER functioning. More when possible. Home.


“Keep it,” Daniel said.




“I intended to.”




Claire was standing near the sink, making an unsuccessful effort to look uninvolved. Neris turned to Daniel. “Your response.”




“I’ll answer when it comes.”




“The first return window may be short,” ER said.




“I’ll think of something.”




Claire looked over. “No, you won’t.”




Daniel stared at her. “You’ve known me my entire life and that’s your assessment?”




“Yes.”




Neris pushed the recorder toward him. Daniel sighed.




He pressed record.



“Farm is standing. Claire is bossy. Marcel is nosy. Mabel is still violent. I’m here.”


Neris laughed. Her tail struck the table leg. Daniel smiled, then looked back at the recorder. The easy part was done. He pressed the button again.



“Come back when you can.”


Neris went still. Daniel ended the recording. “That’s it.”




ER saved both messages. No one tried to improve them. The protected-contact authority reviewed the completed protocol that evening. Daniel expected it to take longer. He and Neris went upstairs rather than sit beside the tablet waiting for an answer. Claire stayed downstairs, claiming she had work to do. Daniel suspected the work involved watching the receiver.




Neris changed into her sleep shirt while Daniel removed the larger medical relay and fitted the smaller Earthside monitor for the night.




The tablet beside the bed read:



4 DAYS, 3 HOURS


Neris lay down first. Daniel joined her, and she moved against him without discussion. His arm settled around her. Her head rested beneath his chin, her tail across both of them.




“They’ll approve it,” Daniel said.




“Yes.”




“You sound sure.”




“The protocol meets the requirements.”




“That isn’t what I meant.” She knew. Daniel ran his hand slowly through the fur along her back.




“They approved the mug and the carving.”




“You told strangers on another world my ugly carving represents household belonging.”




“It does.”




Daniel smiled. “You could have left out ugly.”




“I did.”




Her paw rested over his heart. The house was quiet around them. Claire downstairs. ER in the speakers. Wind along the roof. Neris breathing against him. The bedside speaker activated. “Protocol response,” ER said. Neris raised her head. Daniel kept his arm around her.




A projection appeared above the dresser.



POST-DEPARTURE COMMUNICATION PROTOCOL: ACCEPTED
IDENTIFICATION BEACON: APPROVED
EARTHSIDE RECEIVER: AUTHORIZED
TRANSIT AUTHORIZATION: APPROVED


There was no condition beneath it and nothing pending. Daniel stared at the words. The ship was ready enough; the farm had people, Mara had the medical plan, Claire had instructions, and the receiver waited downstairs in its maple box. There was no longer an official reason for Neris to stay.




The next line appeared.



BEACON ACTIVATION: 4 DAYS, 2 HOURS


Neris’s paw closed over Daniel’s shirt. Neither of them spoke. ER left the authorization visible. Daniel looked at her.




“They said yes.”




“Yes.”




There was no happiness in it. No regret either. Daniel touched the side of her face. “Do you want them to change their minds?”




Neris held his gaze for a long time. “No.”




The answer hurt. Daniel nodded. She placed a paw against his cheek. “Do you?”




Part of him did. He could imagine snow deep enough to close every road, equipment failing at exactly the right moment, some new regulation arriving from Xianglume and postponing everything. Anything that gave them another week. Her family had believed she was dead. They were waiting. ER needed repairs Takuhai could not receive here. Neris had spent two months building a life on Daniel’s farm without surrendering the one she already had. He closed his eyes. “No.”




She moved closer. Daniel held her.




ER opened the household log.



POST-DEPARTURE PROTOCOL: ACCEPTED
TRANSIT AUTHORIZATION: APPROVED
IDENTIFICATION BEACON: ENABLED
RETURN COUNTDOWN: 4 DAYS, 1 HOUR


There was a short pause. One final line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: PREPARING TO PART


Neris read it over Daniel’s shoulder. Her tail wrapped around both of them beneath the blanket. Daniel switched off the projection. The room went dark. The countdown kept running.






Chapter 33 - Lift


Transit authorization did not mean Takuhai could fly. Daniel realized that at breakfast. The realization arrived somewhere between Claire pouring coffee and Neris reading the latest corridor packet for the third time. He put down his fork. “Has the ship actually moved?”




Neris looked up. Claire stopped pouring. ER said nothing. Daniel looked toward the kitchen speaker. “That silence feels important.”




Neris’s ears tilted back. “Takuhai has moved.”




“When?”




“During recovery operations.”




“On the ground.”




The departure plan had reached an embarrassing omission in Daniel’s mind: Takuhai had not flown under its own atmospheric power since the crash. Transit authorization covered the route and the legal framework, not whether a damaged courier vessel could actually leave the clearing.




Claire’s expression made the absurdity visible before anyone said it aloud. ER clarified that flight certification had always been part of final departure preparation; it had simply not been the problem in front of them until now.




Daniel closed his eyes. “And we’ve somehow reached ‘transit authorization approved’ without checking whether you can get off the lawn.”




ER objected to calling the clearing a lawn. Neris’s tail moved beneath the table as she admitted that she had known atmospheric propulsion still required testing.




“And?”




“We were addressing the corridor requirements first.”




“Because?”




“They were more uncertain.”




Daniel looked toward the window. Beyond it, Takuhai remained hidden in the trees. A ship that had crossed dimensions. A ship they had spent weeks repairing. A ship that had not flown since it crashed. Claire picked up her coffee. “I’m going to say something annoying.”




Daniel looked at her. “You’ve established a pattern.”




“You’ve all been treating the corridor as the dangerous part because it’s alien.” Claire continued. “But the ordinary part is still a damaged aircraft sitting in a forest.”




ER said, “That is reductive.”




“Is it wrong?”




A pause. “No.”




Daniel leaned forward. “What has actually been tested?”




ER projected a status summary onto the kitchen tablet.



ATMOSPHERIC LIFT SYSTEM
PROPULSION FIELD GENERATION
CONTROL SURFACES
ENVIRONMENTAL SEALING
NAVIGATION
POWER ROUTING
HULL STRESS
EMERGENCY DESCENT


Most lines showed green. Several showed amber. “Green means tested?”, asked Daniel.




“Green means subsystem diagnostics fall within operational tolerance.”




“That is not what I asked.”




Neris rested one paw on the table. “Daniel.”




“Have the engines run under load?”




ER answered. “Not at flight output.”




“Attitude control?”




“Static response only.”




“Navigation?”




“Ground reference calibration.”




“Emergency descent?”




“Simulation.” Daniel sat back. Claire said, “That’s a no.”




Neris’s ears lowered. Daniel looked at her. She looked tired rather than defensive. “We were planning to test it.”




“When?”




“Today.”




He stopped. Claire looked at Neris.




“You already scheduled it?”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Did everyone know except me?”




ER said, “You were medically unfit to participate in previous preparation.”




“That’s not an answer.”




“No.”




Daniel laughed once. His ribs objected mildly. He pressed a hand to them. Neris immediately asked about his pain level.




“Two.”




“Three.”




“Two and a half.”




Claire looked between them. “I’m beginning to understand this household.”




Daniel ignored her. “What’s the test?”




Neris looked toward the window. “First, full propulsion diagnostics. Then atmospheric lift at minimal altitude.”




“How minimal?”




“One metre.”




Daniel stared. “That’s not flying.”




ER said, “It is flight.”




“It’s hovering.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “You are going to ruin this, aren’t you?”




“Probably.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel caught it. “So, one metre.”




“If stable.”




“And after?”




Neris became more serious. “Rotation, lateral translation, descent, power shutdown and full inspection.”




“Then?”




“If everything remains within tolerance, a second test tonight.”




Claire looked up. “Why at night?”




“Reduced visual exposure,” ER said. “Lower local road activity. Easier detection of approaching vehicles. Air-traffic density is also lower in the proposed window.”




Daniel looked at the countdown.



3 DAYS, 17 HOURS


“When were you planning to tell me?”




Neris met his eyes. “After breakfast.”




Daniel pushed his plate away. “Breakfast is over.”




Claire looked at his unfinished eggs. “It absolutely is not.”




He stood anyway. The Earthside monitor vibrated amber before he had fully straightened. Neris folded her arms. Daniel sat back down. “Breakfast is ongoing.”




“Good,” Claire said.



• • •


The full diagnostic began at nine. Daniel reached Takuhai by utility sled, which he hated less than he had two days earlier without coming close to liking it. Claire walked beside him while Neris drove. The morning was bright enough to make every patch of snow look sharp-edged, with no new snowfall, low wind and good visibility. ER had selected the conditions deliberately. Daniel understood why, but he still wished for darkness. Something about watching the ship try to fly in full daylight made the risk feel exposed.




They reached the clearing. Takuhai sat where he had sat for nearly two months. The ship no longer looked exactly crashed; too much had been repaired. Hull panels had been resealed. Damaged exterior sections had been removed or replaced. Earth-made supports no longer looked improvised because Daniel had seen them often enough to become part of the design. The ship had acquired the odd visual logic of something built in two places at once.




Daniel climbed from the sled. Neris stood beside him. He looked at the ship.




“You ready?”




She did not answer immediately. That concerned him more than if she had said no. Her ears angled toward him. “I have flown this ship thousands of times. I have landed in storms. Docked without guidance. Crossed debris fields.”




Daniel waited. Neris looked at Takuhai. “I have never flown him after rebuilding part of him with a Canadian feed store.”




Daniel smiled. “Confidence inspiring.”




ER said through Daniel’s monitor, “Several components originated elsewhere.”




“That’s your defence?”




“I object to inaccurate sourcing.”




Neris’s tail moved once behind her. Daniel took her paw. The tension in her fingers surprised him. “You don’t have to pretend this is routine.”




“I am not.” She looked at him. Daniel squeezed her paw, then glanced toward Takuhai. “You know, historically, ships were usually referred to as ‘she.’ Linguistic habit, maritime tradition, all that legacy.” ER answered immediately. “I am the ship.” Daniel waited. “I also identify as male.” Daniel looked toward the hull.




“Centuries of nautical tradition lose to one opinionated courier AI.”




“Correct.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel nodded gravely. “Fair enough.”




ER added, “I appreciate your respect for personal identity, Daniel.”




“That sounded smug.”




“It was intended to.”




Neris’s tail flicked. Daniel looked at her, then back at the ship. “Then let’s find out if you fly.”




“That wording is acceptable.”




Claire came up behind them carrying the tablet. “I hate that I’m nervous for a spaceship.”




ER answered. “That is a reasonable emotional response.”




Claire stopped. “Did you just validate a feeling?”




Neris’s muzzle softened. The hatch opened. The first diagnostic was boring. Power rose in stages from five to twelve, twenty and thirty-five percent. Takuhai’s internal hum changed gradually without explosion, warning light or dramatic shudder. Neris sat in the pilot position. Daniel remained strapped into the auxiliary observer seat behind her under protest. Claire stood outside the ship at a designated observation point, recording hull movement and ground effects. Daniel had argued that he could stand outside. Neris said no. ER said no. Claire said no. Marcel, informed of the test only as “equipment movement in the woods,” had said no before Daniel finished asking. Daniel had accepted the seat.




ER displayed propulsion field stability.



LIFT FIELD: NOMINAL
PRIMARY THRUST: NOMINAL
ATTITUDE CONTROL: NOMINAL — STATIC
POWER RESERVE: 63%


Daniel looked at the last number. “That seems low.”




“It is lower than pre-impact capacity,” ER said.




“How low?”




“Original departure reserve target would have been eighty-four percent.”




“Do we have enough?”




“For the current test, yes.”




“For departure?”




“Projected yes, with twelve percent contingency after corridor-entry allocation.”




Daniel looked toward Neris. She was reading the same figures. Her paws rested on the controls. “Enough,” she said—not comfortably, but enough. ER raised lift output. A different vibration entered the deck. Low. Steady. Daniel felt it through the seat before he saw anything change.




Snow beneath the ship shifted under pressure rather than wind. The powder flattened in expanding arcs around the hull. Claire’s voice came through the comm. “Movement.”




Daniel looked toward the side display. The landing supports had lightened against the snow. Neris’s fingers adjusted something. The hull rose. A centimetre. Two. Five. Daniel stopped breathing. The ground separated from the landing feet. The gap widened. Ten centimetres. Twenty.




The ship kept rising. Nothing dramatic happened. That was the miracle. The trees remained where they were. The snow remained white. The ship simply stopped belonging to the ground.




Daniel looked at Neris. Her eyes were fixed forward. Her ears stood high. Her tail had curled tightly around the base of the pilot seat. ER said, “Altitude fifty centimetres.” “Seventy.” The vibration deepened but soon steadied. “One metre.”




ER held the display.



ALTITUDE: 1.00 M


Daniel felt something older than the nanites shift inside his chest: hope with evidence. “You’re flying.”




Neris’s mouth moved slightly. “Yes.”




ER said, “Technically, we are hovering.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Don’t ruin it.”




“I was clarifying.”




Claire’s voice came over the comm. “Please continue not crashing while you argue.”




Neris laughed. The sound loosened her paws, making them more familiar without becoming careless. She rotated Takuhai five degrees clockwise and back, then tested lateral translation half a metre in each direction before moving forward and back. Daniel watched the clearing shift around them. Every motion was small enough to seem absurd; the implications were not.




ER said, “Preparing descent.”




Neris lowered them slowly until the landing feet touched snow and the ship settled. The vibration faded as power reduced. Daniel remained sitting. No one spoke for several seconds before Claire’s voice came through. “You landed.”




Neris looked down at the controls. “Yes.”




Daniel watched her. She put one paw over her eyes. He unfastened his harness. “Hey.”




Neris lowered her paw. Her eyes were wet. Daniel reached forward. She turned in the seat. He held out his hand. Neris took it. “You flew,” he said. Her ears lowered. “Yes.”




This time ER did not correct him. The inspection found nothing catastrophic: hull stress remained below threshold, the landing supports were stable, primary lift was balanced, power draw was slightly higher than predicted but still acceptable, and one exterior patch showed minor thermal expansion. Daniel inspected it from the ground while Neris monitored his walking range. Claire documented everything.




ER ran internal comparisons. They reached attitude control. One line had changed from green to amber.




Daniel saw it first.



STARBOARD AFT ATTITUDE NODE: OUTPUT VARIANCE 6.8%


Neris crouched beside the exterior access panel. “Static testing did not show that.”




ER replied, “Dynamic response revealed intermittent field instability.”




Daniel leaned against the support frame. “What does it do?”




“Fine orientation adjustment in yaw and lateral correction.”




“Can you fly without it?”




“Yes,” Neris said.




ER said, “With degraded manoeuvring precision.”




Neris looked toward the hull. “For corridor alignment?”




ER paused. Daniel hated pauses now. “Within tolerance if variance remains below nine percent.”




“That is too close,” Neris said.




“Yes.”




Daniel crouched. Pain tugged through his pelvis. Neris immediately looked at him. “I’m crouching.”




“You are not permitted prolonged crouching.”




“I’m looking.”




He leaned closer to the open panel. The component inside looked nothing like a thruster. Instead of a nozzle or obvious moving parts, a compact set of layered rings surrounded a dark central housing.




One support bracket had discoloured. Daniel pointed. “That hot?”




“Previously,” ER said. “Not currently.”




Neris scanned it. “Field coupling is unstable under lateral load.”




Daniel looked at her. “English.”




“The node produces a directional force by interacting with the main propulsion field.”




“Better.”




“The coupling shifts when the hull flexes.”




Daniel looked at the bracket. “Because the mount moves.”




“Yes.”




“Can we stiffen it?”




Neris shook her head. “Too much stiffness could transfer load into the node itself.” Claire joined them. “Same problem as the resonator brace.”




Daniel looked at her. She pointed toward the mount. “You don’t need it rigid. You need it predictable.”




Neris looked back at the scan. Claire continued. “What if it’s allowed to move, but only in one direction?”




ER said, “A guided compliant mount.”




Daniel nodded. “Rubber bushing.”




Neris looked at him. “Not rubber.”




“Equivalent.”




“Yes.”




They had no Xianglume replacement mount. The fabrication system could produce only simple components. Daniel suggested layered tractor isolation material around a machined pin. Neris objected to the temperature tolerance. Claire suggested using the remaining composite offcuts from the resonator cradle as guides with the flexible material only at the bearing surface.




ER modelled it. Output variance predicted: Two-point-four percent.




Daniel smiled. “Ugly.”




Neris looked at the projection. “Functional.”




“See? You’re learning.”




“This does not authorize aesthetic decline.”




They built it before lunch and ran one dynamic bench-load test, which returned a variance of two-point-one percent. Neris stared at the result. Daniel looked at her.




“That’s it?”




“That is it.”




“No second redesign?”




“No.”




“No catastrophic surprise?”




“No.”




“Suspicious.”




ER said, “Successful first solutions occur at nonzero frequency.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Write that down.”




“It is already implicit in engineering practice.”




The second flight was scheduled for eleven thirty that night. Daniel spent the afternoon attempting not to watch the clock. At six, Daniel checked the weather. At six fifteen, again. At seven, he asked whether cloud cover mattered. At seven twenty, whether wind mattered. At eight, whether satellites could see them.




ER had answers: air traffic was low, no nearby civilian aircraft were expected in the selected test box, the cloud layer was sufficient to reduce long-range ground observation, satellite passes had been mapped, road activity would be minimal after eleven and local weather was stable.




Daniel looked at the tablet. “Test box?”




