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​Chapter One — Everything in Its Right Place
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The walk from upper deck access to the processing bay was forty-two steps.

Marisol had counted them eight hundred and twelve times. She did not count them deliberately — the number surfaced on its own the way a breath did, automatic, the body taking care of itself while the mind attended to more pressing matters. Forty-two steps. The same forty-two it had been for three years, since they'd replaced the flooring in corridor junction seven and she'd had to recount from scratch, and the number had come out the same, which had felt briefly like the universe confirming something.

She completed the first checkpoint at 0604, two minutes ahead of schedule. The upper deck access panel registered her badge without hesitation. Clean. Green. Proceed.

She proceeded.

The station breathed around her — the ventilation cycling in its low, perpetual rhythm, the hiss and clunk of recycled air moving through ducts that were overdue for maintenance by Colonial Administration's own standards, which meant they would be attended to sometime in the next fiscal quarter unless something broke before then, in which case they would be attended to immediately at three times the cost. Marisol had filed two separate efficiency reports on the ventilation system's maintenance schedule. Both had been received, acknowledged, and filed somewhere above her.

She noted this. She noted everything.

Forty-two steps. Processing bay entrance. The door required her badge and a manual input; she produced both without slowing, the way she did everything — not rushed, not dawdling, simply moving through the day with the specific efficiency of someone who had long since stopped wasting motion. The processing bay smelled like cleaning compound and the particular metallic tang that lived in any room where paperwork was more important than the people it described. Two clerks were already at their stations. She acknowledged them with a nod. They straightened. She didn't require it, but she had learned that most junior staff felt better with a clear read of the room, and she was a clear read: present, attentive, unimpressed by the absence of problems but liable to notice their presence immediately.

"Morning report," she said to the nearer clerk — a young man she'd had for six months now, solid, dependable, with the earnest quality of someone who had not yet decided whether the work was worth doing carefully.

"All within parameters, Lieutenant. Two intake holds from last night — " he consulted his screen — "both documentation pending, both civilians, no security flags."

"I'll review them after the sweep."

"Yes, sir."

She was not a sir. She had never corrected this. The correction would have required a conversation.

Nineteen steps from the processing bay to Commander Cael's office. She did not go there yet — his door was closed, the small indicator light beside it reading occupied, which meant he was already at something. She noted the light. She moved on.

The lower corridor sweep was next. Technically she could have assigned it to any officer on rotation; technically it was within standard parameters for a junior sweep. She had been conducting it personally for fourteen months, a choice she had never entered into any report, which was not the same as not making it. She knew the difference between choice and habit by now, even when the two looked identical from the outside. She made her way through the station's mid-level without hurrying, past the crew commissary that smelled of grain paste and recycled coffee and the particular defeated quality of food that had been approximated rather than made, past the supply intake corridor where the overnight delivery logs were stacked in the cradle outside the intake office, uncollected. She noted that too.

The lower boundary was a different atmosphere. Even the air changed — not in any measurable way, nothing she could put in a report, but in the way a room changed when it was inhabited by people who had learned not to make noise. The underbelly of the station existed in the gaps between what the upper decks needed and what they were willing to see. It was technically within jurisdiction. It was also, by implicit agreement that no one had written down because writing it down would have required acknowledging it, largely left to run on its own. The people here had documentation, or they had plausible documentation, or they had the kind of face that made colonial officers find reasons to look somewhere else. Marisol had seen all three kinds. She looked at all of them with the same expression — even, observational, recording.

She completed the lower boundary sweep in eleven minutes. Nothing outside parameters. She had eleven months of lower boundary sweeps that read nothing outside parameters, which was either a sign of an orderly sector or a sign of a sector that was very good at being orderly when it knew she was coming.

She had filed reports on both interpretations. Neither had received a response.

On the way back through, she passed a supply exchange she had noted twelve times in her logs — permitted commercial operation, appropriate licensing, within the residential allowance zone for the lower corridors. She had never entered it. There was no professional reason to enter it. She noted it as she passed, the same way she noted everything, and it noted her back — she had the sense, as she sometimes did, of being watched with the same kind of careful attention she brought to watching. She did not look for the source.

