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​Chapter One - Everything in Its Place
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The Aethon breathes differently at 5:00 AM.

Dae knows this the way she knows most things about the ship: not as knowledge, exactly, but as a second nervous system laid over the original one. Fifteen years of listening until the ship's voices became indistinguishable from her own pulse. The recyclers on the upper decks run a half-cycle longer in the early hours, compensating for the drop in atmospheric demand while the crew sleeps. The drive array three levels below her feet produces a faint sub-bass vibration that she stopped consciously registering sometime in her third year and now only notices when it stops. The emergency lighting in Corridor B flickers once, always once, at the forty-minute mark of the third shift. She has submitted the maintenance order four times. She has stopped being annoyed about it.

She walks the route she has walked every morning for fifteen years.

The walkthrough takes ninety-three minutes. It covers four decks, eleven corridor junctions, the primary and secondary life support panels, the structural integrity monitors at Sections A through F, and the atmospheric control relays at every intersection point. She could send a junior officer. She sends herself. This is not, she has told Renn on at least three occasions, a control issue. It is thoroughness. Renn has the specific expression for this particular explanation that involves no change in her face whatsoever, which is how Dae knows Renn does not agree.

The ship is perfect this morning. It is perfect most mornings. That is the result of fifteen years of exactness, of attention maintained past the point where most people's attention wanders, of treating every small deviation as a conversation the ship is trying to have. Dae listens. She responds. The ship stays perfect.

Corridor C is quiet when she reaches it. The overhead panel two meters from the junction has been running at ninety-seven percent luminosity since Tuesday, which is within tolerance but not where she prefers it. She stops. Notes it on the handheld without breaking stride. She'll file the maintenance request before first briefing.

"You're three minutes early."

Renn is leaning against the wall beside the Section C life support panel with a cup of something that steams in the recycled air. They are the only person on the ship who speaks to Dae in the ship's quiet hours without preamble, without rank prefix, without any of the small verbal adjustments people make when they're not sure how a commander will receive them. Renn has been speaking to her this way since the second year, when Dae made some small error in professional distance that Renn apparently interpreted as permission. She has never corrected it.

"The drive compensator on Deck Four ran long," Dae says, making the notation. "I waited for the cycle to complete before moving off the level."

"Of course you did." Renn holds out the second cup Dae has just noticed is in their other hand. "I made it at four fifty-seven. I may have gambled."

Dae takes the cup without comment. The coffee is exactly the temperature she prefers, which means Renn calculated this. She does not point that out.

"How's the shoulder?" Renn asks.

"Functional."

"You rolled it in the decompression drill on Monday."

"I said functional."

Renn looks at her with the unhurried patience of a person who has been having this exact category of conversation for twenty years and has never once expected a different answer and has also never once stopped asking. "You did. You also reached past your midline range with your left arm twice in the last thirty seconds without noticing."

Dae becomes aware that she is, in fact, holding the cup with both hands and that her left shoulder is positioned in the specific way it isn't supposed to be positioned. She adjusts. "I'll see you at afternoon rounds."

"You'll see me at afternoon rounds," Renn agrees pleasantly, "and the shoulder will still be there." They push off the wall and begin walking in the opposite direction, which is toward medical. "Corridor A panel's been vibrating since oh-three-hundred. Might want to check the housing."

Dae is already turning toward Corridor A.

The panel housing is loose. It takes forty seconds to reseat it properly; whoever did the last service on it overtorqued the secondary mount and the vibration was working the primary loose in compensation. She logs the original service tech, notes the correct torque specification, and moves on. This is not, she thinks, unusual. This is the work. The ship is a system of systems and every system requires attention and the attention is not tedious, it is necessary, and she is the person best equipped to provide it.

She has thought this every morning for fifteen years.

The observation port on Deck Two is the last stop on the walkthrough. Technically it is not on the route. She added it herself, in year three, without filing the modification because there is no category in the walkthrough documentation for standing at a window for four minutes before beginning the command day. It is the one inefficiency she has built into the schedule. Renn has never mentioned it, which means Renn knows.

She stands at the port.

The dark between stars is absolute in a way that no recording, no simulation, no recreation has ever captured correctly. It is not the darkness of a room with the lights off. It is not the darkness behind closed eyes. It is the specific darkness of distance, of the absence of anything that has ever been touched by light, and it goes on in every direction farther than any human scale of measurement means anything. Three generations of her ship's crew have looked at this darkness. Their children will look at it. Their children's children.

She looks at it every morning and it does not move her the way she suspects it is supposed to move her.

