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Chapter 1 — The Shape of Empty Space
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Rhexai felt the stress line before the metal moved.

It ran beneath the observation bay’s outer skin, a narrow magnetic distortion crossing a space her original plans left empty. There should have been nothing behind that panel capable of pulling on the frame.

One of the white alignment marks slid sideways. She closed three manipulators around the inspection rail and stopped.

Beyond her, Cynosure’s windows followed the curve of the central ring into shadow. Work lights picked out the unfinished bay: an open span for her, a curved cradle for a human pressure refuge, the broad attachment joining both to the inhabited station. A thin dark line appeared across that attachment.

“Orrik. Stop traffic through the passage below me.”

Her radio burst reached the exterior-maintenance supervisor before the crack advanced.

“Which branch?”

“Both. Nobody crosses the attachment.”

“Closing.”

His acknowledgment arrived with the route diagram. Rhexai marked the affected joint, then eased the rest of her five-meter body onto the sound inspection rib. Metallic scales shifted over her segments as she bent. She folded her flexible radiation sails clear of a projecting cable guide and secured a fourth manipulator before releasing the third. The movement brought the damaged plate beneath her sensory crown. Its field response sharpened, then dissolved into interference from nearby power conductors. She moved back half a segment. The distortion returned.

A fresh load. Wrong direction. She sent Orrik the coordinates.

“Your report said deformation,” she told him.

“It was deformation when the camera recorded it.”

“How long ago?”

“Eleven minutes.”

The crack had reached the edge of the white mark. She brought her instrument rack alongside on its short tether.

The bay’s attachment was meant to move. Across each sliding joint, two witness lines showed the permitted direction: along the frame as it warmed and cooled, never across it. At settled night temperature, the marks rested opposite one another. Rhexai had used them to teach inspection crews who could not perceive the changing fields in stressed metal. Now one mark lay below the other.

She requested the temperature record. The joint had been stable for twenty-three minutes.

“No heating change,” Orrik confirmed. “No docking impact reported. The transfer carriage is stopped.”

“Where?”

“Short of the branch.”

“Keep it there.”

Two of her six radial limbs steadied the rack while she selected a portable strain array. She fixed its first pickup to the intact rib, the second to the bay support. A separate optical gauge measured the movement between them. Whatever her crown sensed, the instruments needed to find it without her. Their first returns appeared on the small inspection plate: temperature, separation, load.

The load estimate remained inside the joint’s published limit. The direction did not.

“Orrik, are the workers out?”

“One at the inner door. One securing the carriage.”

“Leave the carriage secured where it is. The worker comes out now.”

A pause followed, occupied by a second channel she could not hear.

Then: “Both behind the inner door. Passage clear.”

She acknowledged and saved the raw readings.

Below the damaged attachment, a narrow window showed an empty maintenance corridor. Someone had left a work lamp burning. Its light touched a mug secured beside a terminal, a pressure hood in its open locker, the dark oval of a doorway beyond. An ordinary place to finish a shift. Rhexai widened the exclusion zone.

Orrik’s reply carried the crisp spacing he used when he disliked an instruction but intended to follow it. “That closes the short route to the clinic.”

“Keep the pressure doors available. Divert passage traffic through the next junction.”

“The longer route has a gravity transition.”

“Warn the receiving crew. No unassisted patient transfers.”

He left the channel briefly to arrange it.

She had drawn that longer route herself, argued for its width, and surrendered storage space to preserve a place where an attendant could stop safely with a patient. Tonight it would be used. That should have pleased her. She watched the crack instead.

“Shall I have the outer frame released?” Orrik asked. “Take its load off the attachment?”

“Not until we know what’s pushing it. A release might let the inner fastening move.”

“I can rig a catch line without touching the joint.”

“Do that. Anchor it to the spine, beyond my reference point.”

His route marker moved away from the cleared passage. He was assembling a crew, not waiting for her to do every task.

A layer of reflective coating had lifted at the crack’s edge. Beneath it, the exposed metal caught her work light in a clean silver thread. There was no escaping air. The damaged member stood outside the pressure boundary, but its inner fastening disappeared beneath an occupied section of the ring. She could not see what it was doing there. Her crown found the distortion again: a concentrated return under the covered clearance, where the load should have divided around open space. She knew the surrounding structure well enough to recognize the wrongness. That did not tell her what caused it.