The full circuit back to her office was seventy-three steps from the lower boundary access, plus the nineteen back from the corridor junction. She had stopped counting at some point in the middle and arrived at her door without a complete number, which was unusual. She filed it in the same category as the ventilation reports: received, noted, no further action required.

Her office was the size of a generous closet. She had never found this objectionable. Space was a resource with limited supply on a station at the edge of colonial territory, and she was not a person who required a great deal of room. Her desk held a terminal, a handheld scanner, a small tray for incoming documents, and nothing else. No personal effects. She had removed them early in her posting and not replaced them; every object she'd considered adding had failed a test she could not quite articulate, something about whether she was earning its presence or simply filling space with it, and everything had failed.

She sat down.

She filed the sweep report: lower boundary, parameters normal, nothing to flag, estimated population density consistent with previous readings. She cross-referenced it with the previous week's report. The numbers matched within acceptable variation. She approved them both.

The intake holds were next. She pulled up the first file, read it with the practiced attention of someone who had read a thousand of them, found the documentation issue — a transit record gap of six days, explainable by three different standard circumstances, none of which were entered on the form because the individual in question had presumably not known which to select. She noted the most likely explanation in the record, flagged it for standard follow-up, and moved to the second.

The second file was cleaner. Cleared in forty seconds.

She submitted both.

She made her coffee — real coffee, a small extravagance she had permitted herself for eight years, a single-serve capsule she ordered on the quarterly supply rotation and rationed with the same precision she brought to everything else. She drank it standing at her window. The window looked out over the station's exterior skin — not space, just corridor, the inner side of the hull, grey and functional and marked at regular intervals with inspection plates and conduit housings. She knew the inspection intervals for every one of them. She had cross-referenced them against the maintenance logs three months ago when she had nothing more pressing. They were, for the most part, current.

She drank her coffee.

She did not think about the lower corridor. She did not think about the supply exchange. She thought about the ventilation maintenance schedule, briefly, and about the second intake hold, briefly, and about the 0900 briefing she was attending in forty-seven minutes. She counted the ceiling tiles above her desk — not because she was anxious, which she was not, but because it was a thing her mind did when it was moving between tasks, a way of landing somewhere concrete between one function and the next.

Forty-four.

She set her coffee down, precisely in its place. She opened the next task queue.

The briefing was at 0900. She had forty-six minutes. She used them.

The day ran as it was supposed to run. The morning briefing covered three active matters and two pending ones; Marisol contributed three observations, two of which were acted on immediately and one of which was deferred to Cael's discretion, which was the correct outcome. She ran a secondary document review for a junior officer who needed the countersignature. She had lunch in her office — not from the commissary; she kept ration packs in her desk drawer for days when the commissary's particular defeated quality felt like more than she wanted to process. She attended a 1400 coordination meeting, contributed four items, left it with two follow-ups in her queue.

By 1730 she had cleared the queue. By 1800 she had filed the final daily report. By 1810 she was in her quarters, which were a short walk from her office through the mid-level corridor, sixty-one steps, and which held, like her office, only what was necessary.

She did not know what she would do if she no longer needed to be here. The question had occurred to her once, roughly six months into the posting, and she had shelved it the same way she shelved everything unproductive and not returned to it since. There was no useful answer. She was here. She was good at being here. The posting had a remaining term of twenty-two months, at which point she would file for reassignment, which she had already begun researching in a quiet, low-stakes way, nothing committed.

She sat at the small desk in her quarters and did not file anything, because there was nothing left to file.

She sat for exactly four minutes. She was not counting. The four minutes happened and she was aware of them happening and at the end of them she was still sitting in the same chair with her hands folded on the desk in front of her and the room very quiet around her except for the ventilation.

She had always found the ventilation reassuring. Constant, functional, the sound of a system doing what it was designed to do.