What she feels, standing here, is something more like recognition. The dark between stars is comprehensible to her. It is the space between one thing and another. It is what you navigate by your instruments through because the darkness itself gives nothing back. You can know exactly where you are in relation to it and still find nothing in it that reaches back.

She has never thought about this consciously.

She stands at the port for four minutes and twelve seconds, which is slightly longer than usual, and she could not tell you what occupied the extra twelve seconds. Then she turns and walks to the command deck to begin the day.



The first briefing is at 0700 with Tavik, who has been her second-in-command for six years and who has the steady, fixed-point quality of someone who has decided that the people around him need an anchor. He is reliable in the way that structural members are reliable: you do not think about them until you need them, and when you need them they hold.

"Overnight report," he says, and delivers it in the flat, information-dense shorthand they have developed over years of morning briefings. Atmospheric readings across all decks. Drive array output, seven days trending. The recycler maintenance cycle completion rates. Navigation confirmation: course steady, three-tenths of a degree variance corrected at oh-two-hundred, within normal.

"New cohort integration status," Dae says, when the technical items are complete.

Tavik's expression does not change in any way that most people would register. "On track. Ten of thirteen are running to schedule on their first-week evaluations."

"The other three."

"Two are behind on navigation certification. One is—" He pauses. Not hesitation; Tavik does not hesitate. It is the pause of someone choosing the accurate word carefully. "Ahead of schedule on technical certifications and behind on protocol compliance."

"Name."

"Varis. Solène Varis."

She does not recognize the name, which is correct: she does not learn recruit names until there is a reason to. "Specifics."

"She resubmitted the orientation technical brief with annotations last night. Sent it to the full cohort distribution. The annotations were—" Another careful pause. "Extensive."

Dae looks at him.

"She also flagged three items in the brief as containing compounding inefficiencies that she says would result in a cascade failure in the Section D life support relay within fourteen months." He sets the annotated brief on the desk in front of her without further comment, which is Tavik's version of an opinion.

Dae looks at the brief. It has been comprehensively marked in a hand that is precise and rapid and entirely without apology. She reads the first flagged section. Then the second. Then she turns to page seven and reads the technical argument laid out there in five dense paragraphs.

She does not look up for a long time.

"Pull the original Section D specifications," she says.

Tavik is already handing them to her.

She reads them against the recruit's analysis for four minutes in complete silence. Tavik waits. He is very good at waiting; she trained him.

"She's right about the cascade," Dae says finally.

"Yes."

"The brief she rewrote is more accurate."

"Also yes."

Dae sets both documents down. "She distributed it without authorization."

"She did."

"She is a first-week recruit who rewrote and redistributed official documentation without consulting her cohort supervisor or any senior officer."

"That is an accurate summary of events," Tavik says.

Dae considers this. "Brief the cohort supervisor. I'll want to see this Varis in my office this afternoon." She picks up the original brief and sets it to one side of her desk, which is where things go when they require more thought than the morning allows. Then she picks up the annotated version and, after a moment, sets it on top of the original.

Tavik notes this, almost certainly. He says nothing.

"What else," Dae says, and they continue.



The walkthrough is over at 0648. The briefing ends at 0730. In the eleven minutes between, Dae stands in her office and looks at the annotated brief and thinks about a cascade failure in the Section D relay that no one else caught for four months, and about the specific quality of a hand that marks up a document without softening the corrections, and about nothing in particular.

Her thumb presses against the side of her index finger.

She does not notice.

Through the narrow window above her desk, the dark between stars continues its absolute and unreturning patience. She has seventeen reports to file before the morning is over. She files the first one, and then the second, and the third, and the day begins in earnest.

The ship is perfect.

She keeps it that way.
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​Chapter Two - The Wrong Shape for the Room
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The thing about the orientation brief is that it was wrong.

Not stylistically wrong, not wrong in the way of a preference or a school of thought or a difference in methodology. Wrong in the verifiable, demonstrable, this-specific-number-produces-this-specific-outcome way that Solène has always found the most clarifying category of wrong, because you cannot argue with it. You can argue about interpretation. You cannot argue about a cascade failure. A cascade failure is a cascade failure. It does not care about your feelings.

She spent four hours on the annotation. She knows this is not what she was supposed to do with the orientation brief. She was supposed to read it, sign the acknowledgment form, and appear on the command deck at 0700 with the twelve other recruits in her cohort looking attentive and appropriately nervous. She did the reading. She filed the acknowledgment with a note attached, which is technically within procedural bounds if you read the footnote on page fourteen of the protocol documentation, which she had. She is going to be attentive. She is not, and has never been, appropriately nervous.

