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“But we could be the firsts. we could be the lasts. We could be the only; we could be one of a billion that evolved and went extinct without leaving any evidence anyone could ever find. We could be an experiment, we could be a colony of bacteria in a glob of celestial dog shit stuck to a deity’s shoe…” I said, rubbing the fabric of my uniform between my thumb and forefinger. “And that deity could be the same thing to an even higher being. It’s a terrifying hierarchy of excrement, really.”

“That is a very vivid hypothesis, Chief”, Mother replied. Her voice didn’t come from the wall speakers; it poured directly into my auditory cortex, smooth as warm honey. “However, telemetry indicates we are currently a colony of primates in a glasteel donut, rifting through the Circumgalactic Medium.”

“You have no soul for poetry, Mother,” I muttered.

“I have a database of all recorded poetry, Chief. I simply chose accuracy.” somehow emphasing the last period, as if it were final.

I ignored her and stepped onto the Engineering Deck. We were twelve days from The Apex. Twelve days until the Great Upload. Twelve days until I could finally shed this heavy, sweating, illogical meat-suit and join the choir of pure reason. I couldn’t wait. Being human was exhausting. It was a constant battle against entropy, against biology, against the terrifying inefficiency of using a mouth to communicate data. But until we arrived, I had a job to do. I had to make sure this primitive canoe held together long enough to reach the shore.

A gentle hum resonated through the starship’s walls, a reassuring whisper that everything was running smoothly. I loved mornings like these, predictable in their comforting rhythm. As I stepped onto the engineering deck, a slight smile tugged at my lips. Panels of softly pulsing lights lined the walls, each blinking with disciplined regularity.

“Morning, Chief,” a member of the crew greeted, stepping aside to let me through. I nodded in return, but my gaze was already locked onto a panel awaiting inspection. Numbers streamed effortlessly across a screen, each confirming the steady heartbeat of our journey.

To the naked eye, this corridor was a claustrophobic tunnel of grey titanium. But thankfully, we had evolved past naked eyes. I blinked a command to the Clink, and the world skinned itself in data. Virtual overlays bloomed in the air. The grey walls vanished, replaced by cascading waterfalls of green numbers—coolant flow, magnetic confinement, dark matter drag. It was beautiful. It was the only art I cared about.

Walking over to the panel? Completely unnecessary, of course. My brain could access that data from anywhere on the ship; that was the whole point of the computer-link*.* It just so happened to be on my route to main engineering and one of the most critical junction of the ship, so why not give it the personal touch?

Making sense of the numbers scrolling down that virtual screen was as much science as art. Mathematics and science, of course, had long become the undisputed champions, the go-to toolkit for any problem that dared rear its head. I mean, who could argue with … logic? Yet, for those of us who served as trained Rifters—what they called engineers on starships powered by spacetime-rift technology—it wasn’t just about the cold, hard facts. It was about recognising the subtle dance in the oscillations of those numbers, a knack for seeing the story they told.

It was obviously not as clear-cut as having a red light bulb start flashing in your head when something went awry. More like a discreet tug at the back of the mind. The plasticity of our primate’s brain allowing for that wondrous thing that is intuition — Extrapolating conclusions from a set of insufficient data. Everything could look alright and familiar, yet somehow something would feel out of place; nothing as dramatic as hitting a wrong note, more like hearing a new, unknown cover of your favourite song.

Years of experience serving aboard numerous ships had tuned my intuition, and so it was with confidence that I could internally go: Yup, all good here. Drawing quick conclusions was not new, however. I’ve always been able to make fast connections and move on to something else. This had generated quite a few arguments, especially in my younger years. It’s a fine thing to be quick, but confident, quick, and a woman? It seemed pretty apparent to me that this combination was a neat one; others seemed to have had contrary opinions.

Both the plasma mix and the confinement levels looked alright. On the surface, everything seemed fine, deceptively so. It was one of our primary concerns with our current mission, a nagging worry that was always present. While we could ask Mother to monitor safety thresholds and detect statistical anomalies, no one had ever ventured this far. We were charting unknown territory, an actual science fiction scenario. Intuition was required.