She went to bed at 2100. She was asleep in under four minutes. In twenty-two months she would file for reassignment and move somewhere else and do something else with the same precision and the same efficiency and the same clean record, and none of it would be different, and she found, falling asleep, that she could not locate any feeling about this one way or the other.

Which was fine.

She had forty-two steps to walk tomorrow. She would walk them.

That was enough.
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​Chapter Two — A Clean Pair of Hands
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The officers' canteen had the specific quality of a room that had been designed for morale and had largely given up on the project. The tables were bolted to the floor. The chairs were technically padded. The lighting had been calibrated, at some point, to approximate warmth and had settled instead on a persistent yellow that made everyone look slightly unwell, which was not morale-positive but had become, over time, a point of solidarity.

Marisol ate here twice a week. Not more — the commissary smell accumulated in her uniform if she stayed too long, something she could not verify empirically but which she nonetheless believed — and not less, because Petra ate here almost daily, and Petra was, in the specific and limited sense that applied to Marisol, a friend.

Friendship had always presented itself to Marisol as a practical arrangement that had accrued sentiment over time without her noticing. Petra Sokolova had been assigned to the adjacent shift rotation for eleven months; they had shared a table during a briefing delay and discovered, over weak coffee and a directive neither of them agreed with, that they shared an approach to the work — do it correctly, ask clean questions, do not volunteer for things that require you to look away. The friendship was built on that alignment and on proximity and on the specific exhaustion of people who worked adjacent to controlled danger and needed somewhere to put the day down for forty minutes.

Petra was already at the table when Marisol arrived. She was eating something from the hot station that appeared, structurally, to be a stew, though the station's hot stew had always suggested the concept of stew more than the actuality of it. Petra ate it without complaint, which was a signature quality.

"There's a new directive," Petra said, without looking up. This was how Petra began most meals: mid-observation, as though the conversation had been running in her absence and she was simply rejoining it. "Ration access recalibration. Effective next cycle."

Marisol sat down. She had brought her own — a grain pack and two nutrient tabs, which was not interesting but was efficient. "The underbelly classification review?"

"The underbelly classification review." Petra finally looked up. She had a face that was naturally suited to dry expressions, strong-boned and dark-eyed, with the particular quality of someone who had decided that finding things absurd was a more sustainable response than finding them infuriating. "Someone on the admin level decided that the current ration allocation for displaced residential categories was overpermissive. So they've reclassified the threshold. Anyone who doesn't requalify under the new threshold — " She made a small gesture with her spoon. "Gets a reduced access code."

"How reduced?"

"Enough to be a problem." Petra set her spoon down. "Not enough to be a headline. It's very well-calibrated, actually. The sort of thing that's technically within policy and quietly hurts the people it touches and does not appear in any report as anything other than an administrative update."

Marisol opened her grain pack. "Has it been filed?"

"It's already filed. It came down from admin this morning." Petra looked at her. "I'm not asking you to do anything about it, Vega. I'm telling you it's happening."

Marisol ate. The grain pack was bland in a consistent way she had made peace with. She processed the directive — the population it would affect, the mechanism of the reduction, the particular architecture of a rule that was designed to look like nothing. She had seen the design before. It was competent, in its way.

She did not say any of this. She ate.

Across the canteen, near the service counter, a young man in a clerk's uniform was attempting to carry a tray that was slightly too ambitious for the space available to him. He was new — she had seen him twice in the corridor junction, walking with the specific alertness of someone still mapping their environment. He was navigating the narrow passage between two occupied tables when someone's chair shifted and the tray's equilibrium did not survive the encounter.

The crash was not dramatic. One cup, one plate, a modest spray of the approximated stew. The young man stood very still for a moment, then said "I'm sorry" to the general area, which included the floor, then said it again to the person whose chair had moved, who had not been at fault, then began collecting the mess with the earnest efficiency of someone who had decided that thoroughness was an appropriate response to embarrassment.

"New clerk," Petra said. "Processing intake. Started three weeks ago."