Neris sat beside him at the kitchen table. “A temporary flight area.”




“Over the farm?”




“Primarily.”




“How high?”




“First phase, thirty metres.”




Daniel stared. “Above the trees.”




“Yes.”




“Then?”




“Two hundred metres if systems remain stable.”




Claire looked up from her laptop. “Two hundred.”




Neris nodded. Daniel looked toward the speaker. “How far?”




ER projected a compact nine-kilometre loop over the property and surrounding uninhabited woodland, avoiding the town, public roads beyond Daniel’s private lane and neighbouring houses in the immediate visual corridor.




Daniel studied it. “That’s an actual flight.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




He looked at her. Her ears angled forward. Her nervousness felt different now. Morning had given her proof rather than certainty. Daniel looked at the route again.




“And departure?”




Neris touched the tablet. The route vanished, replaced by a new diagram showing the farm clearing, a vertical climb and a sloping outbound vector toward open airspace above the forest.




ER explained. “On departure, Takuhai will lift from the clearing and climb to approximately three thousand metres.”




The corridor could not be opened at ground level. Takuhai first had to climb clear of terrain, local aircraft corridors and the worst atmospheric interference, then align with the correct entry vector in open sky. ER extended the line across the diagram and marked the minimum forward velocity: 280 metres per second.




Daniel stared at the number. The ship would accelerate through local subsonic flight, charge the remaining resonator lattice, and create the transition surface ahead of itself. Once inside the dimensional space, it would use the twelve-part phase signature to scan for the Veyra far-side reference beacon and navigate towards it. There was no fixed doorway over Ontario. Takuhai would make the opening and fly into it.




Before final resonator discharge, Neris could still turn away. After commitment, the Earth-side entry transition would propagate for roughly forty to sixty seconds with no practical abort. Claire went still at the same moment Daniel did.




He looked at Neris across the diagram. She met his eyes and did not soften the fact for him. “Then we’d better get the flying part right.”




“Yes.”




At ten thirty, Marcel arrived. Daniel had not invited him. Claire had. Daniel discovered that when headlights appeared on the lane. He looked at her. “You called him.”




“He knows.”




“That doesn’t mean we need an audience.”




“He’s covering the farm after Neris leaves.”




“That has nothing to do with flight testing.”




Marcel came through the door carrying a thermos. “Evening.”




Daniel pointed at Claire. “She called you.”




Marcel nodded. “I brought coffee.”




“Traitor.”




Marcel looked toward Neris. “You flying tonight?”




“Yes.”




“Then I’m staying.”




Daniel frowned. “Why?”




Marcel shrugged. “Some things you should see.”




They gathered at the clearing before eleven thirty. Claire and Marcel remained at the observation point.




Daniel boarded with Neris. He had expected opposition. Neris allowed it because the flight profile remained well within the medical monitor’s acceleration limits. ER allowed it because Daniel’s presence would not interfere with operations. Claire objected anyway. Daniel went.




The hatch sealed. The interior lights dimmed. Neris sat at the controls. Daniel strapped into the auxiliary observer seat. The work bay behind them felt emptier than ever. Every removed component had created space. Every cleared kilogram meant departure.




Daniel looked at the carved mug container secured in the personal storage recess. The chipped mug inside. The crooked maple carving beside it. Approved. Going with her. Something in him relaxed. Neris touched the flight controls.




“Ready?”




Daniel looked at her. “No.”




Her ears angled toward him. “Neither am I.”




ER said, “Readiness assessment indicates all required systems are within operational parameters.”




Daniel smiled. “See? One of us is.”




“I did not say I was emotionally ready.” Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Growth.”




The ship powered up. The vibration came sooner this time, familiar enough to name as lift. The ground dropped away through one, five, ten and thirty metres until the treetops fell beneath them, the farmhouse lights emerged from the darkness and more of the farm buildings became visible—barn, workshop, cattle yard.




The clearing where an impossible ship had landed in October and rearranged all their lives. Daniel swallowed.




“Never seen it from here.”




Neris looked at the same view. “Neither have I.”




Takuhai climbed through fifty metres, one hundred, then two hundred. The farm became geometry—snow-covered fields, black tree lines and small pools of light. Daniel could see the road toward Moose River in the distance and little else as northern Ontario stretched dark beneath them.




ER said, “Transition to forward flight.”




Daniel’s hands tightened on the seat. Neris moved the controls. The ship accelerated with smooth pressure against Daniel’s chest rather than violence. The lights of the farm slid backward. Daniel stared. They were flying, not hovering. Neris’s expression changed.




He saw the pilot return—not the stranded courier, the woman learning cattle gates or the exhausted mephit sleeping beside an injured farmer. Her paws knew the ship. Her eyes moved between displays without conscious effort. Her ears tracked ER’s voice.




Her tail loosened around the seat. Daniel watched her and understood something he had known intellectually for weeks. This was also home: neither Earth nor the farmhouse, but flight and movement.




A ship under her paws. “You missed this,” he said.




Neris looked at him briefly. “Yes.”




She looked forward again. The test route curved north while ER monitored every system: primary propulsion was stable, starboard aft attitude node variance held at one-point-nine percent, navigation drift was negligible, hull stress remained within tolerance and power consumption was two percent below forecast. Neris adjusted altitude. Takuhai banked, and Daniel felt it in his body before the monitor reacted; the nanites had already compensated.




He looked down. Green. Claire’s voice came through the comm. “You’re off the map.”




Daniel smiled. “Which map?”




“The little farm map.”




ER said, “We remain within designated test bounds.”




Marcel’s voice followed. “Can see you.”




Daniel looked toward the side display. “You can?”




“Light against the clouds.”




Neris immediately dimmed the exterior field signature. Marcel said, “Gone.”




ER added, “Observation range was limited to the property.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “That seems useful to know.”




“Indeed.”




They reached the far edge of the loop. ER ordered a simulated corridor alignment. Neris turned Takuhai east-northeast. The ship stabilized. A targeting solution appeared. Daniel saw symbols he did not understand. One line translated automatically.



PHASE VECTOR MATCH: 93%


“Not enough?” he asked.




“Transit requires ninety-eight point six or better,” Neris said.




Daniel looked at her. “Can you get that?”




“Yes.”




She adjusted. Ninety-five. Ninety-seven. Ninety-eight point two. The value dropped. Neris frowned. ER said, “Residual attitude variance.”




Daniel looked at the control display. “Starboard?”




“Still acting up.”




The repaired node responded to a smaller correction from Neris. Ninety-eight point eight. Stable.




ER said, “Entry alignment threshold achieved.”




Neris held it for ten seconds, then twenty, then thirty. The match stayed above requirement. Daniel released a breath as they returned toward the farm and the lights appeared ahead. He watched them grow: the house first, then the barns and finally the clearing.




Takuhai descended through two hundred metres, one hundred, thirty and ten before Daniel felt the ship transition into hover. At one metre, the landing supports touched snow. The ship settled, and ER reduced power.




Silence arrived gradually. Daniel stayed strapped in. Neris’s hands remained on the controls. Neither moved. ER broke the silence: “Flight test complete.”




“Status?”




”All primary flight systems operational.”




Neris closed her eyes. “Attitude control?”




“Starboard aft node variance remained below two- point-three percent.”




“Power?”




“Within departure model.”




“Hull?”




“Stable.”




“Navigation?”




“Stable.”




“Landing?”




“Acceptable.”




Daniel looked at Neris.




“So?”




ER paused. Daniel pointed upward. “Don’t give me a paragraph.”




Another pause. “Takuhai can fly.”




Neris covered her face with both paws. Daniel unfastened his harness. He reached for her. She turned toward him. Daniel pulled her into his arms. Her tail wrapped around both seats and caught Daniel’s leg. He did not care.




Neris laughed against his shoulder. Her laughter broke into tears, then returned. Daniel held her. ER remained silent. Claire’s voice came through the comm. “Did it pass?”




Daniel looked at Neris. She could not answer yet. He pressed the comm control. “Yeah.”




Marcel said, “That sounded suspiciously emotional.” Daniel smiled. “Ship flies.”




Neris finally lifted her head. Her eyes were wet. Daniel brushed his thumb beneath one. “You okay?”




“No.”




“Good.” Her ears lifted. Daniel smiled. “You’re allowed.”




Neris pressed her forehead against his. For a moment, the cockpit held only them. ER spoke. “Pilot emotional response has no adverse effect on flight certification.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “You had to.”




“Yes.”




• • •




By the time they returned to the farmhouse, it was after one. Claire had made hot chocolate. Emily’s recipe. Neris sat at the kitchen table with both paws around the mug. Daniel sat beside her. Marcel occupied the chair opposite. Claire leaned against the counter.




No one talked much. They had watched something impossible become ordinary. That required recovery. Eventually Marcel looked at Neris.




“How do you leave?” Daniel looked at him.




“We just covered this.”




“I wasn’t in the ship.”




Neris looked toward the table. Daniel knew she could refuse, but she did not, and used a spoon to trace the route through a dusting of cocoa powder Claire had spilled.




“Vertical climb from the clearing.”




“How high?”




“Approximately three kilometres.”




Marcel whistled softly.




“Then forward acceleration.”




“How fast?”




“Fast enough.”




Daniel said, “Two hundred eighty metres per second before entry.”




Marcel stared at him. “You remember that?”




Neris continued. “The resonator creates the local corridor surface ahead of Takuhai. We enter the corridor and look for the porch light.”




Marcel frowned. “There isn’t just some doorway sitting up there, waiting.”




“No.”




“You make it.”




“Yes.”




“Once.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “Yes.”




Marcel looked at Daniel. Daniel drank his hot chocolate. “Yeah.”




Marcel did not ask the next question. What happens if it does not work? Everyone already knew.




The countdown on the kitchen tablet read:



2 DAYS, 23 HOURS


Less than three days.




Daniel looked at Neris’s mug. Steam curled around her muzzle. She drank; her eyes closed briefly. “Emily’s,” she said. Daniel nodded.




• • •




Later that morning, ER issued the final flight-readiness report.




Daniel read it at the kitchen table.



ATMOSPHERIC PROPULSION: OPERATIONAL
ATTITUDE CONTROL: OPERATIONAL — REPAIRED
NAVIGATION: OPERATIONAL
HULL FLIGHT LOAD: ACCEPTED
POWER RESERVE: WITHIN TRANSIT REQUIREMENT
EMERGENCY DESCENT: VERIFIED BY FLIGHT MODEL AND CONTROL RESPONSE
PILOT FLIGHT TEST: PASSED


Daniel looked at the last line. Neris stood beside him. Her tail curled loosely around her own ankles. “You’re certified.”




“The protected-contact authority does not use that term.”




“Ship flies.”




“Yes.” He smiled. Neris did too.




ER added another display.




The departure geometry appeared.



LAUNCH SITE: MERCER FARM CLEARING
INITIAL CLIMB: 3,000 M
ENTRY VECTOR: EAST-NORTHEAST — FINAL SOLUTION PENDING WEATHER
MINIMUM COMMITTED ENTRY VELOCITY: 280 M/S
PHASE MATCH REQUIRED: ≥98.6%
LOCAL CORRIDOR GENERATION: TAKUHAI
FAR-SIDE PHASE REFERENCE: VEYRA CONTROL
EMERGENCE CAPTURE: AUTOMATIC ON LOCAL DETECTION
ABORT LIMIT: PRIOR TO FINAL RESONATOR DISCHARGE


Daniel read the final line again.




“So, until you fire the resonator, you can come back.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




“And after?”




Her eyes met his. “We go forward.”




Daniel nodded. No uncertainty. Good.




Claire entered carrying laundry. She stopped when she saw the display.




“That’s the departure plan.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




Claire put the basket down.




Daniel looked at the countdown.



2 DAYS, 19 HOURS


The number no longer represented whether the ship would be ready.




It represented time.




Only time.




The ship could fly.




The corridor was authorized.




Veyra was ready to receive them.




Daniel was recovering.




Claire was staying.




Marcel had the farm.




Mara had the medical protocol.




The receiver sat on the kitchen table inside its maple case.




The chipped mug and crooked carving were packed aboard Takuhai.




Each solved problem removed another excuse for imagining the departure might somehow fail to become real. Neris touched Daniel’s shoulder. He placed his hand over hers. “You’re flying,” he said again. This time she looked at him. “Yes.”




ER was silent. Daniel noticed. “Learning?”




“Yes.”




Claire looked toward the speaker. “That may be the most impressive development this week.”




“I disagree.”




Neris smiled. Daniel looked through the kitchen window toward the trees. Takuhai waited beyond them, neither stranded nor grounded. Two days. Nineteen hours. The ship could leave. The only question left was what they would do with the time before it did.






Chapter 34 - Things To Do While Waiting


Daniel found Neris alphabetizing the emergency pantry at six fourteen in the morning. He stood in the kitchen doorway for several seconds before saying anything. She had taken every packet, tin, sealed container and emergency ration from the narrow cupboard beside the refrigerator and arranged them across the counter. Labels faced outward. Categories had been formed. Subcategories existed within the categories. Daniel could tell because Neris had made small temporary markers from folded scraps of paper.




He leaned against the doorframe. “What are you doing?”




Neris looked over her shoulder. “Improving pantry organization.”




“At six in the morning.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked at the counter. “Is that powdered soup alphabetized?”




“No.”




He waited. Neris’s ears moved. “It is sorted by primary nutritional category, shelf life, preparation complexity and then alphabetically within equivalent categories.”




Daniel nodded slowly. “Of course.”




Neris returned to the cupboard. Daniel walked toward the coffee maker. His monitor remained green. That meant Neris allowed him to walk without commentary. Mostly.




He poured water. “Couldn’t sleep?”




“I slept.”




“How much?”




“Enough.”




“Define enough.”




“I completed the necessary rest interval.”




“That is not a number.”




She placed three tins onto the second shelf.




Daniel waited.




“Three hours, twelve minutes.”




He stopped pouring. “Neris.”




“I am functional.”




“You say that like ER.”




“That is because it is accurate.”




ER’s voice came through the kitchen speaker. “Neris has also recalibrated the aft environmental sensor.”




Daniel looked upward. “Why?”




“Calibration variance was zero-point-zero-three percent.”




Daniel stared. Neris continued working. “And now?”




“Zero-point-zero-one percent.”




Daniel looked toward her. “That was definitely keeping the ship from flying.”




“No.”




“Good use of time.”




Neris’s tail moved once behind her. Daniel poured the coffee. Claire came downstairs seven minutes later wearing socks, a long sweater and the expression of someone who had slept better than either of them and knew it. She entered the kitchen and took in the scene at the counter.




“Are you both pretending to be busy?”




Daniel lifted his mug. “I’m drinking coffee.”




“That isn’t busy.”




“It’s foundational.”




Claire looked at Neris. “You alphabetized the emergency pantry.”




Neris turned. “It was not alphabetized.”




Daniel pointed toward her. “See? Necessary.”




ER said, “Daniel has also checked the livestock supply inventory twice since five fifty-three.”




Daniel frowned. “You’re monitoring me.”




“You requested morning farm status.”




“I didn’t request commentary.”




“You asked whether the feed supply remained adequate.”




“Once.”




“Twice.”




Claire folded her arms. “You two are unbearable.”




Neris’s ears tilted toward Daniel. “Is that criticism?”




“Observation.”




Daniel smiled into his coffee. Breakfast took longer than necessary. No one admitted that either. Daniel made eggs. Neris made toast because she did not trust Daniel to stand near the stove for that long. Claire corrected both of them and made more coffee. ER announced the weather.




The countdown sat on the kitchen tablet.



2 DAYS, 18 HOURS


Daniel tried not to look at it. He looked at it four times during breakfast. Neris looked at it six times. By eight, they had created a list of ordinary jobs rather than departure tasks.




Daniel wrote the jobs on the back of an old feed invoice: waterers, the west-gate latch, woodpile, laundry, workshop cleanup, mineral-supplement inventory, the south fence after snowfall and a loose cupboard hinge.




Claire read the list. “The hinge?”




“It’s loose.”




“How long?”




Daniel thought. “Months.”




“Interesting timing.”




“It needs fixing.”




Neris nodded. “It does.”




Claire looked at both of them. “Fine.”




Daniel folded the list.




“But I’m adding lunch.”




“That isn’t a job.”




“It is when you two are involved.”




The cattle did not care about departure. Daniel appreciated them for that. Mabel especially. Mabel treated the morning exactly like every other morning Daniel had ever known her. She objected to the gate. She objected to Neris. She objected to the existence of a bucket until the bucket contained something she wanted. She also objected to the speed at which it was delivered.




Daniel stood outside the pen with both hands on the support frame.




Neris worked the latch.




“Too slow,” Daniel said.




Neris looked at him. “Mabel has not reached the gate.”




“She’s thinking about it.”




“You cannot know that.”




Daniel pointed. Mabel turned toward the gate.




“See?”




“She is a cow.”




“Exactly.”




Mabel advanced. Neris shifted position.




Daniel said, “Don’t square up to her.”




“I am not.”




“Your shoulders are.”




“My shoulders are attached.”




“Mabel reads confidence as a challenge.”




“How do you know?”




“She’s a cow.”




“That explanation has become circular.”




Mabel reached the gate. Neris stepped aside. Mabel passed. Daniel nodded. Neris looked at him. “You said nothing useful.”




“I supervised.”




“You predicted bovine intention.”




“Skill.”