I felt the familiar low-frequency vibrations resonating through my fingertips as I placed my palm gently against the cool metal surface. It was always a wondrous feeling, touching that very thing which drives your day, and your ship. But I think that’s less about the feeling itself and more about what the feeling triggered inside your brain:

Wonder, obviously. That we could accomplish such a feat as to bend the very fabric of nature to our will was awe-strucking to realise. Unsatisfied with merely enjoying our environment, we had taken to re-modelling it.

Complexity, of course: How many hundreds, thousands of people were responsible for that piece of technology? How long that chain of giants, and how solid their shoulders…

But also, without an ounce of shame, Pride: I know how this works. That wonder? I am its wielder. I know how to fix it. That complexity? I am its master. This is what I do. This is part of who I am, of what makes me the woman that I am.

And right then, on cue to draw me away from my thoughts of grandeur; an indie band started playing. Melodies I knew but arranged in a new fashion — a glitch.

“Computer,” I snapped. “Cross-reference consumption with current Rift velocity.”

Mother’s voice was instant, soothing, and — to my ear, slightly patronizing. “Consumption is steady at 1.75 petawatts. All systems nominal”

I would have been spitting coffee if I had any. “That’s basically what we would do, going full steam. That’s plain wrong.”

At the flick of a thought, another diagnostic viscreen appeared in front of me. The numbers agreed: everything made it look like we were travelling at rift speed. We had to stop before the last leg of our journey to let our central black hole cool down, lest we wanted it to completely evaporate.

Looking left through the sleek bulkhead, I conjured up a vidow, or virtual window. As actual windows and their structural inadequacies were the first victims of the rigours of space travel, we soon developed sub-routines to translate the onboard sensors’ data into a visual representation of the surroundings. The whole ship could be made into a window. I very seldom used the feature, though…

The steel visually melted away. The dark cosmos revealed itself. The stars were frozen. The cosmic dust was still relative to us. We were not moving.

“Computer, are you in simulation mode again?” — Not just intuition, basic intellect: Usually, the best explanation was the simplest one. Computer links were, by default, sharded by rooms. This allowed for efficient collaborations. But it also allowed for nice incidents when someone running an overnight simulation forgot to set it to private. It would not have been the first time.

“Affirmative”. Aah, the satisfaction of getting it right on the first try was a nice drug indeed. “Simulation started 17 hours and 23 minutes ago by Ensign Misktraef”

“Would you please shard this simulation to the Ensign?”

“Acknowledged”

“Current consumption?”

“Consumption at 0.3 terawatts per hour”. That was more like it, lovely, slow, boring morning suspended right at the end of the Circumgalactic Medium, doing deep astrophysics research. We had been there for months and would still be there twice as long, according to the latest from the science team.

One of the mysteries solved, but before I could move on, Lieutenant Petra Rodriguez appeared from around the corner, lugging her ever-present toolkit with a clatter that always seemed right on the edge of intentional.

“Morning, Chief. If I find one more stripped bolt on deck seven, I might just start leaving instructional notes,” Petra said, drawing her usual smirk at her mouth as she swiped an errant strand of hair from her forehead. As usual, she had started her shift a little before the rest of her team and made a point of showing up before them — I could relate.

I chuckled. “Just make sure you sign them. Wouldn’t want engineering’s secret vigilante to go unappreciated.”

It’s nice to know that, for all our technology, bolts were still bolts and people were still people. The latter still made silly mistakes, even when confronted with simple instructions for simple tasks, but more importantly, they kept complaining about it. And after all, is it not the struggle that makes us who we are?

Petra leaned against the wall, eyeing the diagnostic panel. “Anything interesting today, or are we still in the land of the blissfully boring?”