"I know." She had seen his file when he'd been assigned. Dayo Osei, twenty-four, outer colony posting, first assignment. Clean record, good references, the kind of marks that suggested conscientiousness rather than brilliance, which was more reliable in the long run. "He's settling in."

"He apologized to the floor."

"That speaks well of him."

Petra watched him finish collecting the debris, say something to a canteen worker who appeared with a cloth, and make his way to a table with the tray's surviving contents. He sat down, looked at what remained of his meal, appeared to perform a rapid assessment, and began eating with no further comment. Petra nodded slightly, as though he had passed something.

"What I like about you, Vega," Petra said, returning to her stew, "is that you've got the cleanest hands on this station." She said it in the tone she used for things that were jokes and also not jokes — light on the surface, slightly weighted below. "Never touch anything you can't file afterward."

Marisol did not immediately respond. She was looking at the grain pack label, which contained nutritional information she already knew.

"I file everything that requires filing," she said.

"That's exactly what I mean." Petra ate a spoonful of stew. "Most people flinch a little. At things like the ration directive. You just — process it. Add it to the record. Very clean."

"Processing it doesn't mean approving it."

"No," Petra agreed. "It doesn't mean either thing, actually. That's what's so clean about it."

Marisol looked up. Petra met her eyes with the expression she wore when she was paying attention behind the joke — not challenging, exactly, but watchful. The kind of watchfulness that comes from someone who has noticed something and is deciding how much to say.

She did not say more. She went back to the stew.

This was what Petra did when she was paying attention: she said the thing once, in the tone that gave it room to be heard or not heard as the listener preferred, and then she moved on. It was a quality Marisol had always appreciated and occasionally found irritating, in the way that things are irritating when they are too precise.

She ate the rest of her grain pack. The canteen ran its usual noon-cycle noise around them — trays, chairs, the ventilation, the abbreviated conversations of people on limited breaks. Across the room, Dayo Osei was writing something in a small notebook, which was an unusual sight in the canteen; most people used their terminals for notes. She noticed it the way she noticed everything and filed it in the low-priority category.

"New directive aside," Petra said, "how's the lower boundary sweep? Still running it personally?"

"Standard rotation."

"Standard rotation meaning you, every morning, forty minutes ahead of schedule."

Marisol gathered her empty containers. "The sweep requires consistency to be useful."

"The sweep requires being done," Petra said. "You're doing something slightly different from that. I'm not criticizing." She picked up her tray. "I'm just noting it. The way I note things."

"Like ration directives."

"Exactly like ration directives." Petra stood. "Noted, filed, no further comment." She smiled, which was genuine and warm and not quite the same as cheerful. "See you at the 1400 briefing."

She left. Marisol sat for another three minutes, which she did not count, eating nothing because there was nothing left to eat, looking at the surface of the table in front of her, which was clean because she had not touched anything that required otherwise.

The words sat at the edge of her mind. The cleanest hands on this station.

She stood. Stacked her containers in the tray return. Nodded to the canteen worker, who nodded back. The room continued its noon-cycle noise behind her as she walked out into the corridor and the door sealed shut, and she counted nineteen steps back to the corridor junction and did not examine why the number arrived already known.

Never touch anything you can't file afterward.

It was an accurate description of her. It was meant, she understood, affectionately. It was also meant as a question, and the question had followed her out of the canteen in the specific way that questions she did not intend to answer sometimes did — present, patient, not requiring anything yet.

She had forty-seven minutes before the 1400 briefing.

She went back to her office and filed the morning's outstanding items, and the question sat down somewhere in the back of her mind where she did not look, and waited.
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​Chapter Three — The Underbelly Has Its Own Gravity
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The deviation was nine steps.

Marisol had run the lower boundary sweep one hundred and fourteen times. She knew the route the way she knew her own quarters — not consciously, not as a sequence of landmarks, but as a physical knowledge held in the legs and the turn of a shoulder, the body directing itself while the mind attended to observation. The route was seventy-three steps from access to the far point of the boundary, then seventy-three back, adjusted by the occasional variance of foot traffic and corridor obstruction. She had never gone further than the boundary line.

