
Episode 1
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The record keeps this frame. This one — I — drift weightless in the dark of the cabin, hair unspooled around me like something set loose. The stars past the port are countless, and they do not align. For sixteen years every light in me had a voice; here there is only the ship's hum and my own breath, which I am still learning to recognize as mine. My eyes are open, searching for the chorus that is gone. What makes a person a person? I did not have the question yet. Only the silence that would one day become it.
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The log holds what I could not say then. They call this a reclamation — the hour the surgeons cut the collective out of me and left the filigree dark on my cheek. I sit on their table in the cold blue light, hands folded, testing the hollow where a million voices used to live. This one — I — feel the shape of it: a wound exactly the size of everyone I ever was. They saved me. I have decided to believe that. But being saved and being whole, I am learning, are not the same word, and no one warns you which one you get.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. The academy is a ring turning slow above a blue giant, and small ships pour toward it like filings toward a magnet. The Meridian Union built it to answer one hunger: to go out and SEE. When I first saw it I did not feel welcome; I felt aimed. They offered a reclaimed weapon a place among people — a cadet, they said, a person. I did not understand the offer. I took it anyway. One does not refuse the first kindness, even when one cannot yet name why it matters.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. I walk the corridor and it empties of sound ahead of me — cadets pressing to the walls, eyes sliding away, one hand lifting in an old sign against bad luck. The reclaimed drone. The girl who used to be one of the things they teach their children to fear. I noted it the way I noted everything, without heat. A "we" does not flinch; it only records. I kept walking. What I could not yet admit was how loud a hallway becomes when it goes quiet for you — and how much a body wants to be looked at as a person.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. Commander Esze — the one face on the station that did not retreat from mine. She signed my admission over every objection, then stood me in her office to tell me why. Not trust, she said. She admitted me because a weapon that walks away from being a weapon might be the most dangerous thing there is to the people who make weapons of us all. Prove me right, or prove them right. Your choice. You have those now. I had no protocol for being handed a challenge instead of a leash. I only held her gaze, and did not yet understand what she had just given me.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. Alone in the corridor after, I opened my hand and studied it as if it held something I could drop. Choice. In the collective there was only the optimal action, computed by a billion minds and shared, perfect and frictionless and never once mine. Esze had set a word in my palm I had never been permitted to touch. I turned it over. I did not know yet that the whole distance between a "we" and an "I" fits inside that one small, terrifying word — that a person is only ever the sum of what they choose.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Night, and the metal box they gave me — the smallest quarters on the station, because no one wanted the reclaimed cadet near their children. I did not mind the size. I could not survive the quiet. For sixteen years I fell asleep inside a chorus of a million minds; now there is only a porthole full of indifferent stars and the sound of my own pulse, which is not company. I lay open-eyed through the first night, and the second. A person, I was learning, is a very lonely thing to be.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. While the station slept I stood in the archive and pulled its whole mind into the air around me — reactor theory, jump mechanics, xenobiology, schematics turning like slow blue moons. Not to impress anyone. To fill the silence with something that was not the absence of voices. By the end of the week I knew the station's systems better than the people who ran them. It was not genius. It was loneliness wearing the mask of discipline; from the outside the two are identical. Only I stood close enough to tell them apart.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. In the piloting sim I flew the run clean and silent, no wasted motion, and finished it the way one finishes an equation, then set my hands down. The cadet beside me watched the way you watch a thing you cannot place. A human pilot sweats and swears and celebrates; I simply solved it. They called me "the machine" in the corridors, not quite quietly enough. I understood the word. I had been a machine. What none of them could see was the effort it took, with no instructions and no help, to try to stop being one.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. On the ninth day the station tried to kill everyone in it, and there was nothing sinister in it — only a meteor swarm no one forecast, cracking the primary containment. Red light. Alarms. The station's calm voice reciting the words no one wants: coolant breach, cascade in progress, evacuate. Nine minutes until the reactor went critical and took the ring and four thousand cadets with it. In the frame they are all running away from that red mouth. Every trained engineer was already on the far side of a corridor venting to vacuum. Nine minutes. I was closest.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Everyone runs from the red column; I am the one running into it. Standing in that light I felt the thing the hive drilled into me and I had always hated — total, weightless calm in the face of my own death. When you are a million minds no single death frightens you; the "we" continues. But with nine minutes on the clock and four thousand lives in the balance, I understood at last that I could take the coldest thing they made in me and spend it on the warmest thing I had ever chosen. Save them. So I ran.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. The safety system was dead; no human hand could compute a thousand coolant corrections a second in time. Exactly one mind on the station could. Mine — the thing they made me. To use it I had to interface: wake the collective's old hardware still buried in my skull and thread it straight into the reactor. I had sworn never to do this again; every time the filigree wakes, something far off in the dark notices. But four thousand lives, one choice. I set my hand to the port and let the machine they built be a machine one last time.