She placed a third pickup. The gauge settled, rose, and settled higher.

“Rhexai.”

Orrik had returned.

“Both routes diverted. The clinic has acknowledged. I’m sending the original inspection record.”

“Send the approved construction drawings too.”

“Which set?”

“The final structural set.”

“There are working studies linked to this bay.”

She knew. One of them contained the curve she had designed around a human’s reach. Another showed an argument about where a pressure refuge belonged when the person inside it wanted company rather than an audience.

“Certified drawings only,” she said. “I need what the crews were instructed to build.”

“Sending.”

The working studies remained unopened.

Beside her, an unused mounting bracket projected from the cradle. It had been capped carefully, as though someone still expected the missing refuge to arrive. The outer framework was there; the air and heat connections ended in protective blanks. Caleb had wanted the refuge set farther outward. From the approved position, he had said, the frame would obstruct her movement when he opened his equipment cabinet. He had moved his own accommodation so that she would not have to fold her sails every time he needed a tool.

She had loved him for noticing. She had imagined coming here after work with no inspection due and no one waiting for a decision. He would be inside his refuge, she in the open span, with the same stars available to both. They would have somewhere to remain when the last professional reason to stay together was gone. It embarrassed her, even now, how much she had wanted that modest thing.

The thought arrived with such unwelcome simplicity that she tightened her hold on the instrument rack.

Four years. She had worked along other parts of Cynosure’s hull, reviewed extensions, answered questions, designed rooms for strangers who could not live in the rooms available to them. She had found reasons not to come back to this particular span. An inspection request had finally brought her.

The bracket’s cap showed the small scrape where a fitting had once caught. She turned her attention to the arriving plans before she could remember more. On the official drawing, the refuge remained uncommissioned. The external span was designated unfinished. Under the attachment, the clearance was represented by a plain empty volume.

She enlarged it. The field trace on her instrument plate crossed directly through that volume.

“Was any support left incomplete here?” she asked.

“I’ll pull the acceptance sheets.”

“Not the general sign-off. Each attachment.”

“I know which sheets you mean.”

“Yes.”

She loosened her grip on the rack. Orrik had supervised exterior maintenance for years. He did not need her reaching backward to the apprentice he had been because the present was difficult.

“Thank you,” she added.

His next transmission gave her the new diversion status without comment.

The bay shifted.

This time the optical gauge caught the movement before her crown resolved its field change. The white marks crossed. A flake of coating sprang away from the attachment, turning through the work light and continuing into darkness. Rhexai withdrew her nearest limb. The crack ran past the pickup.

She moved along the inspection rib, transferring one anchor at a time, drawing her long body clear of the bay’s possible sweep. Her rear sail approached the cable guide. She folded it closer and let the instrument rack travel ahead of her.

“Orrik. Hold all equipment movement on this rib.”

“Held.”

“I’m clear of the joint. Keep the lights on it.”

The darkness beyond her scales brightened as a remote lamp changed angle. The crack became a black stroke across the silver attachment. Her shadow stretched beside it, six limbs and folded sails cast over a place that had been measured for her whole body.

A warning spread through the work channel. Chief Operations Officer Leena Solano joined before it finished.

“What am I closing?”

“Local crossing and both passage branches. Orrik has them clear. I need the transfer carriage held and nonessential work stopped on the adjoining rib.”

“Done. Is the pressure boundary affected?”

“No loss detected. I haven’t cleared the inner fastening.”

“How much time?”

Rhexai watched the displacement trace. It had stopped climbing, though it had not returned to its previous position.

“I can’t give you a reliable interval yet.”

“Then give me the next decision.”

“Put an independent gauge on the inner face. No drilling. No cutting. Nobody enters beneath the damaged member.”

Leena opened the local structural map. Her image occupied one corner of Rhexai’s plate: dark hair drawn away from a face whose movements she had learned to read imperfectly. Human concern often appeared in the skin above their eyes. Leena’s forehead was still.