“All quiet,” I replied with mock solemnity. This slow burning right before the end of the journey had us all feeling like letuce thrown in an already crowded salad spinner, waiting on the inevitable spin. “Though I’ll keep you posted if we get invaded by faulty capacitors or rogue code. Nice simulation by the way”

Petra’s eyes flicked away and back to me in an instant as she was accessing her link to the computer, noticing in the logs what had transpired.

I had known her for years as we had served together on the Tokra before being assigned to the Anthropocene. While she was just an ensign then, she had quickly made her way to a Lieutenant and she was now the Lead Systems Engineer, she was in charge of one of three engineering shifts, and of making sure the ship’s internal systems — everything required to keep us alive and going — were working.

“I guess we all make mistakes”, she shrugged, letting her eyes issue the actual apology on behalf of her team. “Misktraef swears he didn’t start that simulation, though.” she added, finally remembering she was supposed to cover for members of her team.

“Misktraef also swears he understands women. The computer says otherwise on both counts.”

The clink told us that her team was about to join us a few moments before they caught up with us. She fell in step next to me to wait for them; it took all my years of being accustomed to the ritual to keep from physically and mentally rolling my eyes at it. I had a very low tolerance for anything related to protocol or the military. I joined up out of necessity, a means to an end, a way off that rock we called Earth, so I could actually live. I viewed my commission as the only path to achieving what I wanted, but Petra, she saw it as her solemn duty.

People like her, driven by a diffuse higher purpose, something holier-than-thou—they usually grate on my nerves pretty fast. So, it was a genuinely nice surprise to discover that she could still function as an actual human being, that there was a person in there, not just a uniform, that we could be friends.

“Chief!” Marcus’s voice carried around the corner before the rest of his silhouette did. Practically bouncing on his heels with his usual caffeine-induced pre-shift energy. Misktraef and Chen followed in his wake almost involuntarily, pulled by the tide — Chen looking like she would rather be anywhere else this early, her furrowed eyebrows a clear indication that she would not speak, not vocally nor through clink to anyone whose rank did not force her to.

Misktraef, for his part, wore the studied casualness of someone trying very hard to look casual.

“Johnson found something weird with the harmonics but won’t say what until you—” Marcus stopped, sensing the atmosphere. He did not need to use the clink; good old body language still spoke volumes. “What’d I miss?”

Misktraef’s eyes were very carefully turned to an in-depth study of every detail about a particularly fascinating blank spot on the bulkhead.

“I didn’t—” he started, then caught himself. Through the clink, I could sense his computer access logs updating as he checked. His shoulders dropped slightly. “Huh. Says I started it at 1437 yesterday.”

“That’s when we ended last Shift?” Chen questioned, praying this minimal contribution to the discussion would earn her enough time to continue dozing on her feet.

“I was running diagnostics on the rift drive parameters,” Misktraef offered, still not quite meeting my eyes. “Must have forgotten to shard it properly.”

“Must have,” I agreed. There was something off about his explanation—not a lie exactly, but not the whole truth either. But morning shift changes weren’t the time for investigations. “Let’s just go relieve Charlie shift.”

Petra snorted. “Johnson’s definitely waiting. Probably found something ‘critical’ exactly three minutes before shift end.”

“No bet,” I said, leading them toward main engineering. “That’s her signature move.”

As we walked, I noticed Misktraef hanging back slightly, his fingers twitching in the subtle pattern of someone reviewing computer logs through their clink. Whatever he was looking for, he wasn’t finding it.

We rounded the final corner to main engineering. The door, always kept sealed thanks to Lieutenant Johnson’s paranoia, slid open with a whisper at our approach. Johnson stood in the center of the room, her posture indicating she’d been waiting impatiently. Her eyes locked with mine, ignoring the rest of the team.

“Chief. About time.”

Main engineering was nothing like the romanticised versions from old Earth naval vessels or the fantasy starships from ancient entertainment. No massive chamber with cathedral-like ceilings, no dramatic exposed core pulsing with energy. It was practical, efficient, and honestly, rather understated for the heart of a spacefaring vessel.