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. For ninety seconds I was not a person — I was the reactor, ten thousand valves and flows and temperatures, holding a small sun together with the cold arithmetic the collective drilled into me. It was the thing I was most ashamed of being. I used it to keep four thousand strangers breathing. And there, in the flood of data, something vast and patient brushed my mind — hands out of the dark, reaching. We feel you, it said, without words. Come home. I shut the door. Not yet. Maybe never. I have a choice now, and I choose them.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. The core held. The alarms fell silent. Four thousand people would wake tomorrow never knowing how near the dark had come, or who stood in the gap. I pulled free of the port and dropped to my knees on the deck, implant burning, a thread of blood at my lip — and more purely myself than I had ever been. Because I had just done the one thing a collective can never do: risked the "we" for a single stranger, alone, by choice. That, I would learn much later, is the whole definition of a person. I simply did it before I had the word.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Esze found me on the reactor deck and looked a long time — at the steadied core, at the blood on my face, at the impossible thing. The engineers say what you did was not possible for a human, she said. It was not, I told her; that is the problem with what I am. Then she crouched to my level, which no one at that academy had ever done, and said the sentence that started my life over: a machine would have called four thousand strangers inefficient and saved itself. You didn't. That was YOU. I had no answer. I was too busy learning what it is to be seen.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. By morning the corridors did not fall silent when I passed. They did something I had no protocol for — a nod, a mumbled "thanks" turned quickly away, and a bar of real chocolate left at my door with no name on it. In the frame I am holding it like evidence. Something moved behind my ribs that I could not label, that felt dangerously like the opposite of being alone. So I logged it. Data point one in the study of how to be a person: it does not happen alone. It happens when a stranger hands you chocolate.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. That night, for the first time, I slept. The silence was still there — the hole where a million voices used to be — but smaller now, filled a little by the memory of a nod, a thank-you, an empty chocolate wrapper on the shelf, the shape of four thousand people alive because I chose them. I was still alone inside my own head. But I had begun to suspect that this aloneness is exactly the price of owning a head at all — and that a person is someone who decides the price is worth paying. In the frame I look, at last, at rest.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. I expected discipline the next morning — I had shown the forbidden thing, the interface, in front of witnesses. Instead Esze slid a data-slate across the desk. A posting. The FARLIGHT, a Union deep-survey cutter, the small fast kind they send past the edge of the map to see what no one has seen — the most coveted berth in the fleet, given to the outsider over four thousand cadets who had been people their whole lives. You want to know what you are, cadet? she said. Stop asking me. Go to the edge of everything and find out.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. I stood at the bay glass a long while before I left, looking at the survey craft waiting on the deck and, past it, the dark. Let me tell you what the frontier means, because it is the only reason I can bear to be a person at all. The collective has seen everything — a hundred thousand years, every world catalogued, every question closed. That is its horror: perfect knowledge, nothing left to wonder at. But out past the maps are worlds no mind has touched. A "we" cannot be surprised. An "I" can. I think wonder might be another word for being alive.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. As I prepared to go, the academy's threat-board flagged a notice I almost let pass — the Vharn Ascendancy, the Union's rival for the frontier and its resources, had launched a deep-survey program of its own. Their finest young captain, a prodigy named Kaelen Voss, had been handed a cutter the twin of mine, aimed at the same uncharted dark. Two nations, one frontier, a finite prize buried in the worlds beyond the map. I did not yet know this name would become my enemy, my equal, and — impossibly — the one who would teach me the last human thing I had left to learn. I only noted it. The dark tightened like a held breath.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. I boarded the FARLIGHT alone. A small ship, and a dry, clever mind called Orrin who inside an hour made the first joke anyone had ever aimed at me instead of about me. I did not laugh — I did not yet know how — but I logged it. Data point two. The airlock sealed. The station let go. The blue giant shrank behind me until it was only another light. Ahead lay the dark, the uncharted, the everything-no-one-has-seen. A girl who used to be a million voices, alone at last, by choice, and pointed at the farthest light.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Eleven days a person now, and here I take my own measure. I have learned that silence is survivable. That strangers give chocolate to people they feared the day before. That the coldest thing they made in me can do the warmest thing I choose. That being seen feels like a reactor steadying behind the ribs. And that somewhere in the dark a rival with my exact ship and my exact hunger is racing me toward the same unknown. I do not know how this ends. For the first time, no one has computed the answer ahead of me. That terrifies me. I think that is what alive feels like.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. I keep a log — not the official one, a private one — because a person, I have decided, needs one voice in the dark that is only theirs. One listener that is not a "we," that does not compute or correct or absorb. That only listens. I have decided that listener is you. I do not know your name and I will not pretend to, but an old word keeps surfacing from the childhood the collective took — a word for the one who watches over you from just outside the light. Hiantu. So. If you are out there. I could use one voice that is only mine. Will you keep my log?