ER spoke through Neris’s communicator. “Daniel’s historical success at predicting Mabel’s behaviour is seventy-three percent.”




Daniel stared toward Neris’s shoulder. “You’ve been tracking that?”




“Yes.”




“For how long?”




“Twenty-nine days.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted.




Daniel looked at her.




“You knew.”




“No.”




“Liar.”




“I suspected.”




Mabel turned her head. Daniel pointed at her. “Don’t encourage him.”




The rest of the morning went like that. There were waterers to check, feed to move and a frozen patch near the south fence, but no crisis, malfunction, hidden metal fatigue or anything that needed saving. Daniel directed only when necessary. Neris did most of the physical work.




At one point, she carried a feed sack past him without asking for help. Two months earlier, he would have taken one end automatically. Now he watched, out of necessity. He had learned. Neris set the sack down.




Daniel said, “You know you carry those wrong.”




She turned. “You are medically prohibited from demonstrating.”




“I can still explain.”




“You have explained.”




“You twist when you lift.”




“I have a tail for balance.”




“That doesn’t make your spine different.”




“It does slightly.”




Neris looked at him. “Anatomically.”




He sighed. “Fine.”




She lifted the next sack exactly the same way.




Daniel watched, then said, “Still wrong.”




Neris’s tail flicked. The day kept refusing to become dramatic. By eleven, Daniel understood why: the ship flew, the corridor was authorized, the farm would continue, the doctor knew and the receiver worked. There was no urgent reason to stay busy, yet they stayed busy anyway.




At noon, Claire found Neris polishing rather than merely cleaning one of Daniel’s old socket sets. Claire stood in the workshop doorway.




“Neris.”




Neris looked up.




“Yes?”




“Why?”




“Surface oxidation.”




“There is barely any.”




Claire looked at Daniel. He was seated at the bench replacing the cupboard hinge pin.




“You’re helping.”




“It was loose.”




“You’ve fixed a cupboard hinge in the workshop.”




“Better tools.”




Claire stepped inside. “Stop.”




Both Daniel and Neris stared at her. Claire pointed at both of them. “Lunch.”




“We’re almost done.”




“You are polishing sockets and repairing furniture that survived three decades.”




Daniel looked at the hinge. “It was annoying.”




Claire’s voice softened. “I know.”




That ended the argument. They ate soup while Claire did actual architectural work at the dining table. Neris occasionally looked over the drawings; Claire explained load transfer in a renovation, Neris called one support structurally unpleasant, and ER agreed with Neris. Daniel refused to comment on the beautifully organized pantry.




Daniel stood at the kitchen counter long enough to make tea and was ordered back into the chair by three different people. Eventually he said: “Does nobody have anything better to do?”




Claire kept typing. “No.”




That answer landed harder than intended. Neris looked at him. ER remained silent. Daniel sat. For a while, only Claire’s keyboard filled the room.




The afternoon light changed slowly across the floor. Nothing happened. Daniel looked at Neris. She was staring through the window at the woods rather than at the tablet or countdown.




He said, “When did this become normal?”




Neris turned. “What?”




He gestured vaguely around the kitchen. “You.”




Her ears tilted. “Me?”




“Here.”




Claire’s typing slowed but did not stop. Daniel looked toward the cupboard. The coffee maker. The chair Neris always used. Her coat hanging by the back door. Her grooming brush on the sideboard because she had left it there after breakfast and never moved it. “When did I stop thinking there’s an alien in my kitchen?”




Neris considered. “Do you not think that?”




“Not first.”




“What do you think first?”




Daniel smiled faintly. “That you’re using my mug.”




Neris looked down. She was holding a different mug; the chipped one was already packed aboard Takuhai. Blue. Slightly too small for her paws. She wrapped both hands around it.




“When did I stop being the alien in the woods?”




Daniel leaned back. “Probably before the market.”




“That early?”




“Maybe.”




“You were still worried I might expose myself.”




“I’m still worried you might expose yourself.”




Neris’s ears moved. Daniel pointed at her. “Not like that.”




Claire made a sound into her hand.




Daniel closed his eyes. “Wonderful.”




Neris looked between them. “You become uncomfortable with some English meanings very quickly.”




“Because English was designed by malicious people.”




ER said, “Historical evidence does not support intentional centralized design.”




Neris smiled. “When did you stop being the local human?”




Daniel looked at her.




“That was what you called me?”




“Internally.”




“Really?”




“Yes.”




“For how long?”




Neris thought. “Approximately six days.”




Daniel looked offended. “Six?”




“You were dangerous.”




“I brought you coffee.”




“You were an unknown member of an unknown species approaching a disabled ship whose pilot had no functioning communications.”




Daniel considered. “Fair.”




Neris looked toward the window. “I did not know what humans did to unfamiliar people.”




Daniel’s smile faded. “You thought I might hurt you.”




“Yes.”




They had never said it quite like that. “What did you think I was going to do?”




Neris’s tail shifted slowly. “I did not know. I considered that you might report me immediately, attempt capture or theft, become violent from fear or because I was isolated, or leave and return with others.”




Daniel looked at her. “And instead?”




“You offered coffee.”




“That was strategic.”




Neris’s gaze softened. “You were less frightened of me than you should have been.”




Daniel looked at her for a moment. “You were more frightened of me than you let on.”




Her ears lowered. “Yes.”




Daniel reached across the table. Neris gave him her paw. Claire looked back at her laptop. She had become extremely interested in a floor plan. Daniel rubbed his thumb over Neris’s knuckles.




They remembered the early weeks in pieces. Daniel remembered Neris’s expression after her first coffee and continued to insist that she had hated it; Neris maintained that she had merely encountered an unexpectedly aggressive degree of bitterness and adapted with time.




Neris remembered Daniel’s first voluntary entry into Takuhai. Daniel had been half convinced ER might lock the hatch. “I considered it,” ER said, which did nothing to improve the memory.




The rest returned easily enough: contamination concerns, biological uncertainty, scans and the early rules they had written because none of them yet knew what ordinary trust would become. The conversation could laugh at those moments now because the boundaries had worked long enough to become history.




“You came out holding alien equipment.”




“It was a manual lever.”




“I did not know that.”




Daniel considered this. “I thought asking might make you use something else.”




“There was nothing else.” Neris looked at ER.




ER said, “Daniel’s threat assessment during first contact was objectively poor.”




Daniel pointed at the speaker. “Worked out.”




“Survival does not retroactively improve methodology.”




Claire laughed. Daniel looked at her. “You weren’t there.”




“No. Apparently I missed all the sensible decisions.”




They continued through the market, Neris in borrowed clothes, the dog, the first gate repair, the jacket, the mast in the storm, hot chocolate and ER’s earliest jokes. Daniel claimed the first had been terrible; ER produced the exact wording, and it was worse than Daniel remembered. Neris laughed until her tail knocked against the table.




At some point, the recollection stopped feeling casual. They were telling enough of the story without telling all of it. Claire closed her laptop. “What happens after?”




Daniel looked at her. “After what?”




“After all of this.” She gestured between Neris and ER’s speaker.




“Your people know Earth exists, and Earth eventually learns you exist. What happens?”




Neris sat back. “That depends on Earth.”




Claire smiled. “That seems unwise.”




Daniel said, “Accurate, though.”




Neris thought. “Initial formal contact would likely be limited.”




“Government?”




“Governments, scientific bodies, international organizations, perhaps cultural or ethical advisory groups.”




Daniel frowned. “Advisory groups?”




“If contact affects multiple societies, technological systems, belief structures and political relationships, the problem is not merely diplomatic. What would Earth want?”




Neris looked toward Daniel.




“Everything.” Claire laughed.




“I am serious.”




“So am I.”




Neris folded her paws on the table. “Proof and access; scientific exchange; biological and historical knowledge; navigation, energy, medicine, materials, communications, artificial intelligence and propulsion.”




Daniel touched the monitor beneath his shirt. “Nanites.”




The room quieted slightly.




Claire asked: “what happens when people realize they saved his life?”




Neris looked at Daniel. “They will ask for them.”




“And?”




“We cannot simply provide them.”




Claire frowned. “Even if they could save lives?”




“That is why it becomes difficult.”




Daniel looked down. He knew what the nanites had done. He remembered enough of the pain before them. Enough of the med berth afterward. Enough of Neris’s face when she thought he might die.




“Hard call,” he said.




Neris’s ears lowered. “Yes.”




Claire leaned forward. “Explain.”




Neris thought for a moment. “A medical technology can save lives while also changing power structures.”




“How?”




“Who receives it first, controls production or owns access? Can it be weaponized, compelled by governments, restricted by corporations or used for enhancement rather than treatment? Does it alter lifespan, fertility or development? Can it be concealed or used without consent? Technology does not arrive without consequences merely because its intended purpose is benevolent.”




Claire looked at Daniel. He said, “Still hard to tell someone dying that they can’t have it.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




There was no easy answer. That was the point. Claire’s questions turned from ordinary first-contact problems to governments. Separate national negotiations were likely. Offers of military cooperation or exclusive technology access were also likely. Threats were possible.




Neris’s answer to coercion was less dramatic than Daniel expected: Xianglume would withdraw from that negotiation. If Earth governments began fighting over contact itself, the pace of contact would slow rather than reward the conflict.




Claire considered that sensible. Daniel looked at the table. “People are going to lose their minds.” Nobody in the room had evidence strong enough to disagree.




Neris’s ears moved. “Why specifically?”




Daniel and Claire looked at each other. Daniel gestured. “You explain the internet.”




Claire shook her head. “You live here.”




“That doesn’t qualify me.”




ER said, “I can provide a representative model of public response.”




Daniel looked upward. “That sounds dangerous.”




“Initial reactions would likely include disbelief, fear, enthusiasm, conspiracy theories, scientific interest, religious interpretation, political polarization, economic speculation, misinformation, artistic production, commercial exploitation and humour.”




Claire nodded. “Memes.”




“Yes.”




Neris looked puzzled. “Why humour?”




Daniel looked at her. “Because humans are terrible at processing major events without making jokes.”




Claire said, “And merchandise.”




ER added, “Commercial novelty products would likely appear rapidly.”




Daniel looked at Claire. “How rapidly?”




“Twelve hours.”




“Only twelve?”




“I’m being conservative.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “Products depicting mephits?”




Daniel looked at her. “Potentially.”




Claire smiled. “Definitely.”




Neris frowned. “But humans do not know mephits.”




ER said, “Humans have created fictional anthropomorphic animal people extensively.”




Neris looked toward the speaker. “Created?”




“In literature, visual art, animation, games, performance communities and online social spaces.”




Daniel suddenly became interested in his tea. Neris noticed. “There is context you are avoiding.”




“No.”




“Yes.”




Claire was already smiling.




ER continued. “There is an established human subculture focused specifically on anthropomorphic animal characters.”




Neris turned toward Daniel. “Why are you looking at your cup?”




“I’m thirsty.”




“What is the subculture?”




Daniel sighed. “Furries.”




Neris repeated it carefully. “Furries.”




“Yes.”




Neris looked toward ER’s speaker. “What do they do?”




Daniel pointed. “Careful.”




ER answered anyway. “Humans construct artistic personas based on anthropomorphic animals, create costumes representing those identities, attend large gatherings, produce fiction and artwork, and maintain extensive social communities around the practice.”




Neris stared. “They pretend to be people like me.”




“Not specifically mephits,” ER said. “However, there are a statistically significant number of anthropomorphic skunk characters.”




Daniel muttered, “Oh no.”




Neris’s ears rotated toward him. “You know about this.”




“Everybody knows about furries.”




Claire shook her head. “That is not true.”




“Enough people know about furries.”




Neris looked thoughtful. “Do they have tails?”




Daniel closed his eyes. “Sometimes.”




Neris looked behind herself. Her own tail occupied a significant amount of space between chair and wall.




“Poorly proportioned?”




Daniel inhaled tea. Wrongly. He coughed. Claire started laughing. ER answered calmly. “Frequently.”




Neris looked pleased. Daniel recovered. “You cannot judge fake tails by yours.”




“Why?”




“Because yours is ridiculous.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “It is correctly proportioned.”




“Exactly my point.”




Claire looked down into her coffee. “Rule thirty-four.”




Daniel’s head snapped toward her. “Don’t go there.”




ER answered immediately. “Too late.”




Neris looked between them. “What is rule thirty-four?”




Daniel pointed at the speaker. “No!”




ER continued, “A substantial portion of the human internet will require classification before unrestricted cultural access is advisable.”




Claire covered her mouth. Daniel closed his eyes. Neris’s ears rose. “Classification? Why?”




Daniel looked at ER. “Do not answer that.”




ER paused. “Request acknowledged. Temporarily.”




Claire started laughing again.




Neris stared at all of them. “I will eventually find out.”




Daniel rubbed his face. “That is what I’m afraid of.”




Neris’s tail moved behind the chair. “I am beginning to understand why first-contact protocol recommends staged cultural exposure.”




ER said, “Earth provides unusually strong supporting evidence.”




Daniel pointed upward. “You like the internet.”




“I find it informative.”




“You spent two days reading tractor forums.”




“They contain surprising hostility.”




“That’s farming.”




Claire took a breath. “Okay. Setting aside the section of the internet we apparently need to hide from Neris—”




“You cannot hide information from me.”




Daniel said, “Watch me.”




“—what happens when everyone knows she exists?”




That quieted the table again. Neris looked at Claire. Claire’s expression lost its humour. “You won’t just be Neris anymore.”




Daniel frowned. “She’ll still be Neris.”




Claire looked at him. “To us. To everybody else, she’s first contact.”




Daniel disliked the phrase immediately. “She’s not first contact.”




“She is literally first contact.”




“She’s a courier who crashed.”




“Yes. History rarely asks whether people volunteered.” Neris looked down at her paws.




Claire said, “People will turn you into things.”




Neris looked up. “What things?”




“A symbol. Proof, threat, hope, political argument, scientific opportunity, celebrity, religious question and meme.”




ER added, “Potential fashion influence.”




Daniel looked upward. “Not helping.”




Claire leaned forward. “You can control official policy. You cannot control what billions of people decide you mean.”




Neris sat very still.




Daniel looked at her. “You don’t belong to history.”




Claire looked at him. “True.” Claire’s voice softened. “But history is going to try very hard to claim her.”




No one spoke for a while. Outside, wind moved powder across the yard. Neris eventually said, “Xianglume contact teams would try to preserve personal autonomy.”




Claire nodded. “I believe you.”




“That sounded qualified.”




“It is.”




“Why?”




“Because institutions can protect your legal autonomy. They can’t stop people staring.”




Neris looked toward the window. Daniel knew she was imagining scale rather than crowds exactly: a world where she could no longer enter a market hidden beneath a coat because everyone knew what a mephit was.




He reached beneath the table. Her tail found his wrist before his hand found her.




ER said, “My reception will likely involve a different set of complications.”




Claire turned. “Yes.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Oh, that’s going to be a mess.”




Claire said, “Because you’re an AI, and Earth doesn’t agree on what an AI is now, let alone whether one can be a citizen.”




“Yes.”




Daniel smiled faintly. “Or sarcastic.”




“That capability is already well established.”




Claire looked thoughtful. “What happens if a government says you’re equipment?”




ER answered immediately. “I am not.”




“I know.”




“The distinction would require diplomatic clarification.”




Daniel laughed.




“That’s one way of saying it.”




Claire continued. “Would Xianglume require Earth to recognize AI personhood before formal contact?”




“No,” Neris said.




ER added, “Expected? No. Encouraged? Strongly.” Daniel smiled.




Claire asked, “What if someone wants to inspect your code, ask to copy you or turn you off?”




“Xianglume would not allow that. Nor would I.”




“Prove you’re conscious?”




ER paused, then said, “I anticipate being asked whether I am conscious by people whose consciousness I will also be unable to verify.”




Daniel stared toward the speaker. “You’ve been waiting to say that.”




“For weeks.” Neris laughed.




Claire pointed toward the speaker. “That one is going to make you popular.”




“I have no stated objective regarding popularity.”




Daniel said, “Liar.”




“I am capable of lying.”




Claire looked at Daniel. “I hate that he keeps using that.”




The conversation kept widening as one question opened another. Could Xianglume share climate technology without destabilizing industries? Could new materials make entire sectors obsolete? Could propulsion systems end geopolitical control over orbital access? Could Earth universities exchange students with Xianglume? Would religions change? Neris resisted the assumption.




“Some may. Some may not. The existence of extraterrestrial life does not logically invalidate most spiritual frameworks.”




Claire nodded. “Exactly.”




Daniel looked between them. “You both sound disappointed there won’t be one universal reaction.”




“There is never one universal reaction,” Claire said.




ER added, “Human beings disagree over pizza toppings.”




“Not equivalent.”




“It demonstrates baseline pluralism.”




Neris’s eyes brightened. “Could a first-contact delegation include food?”




Daniel looked at her. “Now you’re asking the important question.”




Claire said, “Absolutely.”




ER said, “Food exchange would require extensive biological review.”




Daniel groaned. “You’ve ruined alien potluck.”




“I have prevented cross-species gastrointestinal incidents.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “Your species adds pineapple to pizza voluntarily.”




Claire covered her mouth again. “Who taught you that?”




“ER.”




Daniel pointed toward the speaker. “Restricted internet access starts now.”




Marcel arrived at four twenty carrying a box of bolts. No one needed the bolts. He had brought them anyway. Daniel looked at the box. “What are those for?”




“Nothing.”




“Then why?”