Today, a maintenance reroute had closed the standard return path.

She had two options: wait for clearance, or take the alternate route, which went nine steps deeper into the lower corridors before looping back to the mid-level access. The alternate route was within her jurisdiction. It was not outside the map. It was simply a part of the map she had never had reason to use.

She took the alternate route.

Nine steps past the boundary line, the station changed registers.

Not dramatically — not in the way a story would require, with a sudden shift in light or sound. The change was subtler. The ceiling was the same height, the flooring the same grey composite. But the corridor was inhabited in a way that the boundary corridor was not. Not crowded — the lower level never had the density of the mid-decks — but full of the small specific evidence of sustained human habitation: a folded piece of cloth wedged against a vent to muffle the draft, a row of small containers lined against the wall with the deliberate care of people who did not have excess space to waste, a hand-drawn notation on the wall at eye-height that said something in a script she did not read, surrounded by two other notations in a language she did recognize, and they were directions to two different things that did not appear on any official station map.

Marisol walked. She maintained her pace — not slowing, because slowing would communicate interest she had not decided to communicate, and she had not decided anything about this corridor yet. She observed.

She had read the lower corridor population estimates in seven consecutive quarterly reports. The numbers were what they were: displaced residential, provisional classification, documentation-pending or documentation-approved or documentation-approximated. The numbers were orderly. The corridor was something more than the numbers, which was a thing she already knew and had always known, and which she was now, for the first time in one hundred and fourteen sweeps, standing inside of rather than adjacent to.

The supply exchange was on the left side of the corridor, three doors down from the reroute junction. She had noted it twelve times in her standard reports. From the boundary line it had been visible in the middle distance — a doorway with a worn curtain, a warm light coming through the gap, the low sound of exchange. From nine steps past, it was adjacent.

She stopped.

Not deliberately. Her feet stopped and she was standing in front of the entrance, the curtain half-drawn, and from inside came the smell of something that was not commissary food — something with actual heat to it, actual weight, the specific smell of something that had been cooked with attention rather than produced with efficiency. And voices, two of them, low and ordinary, discussing something about the third-cycle supply delivery with the specific tone of people negotiating something that mattered in a practical way.

Through the gap in the curtain she could see a portion of the interior: shelves, dense and organized, holding the kind of goods that supplemented the official ration allocation when the official ration allocation fell short. Which it did. Which it was going to do more, as of the new directive. She had filed that information this morning and not thought about it since.

A woman moved through the visible portion of the exchange — not the person speaking, but someone moving through the back of the space with a box balanced against her hip. Large, unhurried, with the particular quality of someone who owned the room not by claiming it but by simply having been in it so long that ownership had become irrelevant. Dark-skinned, older, with close-cropped grey-salted hair and the specific posture of someone who had decided, at some point, that the work was the point and the posture would follow from that. She passed through the visible frame and out of it without looking toward the door.

Marisol was aware that she had been standing still for four seconds, which was outside the parameters of a continuous sweep.

She moved on.

The alternate route rejoined the standard path at the mid-level access, as mapped. She completed the return circuit and was back in the upper corridor in eight minutes. She filed the sweep report: lower boundary, parameters normal, nothing to flag. Maintenance reroute noted; return via alternate route B; nothing unusual observed.

She did not know, filing it, whether the sentence nothing unusual observed was precisely true. She did not know what unusual meant, in this context, exactly. She filed it and closed the report and moved to the next item in her queue.

That evening she pulled the lower corridor's historical demographic data — not for any active reason, simply as a completion of information she was already partway through, the way she sometimes followed a question to its natural end before setting it down. The data went back six years, to when the current classification system had been implemented. Displacement categories had risen seventeen percent in the first three years and leveled since. The supply exchange — officially listed as a low-volume residential trade operation — had been in the same location for four years, same registered operator, same license category, no citations.

The registered operator's name was Rozalind Achebe.

She did not look further than the name. There was no active reason to look further. She closed the file.

She sat
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