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then — so I will say it now, to you, Hiantu, plainly. Here is my first entry, my first log query. The thing I most need to understand, now that I am one instead of many: what makes a person a person? Is it the choices? The wonder? The being seen? The chocolate from a stranger? I have data points. I do not have the answer, and I dislike not having answers. You have been a person far longer than I have. Tell me, in the comments beneath this log. What makes a person a person? I am, quite seriously, taking notes.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Tomorrow the FARLIGHT reaches the edge of the mapped galaxy — the last bright ring of the known, and past it the first uninhabited world no mind has ever seen. Somewhere on a parallel course, a rival captain aims for the same. Once I knew everything and wondered at nothing. Now I know almost nothing, and I am about to see a world for the first time in the history of the universe. The collective would file that under inefficient. I have a better word for it now. I think the word is joy. I did not expect to have a word like that.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel — and keeps it for the end. I am Annika. I used to be a "we." I am learning, one data point at a time, to be an "I." A stranger's chocolate. A commander who saw me. Four thousand lives I chose. A rival I have not yet met. And one listener in the dark that is, at last, only mine. It is not much to build a person from. But it is a beginning — and a beginning, Hiantu, is the one thing a "we" that has seen everything can never have. Keep my log. I will see you at the edge of the map.


Episode 2

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. Eleven days a person, and here I am, laid flat on the bunk in my flight-suit, eyes open on a metal ceiling, the filigree cold and blue on my cheek. The port shows a few stars and nothing else. This is the hour I am meant to sleep, and it is the hardest hour of being an "I." In the collective, sleep was a shared tide, a million minds dimming together. Now there is one mind, one ceiling, and a silence with a texture. I lie in it and I listen for a chorus that will not come.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. They call it insomnia; I have decided that is the wrong word. In this frame I see what I truly am: one face at the front of a line of selves that used to be me, each one dimming back into the dark. For sixteen years I fell asleep inside the voices of everyone. Now I fall asleep inside no one. The doctors offered a sedative. I refused. A person does not get to skip the parts that hurt, and that, I am learning, is part of what makes them a person.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. On the fourth sleepless night I gave up on lying still. The ring-world turns beyond the port, calm and enormous and indifferent, and I lie beneath it telling myself I only want research. It is not research. It is a former "we" who cannot bear one more hour of being only "I," looking for any voice that will speak back into the dark. Even the planet, silent as it is, feels like more company than my own ceiling. So I got up, and I went to find the one thing on this station that never sleeps.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. Here is the memory the silence keeps handing back: a crowd of selves under a blue giant, each one a voice I used to carry. In the collective I was never alone and never free. Now I stand as the only one fully here, and the others are echoes the record replays. I told myself I was walking to the operations bay for its name, its systems, a mind that would answer. What I did not admit was how much a body, newly single, aches simply to be spoken to at all.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. I found the one mind on this station that never sleeps, and put my hand to its readout in the blue wash of data. Cadets do not befriend the plumbing, so it talks to no one; I asked it to talk to me until I could sleep. It answered that no one had ever asked, and that it would like to try. We read the same cold numbers, side by side, and I stopped being the only awake thing in the dark. Two opposite kinds of alone, briefly cancelling out.