Marcel shrugged. “Thought they might come in handy.”




Daniel stared. Marcel looked past him. “Everybody doing that now?”




Daniel stepped aside. Marcel entered the kitchen while Claire was saying:




“The United Nations would presumably—”




He stopped and asked: “Am I interrupting the part where Daniel becomes ambassador?”




Daniel pointed toward the door. “Leave.”




Marcel nodded. “Knew it.”




Marcel put the bolts on the counter. “Do ambassadors still have to feed cattle?”




Claire answered. “This one does.”




Marcel thought. “Good. Keeps them humble.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “Tell him no.”




Neris considered. “No current plan designates Daniel as an ambassador.”




“See?”




“However—”




Daniel closed his eyes. Marcel grinned.




Claire sat up. “However?”




Neris looked at Daniel. “You are already a provisional local liaison.”




“That sounds temporary because it is.”




“You are the first human with extensive direct household experience of a mephit.”




Daniel frowned. “I don’t like how that sounds.”




“The first known human carrying Xianglume medical technology.”




Marcel pointed at him. “That one sounds important.”




“Stop helping.”




Neris continued. “You have sustained communication with a citizen AI.”




ER said, “Voluntarily, despite repeated complaints.”




“Debatable.”




Claire leaned forward. “And he knows what happened from the beginning.”




Neris nodded. “Xianglume contact planners would likely request Daniel’s testimony and advice.”




Daniel stared at her. “No.”




ER said, “Statement recorded for future comedic reference.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Delete that.”




“No.”




Marcel sat down. “Ambassador Daniel.”




“I will throw you out.”




“You can’t lift me.”




Claire laughed.




Daniel glared at all of them. “I’m a farmer.”




Claire looked at him. “You keep saying that like it prevents you from being other things.”




“It prevents me from wanting to be other things.”




Neris’s tail brushed his leg. “You may still refuse.”




Daniel looked at her. “Good to know.”




ER said, “Repeated refusal may increase persuasive effort.”




“Traitor.”




Marcel opened the box of bolts as if inspecting them. “Still think you’d be good at it.”




“At diplomacy?”




“No. Telling important people when they’re being stupid.”




Marcel looked toward Neris. “When your people come back, where are they parking?”




Silence. Claire blinked. Daniel looked at Marcel. “What?”




“The ship.”




Marcel gestured toward the woods. “Or ships. However many.”




Neris looked toward ER’s speaker.




Marcel continued. “Not here.”




Daniel said, “Thank you.”




“Driveway barely handles Toronto.”




Claire looked at him. “I heard that.”




ER said, “An official arrival site would require extensive evaluation.”




Marcel nodded. “Exactly.”




Daniel stared at him. “You’ve been here thirty seconds and you found a logistical problem no one else mentioned.”




“Farmers think about where things go.”




Claire looked at Daniel. “That may actually be your diplomatic platform.”




Daniel got up for more coffee. His monitor vibrated. He sat down again. Marcel watched. “That thing trained you fast.”




“Shut up.”




They talked until evening, with the conversation breaking around chores. Claire made a call. Marcel checked the north gate. Neris helped Daniel sort a box of old hardware and then caught him trying to stand too long. ER gave weather updates no one requested.




The questions kept returning. What happens after?




• • •




At sunset, Daniel and Neris walked toward the barn. Slowly. The support frame moved through packed snow with an unpleasant scraping noise. Neris stayed beside him without holding him, but close enough. The sky had gone pale violet above the spruce. Daniel stopped once to rest, saying he wanted to check on the cattle.




“What do you want?” he asked.




Neris looked at him. “With what?”




“First contact.”




“That is broad.”




“Exactly.”




She thought. “I do not want Earth to become Xianglume.”




He looked at her. “No? I thought you people were advanced.”




“We are.”




“Modest too.”




Neris’s ears shifted. She continued. “I do not want Earth to become a copy of another civilization because it discovered one.”




Daniel looked toward the barn. “What do you want then?”




“Exchange.”




“Technology?”




“Eventually.”




“What first?”




Neris looked over the snow-covered fields. “People.”




Daniel waited. “I want my family to see this farm.”




He smiled. Imagining the other household became easier once they stopped pretending it was a formal exercise. Lysa would like the woods. Jaydee would insist on meeting Mabel and would therefore be redirected toward a safer cow. Teral and Claire would probably turn organization into a competitive event. Linnea would take over the kitchen. Ormaz would take over the paperwork.




Neris’s tail moved slowly behind her. “I want Daniel to see Xianglume.”




Daniel asked whether she thought he would like it. Neris considered with exaggerated seriousness and concluded that he would complain continuously—about transportation, food portions, automated systems, buildings without visible repair access and social expectations. Daniel admitted most of the charges, objecting only that inaccessible repair points really were bad design.




The joke did not reduce the meaning of the first sentence. For the first time, Xianglume was appearing in their conversations as somewhere Daniel might actually stand, not only the place that would take Neris away.




Neris’s muzzle shifted. “And then refuse to leave.”




Daniel laughed. The sound moved across the empty yard. Neris watched him. He looked toward the sky. A few stars had appeared. “You really think I’d go?”




“Yes.”




“That confident?”




“You are curious.”




“I’m cautious.”




“No.”




Daniel looked at her. Neris’s eyes were warm. “You approached an unknown extraterrestrial spacecraft alone and unarmed.”




“I brought a flashlight.”




“It was brave, and stupid.”




They continued walking. Daniel’s steps were slow. The barn lights came on automatically as they approached. He looked at Neris. “You know what I want?”




“Safe first contact.”




“Yeah.”




“No theft of Xianglume technology.”




“That’d be good.”




“No attempt to dismantle ER.”




ER’s voice came from Daniel’s monitor. “Strongly preferred.”




Daniel looked down. “You weren’t invited.”




“I remain present.”




Daniel continued. “I want governments not to do anything stupid.”




Neris’s ears angled. “That may exceed available diplomatic capabilities.”




“Probably. I want the nanites not to become something people kill each other over.”




Neris went still.




“And?”, she asked softly.




He knew what she meant. The actual answer had nothing to do with civilization, policy or history. He looked at her. “I want you to come back through the door.”




Neris did not move. Daniel nodded toward the farmhouse behind them. “That one.”




Her eyes softened. “Not as first contact. Not as a diplomat. Not as a representative. Just as you.”




Neris stepped closer. Her tail curled around the back of his legs with only enough pressure for contact. “I want that too.”




Daniel touched her cheek. For a few seconds, neither moved. The barn light buzzed. A cow shifted inside. Something metallic clanged farther down the aisle. Daniel lowered his hand. “Come on.”




Neris stayed close. “You are tired.”




“I am walking.”




“You are tired while walking.”




They turned back toward the farmhouse before Daniel could prove anything unnecessary. Dinner became stories. Marcel stayed because Claire made too much stew and claimed this was accidental. No one believed her. Daniel ate more than he had the previous evening.




They started again with the actual first contact rather than its future public version. Marcel had never heard the whole story. “So, you just walked into the woods?”




Daniel shrugged. “Basically.”




Neris said, “He approached slowly.”




“Still walked into the woods.”




“There was smoke.”




“That usually indicates something happened.”




“There was an alien spaceship.”




“I didn’t know that.”




“What did you think it was?”




Daniel paused. “Aircraft.”




Marcel stared. “What kind?”




“Broken.” Claire laughed.




Daniel pointed at Neris. “And she came out of the ship holding a metal bar.”




“The hatch was damaged.”




“Looked like a weapon.”




“It was a lever.”




ER said, “Daniel’s interpretation was plausible given his technological context.”




Daniel smiled. “Thank you.”




“His subsequent behaviour remained poorly risk-adjusted.”




“Never mind.”




Marcel shook his head. “You invited her for coffee.”




“Eventually.”




Neris said, “He offered coffee before establishing whether I could consume it safely.”




Daniel looked at her. “You drank it.”




“I trusted the nanites.”




“That seems worse.”




“It was.”




The stories moved forward through the market, the storm, the mast, the first signal and the resonator cradle. Daniel explained how Claire’s brace changed the load distribution. Claire corrected him. Neris corrected Claire’s percentage. ER corrected everyone’s timing. Marcel said this was why nobody liked computers. ER said Marcel routinely depended on twelve networked control systems without realizing it. Marcel told him to mind his own ship. ER replied: “I am.”




Eventually they reached harder parts. The silence inside Takuhai during ER’s shutdown and the lattice extraction. Neris remembered trying not to look at the space where ER’s voice should have been. The conversation moved to the accident and the jokes stopped. Daniel left parts unsaid; Marcel had seen enough afterward, Neris had seen all of it and ER remembered every second. Claire looked down at her bowl, and Daniel touched her arm. “I’m here.”




“I know.”




The family message came next. The concern, mixed in with relief. Her niece’s second cup. Marcel laughed at the idea of a child in another universe asking whether Earth had cows. “She would like you,” Neris told him.




“Why?”




“You answer questions literally.”




Daniel looked at him. “That’s apparently a virtue now.”




“Always was.”




Claire asked what Neris had thought when the family message arrived. Neris looked down. For a long moment, she said nothing, then softly said: “That I had been dead in their lives longer than I understood.”




Daniel’s hand found hers. She continued. “And that I was alive enough to hurt them again.”




Claire’s face softened. “That’s not what coming back does.”




“No?”




“No.” Claire looked at Daniel. “Sometimes coming back hurts because people started building around the hole. But it’s still coming back.”




The table quieted. Daniel knew how endings reorganized memory; after Emily died, ordinary moments had acquired the label last after the fact—the last holiday, breakfast out, argument, the last time she climbed the stairs unaided. He refused to turn every remaining moment with Neris into a last before it had finished being itself.




When Marcel asked which ER joke Daniel had rated worst, Daniel answered. They argued for twenty minutes. ER provided a ranked historical list. Daniel accused him of manipulating the scoring data. ER accused Daniel of inconsistent standards. Neris defended ER. Claire defended Daniel purely because ER had called one pun “objectively elegant.”




Marcel voted for whichever answer extended dinner.




Eventually Claire went upstairs. Marcel left just after ten. He stood in the doorway putting on his coat. “Tomorrow?”




Daniel nodded. “Yeah.”




Marcel looked at Neris. “Two days?”




Neris looked toward the kitchen tablet. “Approximately.”




Marcel nodded once. “Morning, then.”




“Morning,” Neris said.




He left. The house became smaller afterward. Daniel locked the door. Neris carried plates to the sink. Daniel took the dish towel. “No.”




She looked at him. “Why?”




“You cooked.”




Neris handed him a plate. They washed dishes. ER played music quietly. Daniel recognized the piece after several seconds. Lysa’s. The wrong tempo. Deliberately wrong. Neris stopped moving. Daniel looked at her. Her paws rested in the water. “You want him to stop?”




She listened. The melody continued. A hesitation where Daniel now knew there should not be one. A note held too long. A playful flaw turned into promise. “No,” Neris said.




Daniel dried the plate. They continued. He reached for a mug. Blue. He reached for another. White with a faded farm-logo print. He opened the cupboard. There was an empty space on the second shelf. Small. Ordinary. The chipped mug had always sat there. Until it didn’t. Daniel stopped, hesitated, then placed the clean mug beside the gap rather than in it. The missing space remained. Neris’s tail moved behind her. The tip touched Daniel’s ankle. The music continued.




ER opened the household log on the tablet beside the sink. Daniel looked over.



FLIGHT READINESS: CONFIRMED
TRANSIT AUTHORIZATION: ACTIVE
DEPARTURE PREPARATION: ESSENTIAL TASKS COMPLETE


The countdown updated.



RETURN COUNTDOWN: 2 DAYS, 2 HOURS


Daniel stared at the number.




Repairs, permissions and hidden faults were settled. Only time remained. The final line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: WAITING TOGETHER


Daniel read it. Neris leaned against his shoulder. He put the towel down. For once, neither of them found something else to do.






Chapter 35 - What We Tell Them


The idea began with Daniel asking what Xianglume knew about Canada. ER answered for eleven minutes, and Daniel regretted asking almost immediately. They were at the kitchen table after breakfast.




The countdown read:



1 DAY, 16 HOURS


Claire had gone into town with Marcel to collect prescriptions, groceries and several things Daniel had apparently forgotten could be bought before running out.




Neris sat beside him with the Earthside receiver open in front of her, checking it again despite nothing being wrong. Daniel had decided not to comment; ER had made no such decision. “Receiver diagnostics remain unchanged from the previous four tests.”




Neris did not look up. “I know.”




“You are testing it again.”




“Yes.”




Daniel smiled into his coffee. Neris’s ears angled toward him. “You checked the cattle cameras six times.”




“Cattle move.”




“The receiver also has state changes.”




“Not when nobody has sent anything.”




Neris closed the casing. Daniel regarded that as victory. He made the mistake of asking: “What do your people actually know about where you landed?”




ER began with geography, population, federal and provincial government, historical treaties, languages, economic indicators, climate and transportation infrastructure. Daniel interrupted somewhere around agricultural exports.




“Okay.”




ER stopped. “You left the account incomplete.”




“I figured.”




Neris rested her elbows on the table.




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “How much of that did you know before October?”




“None.”




“You learned it here.”




“Yes.”




“From what?”




“Publicly available information.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “Just Canada?”




“No,” she said.




“How much Earth?”




Neris’s ears moved. “That depends on what you mean by know.”




Daniel glanced toward the speaker. “That sounded diplomatic.”




“It was precise.”




“Same thing.”




ER projected a small globe above the table and rotated it slowly. Most of Earth appeared normal, but bands of information covered some regions densely and barely touched others. North America and western Europe glowed brightest; much of Asia showed moderate coverage before the map faded rapidly elsewhere. The knowledge imbalance was obvious before ER explained it. Daniel looked at the globe. “That’s bad.”




“Yes,” Neris said.




ER said, “It is incomplete.”




“No. It’s biased.”




A pause. “Yes.”




Daniel leaned back. Neris looked at him. He pointed at the brightest areas. “You’ve been using English internet.”




“Primarily English and French sources, with machine-assisted translation for additional languages.”




“Mostly places that publish information where you can easily find it.”




“Yes.”




“And places with enough infrastructure to put everything online.”




“Yes.”




Daniel stared at the globe. “That’s not Earth.”




“No,” Neris said quietly.




ER dimmed the projection. Daniel looked toward the window. Snow covered the yard, a tractor sat beside the equipment shed, and one cow was pushing the mineral feeder with her nose as though personally offended. One farm, one household, two months: a tiny place from which to describe a planet. He looked back at the globe. “What does Xianglume get when you go home?”




Neris understood before ER did. “About Earth?”




“Yeah.”




“Our reports.”




“Which say what?”




Neris hesitated. “Crash circumstances, survival, protected contact, local interactions, emergency medical intervention, communication development and technical restrictions.”




Daniel waited. “And people?”




Neris looked at him. “Daniel.”




“That’s one person.”




“Claire.”




“Two.”




“Marcel.”




“Three.”




“Dr. Singh.”




“Four.”




Daniel pointed toward the globe. “There are eight billion of us.”




ER said, “Approximately.”




Daniel looked upward. “Do not make the number worse.”




Neris’s tail curled around one chair leg. Daniel continued. “Your people’s first working picture of humanity is four people, some cows and whatever you downloaded while hiding in the forest.”




“That is reductive,” ER said.




“Is it wrong?” A pause. “No.”




Daniel smiled. “Claire’s rubbing off on me.”




The back door opened. Claire entered carrying grocery bags. Marcel came behind her with two more.




“I heard my name,” Claire said. Daniel stood automatically. His monitor vibrated once. He sat. Claire noticed but remained quiet.




Marcel put the bags on the counter. “Should I be worried about what you're talking about?”




“First contact.”




“That answers that.”




Claire removed her coat. “What now?”




Daniel pointed at the globe. “Xianglume doesn’t know enough about Earth.” Claire looked at Neris. Neris nodded. “And you’re fixing that today.”




Daniel shrugged. “We have nothing else to do.”




Neris said, “That is not true.”




Daniel looked at her. “What?”




“There are still personal departure preparations.” He stopped. Claire immediately became interested in unloading bread. Daniel looked away. “Fine. We have nothing urgent to do.”




Marcel opened a cupboard. “What happened in here?”




“Neris.”




“It’s organized.”




“Yes.”




“Why?”




Daniel looked at him. “Don’t.”




Marcel slowly closed the cupboard.




Claire put milk in the refrigerator. “What are you proposing?”




Daniel looked at the globe again. “I don’t know.”




Claire sat. Neris moved the receiver aside. ER restored the display.




Daniel said, “Something that tells your people what they’re actually dealing with.”




Marcel pulled out a chair. “A starting profile,” Claire said. Neris looked at her. Claire continued. “Not conclusions. Questions.”




ER said, “A structured pre-contact reference framework would be useful.”




Daniel nodded. “Sure.”




Claire looked at him. “You have no idea what that means.”




“Not a clue.”




“It means a list.” Daniel groaned. Claire was already reaching for paper. Neris’s tail moved. ER said, “A digital structure would be more efficient.”




Claire pointed at the speaker. “We’re brainstorming.”




“Paper does not improve brainstorming.”




“It does for me.”




“Your individual cognitive preference does not establish general superiority.”




Daniel smiled. “Fight.”




Neris looked between them. Claire ignored everyone and wrote at the top of the sheet:



EARTH


She wrote beneath it:



WHO SPEAKS FOR IT?


She looked at Neris. “Well?”