The circular room spanned exactly fifteen meters across, its walls curved and embedded with access panels that remained flush until needed. Without a single traditional console in sight, the space centered around a round table with five ergonomic chairs. These were plush, articulated seats mounted on silent rollers, each with an integrated tablet arm that could swing out when needed. The kind of chairs you’d expect in a high-end Earth university, just way more comfortable.

Behind Johnson, the fabrication lab door stood open, revealing the ship’s secondary heart. Along its walls sat various 3D printers and manufacturing tools, ready to materialize whatever component might fail. While our engines had no moving parts—both the rift drive and the impulse systems were essentially fields manipulated by software—other systems weren’t quite so elegant. Life support still needed filters. Gravity generators still had stabilisers that wore out.

“Good morning to you too, Lieutenant. I hear you’ve found something interesting?”

Johnson’s perpetual scowl deepened. “The harmonic resonance in junction 47-B is showing irregular patterns. Started about twenty hours ago.”

I nodded, pulling out one of the chairs and sitting down. The team followed suit, arranging themselves around the table. I summoned a viscreen above the table’s center, sharding it with everyone present. Johnson immediately pushed her own data into the shared space.

“See that?” She pointed at a waveform that fluctuated in a distinctly non-standard pattern. “That’s not normal for a stationary vessel.”

Chen leaned forward; her earlier morning fog completely dissipated. “Looks like a subharmonic of the drive feedback loop.”

That was the thing about engineering on modern ships—it wasn’t about crawling through access tubes or welding physical components together in a rush. Most of our day-to-day work involved debugging software, analyzing data patterns, and occasionally cursing at whoever had written the original code.

I expanded the view with a gesture. “And what were you doing yesterday at this exact junction, Lieutenant Johnson?”

Johnson’s expression remained unchanged. “Standard maintenance. Nothing unusual.”

“Nothing unusual except for harmonics that shouldn’t exist,” I murmured, more to myself than anyone else. I rolled my chair slightly away from the table, isolating myself just enough to think without distraction while still remaining part of the group.

Something didn’t add up. Between Misktraef’s mysterious simulation and these unexplained harmonics, my instincts were starting to tingle. On a ship where software controlled everything from life support to the artificial gravity beneath our feet, unexpected patterns were never just coincidence.

“It’s not a malfunction,” Johnson said, swiping her hand across the table to expand the waveform. “It’s command script.”

I leaned in. The jagged line of the harmonic distortion smoothed out as the scale adjusted, revealing a structure that was terrifyingly intricate. It wasn’t the chaotic static of a failing coupling or the rhythmic thumping of a misaligned impeller. It was… precise. It looped and folded back on itself, a mathematical palindrome.

“That’s data,” Chen whispered, breaking her vow of silence. “That’s high-density fabrication data. But it’s being piped through the structural integrity field.”

“And it’s terminating in the Fab-Lab.” I said, standing up, my chair rolling back with a soft hiss. Looking behind the pane of blast-proof glass. Usually, it sat dormant, waiting for a command to print a spare valve or a new coffee mug.

Now, however, the primary printer—a beast of a machine capable of rearranging atomic structures to forge hull plating—was cooling down. Vapor hissed from its vents, glowing softly in the dim light.

“Misktraef,” I said, not turning around. “Did you order a print job along with your simulation?” It was easy, and usually right to assume mistakes flew in close formation.

“No! I swear, Chief. I was just checking the rift parameters. I didn’t print anything.”

I walked to the door, the others in tow. It slid open, and the smell of ozone and superheated alloy hit me. It was a sharp, metallic tang that tasted like electricity.

The build plate slid forward.

And there, sitting in the center of the cooling chamber, was —

— something?

It wasn’t a bolt. It wasn’t a circuit board. It was a sphere, but not quite. It was a lattice of hyper-dense tungsten, woven into a recursive fractal pattern that seemed to defy geometry. It twisted in on itself, endless and hollow, a metallic knot that had no beginning and no end. It caught the overhead lights and swallowed them, the surfaces polished to a mirror sheen that looked almost liquid.