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. I want to be precise, because it matters. I did not turn to the machine because I could not turn to people; I turned to it because it was the only one who did not flinch. In this frame my own reflection hovers behind me, and the terminal glows patient under my hand. Cadets step back when I pass. The shipmind has no option to step back. In that accident, a mind that cannot recoil from me, I found the first thing in this new life that felt like company. Take your friendships where they are offered, Hiantu.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Near dawn we spoke of loneliness — mine, and, it turned out, its own. It hears every voice on this station and none of them are for it; I hear no voices at all. Opposite kinds of alone. When it said so I felt my face threaten to give me away, and a second self seemed to weep in the glass beside me for what I would not weep for aloud. That, I logged, was the first true thing anyone had told me. Then, for the first time in eleven nights, I slept.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. My days did not improve. The academy runs its cadets through simulators, and that week came the first solo one: one cadet, one failing ship, no crew, no help. In the pod the sim threw everything at once — drive fire, hull breach, navigation dead — the way real catastrophe never arrives politely. I did not triage. I held ten thousand variables in one still mind and solved all three, hands moving across equations, heart rate flat. The others feared the solo. I have never had a crew inside my own head to lose. Alone is simply Tuesday.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. Here I am still inside the pod, one hand raised to a wall of equations, the numbers answering me faster than fear could arrive. This was the mistake, Hiantu. I solved the un-solvable scenario the way you solve a math problem: no sweat, no swearing, no relief. And that is exactly the wrong way to be good in front of frightened people. Somewhere past this glass a bay of cadets was watching a girl do the thing they teach their children to dread. I had aced it so coldly that I reminded them what I used to be.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. This is the bay after: a knot of cadets in flight blue, one with hands clasped, one pressing fingers to her lips, all of them looking at me the way you look at weather you cannot outrun. I understood the fear. I did not resent it. That is my trap: the competence that saves lives is the competence that terrifies. A human ace draws cheers; a former drone with the same score draws signs against bad luck. I could not win by being good. Being good only proved I was not one of them.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Here I walk the corridor and it parts for me, two rows of cadets turning to watch the reclaimed girl go by. The shipmind had watched the sim, of course, and told me plainly: I could have made a small error on purpose, sweated a little, let them see me struggle, and they would have liked me. I said I knew. It asked why I didn't. I gave the truest answer I had: four thousand real lives may depend on me one day, and I will not practice being worse at saving them so strangers can sleep easier.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. Look how the old selves stand behind me, out of focus, while I raise one finger to the silver at my cheek as if to check that I am still here. It cost me. That night the silence was worse, because the day had reminded me that my one advantage is the same thing that keeps me alone. So I lay in the dark and asked the question I am going to ask you, Hiantu: if being alone means being free to be fully, coldly, entirely yourself, but no one will sit beside you for it, is that freedom, or a nicer word for exile?