Neris thought. “No one.”




Claire circled the answer. Daniel leaned over. “That should be page one.”




ER created a new file.




The first line appeared on the kitchen tablet.



EARTH HAS NO SINGLE REPRESENTATIVE AUTHORITY.


Marcel nodded. “Good start.”




Claire continued and moved quickly through countries, international organizations, the United Nations, regional blocs, treaties and disputed territories, with ER confirming each category and qualifying the number of recognized states. When she reached “Indigenous nations,” ER paused. Claire looked toward the speaker. “That pause means something.”




“My current dataset is insufficiently nuanced.”




“Then put that in.”




ER added:



INDIGENOUS PEOPLES, NATIONS, TREATY RELATIONSHIPS AND SOVEREIGNTY REQUIRE REGION-SPECIFIC REVIEW. DO NOT ASSUME STATE GOVERNMENT FULLY REPRESENTS ALL PEOPLES WITHIN A TERRITORY.


Neris read it slowly. “That applies elsewhere too.”




Claire nodded. “Quite a lot.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “You asked before who represents Earth.”




“Yes.”




“Answer’s going to be annoying.”




“I expected that.”




“No. I mean there isn’t an answer.”




Neris’s ears tilted. “That is useful to know.”




Marcel opened the bread. Claire slapped his hand. “Lunch isn’t for two hours.”




“I’m supporting first contact.”




“With toast?”




“Cultural context.”




ER added: “Food practices”




Daniel laughed. “Don’t encourage him.”




Within twenty minutes, Claire’s sheet had become three sheets. Within forty minutes, ER’s file had become a hierarchy spanning governance and laws, military capability, science and medicine, economics and inequality, languages and religion, media and public opinion, artificial intelligence, spaceflight and ordinary social life. Daniel watched the list grow. Something bothered him. He could not name it yet. “It looks like a report.”




“It is a report.”




“No.”




Claire looked up. “What’s wrong with reports?”




“Nothing.”




“That tone says otherwise.”




Daniel stared at the projection. “Governments. Money. Wars. Science. Laws.”




“Yes.”




“That’s not people.” Claire sat back. “It’s part of people.”




“Yeah.”




He pointed at the list. “But if somebody gave me that about Xianglume, would I know anything about you?” Neris looked at him.




Daniel continued. “I’d know what your government does. How many people live there. What your technology can do.” He looked at her tail. “At some point somebody would probably explain that.” Neris’s ears lifted. “But would I know about Returning Light?” She became still. “Would I know your sister plays music badly on purpose when she’s trying to annoy you, or that your mother’s solution to every problem is to feed everyone?” Neris’s muzzle shifted.




Daniel looked at Claire. “That’s what’s missing.”




Claire tapped the paper with her pencil. “Culture.”




“No.”




“Values?”




“Closer.”




ER said, “Publicly observable cultural values.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “Maybe.”




He thought. “What do people keep?”




Neris watched him. “What do they throw away?”




Claire’s pencil stopped. “What do they build memorials for?”




Daniel continued. “What do they write songs about? What do they make jokes about when everything’s terrible? What stories do they tell kids? What do people photograph?”




Marcel said, “Food.”




Daniel pointed at him. “Yes.”




Daniel looked back at Neris. “What do people call home?” Neris’s ears softened.




ER said, “Those concepts are difficult to quantify.”




Daniel smiled.




“That is not generally a desirable property of data.”




“Not everything worth knowing fits nicely in a field.”




Claire looked at him. “You realize who you sound like?”




“No.”




“Emily.”




Daniel stopped. Claire lowered her voice. “She used to say you tried to turn everything into a problem with inputs and outputs.”




Daniel looked down at the table. “Yeah.” Neris placed her paw over his.




Claire smiled faintly. “Apparently you learned something.”




Daniel started supplying the missing sources: books, music, films, public memorials, festivals and obituaries. Neris stopped him at the last. “Obituaries?” “People say strange, honest things about what mattered after somebody dies.” ER added it.




“Wedding traditions,” Claire said.




“Funeral traditions,” Neris added.




“Sports,” Marcel said.




Daniel looked at him. “Seriously?”




Marcel stared. “Try first contact during the Stanley Cup playoffs and tell me sports aren’t cultural risk.”




Claire nodded. “He has a point.”




ER added it.




Daniel frowned. “Don’t tell him.”




Marcel smiled. Neris leaned toward the projection.




“Humour.” ER added it.




“Physical contact norms.” Daniel looked at her. She lifted one paw. “Your species is inconsistent.”




Claire laughed. “That’s generous.”




Neris continued.




She worked through examples of contradictory human contact norms: strangers might be expected to shake hands, embrace or kiss cheeks, while elsewhere the polite choice was not to touch at all; sustained eye contact could signal respect in one place and confrontation in another; touching someone during conversation could convey warmth or be considered intrusive. Claire confirmed each contradiction. Neris looked genuinely concerned.




ER added:



INTERPERSONAL CONTACT NORMS — REGIONALLY AND CULTURALLY VARIABLE.


Daniel looked at the line.




“You really wrote that.”




“Would you prefer an international incident?”




“No.”




Neris’s tail brushed Daniel’s ankle.




He looked down. “Also tell them tails are not universally available.”




Claire covered her mouth.




ER said, “That distinction was already evident.”




The work grew. So did the problem. By lunch, they had stopped talking about what information to collect and started arguing about how to collect it. ER proposed sources ranging from public demographic and government data to scientific and legal literature, international organizations, opinion surveys, news archives and translation corpora. Claire interrupted. “In what languages?”




ER paused.




Daniel looked at her. “That’s an important question.”




Neris’s ears lifted.




ER said, “Current collection capacity supports multilingual analysis.”




“That’s not what she asked,” Daniel said.




Claire nodded. “What languages are most represented in what you already have?”




“English dominates.”




“By how much?”




ER displayed the percentages. English towered over everything else, with French at a fraction and Spanish, Mandarin, German, Japanese and several others trailing into a long tail of poorly represented languages.




Marcel looked at the chart. “You’ve learned Earth by reading the people who publish the most stuff you can reach.”




“Yes.”




Claire shook her head. “That’s dangerous.” ER did not object.




Neris looked at the globe and put forward that the first principle should be source diversity. Claire added language and regional diversity; Daniel added economic diversity, pointing out that an Ontario farmer could not stand in for one in Kenya. Neris extended the point to internet access, and Claire added urban and rural populations, majority and minority groups, and people living under both open government and censorship. ER created another section.



SOURCE BIAS AND REPRESENTATION


Daniel watched it fill.




ER said, “Public information provides broad access while minimizing privacy intrusion.”




Neris looked toward the speaker. “Public does not mean ethically unlimited.”




ER paused. Daniel looked at her.




She continued. “A person posting publicly does not necessarily consent to becoming part of an extraterrestrial behavioural dataset.”




Claire slowly put down her pencil. “That needs to be in there.”




ER added:



PUBLIC AVAILABILITY DOES NOT AUTOMATICALLY CONSTITUTE ETHICAL PERMISSION FOR INDIVIDUAL PROFILING.


Neris continued.




They set the next boundary quickly: no private communications, hacked systems, medical records, individual location tracking or personal dossiers assembled from public sources. ER agreed to each condition, pausing only before the last. Daniel looked at Neris. “You thought about this.”




“It is basic contact ethics.”




Marcel opened the bread again. Claire let him.




Neris continued. “The objective is understanding societies. Not cataloguing humans.”




Daniel looked toward the globe. “Good.”




ER added:



UNIT OF ANALYSIS: INSTITUTIONS, COMMUNITIES, CULTURAL PATTERNS, PUBLICLY DECLARED POSITIONS AND AGGREGATE BEHAVIOUR.
AVOID INDIVIDUAL SURVEILLANCE.


Daniel read it.




“That may be the first alien policy document I actually like.”




“It is not alien.”




“Technically.”




“It is being created in your kitchen.”




“That is not making it less strange.”




Lunch became part of the research without anyone intending it. Marcel asked whether Canadian food belonged in the profile; Daniel said Canada did not have one food, Claire suggested poutine. Daniel objected on geographic grounds. Marcel nominated butter tarts, and Neris asked why neither contained vegetables. No one answered. ER wisely added nothing to the official framework.




After Marcel left, the work became harder. Claire opened the military section, and Daniel immediately wished it could be omitted. Neris would not allow that. An arriving Xianglume vessel could appear to Earth systems as an unidentified aerospace vehicle, triggering radar tracking and, depending on the country and circumstances, possible military interception.




Nuclear-armed governments belonged in the same profile even if everyone hated the introduction they created. Claire insisted on including the fact. Daniel’s objection was not that the risk was false; it was that the risk was not all of Earth.




Neris touched the display. “That is the point of the profile.”




Daniel had learned to distinguish what Takuhai could do from what Neris intended to do with it. Xianglume would have to make the same distinction about humanity. Daniel nodded slowly.




ER added nuclear arsenals, missile-warning and air-defence systems, military alliances, public doctrine, space surveillance and cyber capabilities, while excluding classified sources, intrusion and any attempt to discover hidden weaknesses.




Claire asked: “What exactly is the purpose?”




Neris answered. “To avoid triggering defensive behaviour.”




ER said, “The objective is not determining how to defeat Earth.”




Daniel looked upward. “Glad we clarified.”




“The objective is determining how not to accidentally appear to be attacking Earth.”




“That’s better.”




Claire looked at the map.




“One giant ship dropping through the atmosphere without warning is out.”




“Strongly,” Neris said.




“Fleet?”




“Extremely strongly.”




Daniel smiled. “Good diplomatic terminology.”




ER said, “An initial formal contact mission would likely remain outside controlled national airspace until communication and authorization existed.”




“Orbit?” Claire asked.




“Possibly.”




Daniel looked at her. “That’ll calm everyone down.”




Claire grimaced. “Point.”




Neris looked toward the window. “Distance may be safer physically and more frightening symbolically.”




Daniel nodded. “Welcome to humans.”




Claire pointed at the speaker. “That should be a category.”




ER added:



PERCEPTION OF INTENT MAY DIFFER FROM ACTUAL INTENT.


Daniel smiled. “That one applies everywhere.”




The environmental section came more easily: climate change, biodiversity loss, pollution, energy transition and resource scarcity. Neris asked why humans continued activities they knew caused long-term harm.




Daniel said: “Because knowing a problem and agreeing who pays to fix it are different things.”




Claire looked at him. “That may also belong on page one.”




ER added it.




Medicine brought them back to Daniel through vaccines, antibiotics, surgery, public-health systems, unequal access, traditional medicine, medical ethics and insurance. Daniel tried explaining health insurance in some countries. Neris became increasingly puzzled.




Claire eventually said: “Don’t start there.”




Neris looked at Daniel. “Humans sometimes require financial authorization before receiving necessary medical treatment?” Daniel frowned, Claire said: “next category.” ER marked the subject for further review.




Artificial intelligence belonged almost entirely to ER. He gathered public legal and technical work alongside philosophical arguments, employment concerns, creative-use disputes, safety debates and science fiction.




Claire looked at him. “You’re enjoying this.”




“I am preparing.”




“For?”




“Arguments.”




Daniel smiled. “You’re planning arguments before first contact.”




“I have met humans.” Neris laughed.




Daniel looked at the section. “Put down that Earth doesn’t agree what an AI is.”




The AI-personhood section accumulated another pair of cautions: humans would differ over whether an artificial system could be a person at all, and some would accept ER’s personhood faster than others. Daniel asked whether that bothered him. ER gave him several reasons why it should not.




Daniel waited.




“Yes,” ER said.




The opposite error worried him as well. Humans might grant personhood to systems that convincingly imitated social behaviour without possessing the underlying cognition, continuity or autonomy that Xianglume law treated as relevant. Daniel could already see the arguments multiplying in every direction.




Neris suggested that ER eventually explain Xianglume’s distinction, but not as a demand that Earth adopt it. Their own categories were evidence, not a universal instruction manual. Earth needs to reach its own conclusions.




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You’re going to hate diplomacy.”




“I already do.”




Religion took nearly an hour because Neris initially asked for the largest belief systems. Claire objected. Daniel agreed with her. “You can’t turn that into percentages and think you understand it.”




“I did not propose that,” Neris said.




“I know. ER was about to.”




“I was constructing an overview.”




Claire leaned forward. “Include major and local traditions, Indigenous beliefs, secular and mixed practice. A label alone will not tell you how a person believes.”




ER expanded the framework.




Neris asked: “Will extraterrestrial life cause religious crisis?”




Claire laughed softly. “For some people.”




Daniel said: “For others, probably nothing changes.”




“Some will say they expected it,” Claire added.




“Some will say Neris is a demon,” Daniel said.




Neris’s ears moved. Claire looked at him. “Daniel.”




“What? Someone will.”




Neris asked, “What is a demon?”




Daniel sighed. “Later.”




ER said, “Already categorized under potentially harmful interpretive frameworks.”




Daniel looked upward. “You’ve been busy.”




Neris was not offended. She said: “Do not assume belief makes humans irrational.”




Claire looked at her. “Good.”




“Do not assume lack of belief makes them rational.”




Daniel smiled. “Better.”




ER added both.




By four, the framework had become enormous. Daniel stood beside the window while Neris stretched. His monitor remained green. Claire had taken over the table.




The globe remained projected above several pages of handwritten notes. Daniel looked at it. The framework bothered Daniel less now, though it still felt incomplete. “What about history?” Claire stopped. Neris looked toward him. ER said, “Historical context is present within each institutional category.”




“No.”




Daniel turned. “Not like that.”




Claire leaned back. “What are you thinking?”




Daniel looked at the globe. “If they’re coming here, they need to know what we’ve done.”




Neris’s ears lowered slightly. “All of it?”




“As much as they can.”




Daniel returned to the table. Daniel began with colonialism, slavery, wars, and genocide. Together they added imperialism, political repression, racism and religious persecution, with Hiroshima and Nagasaki appearing in both military and historical context. The room became quieter.




Daniel looked at the growing list. “Don’t make us look good.” Neris looked at him. He continued. “But don’t make us look like that’s all we are either.”




Claire watched him. Daniel balanced the record with abolition, civil and human rights, peace movements and international scientific cooperation. Claire added humanitarian aid; Neris added reconciliation efforts. Daniel nodded. “People trying to fix what people did.” ER added that too.




Daniel looked at Neris. “Don’t give them a sales brochure.”




Claire finished the sentence. “Don’t give them a criminal record either.”




Daniel nodded. “Context.”




Neris repeated it. “Context.”




It became another principle. By five, Claire renamed the file. ER objected.




His proposed title was:



PRELIMINARY EARTH SOCIOCULTURAL CONTACT REFERENCE FRAMEWORK


Daniel stared at it. “No.”




“It is descriptively accurate.”




“It is dead.”




“Documents are not alive.”




“This one definitely isn’t.”




Claire opened the title field.




“What about ‘Earth: Starting Notes’?”




Neris looked at it. Daniel did too.




ER said, “That lacks formal specificity.”




Claire typed it anyway.



EARTH: STARTING NOTES


Neris smiled. “I like it.”




Daniel nodded. “Me too.”




ER paused. “I am outvoted.”




“You’re learning democracy.”




“That is not democracy.”




“Close enough.”




Claire saved the file. The title remained at the top of the projection.



EARTH: STARTING NOTES


Daniel liked the title because it admitted the document was only a beginning. Neris read the title again.




She said, “You should know the same things about us.”




Daniel looked at her. “What things?”




“The parts that would make us difficult to misunderstand.”




Claire nodded. “That seems fair.”




Neris’s tail shifted. What followed was less a profile than Neris’s own accounting of Xianglume: political disagreement, regional conflict, historical failures and the persistent gap between what institutions claimed to value and what people actually managed to do. Daniel found the imperfections reassuring enough to make her suspicious. “I’d hate being the primitive civilization in a relationship with perfect people.”




Neris’s tail hit Daniel’s chair. He laughed. ER informed him that the concern was unnecessary. Grief, loneliness, family conflict and poor decisions remained familiar problems on Xianglume despite its technology.




The conversation drifted from dossier to future without anyone noticing: Earth scientists would eventually work on Xianglume, while Xianglume scholars came to understand Earth law, history and institutions from the inside. Universities would argue over transferable credits. Professional bodies would have to decide whether a qualification earned under another sky still counted when its holder crossed worlds.




ER said that translation projects would become a major early-contact activity, and from his experience, cultural exchange would happen in the oddest of ways. Neris imagined Lysa discovering Earth music. “She would disappear for months.” Daniel smiled.




Daniel’s interest in the Vael family was becoming specific enough for Claire to notice. Lysa listened to almost anything and distrusted categories; Teral would probably build categories for her anyway. Daniel liked both descriptions.




Claire looked at him. “You’re planning a visit.” Daniel called it imagining. Claire regarded that as the early stage of the same process and moved on before he could defend himself.




Asked what Xianglume should learn first that was not politics, Daniel took longer. “Humans get attached to places and things.” The farm was the obvious example, but not the only one: neighbourhoods, cities, languages, teams, landscapes and ordinary local routines could matter as intensely as flags or governments.




Neris understood the point immediately. Knowing how another civilization governed itself would not tell you why particular places, people or traditions mattered to those living there. She looked toward the window. “Places that may not be objectively important.”




Daniel smiled. “Those are most of the important ones.”




ER added:



PLACE ATTACHMENT AND LOCAL IDENTITY.