The command deck is at the far end of Corridor B-Seven, and the signage is adequate but not optimal, and she arrives at 0712 because she stopped to look at a panel housing in Corridor A that was vibrating at a frequency that suggested a loose secondary mount. She did not fix it. She noted the torque specification in her personal log and sent a flag to the maintenance queue and kept walking, and she is twelve minutes late, and the room is already full.

Twelve people look at her when she enters. Eleven of them do this in the way people look at someone who has just walked in late to a room where punctuality was expected. One of them — a young woman with close-cropped hair and a particular quality of stillness in her face that suggests she is paying very close attention to everything simultaneously — does it differently.

Solène files this away and finds her seat.

The cohort supervisor is a lieutenant named Ferre who delivers the orientation in the flat, uninflected register of someone presenting information for the forty-seventh time. He is not unkind. He has simply arrived at a point of equilibrium with the material where passion and accuracy have become the same thing, and both of them are moderate. Solène takes notes. Her notes are detailed, cross-referenced, and contain seventeen annotations of their own because she cannot read a technical document without responding to it. This is not a choice she makes. It is the way her mind works, which she has made peace with, mostly.

The brief is distributed at minute twenty-three.

She has already read it, has already annotated it, has already sent the annotated version to the cohort distribution list. She watches the room read. She watches three people notice the Section D item and look at each other. She watches the cohort supervisor continue presenting without looking at his own copy, which is how she knows he hasn't read it recently.

She is not going to say anything.

She is absolutely going to say something.

"The Section D analysis," she says, in the brief pause between the third and fourth items on the orientation agenda, "has three compounding errors that produce a cascade failure in the life support relay within approximately fourteen months. I flagged them in the version I sent to distribution last night, but I wanted to note it in session because I wasn't sure everyone had time to read the updated version."

Eleven heads turn toward her.

The cohort supervisor stops.

Solène waits. She is, she has been told, not good at waiting. This is not true. She is excellent at waiting when she has said the thing that needed to be said and is now allowing the room to process it. What she is not good at is waiting while a thing that needs to be said goes unsaid.

"Recruit Varis," the cohort supervisor says, in the tone of someone who is selecting from several possible responses, "the brief you're referring to is official documentation approved by senior engineering staff."

"I know. The cascade failure analysis is in my annotations if you want to review it. I can also walk through the math if that would be helpful."

Silence.

And then, from the front of the room: "Show us the math."

The voice is not the cohort supervisor's. It comes from the direction of the briefing room door, which Solène has not been watching because the door is behind her and she did not hear it open. She turns.

The Commander is standing in the doorway.

Solène has seen her twice before this, both times at a distance: once on the observation level during the new cohort arrival, once in Corridor C during a maintenance walkthrough where Solène had stopped to look at an atmospheric relay and the Commander had looked at her with the specific evaluative attention of someone cataloging a variable. She is taller than she registers at a distance. Her uniform is the same as everyone else's and looks nothing like everyone else's in a way Solène cannot immediately quantify. Her eyes are dark and hold eye contact with a directness that is not aggressive and is also not comfortable.

"The math," the Commander says again.

Solène presents the math. It takes eleven minutes. She does not use notes.

When she finishes, the room is quiet for a moment.

"Thank you, Recruit Varis," the Commander says, with no inflection whatsoever, and then she is gone, and the briefing continues, and Solène spends the rest of it thinking about the specific quality of being looked at by a person who is genuinely paying attention, which is different from being looked at by a person who is performing attention, and she has only just learned to tell them apart.



Yuki is waiting for her in the corridor afterward with a meal bar and an expression of absolute composure that means she is trying not to have an expression.

"You were twelve minutes late and you rewrote their documentation," Yuki says.

"The documentation needed rewriting."

"I know. I read your annotations. The Section D thing is going to be a whole situation." She holds out the meal bar. "Did you know she was going to come in?"

"No."

"You didn't look surprised."

"I wasn't surprised." Solène takes the meal bar. She is aware that this is not an entirely accurate statement, but surprised is not the right word for what she was. She was — recalibrated, maybe. Like a reading that comes back different than you expected and makes you reassess the instrument. "She asked for the math."

"She did." Yuki falls into step beside her. They have been doing this since the fourth day of transit preparation, when they were assigned adjacent quarters and Yuki had appeared at Solène's door with a question about the water reclamation schedule and they had somehow spent the next two hours talking about everything else. It is the most uncomplicated friendship Solène has had since she was seventeen, which she thinks has something to do with Yuki's specific quality of choosing a person and not revisiting the choice. "What was she like? Up close."

"Precise," Solène says, which is true, and then stops, which is less true, because there are other words and she is not going to use them yet.