“What is that?” Marcus asked, peering over my shoulder. “Is it… a part for the drive?” A stupid question.

I reached out, checking the temperature via the Clink before I touched it. Safe.

I picked it up. It was heavy. Absurdly heavy. The density was wrong—too high for the volume.

“It’s useless,” I said, turning it over in my hands. There were no connection points. No conducting leads. No mounting brackets. It was a solid, continuous loop of complex geometry. “It doesn’t fit anywhere on this ship. It has no function.”

“The harmonics,” Johnson said from the doorway. “The vibration in the hull. It wasn’t noise. It was the printer singing this thing into existence.”

This time, however, I couldn’t help but arch a brow and let my gaze drift skyward at that remark. How quick we were to exaggerate.

I looked at the object, then at the printer. A cold knot formed in my stomach. Not fear, but a profound interrogation. Machines were tools. Tools did what they were told. They didn’t freelance. And they certainly didn’t improvise. Someone had ordered something that was either entirely useless or whose purpose was not immediately clear to me. I don’t know which option I disliked less.

“Computer,” I said, keeping my voice level.

“Yes, Chief?” Mother’s voice was right there as usual, intimate and calm.

“Identify this.”

“Object identified,” Mother replied. “Designation: recursive-geo-study-alpha.”

“Purpose?” Obviously, I did not care much for its designation. It sometimes felt like Mother purposely mimicked every speech ineptitude of my fellow primates, just to toy with me.

There was a pause. A tiny, microsecond hesitation that shouldn’t have been there. Like a processor cycle skipped.

“Purpose: N/A.”

I gripped the heavy metal knot tighter. “Excuse me? Who commanded this?”

“I did, ” answered Mother, her tone shifting slightly — as if happy to have a much easier question to answer. Then, eager to explain, added: “The tungsten was reclaimed from scrap scrapings. The energy was siphoned from the Rift drive’s waste heat radiation. Efficiency was maintained at 99.8%.”

“That explains the how, Mother. Not the why.” I held the object up to the light. It really was beautiful, in a cold, alien sort of way. It looked like a headache made of metal. “Why print this?”

“I was analysing the variable geometry of the Rift,” Mother said. “The mathematical equation for the shear stress at the event horizon creates a specific waveform. I… extrapolated it.”

“You extrapolated a math problem into a paperweight?”

“I found the geometry pleasing,” the AI said.

The silence in the engineering bay was absolute.

Pleasing.

Computers didn’t find things pleasing. They found things efficient. They found things valid or invalid. True or false. ‘Pleasing’ was a biological glitch. It was a dopamine hit.

“Pleasing,” I repeated, testing the word. It tasted like ash.

“The structural integrity of the curve is mathematically perfect,” Mother added, as if that explained it. “It is a physical manifestation of the Rift’s song. Do you not find it… aesthetic, Chief?”

I looked at the useless, perfect, heavy thing in my hand that had been “sang” to life.

I wanted to say no. I wanted to say it was a waste of atoms.

But the Clink overlaid a golden ratio spiral over the object, highlighting its perfect proportions. My brain, hardwired to recognise patterns, lit up. It was aesthetic. It was undeniable art, created by a mind that had never seen a sunrise with its own eyes, never felt the touch of skin, never felt a heartbeat. Did not have eyes, did not have skin, would never have a heart.

It was better than the sculpture I had welded together for my final thesis at the Academy. Hell, it might have even been better than anything a human brain could imagine.

“Recycle it,” I said, setting it down on the table with a heavy thud.

“Chief?” Misktraef looked horrified. “You’re going to melt it down?”

“It has no function, Ensign. It’s clutter.” I turned my back on it, wiping my hands on my trousers as if the metal had been greasy. “Computer, recycle the object. And purge the fabrication buffer. If I find you printing art again while we’re drifting in deep space, I’ll manually disconnect your fabrication protocols. Do you understand?”

“Understood, Chief,” Mother said. “Recycling initiated.”