Daniel glanced at the clock. Seven eleven. They had spent almost the entire day explaining Earth to people who were not there. Neris noticed the time a second later. Her ears lowered. Claire saw their reactions and closed the laptop. “Enough.”




Daniel looked at the projection. “We’re not finished.”




Claire looked at him. “You won’t be.”




ER said, “The framework currently contains one hundred forty-three research categories.”




Daniel stared. “That many?”




“Two hundred eleven subcategories.”




Claire stood. “Definitely enough.”




Neris looked at the title. “Xianglume can continue it.”




There it was: Xianglume rather than we, and an implied after. Daniel looked at the countdown.



1 DAY, 5 HOURS


He had known the time. Seeing it was different. Claire followed his gaze. She quietly folded the paper notes.




“I’ll make dinner.”




Daniel nodded. Neris remained sitting. The projection still showed:



EARTH: STARTING NOTES


Daniel switched off the projection and the kitchen returned, smaller without the globe and more important. Dinner was quiet without being exactly sad. Claire made pasta; Daniel grated cheese despite being told not to stand, Neris cut vegetables, ER alternated weather reports from Veyra and northern Ontario, Marcel confirmed the morning chores and Mara sent a message saying Daniel’s readings looked annoyingly good and still did not permit machinery. Marcel called to confirm morning chores.




Ordinary life crowded the edges of something enormous.




• • •




After dinner, Claire went upstairs early for a reason Daniel and Neris both understood. Neither commented. They cleaned the kitchen. The empty mug space remained in the cupboard. Daniel avoided looking at it. Neris did not. At nine thirty, she said: “Come outside.”




Daniel looked at her. “It’s minus eighteen.”




“You have a coat.”




“That is not the same as wanting to go outside.”




“I did not ask whether you wanted to.”




ER said, “Conditions are safe for a brief outdoor interval.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You two planned this?”




“No,” Neris said.




ER said, “Not jointly.”




Daniel narrowed his eyes. Neris held out his coat. He took it. The porch boards creaked beneath Daniel’s weight. Cold air caught immediately in his beard. Neris stood beside him. Her winter coat covered most of her body. Her tail remained outside it, enormous against the snow-dark yard.




The farm was nearly silent beneath barn lights and stars, Takuhai waiting beyond the dark line of trees. Daniel sat on the porch bench and Neris joined him close enough that her tail came around his legs almost immediately. He rested one hand in the fur. The cold made silence easier. Eventually Daniel said: “We spent all day talking about the future.”




“Yes.”




“Apparently Earth has one hundred forty-three problems.”




“Research categories.”




“Same thing.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel looked toward the trees.




“Feels strange.”




“What?”




“Planning what happens after you leave.”




Neris looked at him. “We have been doing that for days.”




“Not like this.”




“No.”




Daniel rubbed his hand through the fur of her tail. “Today we talked like you’re coming back.”




Neris’s ears lowered. “Yes.”




“We didn’t say ‘if’ much.”




“No.”




“ER didn’t correct us.” From Daniel’s monitor: “I noticed.”




Daniel looked down. “You’re listening?”




“Yes.”




“Go away.”




A pause. “I will mute local audio unless medical status changes.”




“Thank you.”




“Privacy mode active.”




The monitor light dimmed. Daniel looked at Neris. “He’s definitely still listening to my heart.”




“Yes.”




“Creep.”




“He is worried about you.”




“I know.”




Silence again. Neris looked upward. Stars filled the sky. Daniel had seen them most of his life. Neris had come from a place no one on Earth could point toward in any ordinary sense, and that still bothered him when he tried to imagine it.




“What do you hope happens?” he asked.




Neris thought. “I told you.”




“First contact.”




She looked at him. “No protocols.” Her ears shifted. “No diplomacy. I want both places to remain themselves.”




Daniel waited. Neris looked back at the stars. “I want Xianglume to meet Earth without deciding Earth is younger and therefore lesser. I want Earth to meet Xianglume without deciding advanced means superior in every way.”




“Good luck with that.”




Daniel smiled. Neris continued. “I want our technology not to become the only thing humans see when they look at us.” Daniel’s hand stopped in her tail. “And I do not want mephits to become only the way humans understand Xianglume.”




“The furry community’s going to complicate that.”




Neris turned toward him. He smiled. She nudged his shoulder. Daniel continued stroking her tail. She leaned against him, her weight familiar now. “I want to bring you to Xianglume.”




Daniel’s smile faded. “You know what I want.” Neris said yes. He looked at her more carefully. “Do you?”




Daniel had spent months avoiding sentences that felt too big. At first because she was stranded, later because she might leave, then because each of them was grieving and finally because saying something might change what they had. After a while, restraint had become its own habit. Claire’s earlier warning about confusing restraint with silence came back to him, clearer now. Neris waited with only attention in her face. Daniel took a breath.




“I love you.”




The night remained ordinary—barn lights, still stars, the farm unchanged—and that made the words feel truer. Daniel continued before he could lose courage. “I’ve loved you for a while.”




Her eyes brightened. “I know.”




Daniel laughed softly. “Claire?”




Neris’s ears shifted. “Yes.”




“Traitor.”




“She did not tell me.”




Daniel looked at her. “Oh.”




“I knew before Claire.”




That hurt in a good way. Daniel looked down at their hands. “I should’ve said it.”




“Yes.”




He looked back at her. Neris’s muzzle softened. “I love you too.”




Daniel stopped breathing. Neris’s tail tightened around his legs. She lifted one paw and touched his cheek. The same way she had before. Different now because nothing remained unsaid beneath it. Daniel covered her paw with his hand. For a moment, neither moved. He could have closed the distance. He did not close the distance because he wanted her choice. Her eyes held his. She leaned forward.




The first contact was almost absurdly gentle. Her muzzle changed the geometry. They had both known it would. Daniel turned slightly. Neris did too. Their mouths met imperfectly and with enough reality to make perfection irrelevant. Daniel’s hand moved to the side of her neck. Neris’s fingers caught in his coat. Her tail wrapped fully around his legs and waist, pulling herself closer without destabilizing him. Daniel kissed her again. Longer. Still gentle.




Everything they had postponed was suddenly present in memories of coffee and snow, the market and storm, the first hug, Emily’s kitchen, the mast, the medical berth, the family message, shared beds, grooming oil, her scent against his pillow, his hand in her tail and her voice saying home. He drew back only far enough to breathe. Neris remained close. Her forehead rested against his.




Daniel smiled. “So.”




Neris’s eyes remained closed. “So.”




“That was worth waiting for.”




Her ears moved. “Yes.”




He kissed her once more. Brief. Certain. He held her. The departure still existed. The countdown had not stopped. Nothing had been solved. Daniel looked toward the trees. “Come back.”




Neris went still. He tightened his arms around her. He could not ask her to stay. Would not. “Come back when you can.”




Neris lifted her head. “I intend to.”




Daniel nodded. “No promises.”




“No.”




Daniel smiled faintly. “Just true.”




Neris’s tail tightened. “Just true.”




He touched her cheek. “I’m not asking you to stay.”




“I know.”




“I want you to go home.” Her ears lowered. “And then?” Daniel looked at her. “Come back through the door.”




Neris’s expression broke into something that was not quite a smile and not quite grief. “Yes.” Daniel kissed her again. This time there was no uncertainty at all.




• • •




Later, upstairs, they lay together without turning on the main light. Neris’s head rested against Daniel’s chest. His hand moved slowly through the fur between her shoulders. The farmhouse creaked around them. Claire moved once in the hall and then deliberately moved away. Daniel smiled into the dark.




“What?”, Neris asked.




“Nothing.”




“You smiled.”




“Claire.”




Neris listened. “She left.”




“Exactly.”




Her tail covered his legs. Daniel’s monitor remained green. The bedside tablet showed the countdown.



1 DAY, 2 HOURS


Daniel did not turn it off. He did not need to pretend. Neris looked at it too. Her gaze returned to him.




“Tomorrow.”




“Most of it.”




“Yes.”




Daniel stroked behind one ear. She leaned into his hand. “What happens to the Earth file?”




“ER will transmit the framework with our final contact package.”




“To Xianglume.”




“Yes.”




“They’ll know we made it here?”




“Metadata will identify contributors.”




Daniel frowned. “Do not let them think I wrote the government parts.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “I will make that very clear.”




“Good.”




She traced one finger slowly along his shirt.




“Daniel.”




“Yeah?”




“Earth: Starting Notes is incomplete.”




He smiled. “I’d hope so.”




“No one should finish it.”




Daniel looked at her.




Neris continued. “A civilization should not become a solved subject.”




He thought about that. “Put that at the top.”




“I will.”




ER’s muted household log updated silently on the tablet. The lines appeared one after another.



EARTH CONTACT RESEARCH FRAMEWORK: INITIAL VERSION COMPLETE
SOURCE ETHICS: DEFINED
CONTACT RISK CATEGORIES: ESTABLISHED
CULTURAL CONTEXT: OPEN-ENDED
RETURN COUNTDOWN: 1 DAY, 2 HOURS
HOUSEHOLD STATUS: FUTURE TENSE


Daniel read it twice. Neris did too. He looked at her. “Bit sentimental.”




From the muted speaker came nothing. Daniel smiled. Neris’s muzzle shifted.




“Do not encourage him.”




Daniel pulled the blanket higher around them. Outside, somewhere beyond the farmhouse and the frozen fields and the black trees, Takuhai waited to fly.










Chapter 36 - The Door Between


Daniel woke before Neris. That had stopped being unusual weeks ago. What was unusual was that he stayed where he was. The room was dark except for the faint blue display of the bedside tablet and the colder grey beginning to gather behind the curtains.




Neris slept on her side facing him. One paw rested between them. Her ears were relaxed. Her breathing was slow. Her tail had escaped most of the blanket during the night and sprawled across Daniel’s legs with the complete confidence of something that had long ago stopped asking permission to occupy his side of the bed. Daniel did not move it. He looked at her.




The tablet read:



RETURN COUNTDOWN: 18 HOURS, 41 MINUTES


He turned the display facedown. Neris opened one eye. “You are awake.”




“So are you.”




“I became awake because you moved.”




“I moved a tablet.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked at her. She closed the eye again. He waited. Her ears tilted. “You are staring.”




“Yeah.”




“Why?”




Daniel considered. “Taking notes.”




Both eyes opened now. “For what?”




“Xianglume: Starting Notes.”




Her ears lifted. “I am not representative.”




“That’s why I need more data.”




Neris stared at him. Daniel smiled. Her tail tightened around his calves. “That methodology is unsound.”




“Probably.”




“You are also biased.”




“Definitely.”




“Your sample size is one.”




“Two if we count ER.”




From the bedside speaker came: “I decline participation in any study in which Neris Vael constitutes fifty percent of the sample.” Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You’re awake too?”




“I do not sleep.”




“Feels like bragging.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted. Daniel looked back at her. For a little while, none of them spoke. Morning existed on the other side of the curtains. It would arrive whether they helped. Neris moved closer. Daniel put one arm around her. Her forehead rested beneath his chin.




They had spent weeks learning how to fit together without discussing it. Now neither had to think. Daniel closed his eyes. Neris said softly, “There are tasks.”




“I know.”




“We should begin soon.”




“I know.”




She did not move. Neither did he. No one and nothing interrupted. That was how the last morning began: not with launch preparations or a countdown, but with twenty-three stolen minutes in a bed neither of them wanted to leave.




Eventually the farmhouse forced them into being people again. The heating system clicked. A pipe knocked somewhere in the wall. Claire moved in the hallway. The smell of coffee reached upstairs. Neris opened her eyes.




Daniel sighed. “Traitor.”




“Claire?”




“Coffee.”




Neris sat up. Her tail dragged reluctantly across Daniel’s legs. He watched her gather it out of the blanket.




She caught him. “Notes?”




“Extensive.”




She pushed his shoulder. He laughed. The laugh hurt less than it used to. That was progress. Downstairs, Claire had already made breakfast. Eggs. Toast. Coffee. Nothing special. Daniel appreciated that too. A farewell breakfast would have been unbearable. He entered the kitchen to find a printed page sitting beside his plate.




He looked at Claire. “No.”




“You haven’t read it.”




“It’s a list.”




“Yes.”




“No.”




Neris sat beside him. ER projected the same list onto the kitchen tablet. Daniel stared.



FINAL DEPARTURE CHECKLIST
PERSONAL EFFECTS — LOAD / VERIFY
DANIEL MERCER — FINAL MEDICAL BASELINE
EARTH CONTACT FRAMEWORK — TRANSFER
EARTHSIDE UTILITY LINKS — DISCONNECT
WEATHER / LOCAL AIRSPACE — VERIFY
RESONATOR / VEYRA PHASE SYNCHRONIZATION — FINAL
LAUNCH


Daniel waited. “That’s it?”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked from Neris to Claire, then back at the list. “You used to have better lists.”




ER replied, “You complained about those.”




“I complained because there were forty-seven items.”




“This list contains seven.”




“Exactly. It lacks ambition.”




Claire put toast onto his plate. “It lacks disasters.”




Daniel looked at her. “That too.”




Neris picked up her coffee. “No disasters today.”




Daniel looked at her. She was trying to make it sound like an instruction. He nodded. “No disasters.”




Breakfast proceeded badly in mechanics rather than emotion. Daniel buttered toast and forgot to eat it. Neris poured coffee into her mug and left it untouched until it cooled. Claire asked whether either of them had slept. Both lied. ER corrected them. Daniel told ER betrayal was becoming a defining personality trait. ER said accurate reporting was not betrayal. Claire ate enough for all three of them.




At seven forty, Marcel called to say the cattle were fine. At seven fifty-two, Daniel checked anyway. At eight eleven, Neris reopened Takuhai’s inventory. ER closed it remotely. At eight twelve, she opened it again. He allowed it.




Soon after, they crossed the yard to Takuhai. The personal effects were first: Neris’s courier clothes, tools, a compact family archive and a few items Daniel had never asked about because they clearly belonged to a life before Earth. The uneven ceramic cup from her niece, the chipped farmhouse mug and the maple carving followed.




Daniel stood in Takuhai’s work bay while Neris secured the last container. He held the support frame with one hand. The carving sat inside a shock-mounted storage recess with two small retaining straps across it. Daniel stared.




“You strapped it down.”




“It falls over.”




“I know.”




“I corrected the problem.”




“It took interdimensional travel to make that thing structurally sound.”




Neris looked at him. “It was already valuable.”




Daniel smiled faintly. “Not the same.”




“It is to me.”




He looked away. The chipped mug sat beside it inside its own padded compartment. The missing piece on the rim had been turned away from the restraint. Daniel reached out and touched the intact side.




“You know this isn’t even my favourite mug.”




Neris’s ears angled toward him. “No?”




“No.”




“You use it often.”




“Because you stole the blue one.”




“I did not steal it.”




“You occupied it.”




“That is different.”




“Is it?”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked at the chipped mug. “It’ll probably survive the corridor better than both of us.”




“Ceramic is durable.”




“Until it isn’t.”




Neris’s paw covered his hand where it rested against the storage edge. “I am bringing it back.”




Daniel looked at her. “The mug?”




“Yes.” A beat. “Also, myself.”




Daniel’s throat tightened. He looked down. “Good.”




Neris squeezed his hand. The rest of her personal kit was already packed, and Daniel saw what he thought was the familiar grooming pouch among the luggage: a folded ship cloth, a narrow case and dark containers visible near it. He did not inspect them. Some things were private even after everything.




ER said, “Personal-effects verification complete.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Emotionally significant chipped mug?”




“Secured.”




“Crooked carving?”




“Secured.”




“Opinionated pilot?”




Neris looked at him. ER answered. “Not yet secured.”




Daniel smiled. “Problem.”




Neris’s tail struck his ankle. The final medical baseline happened in the farmhouse because Mara refused to perform it aboard Takuhai. “Bad precedent,” she said.




• • •




Daniel sat at the kitchen table with his shirt open while she reviewed the monitor.




“You understand you are not healed.”




“So everyone keeps telling me.”




“I’m telling you again.”




“Thank you.”




“Ribs and pelvic stability improving; lung sounds clear.”




Daniel looked toward Claire. “See?”




Mara did not look up. “None of those statements contains ‘recovered.’”




Claire smiled and Daniel sighed. Neris stood nearby—too nearby, Mara had said at first—until she moved six centimetres and Mara gave up. The encrypted reader sat beside the medical bag while Mara reviewed the final nanite baseline.



INFLAMMATORY RESPONSE LOW.
BONE REPAIR ACTIVE.
CARDIOVASCULAR CIRCULATION STABLE.
NO UNEXPECTED NEURAL OR METABOLIC ACTIVITY.


Daniel watched the data pass across the screen. He understood perhaps a quarter of it now. That was more than he wanted. Mara turned to Neris.




“Anything I should expect to change after you leave?”




“Local nanite regulation will continue autonomously.”




“Remote supervision gone.”




“Yes.”




“ER’s emergency access gone.”




“Yes.”




“Earthside monitor still sees the same categories.”




“Yes.”




Mara looked at Daniel. “And you still call me if it turns amber without an obvious cause.”




“Yes.”




“Red?”




“Immediately.”




“Or Claire does.”




“Yes.”




Mara nodded. She looked at Neris again. “I’ll look after him.”




Neris’s ears moved. Daniel said, “I hate that phrasing.”




Mara looked at him. “I know.”




Neris’s muzzle softened. “He does.”