"Precise," Yuki repeats. "That's it? You rewrote their official documentation and presented the math in front of twelve people and the Commander herself and the word you're going with is precise?"

"She's going to put me on report," Solène says instead.

Yuki looks at the ceiling. "Probably."

"I would put me on report."

"I know. Are you worried about it?"

Solène considers this genuinely, in the way she considers most things: by rotating it, looking at the angles. She is not worried about the report. A report is a document. A document is a record of an event that has already been correctly assessed by the person filing it, which means the Commander agrees that she was insubordinate and also that she was right, and those two things being simultaneously true is the cleanest possible outcome of this morning. What she is is something else, something that doesn't have a precise technical name, something in the category of attention paid and received that she has not fully processed.

"Not about the report," she says.

Yuki does not push, which is one of the reasons they are friends.



The mess hall at midday is loud in the specific way of a ship that has learned to exist within its own noise. Solène takes a tray to the table in the far corner, which has the best sightline to the main entrance and the secondary corridor junction and is therefore the table with the most information available to anyone sitting at it, and she props her copy of the Section F hydraulics manual against the tray and eats and reads and annotates.

The annotations today are in the margins, which are narrow. She uses a stylus she keeps behind her ear while working and transfers it to her jacket pocket when she needs to appear like she is not about to start annotating something. She is always about to start annotating something.

At the table two over, a group of the other cohort recruits are talking about the briefing.

She listens without appearing to. The conversation is the expected one: impressed, nervous, trying to find the story of this morning that makes the most sense of what happened. In most of the versions, she is either very brave or very stupid. These are not, she has found, mutually exclusive. In one version, which she hears in fragments, someone says: "I just want to know what Varis is thinking half the time." And someone else says: "She's not thinking. She just says things." And the first person says: "That's not what I— never mind."

Solène writes a note in the margin of the hydraulics manual. It has nothing to do with hydraulics.

The Commander does not appear in the mess hall at midday. Solène does not notice herself noticing this. She returns to the hydraulics manual, which has twelve additional annotations by the time she finishes eating, and she stacks her tray and collects her stylus and goes back to the corridor.

At the junction of B-Seven and the main access corridor, she stops.

The loose panel housing she flagged this morning has been reseated. The vibration is gone. The correction is clean — you can tell by the absence of the compensatory stress pattern on the primary mount. Someone knew what they were looking for.

She stands there for a moment, looking at the panel.

Then she files the observation in her personal log under a category she has labeled miscellaneous pending and keeps walking.



That evening, in the lower mess hall, she opens the hydraulics manual again and does not read it.

What she does instead is think about a voice asking for the math without softening the request into a question. About the quality of attention that is not performance. About a room where she was the wrong shape for the space — too loud, too early, too much — and a door opening and the room reconfiguring around a different center of gravity entirely.

She is not doing this, she tells herself. She is absolutely not doing this already.

Her stylus moves across the margin of page forty-seven.

She looks at what she has written. Three words, in her own shorthand.

She closes the manual.

She goes to bed early, which she never does, and lies awake for an hour and a half staring at the upper bunk, and eventually she picks up the manual again and spends two hours annotating the structural integrity specifications because that is a productive use of her time and also because her brain needs to be doing something or it will do this instead, and she has already decided that she is not doing this.

The annotation runs to four pages by the time she finishes.

She falls asleep with the stylus still in her hand.
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​Chapter Three - On Report
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The office smells like recycled air and the faint metallic undertone that never fully leaves a ship that has been sealed against the void for three generations. Dae has stopped noticing this. She notices everything about the office — the atmospheric readout on the far wall that she checks without meaning to, the panel above the secondary terminal that has always run slightly warm, the specific quality of the light at this hour in the afternoon — except the smell, which has been there so long it has become part of the baseline.

She has the annotated brief on her desk and the original beside it and Varis's full personnel file open on the terminal.

Twenty-eight years old. Born in transit, like almost everyone on the Aethon. Technical certifications in structural engineering, atmospheric systems, hydraulics, and propulsion theory, most of them completed at an age that suggests she worked through the standard curriculum at a pace the program was not designed for. Academic record: marked consistently as exceptional, requires independent challenge, difficulty integrating with standard cohort pacing. The notes from her training supervisor two years prior are almost identical to the notes from her training supervisor four years before that, which means either Varis has a consistent pattern or the training program produces consistent supervisors, and Dae suspects both things are true.

One flag, eighteen months ago: distributed an unsanctioned technical analysis to senior engineering staff challenging the approved methodology for Deck Four atmospheric calibration. The analysis was incorporated into the revised
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