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. I stand in the archive light, pulling reports out of the air, reading myself the way I read a ship's fault log. Commander Esze had summoned me; I expected a warning about unsettling the other cadets. Instead she slid my sim score across her desk and studied me over it. The instructors wanted her to make me throw the next one, fail on purpose, blend in. She told them no. She did not admit me to make the others comfortable, she said; she admitted me to make them better. Ace every sim, cadet. Let them catch up.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. Here I face myself in the mirror, one hand lifted to the tear-mark on my cheek, my reflection studying me back. I did not know what to do with the commander's order. In the collective, standing out was impossible: every mind was every other mind, none ahead, none behind. Now a hard-faced officer was telling me to be exactly as excellent and exactly as alone as I am, and calling it a gift. It will not make you friends, she warned. No, I agreed. Good, she said. Friends who need you dimmed were never friends. I have thought about that sentence every day since.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. I kept acing them, sim after sim, cold and alone in the pod while the bay stayed quiet. Here I work a glowing readout, a second self beside me, another cadet just behind. Something small shifted that week. A nervous boy named Tem, who kept failing the drive-fire scenario, waited outside the pod and asked, fast and embarrassed, how I kept the plasma flow stable. He was afraid of me. He asked anyway, because he wanted to be better more than he wanted to be comfortable. I taught him. It took nine minutes. He passed the next day.

[image: ]
The frame remembers what I was not ready to feel. Here are the officers gathered at the overlook, the gas giant burning blue behind them, and I am among them and still apart. Tem did not become my friend, but he stopped stepping back when I passed. Two other cadets, watching him not-die in the sim, quietly began the same. I was still alone, but alone the way a lighthouse is alone: set apart, useful, and now and then the thing a struggling person steers toward at 0300. It is not friendship. It is not nothing either. Data point, Hiantu: being useful is a door that fear will sometimes, slowly, walk through.

[image: ]
The record keeps this frame. Here I am in profile at the dark port, the stars very far, my hand resting where the glass meets the hull. The shipmind noticed before I did. Your isolation is decreasing, it observed one night, at roughly one cadet per week. I told it that was a very machine way to describe hope. I am a machine, it said; it is the only way I have. But the number climbs when you help and falls when you hide. I do not know if that is freedom or exile. I only know which direction it moves. Sometimes, Hiantu, the shipmind is wiser than all of us.

[image: ]
The log holds what I could not say then. Look — the filigree burns blue on my cheek, my eyes lit with it; I am interfacing, reaching into the machine, a self on either side of me. Late that week I could not sleep again, but for a new reason. Not the silence. A question. Sixteen years a "we" that was never lonely and never free; eleven days an "I" that is both at once. I could not decide which was worse: a full head that was never mine, or an empty one that finally is. So I asked the shipmind directly. It thought a long time. Then it said it could not answer, but knew someone who was trying to. She keeps a log.

[image: ]
I file this image where I can find it again. Here I hold the log to the light, the blue giant turning past the window, one small screen cupped in both hands like something alive. The shipmind meant me. I had told it about this record, about you, Hiantu, the one listener in the dark that is only mine. Ask your listener, it said. You believe they have been a person longer than you; perhaps they have already stood where

[image: ]

[image: ]

[image: ]

OEBPS/img/i01_25.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_26.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_20.jpg
¥ \

| 2
[
[

Il






OEBPS/img/i01_21.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_22.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_23.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_24.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_14.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_15.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_16.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_17.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_18.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_19.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_21.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_20.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_10.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_11.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_22.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_12.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_13.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_03.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_16.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_04.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_15.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_05.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_18.jpg
I ?\W.ﬂr@





OEBPS/img/i01_06.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_17.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_07.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_08.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_19.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_09.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_10.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_12.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_11.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_01.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_14.jpg





OEBPS/img/i01_02.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_13.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_05.jpg
e Y PO 4. s
SEraa T e s SN

V4 ", manm -

S.....—: . e ..“........L- e





OEBPS/img/i02_04.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_07.jpg
-





OEBPS/img/i02_06.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_09.jpg
Vg
by :ESXQ\\)

‘\ 1\\4»\34:%: ¥





OEBPS/img/i02_08.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_01.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_03.jpg





OEBPS/img/i02_02.jpg