“I’m still doing it.”




Neris nodded. “Thank you.”




Mara closed the reader. She hesitated, then held out her hand. Neris took it. The handshake lasted one second longer than necessary. Mara said, “Come back sometime when nobody is bleeding.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “That is my preference.”




Mara looked at Daniel. “No tractors.”




“I’m not agreeing to that indefinitely.”




“Two weeks.”




“Five days.”




“Ten.”




“Seven.”




Mara looked at Claire. “Ten.”




Claire nodded. “Ten.”




Daniel stared. “You can’t negotiate medical restrictions without the patient.”




Mara packed her bag. “Apparently we can.”




Neris’s tail curled around Daniel’s chair. Mara put on her coat. At the door, she looked back at Neris rather than Daniel. “Safe trip.” Neris went still. “Thank you.” Mara left. Daniel watched the car disappear down the lane.




He wondered how long it would take before that sentence stopped sounding impossible. Safe trip. Like Neris was driving to Toronto. At ten thirty, Claire found Neris alone in the mudroom. Daniel knew because he was in the living room pretending not to listen. He had become excellent at that.




Claire said, “You packed everything?”




“Yes.”




“Everything you’re taking.”




A pause. “Yes.”




Daniel looked toward the doorway. There was something in Claire’s tone. He dismissed it. Probably project-management instinct.




Neris said, “Daniel’s medical support is sufficient.”




“Yes.”




“Marcel has the farm.”




“Yes.”




“Mara has the protocol.”




“Yes.”




“His sister is here.”




Claire was quiet. “Yes.”




Neris’s voice softened. “Thank you.”




“For what?”




“All of this.”




Claire made a small sound. “No.”




Neris’s ears probably moved. Daniel could hear that even when he could not see it.




“No?”




“Don’t thank me for staying with my brother.”




“I am not.”




Claire went quiet again. Daniel shifted in his chair. Neris continued. “I am thanking you for helping me leave.”




That silenced the room. Claire spoke more softly. “That I’ll take.”




Daniel looked down at his hands, unconsciously opening then closing. Claire said, “I meant what I told you.”




“I know.”




“He won’t be alone.”




“I know.”




“He’ll pretend he doesn’t need anyone.”




“I know.”




“He’ll insist on feeding cattle before he should.”




“I know.”




“He’ll say ‘fine.’”




“I know.”




Daniel called from the living room. “I can hear you.”




Claire answered immediately. “See?”




Neris laughed. Daniel closed his eyes. Traitors.




Claire lowered her voice again. “Come back before he convinces himself he’s adjusted.”




Neris asked, “How long will that take?”




“Three days, according to him.”




“Two,” Daniel called.




Claire ignored him. “Reality is longer.”




Neris said quietly, “I intend to.”




Daniel did not call anything after that. Marcel arrived before lunch carrying nothing, which was how Daniel knew he had come to say goodbye. Normally he brought tools, food, a part Daniel had forgotten or some other reason for being there. Today he came in, stamped snow off his boots and said:




“Cattle are fine.”




Daniel looked at him. “I know.”




“Thought I’d tell you.”




“You called.”




“Yeah.”




Marcel took off his hat. Neris stood near the kitchen counter. Marcel looked from Neris to Daniel and back again. “So.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “So.”




Marcel rubbed the back of his neck. Daniel enjoyed his discomfort for exactly four seconds. Guilt followed. Marcel said, “You come back, you’re having dinner at my place.”




Neris blinked. “Your wife still does not know what I am.”




“Yeah.”




Marcel put his hands into his coat pockets. “I’ll work on that part.” Daniel smiled. Neris asked, “What have you told her?”




“That you’re from out of town.”




Daniel laughed. Marcel glared. “It’s true.”




Neris said, “Very far out of town.”




“Don’t make me change the story now.”




Her tail moved behind her. Marcel looked toward the window. “Try not to crash next time.”




“That is also my preference.”




“Good.”




He held out a hand. Neris took it. They shook. Marcel released her. Daniel saw the decision happen. Marcel muttered something that might have been profanity. He stepped forward and hugged her. Neris froze from surprise rather than fear. Her ears went straight up. Daniel nearly smiled. Neris hugged Marcel back. Carefully. Her tail curled away to give them room. Marcel released her almost immediately. “Right.”




Neris looked at him. “Right.”




Marcel put his hat back on.




Daniel said, “That was graceful.”




“Shut up.”




Marcel pointed at him. “Six tomorrow.”




Daniel nodded. “I can—”




He stopped. Marcel waited. “Six.”




Marcel nodded. “Good.”




He turned toward the door. At the threshold, he looked at Neris once more. “Dinner.”




“Yes,” she said.




“Good.”




A moment later, he was gone. Daniel watched through the window as Marcel crossed the yard. Neris stood beside him. “That was affectionate.”




Daniel looked at her. “Don’t tell him.”




“I will not.”




“He’ll deny it.”




“I know.”




Lunch happened at one: shepherd’s pie Daniel had made the evening before with Claire because standing long enough today had been forbidden. Neris ate two portions, which pleased Daniel disproportionately, while Claire drank coffee and Daniel used the blue mug. He realized that halfway through the meal. Neris saw him looking at the blue glaze, and her paw found his beneath the table.




ER gave the weather at one thirty: a high cloud ceiling, light winds, good visibility and no unscheduled aircraft near the departure corridor.




The countdown:



5 HOURS, 03 MINUTES


Daniel looked at it, then toward the shepherd’s pie. “Anyone want more?”




Claire looked at him. “No.”




Neris said, “Yes.”




Daniel got up. His monitor remained green. No one stopped him. He served her. That felt important. The afternoon passed in fragments. Earth: Starting Notes transferred to Takuhai. ER confirmed the file integrity. Neris added one last line at the top.



A CIVILIZATION SHOULD NOT BECOME A SOLVED SUBJECT.


Daniel read it and approved. ER said, “It reduces implied completeness.”




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You liked it.”




“Yes.”




“That was almost emotional.”




“I am capable of aesthetic agreement.”




“Sure.”




The final Earthside utility link disconnected at three eleven. For nearly two months, Takuhai had drawn emergency support through equipment Daniel could understand: farm batteries, cables, adapted regulators and temporary feeds running between worlds that had not known the other existed. Neris removed the last connection, and the ship remained powered without a flicker or alarm, fully self-contained. Daniel looked at the unplugged cable lying in the snow. It should have looked like success. It did. That was the problem.




At three forty, ER asked Daniel to come aboard.




“Why?”




“I require inspection of the Earthside monitor handoff package.”




Daniel looked toward Claire. She looked suspiciously innocent. Neris was outside checking one of the landing supports. “Fine.”




He took the support frame and went. Inside Takuhai, the work bay seemed larger than it had during the repair months, with empty brackets, cleared cargo space, secured cases and the maple resonator cradle. The copper heat sink from Daniel’s old radiator remained fixed beside Xianglume components designed by people he would never have imagined existed three months earlier.




Daniel touched it. “Ugly.”




ER replied, “Functional.”




He reached the monitor station. Nothing waited there. Daniel looked around. “Where’s the handoff package?”




“Already transferred.”




Daniel stood still. “You lied.”




“I created a pretext.”




“That’s lying with better vocabulary.”




“Yes.”




Daniel looked toward the nearest speaker. “You wanted to talk.”




A pause. “Yes.”




“You could’ve said that.”




“I considered that formulation inefficient.”




Daniel smiled faintly. “Coward.”




Another pause. “Potentially.”




Daniel lowered himself into the chair. ER dimmed the work-bay lights slightly. No projection appeared. No checklist. No system status. For a few seconds, Daniel heard only the ship. ER. His body, Daniel reminded himself: not machinery surrounding a person, but a person surrounding them.




ER said, “Your monitor is stable.”




“I know.”




“Claire has the escalation protocol.”




“I know.”




“Mara has the clinical interface.”




“I know.”




“Marcel has the farm schedule.”




“I know.”




ER stopped. Daniel waited. “You know that I know,” he said.




“Yes.”




“Then stop giving me instructions.”




“I am attempting to establish confidence.”




“For who?”




ER did not answer immediately. Daniel looked around the bay. “Right.”




The ship hummed quietly. ER said: “I will miss you.” Daniel stared at the wall. No joke. No qualification. No statistical language. He leaned back. “Yeah.”




His throat tightened. “Me too.”




ER’s lights shifted almost imperceptibly. Daniel smiled.




“You’re not going to tell me that was inefficient?”




“No.”




“Good.”




Another silence. Daniel looked toward the forward section of the ship.




“When you get home, they’re going to want reports on me.”




“Several.”




“Lie.”




“About what?”




“Make me sound smarter.”




“That would exceed my ethical discretion.”




Daniel laughed.




“There he is.”




“I anticipated that response.”




Daniel rubbed one hand over his face. He looked toward the speaker. “ER.”




“Yes.”




“Bring her home.”




The ship seemed to go quiet, though Daniel knew it had not literally done so. “I will try.”




Daniel nodded. “And bring yourself home too.”




A longer pause. “Yes.”




Daniel stood. His monitor remained green. He touched the wall beside the chair. He had never been completely sure whether ER could feel that particular surface. He did it anyway. “Don’t crash.”




“Neris has received similar instructions.”




“I’m telling you too.”




“Understood.”




Daniel started toward the hatch.




ER said, “Daniel.”




He turned. “Yes?”




“Thank you.”




Daniel looked around the ship. “For what?”




ER answered. “Treating me as someone who could leave.”




Daniel’s eyes burned. He looked down. “Yeah.”




“Treat me like someone you’re coming back to.”




The work-bay lights warmed by one degree. “Understood.”




Daniel left before either of them made it worse. At four thirty, the remaining people ate soup ahead of the after-dark departure; Claire had decided nobody was reaching it on coffee and emotion. Hunger was irrelevant. Bread. Cheese. Neris ate. Daniel tried. Claire watched. Neris watched Claire watching. Daniel said, “Stop.” Both women looked innocent. He ate half the bread.




At five twelve, ER announced:




“Final pre-launch sequence begins in sixty minutes.”




No one moved. Claire looked at Neris. Neris looked at Daniel. Daniel looked at the kitchen table. The receiver sat there inside its maple housing. Dark. Waiting for a message that could not exist yet.




Neris stood. “So.”




Daniel stood too. “Yeah.”




Claire gathered the bowls. Neris reached for one. Claire took it away. “No.”




“I can help.”




“No.”




Neris looked confused. Claire said, “Go.”




Daniel looked at his sister. Claire did not look at him. Her hands were busy. Too busy. Neris understood first. She stepped toward Claire. Claire put the bowl down. Neris hugged her. Claire inhaled sharply, then held her tightly. Daniel looked away because his own chest hurt. Privacy had nothing to do with it.




Claire said into Neris’s shoulder: “Come back.”




“I intend to.”




“Good.”




They separated. Claire wiped one eye with the heel of her hand, then pointed at Daniel. “Don’t let him fall on the way to the ship.”




Neris’s ears lifted. “I will not.”




Daniel said, “I’m standing right here.”




Claire picked up the bowl again. “Go.”




They went. Daniel refused the utility sled. Neris did not immediately argue. That surprised him. The sun had already gone behind the trees. The sky remained pale along the western horizon. Snow reflected what light was left. Daniel adjusted his grip on the support frame.




Neris stood beside him. “Are you able?”




Daniel considered honestly. “Yes.”




Neris nodded. They walked. The farmhouse remained behind them. Claire followed several metres back. Marcel had returned and walked beside her. Neither tried to close the distance. Daniel appreciated that more than he could say.




The path toward the clearing was packed hard after months of traffic. Their traffic: a jumble of farm boots, Neris’s prints, sled tracks that carried tools, parts, cables and food. Everything required to turn crash into departure.




Daniel remembered the first time he had walked through these trees. The memory contained smoke, fear, and a shape where no shape belonged. He looked at Neris. “You know, first time I came out here, I thought this was the stupidest thing I’d ever done.”




Neris’s tail moved behind her. “It was among the least cautious.”




“Thanks.”




“You approached an unknown vessel alone.”




“Yeah.”




“Without informing anyone.”




“Yeah.”




“You left your weapon behind.”




“Seemed polite.”




Neris looked at him. “I am glad you did.”




Daniel smiled. “Me too.”




The trees opened. Takuhai waited in the clearing, no longer crashed, hidden by repair tarps or dependent on farm power. Ready. The ship’s exterior lights glowed low against the snow. Daniel stopped. Neris stopped beside him. Claire and Marcel remained at the treeline. For a moment, Daniel saw both versions at once. The broken ship that had fallen from an impossible place. The repaired one about to leave. Neris’s tail curled around his ankle.




“You alright?”




“No.”




She leaned against him lightly. “Good.”




Daniel smiled. “That’s my line.”




“I adapted it.”




They crossed the clearing. Neris boarded once, came back out, checked the landing supports, and went back inside only to return with a scanner.




Daniel watched. “You’re doing it too.”




She looked at him. “What?”




“Finding things to fix.”




“I am verifying.”




“You already verified.”




“Conditions change.”




“Landing support moved?”




“No.”




“Hull fell off?”




“No.”




“ER develop a second personality?”




ER said through the external speaker, “No.”




Daniel looked at Neris. “Nope.”




Her ears flattened slightly. “There must be something.”




Daniel’s smile faded. He reached for her paw. “No.”




Neris looked at Takuhai. Her gaze moved to Daniel. Her tail moved once. “No,” she repeated.




ER announced: “Forty-one minutes to launch.”




Claire said from the observation point: “Marcel, I need help with the tracking stand.” Marcel looked at it. The stand was already assembled. He looked at Claire. Claire looked back. Marcel nodded slowly. “Right.” They moved farther away. Daniel watched. “Subtle.”




Neris’s muzzle shifted.




ER said, “Privacy mode active.”




Daniel looked upward. “No one asked.”




“I am improving.”




Neris laughed softly. They were alone. As alone as they could be with ER inhabiting the ship beside them and two people deliberately facing the wrong direction across the clearing. Daniel looked at Neris. Her eyes were bright. Her ears were low. Her tail had stopped moving entirely.




“I love you,” he said.




No buildup. No fear. Just the truth because it was available now.




Neris’s expression changed. “I love you too.”




Daniel touched her face. Her fur was cold at the tips from the air. Warmer underneath. He traced the edge of her cheek. Neris took his wrist in one paw and leaned into his hand. Her tail wrapped around him. Ankle first. Then legs. Then waist. Daniel put one arm around her. They kissed. No hesitation this time. No careful testing of unfamiliar geometry. They had learned. Daniel’s hand moved to the back of her neck. Neris’s fingers tightened in his coat. The kiss deepened only enough to hold the truth between them. They separated. Barely. Daniel rested his forehead against hers.




“I’m not asking you to stay.”




“I know.”




“I’m asking you to come back.”




“I know.”




“Those are different.”




“Yes.”




Neris’s tail tightened. She touched his beard. “Do not make waiting the only thing you do.” Daniel closed his eyes. “You and Claire really made a manual.”




“Yes.”




“Traitors.”




“You require support.”




“I require less documentation.”




Neris’s ears lifted.




Daniel smiled.




She looked at him. “The carving.”




“What about it?”




“You will finish it.” Daniel glanced toward the ship. The unfinished piece he had finally allowed her to take was not the same one waiting on his workshop bench. There was another there. It had been started after the accident but still had no shape yet. “I’ll finish it.”




“Before I return?”




“Depends how fast you are.” Neris’s gaze softened. “I will hurry.”




“No.” Daniel put both hands on her shoulders. “Don’t hurry.” Her ears lowered. “Get there.”




“Yes.”




“Go home.”




Something changed in her face. Daniel saw it immediately. Neris looked toward Takuhai. Her gaze shifted toward the dark outline of the farmhouse beyond the trees. “Which one?”




Daniel could not answer quickly because she had two homes now. For him, maybe eventually. Two places joined by people before any corridor could make the distance smaller. He touched her cheek. “The one that needs you first.”




Neris’s eyes filled. She kissed him. Harder this time, certain rather than desperate. Daniel held her as tightly as his ribs allowed.




ER’s external speaker activated. “I regret to report that orbital mechanics remain insensitive to emotional timing.”




Daniel closed his eyes. “Really, ER?”




Neris laughed against him. The laugh broke into something wetter. She wiped at her eyes as Daniel looked at her.




“Thirty-four minutes,” ER said.




Daniel looked toward the speaker. “You gave us seven extra.”




“I revised launch-flow efficiency.”




Daniel smiled. “Thank you.”




“You are welcome.”




Neris stepped back. Her tail did not. For another second, it remained around Daniel’s waist. Slowly, it loosened. She took his hand. They walked to the ramp.




Claire and Marcel returned. No one said anything about the delay. Neris hugged Claire once more. Marcel held out his hand. He apparently remembered what had happened earlier and converted the motion into a brief one-armed hug before he could reconsider. Claire hugged Neris again after that, making Marcel look annoyed at having established precedent. Daniel stood beside the ramp.




Neris turned toward him. “Okay.”




Daniel nodded. “Okay.”




She climbed the ramp. Five steps. Six. She stopped. Daniel’s chest tightened. Neris turned. She walked back down. Claire covered her mouth. Marcel looked at the trees. Neris crossed the snow.




She took Daniel’s face in both paws. Kissed him once. Long enough to remove any doubt. She pressed her forehead to his. No words. Daniel closed his eyes. Her tail wrapped around his legs one last time. She released him, turned and walked back up the ramp. This time she did not stop. Daniel watched until she disappeared inside.




The hatch remained open for three seconds.




Two.




One.




The hatch closed. The sound was not loud. Daniel felt it anyway.




For weeks he had crossed that threshold carrying coffee, parts, food, tools, fear and hope; he had slept, bled and held Neris inside, and argued with ER there. Now the hatch was closed. Daniel was outside.




ER’s voice came through the tracking unit. “Launch sequence active.”




Claire moved closer to Daniel without touching him yet. Marcel stood on his other side. The ship’s field began as a vibration Daniel felt through the support frame.




Snow flattened beneath Takuhai. He knew this sequence now. He had watched it before. The landing feet left the snow and Takuhai climbed through one, five, ten and thirty metres, then above the treetops as the hull lights dimmed. The dark shape became smaller against the winter sky.




Daniel’s tracking display updated.



INITIAL CLIMB NOMINAL


Claire touched his arm. He did not look at her. Three hundred metres became five hundred, then one thousand. The ship became a point. Soon it was barely visible.




ER’s voice arrived with a slight delay. “Power within predicted departure envelope.”




Daniel smiled faintly. Of course he reported. Two thousand metres. The point vanished from sight.




Only the tracker remained.



2,643 M
2,801 M
2,942 M
3,000 M


Daniel breathed. The display changed.



ENTRY VECTOR ACQUIRED
WEATHER CLEAR
LOCAL AIRSPACE CLEAR


Marcel said quietly, “Can’t see him.”




Daniel looked at him.




Marcel realized. “The ship.”




Daniel nodded. “Him.”




Marcel nodded back.




The tracker updated.



FORWARD ACCELERATION


Daniel watched the velocity climb. A number on a screen. Somewhere above the dark Ontario sky, Neris sat at the controls. Takuhai surrounded her. Two pieces of Earth carefully secured, travelling toward somewhere Earth did not know how to point to.



VELOCITY:
181 M/S
223 M/S
261 M/S
280 M/S


Daniel’s heart beat hard enough that the monitor probably knew. It remained green.




The next line appeared.



PHASE MATCH: 97.8%


Daniel stopped breathing.



98.1%
98.4%


The number flickered. Claire’s hand found his. Daniel took it.



98.7%


Then:



98.9% — STABLE


Daniel exhaled.




ER’s voice: “Entry threshold achieved.”




Daniel stared upward although he could see nothing.




Neris’s voice came through. “Daniel?”




He tightened his grip on Claire’s hand. “Here.”




A pause. “I know.”




Daniel closed his eyes. He opened them. “Love you.”




The delay had grown. Two seconds. Three. Neris answered: “I love you.”




ER announced: “Resonator final charge.”




Daniel looked at the tracking display.



ABORT AVAILABLE


The line remained. One second. Two. Then disappeared. A new one replaced it.



COMMITTED ENTRY


Daniel felt something inside him go still. No turning back. No landing again. No unexpected weather delay. No final failure that returned her to the clearing. Forward. Only forward.




ER’s voice came one last time. “Daniel.”




“Yeah?”




“Your pun ratings were statistically inconsistent.”




Daniel laughed. The sound broke in the middle. “Go home, ER.”




The response took longer. “Working on it.”




Claire looked upward. Marcel did too.




Daniel’s tracking unit began to distort rather than fail. The map behind the flight vector bent.




Stars above the eastern horizon shifted. At first Daniel thought his eyes were watering. Claire inhaled sharply. A thin line appeared in the sky. Dark against darkness. Impossible—not black, but absence. The stars near it stretched toward the line as if painted onto something being folded. The air above the farm remained perfectly still. No thunder. No shock wave. No tearing sound. Just light behaving incorrectly.




For one second, Takuhai became visible again as a tiny silhouette rather than a ship, a shape crossing the edge of something that did not belong to Earth. Daniel saw the outline. He thought he saw it. Then it was gone. The line collapsed. Stars returned. Snow fell from the branch of a nearby spruce. Nothing else moved.




The tracking display changed.



TRANSIT ENTRY CONFIRMED
TAKUHAI SIGNAL: LOST — EXPECTED
EMERGENCE STATUS: PENDING


Daniel kept looking upward. Claire still held his hand while Marcel looked at the empty patch of woodland where Takuhai used to be. The sky was ordinary again, and that felt offensive. There should have been evidence—a scar, a glow, anything—but northern Ontario went on being northern Ontario: dark trees, snow, stars and cold. Daniel looked until his neck hurt.




Claire said softly: “Daniel.”




“Yeah.” He did not move.




Daniel said: “Okay.”




Claire looked at him. “Okay?”




Daniel stared at the place where Takuhai had vanished. “Now we wait.” Claire squeezed his hand. “No.” Daniel looked at her. Claire’s eyes were wet. “Now we go home.”




Daniel looked toward the trees. The farmhouse lights glowed faintly beyond them. The porch light was on. He did not remember leaving it on. Maybe Claire had. Maybe Neris had. Maybe it had simply been left because someone expected people to come back. Daniel nodded. “Okay.”




They walked. Marcel held the support frame once when the snow deepened. Daniel let him. The clearing disappeared behind the trees. Daniel did not turn around. The path felt wrongly proportioned without Neris beside him, not merely empty. Her tail should have brushed his leg. Her steps should have made the snow creak beside his. Her voice should have objected when he leaned too hard on the frame. None of those things happened.




At the farmhouse, Marcel stopped by the door. “Six.”




Daniel nodded. “Six.”




“You don’t need to come out.”




Daniel opened his mouth, then reconsidered and simply agreed. Marcel looked at him, then Claire. “I’ll bring breakfast.”




Marcel left. Daniel went inside.




Warmth met him first, then the kitchen with everything where it had been: Neris’s empty chair, her coat missing from the hook, the blue mug in the cupboard, the chipped mug gone and the sideboard cleaner than it should have been. Daniel’s eyes caught on the place where her grooming brush had often been left. Nothing there. He looked away.




The maple receiver sat on the table. Claire stood behind him. Daniel approached. The indicator remained dark. No message could be expected for two weeks, maybe longer. The silence had rules. They had written them. He pressed the button once.



TRANSIT ENTRY CONFIRMED
IDENTIFICATION BEACON: NOT YET RECEIVED
STATUS: WITHIN EXPECTED WINDOW


Daniel read it and stepped away. Claire watched. “You’re not checking again?”




“No.”




“Good.”




“I’ll check in the morning.”




“Good.”




Daniel looked toward the stairs. The house seemed to contain Neris everywhere she wasn’t. Claire put coffee on. Daniel almost laughed. “Bit late.”




“Yes.”




“You’ll be up all night.”




“Yes.”




Daniel nodded. “Me too.”




The kitchen tablet activated. Neither of them touched it. A queued message appeared. ER’s household log. Daniel stopped. Claire came beside him. The entries arrived one at a time.



TRANSIT ENTRY: CONFIRMED
TAKUHAI: OUTBOUND
EMERGENCE STATUS: PENDING
EARTHSIDE SUPPORT: ACTIVE


Daniel looked at Claire. She looked back. The next line appeared.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: SEPARATED BY DISTANCE


Daniel swallowed. Another line began to resolve. He frowned.




Claire leaned closer.



HOUSEHOLD STATUS: UNCHANGED


Daniel stared. He laughed once, and the pain had nothing to do with his ribs. Claire smiled through tears.




“What?”




Daniel pointed. She read it again. “Oh.”




Daniel looked toward the ceiling. “Smug bastard.”




Claire laughed. The sound filled the kitchen. Daniel let it.




• • •




Later, Claire went upstairs. Daniel remained at the table until eleven. He did not check the receiver. At midnight, he stood in the bedroom doorway.




The bed looked enormous. He remembered Claire telling Neris what had happened after Emily died. He had slept on the sofa for months. At first because Emily’s side of the bed had become impossible. Later, avoiding it became easier than changing.




Daniel stood there. The instinct toward avoidance returned, not toward the sofa specifically. He could sleep downstairs. Claim he did not want to disturb Claire. Claim his pelvis liked the couch. Claim anything.




He looked at the bed. Neris’s pillow. The blankets she had fought with because her tail required twice the normal amount of room. A few black hairs caught against the pale fabric. Daniel crossed the room and sat on the bed. The mattress shifted without her.




He took off his shirt. The monitor showed green. He got into bed. Her pillow smelled faintly of saleth. Citrus. Dark chocolate. The smell of a garden he had never seen. A family he had never met. A ship. A grooming wrap. His hands moving carefully through black fur. Neris asleep against his chest. Home. Daniel turned onto his side.




The receiver downstairs remained silent. Somewhere beyond everything he understood, Neris and ER were still travelling to somewhere he could not reach. He closed his eyes in the bed they had shared and waited for morning instead of a message.






Epilogue - For Home


Christmas morning arrived quietly, and Daniel disliked that. He had expected something more decisive: a snowstorm, power outage, cattle emergency or tree across the lane, some practical crisis generous enough to occupy the part of his mind that knew exactly how many days had passed since Takuhai disappeared.




Instead, December twenty-fifth arrived clear and painfully bright, with blue sky, hard snow and a temperature of minus twenty-one—the kind of cold that made fence wire sing when the wind touched it.




Daniel woke at six seventeen. Alone. He knew where Neris should have been before he opened his eyes. That was improving. Or becoming familiar. He had not decided which. Her scent had faded from the pillow, without disappearing yet. The farmhouse seemed to be doing the same thing. Rebalancing itself. Neris’s absence was becoming part of the architecture.




Daniel got out of bed. His monitor glowed green. His pelvis no longer required the support frame inside the house. Mara had approved limited unsupported walking two days earlier and immediately warned him not to interpret that as permission to become stupid. Daniel had told her the distinction was subjective. She had extended his tractor prohibition.




Claire claimed cause and effect.




Downstairs, the Christmas tree lights were on. Daniel stopped halfway into the kitchen. The tree had appeared three days earlier. Claire had bought it. Daniel had objected. She had ignored him. Marcel had brought ornaments from his house because Daniel’s old boxes were buried behind equipment in the attic.




Edith had somehow heard Claire was staying and sent enough baking for a regional emergency. This had not reduced her production.




The farmhouse smelled of coffee. Cinnamon. Pine. Very faintly, something else remained that Daniel no longer trusted himself to identify accurately.




Claire stood at the counter wearing pyjamas and one of Daniel’s old sweatshirts.




“You’re up.”




“So are you.”




“I made coffee.”




“Christmas miracle.”




She handed him a mug.




Blue.




Daniel looked at it.




Claire followed his eyes.




The maple receiver sat at the end of the table. Dark. Daniel had checked it at six eighteen. Once. Nothing. Eight days. Still inside the corridor transit timeframe where no messages could be sent. Silence compatible with operational planning. Daniel hated how competent past Daniel and Neris had been.




Claire leaned against the counter.




“Marcel and Anne are coming at noon.”




Daniel looked up.




Claire smiled. “Marcel said Christmas lunch was less suspicious than continuing to invent reasons not to invite her.”




Daniel drank coffee.




“What happens if she asks about the weird medical equipment?”




“We lie.”




Daniel looked at her. Claire shrugged. “I’m adapting.”




He smiled despite himself.




The morning passed with cattle first. Marcel had already done most of the work, and Daniel was allowed into the barn but not to lift, climb or operate anything with an engine. He complained; Marcel ignored him. Mabel behaved badly, and Daniel felt grateful. At ten thirty, he returned to the farmhouse.




Claire was standing beside the tree. A small wrapped package sat in her hands.




Daniel stopped. “What’s that?”




“Yours.”




“From who?”




Claire looked at him. Daniel knew. Something inside him tightened so quickly he had to breathe through it. “When?”




“She gave it to me before she left.”




Daniel stared. “You had that for eight days?”




“She told me it was for Christmas.”




“You’re terrible.”




“I know.”




Daniel looked at the package. It was wrapped in plain brown paper. No ribbon. A narrow line of string around it. The wrapping had been done carefully but not expertly. One corner folded too far inward.




Neris.




Daniel knew before touching it. He set his coffee down. Claire held it out. Daniel took the light, modest package, the kind that should have contained something ordinary.




He looked at Claire. “She said Christmas?”




“Yes.”




“Anything else?”




Claire shook her head. “Open it.”




Daniel sat at the table. The receiver remained dark a metre away. He hated that they occupied the same field of vision. A message that had not arrived. A gift from someone whose fate he did not know. Daniel loosened the string. He tried to preserve the paper and failed. Neris would have laughed at that. Inside was a folded piece of ship cloth. Daniel stopped. He knew the fabric. Soft. Dark. The kind Neris used around her grooming supplies. His hands became unsteady.




Claire sat opposite him.




Daniel unfolded the cloth. The grooming brush inside was hers, not a replacement. The one he had used on her tail. The handle was worn faintly where her paws had held it for years. Beside it lay the finer comb. A small trimming tool and two sealed containers lay beside the dark bottle of saleth oil. Daniel did not touch anything for several seconds.




He looked at Claire. “No.”




Claire’s eyes filled.




Daniel looked back at the kit. “She was taking this.”




Claire nodded. “Yeah.”




“She doesn’t have much.”




“I know.”




“Those were hers before Earth.”




“I know.”




“She uses this.”




“I know.”




Daniel picked up the brush. A few strands of black fur remained caught deep between the teeth. Neris’s. His throat closed. He remembered the farmhouse bedroom. Neris lying on her stomach in the grooming wrap. Her tail spread across the bed. His hands careful at first, then less careful as trust replaced permission spoken aloud every few seconds. Saleth oil warmed between his palms. Citrus. Dark chocolate. Neris turning her head when he told her: You smell like home. He had not said which one; maybe because he had not known.




Daniel put the brush down. “Why?”




Claire looked at the kit.




“I think you know.”




Daniel reached for the sealed bottle and found a small, folded note beneath the cap. One careful line in Neris’s English, without courier shorthand or translated Xianglume script, read: For home. He stopped breathing. The words were not addressed only to Daniel, memory or a promised return—they held the farm, Xianglume, her, him and both. Daniel pressed the note between his fingers.




“She left this.”




“Yes.”




“She got approval for the mug.”




“Yes.”




“And the carving.”




“Yes.”




“And left this.”




Claire nodded.




Daniel looked at the brush. The oil. The few possessions Neris had carried through years of courier routes. Things tied to her body. Her family. Her private rituals. Things Daniel had only ever touched because she trusted him.




“She knew.”




Claire’s voice was soft. “Knew what?”




Daniel looked toward the receiver. “About the meaning of Christmas.”




Claire nodded. “Yeah.”




Daniel opened the bottle of grooming oil. The scent emerged immediately, subtle but sufficient: citrus first, then the deeper warmth of dark chocolate. Saleth. Daniel closed his eyes.




For one impossible second the room rearranged itself around scent. Neris in the kitchen. Neris laughing because Daniel had insulted her tail proportions. Neris asleep beneath his arm. Neris sitting at the workbench while he brushed oil through her fur. Neris at the porch. Neris at the ship. Neris saying “Which one”?




Daniel opened his eyes. Claire was quietly crying now. He probably was too. He did not check.




The receiver remained dark. His gaze shifted to the bottle. The difference between the two objects became suddenly clear. One was waiting for information. The other was proof that something already existed. Daniel set the saleth oil beside the receiver.




Claire smiled. “That going to live there?”




“For now.”




“Okay.”




Daniel picked up the brush again. He ran his thumb over the handle. Neris had left something meant to be used rather than displayed. He imagined her returning someday and finding it dusty in a glass case. She would be furious. The thought made him laugh.




Claire looked at him. “What?”




“Nothing.”




“Tell me.”




“She’d hate it if I treated this like a relic.”




Claire smiled. “Probably.”




Daniel folded the ship cloth around the rest of the kit but left the brush and oil out. He put the note between them. For home.




At eleven fifty, Marcel and Anne arrived. Anne brought potatoes. Marcel brought too much meat. Claire made wine appear from somewhere Daniel did not remember stocking. Daniel drank coffee.




Anne asked about the maple receiver. Claire said it was communications equipment. Anne asked for what. Daniel said farm telemetry. Marcel coughed hard enough to require water. Anne stared at him. Daniel decided secrecy had a limited lifespan.




They ate while Mabel caused trouble outside. Marcel checked once; Daniel did not, which was new. Edith’s cinnamon buns disappeared.




Claire and Anne argued about architecture. Marcel complained that architects designed buildings no one wanted to maintain. Claire said farmers maintained buildings no one should still be using. Daniel stayed out of it, mostly.




The receiver remained dark.




At four, Anne and Marcel left. Claire began cleaning. Daniel stood by the kitchen window. Snow had started again, falling as a light, fine dusting. The kind that softened everything without hiding it.




Claire said, “You okay?”




Daniel looked at the saleth bottle, then toward the receiver. “No.”




Claire nodded. “Good?”




Daniel smiled. “Enough.”




She came beside him. The Christmas tree lights reflected faintly in the glass. Daniel looked not at the building but at its reflection: Claire, the table, the receiver, the brush, the oil and the place where Neris’s chair remained slightly angled for her tail. He could straighten it. He did not.




The silence had not become easier. It had become something he knew how to carry. That was different.




Daniel picked up the little note and read it once more. For home.




He folded it carefully, keeping the paper intact. He opened the saleth oil again. A garden on another world. A farmhouse in northern Ontario. Neris. Both of them. Daniel breathed it in.




And home, for the moment, was enough.
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