“The inboard inspection recess is accessible from the spine,” she said. “Separate support. It reaches the fastening without using your closed passage.”

“Keep the inspector inside that recess until I confirm the approach.”

“I have someone who knows the original installation.”

Rhexai checked the temperature again. Unchanged. She checked the carriage. Stationary.

The loaded joint should have been settling. Instead, the strain array recorded a slow increase from its inner side.

“Who?” she asked.

“Caleb Soren.”

Her first impulse was to ask for another engineer. She had the authority. She could request someone without a history embedded in every bracket around her. Orrik would help find that person. Leena would ask whether the substitution cost time.

On her plate, the load rose again.

“Does he have the current readings?”

“He’s receiving them.”

“Send him the intact approach. I want a camera and an independent displacement reference.”

“He’s bringing both.”

Leena glanced away from the camera to another display. “Your retreat route is still clear?”

“Clear to the exterior shelter.”

“Keep it that way. I can replace the instruments.”

“The instruments have their own tethers.”

“So do you, I hope.”

“Two.”

“Good. I’ll worry about something else.”

Rhexai kept her next transmission on the work channel. “Orrik, verify the recess’s support separately from mine.”

“Already checking.”

He did not mention Caleb. That restraint hurt more than an objection would have.

While the inner inspection team moved into position, she added a second reference point farther along the sound rib. A faulty pickup could mimic strain. An unstable reference could make sound metal appear to move. She checked both possibilities, changed the optical angle, and recorded the instrument serials. The readings agreed.

Beyond the bay, the station continued its local night. Lights changed behind windows as people finished work or began it. A service vehicle waited clear of the restricted route, its running lights small against the great inhabited curve. The rest of Cynosure had no reason yet to stop. Rhexai wanted to keep it that way. She wanted an ordinary failure with an ordinary repair: a damaged sliding shoe, a wrongly seated fastening, something that could be replaced without asking why force was reaching a place that should carry none.

The gauge edged upward.

Her own plan offered no connection to explain it.

“Inboard team at the recess,” Leena said.

A camera request appeared. Rhexai accepted. The view resolved into a short, pressure-protected alcove. A human stood behind its safety line, bent over a tool case. When he straightened, the concentration of his body along one upright axis struck her with the old, unreasonable tenderness. So much depended on those two points of support. His head turned before the rest of him, directing eyes and attention together.

Caleb looked older.

There was more gray in the hair at his temples. The lines beside his mouth had deepened. He wore a compact emergency breathing unit over his work clothes, with a hood ready at his collar. His prosthetic fingers closed around a measuring tool. She remembered their patient precision. She had not expected to remember the interval between his reaching and his asking.

His gaze found the camera. He did not smile.

“Rhexai.”

Her name came through as sound encoded in radio, familiar spacing preserved inside an ordinary work transmission.

“Your reference point first,” she said.

He lowered his gaze to the tool.

“Fixed to the spine. Camera is attached to the recess rail, not the suspect panel.”

The feed widened enough to show both attachments. A competent answer. Exactly the answer she needed. She shifted her own display to include his measure beside hers.

“Interior cover intact,” he said. “I’m staying behind the line.”

His instrument passed over the lower edge of the cover. Then he set it against a guide and moved his other hand into the camera’s view. The articulated tips of his prosthetic fingers traced a faint join beneath the coating.

He stopped.

“Bring the light lower,” he told the technician beside him.

The beam changed. A seam appeared across the inner face of the attachment. It had been dressed nearly flush, but the oblique light picked out its edge. Rhexai enlarged the image.

“There should be inspection clearance behind that,” she said.

“Yes.”

“Is it a removable cover?”

“Not from this side. It’s sealed.”

The magnified image shifted under his fingers. Outside, her optical gauge registered the same movement. The central ring’s inner frame had moved against the bay attachment, carrying the seam sideways beneath his hand.

“Withdraw,” she said.

Caleb lifted his hand and stepped back. The technician followed. Their fixed camera kept sending.

Two construction marks remained in the light beside the seam. She recognized her own sequence first, nine interlinked arcs impressed into the original frame. Beside it lay Caleb’s compact builder’s stamp. She had seen the two marks together on work she trusted, on structures she had crossed without a thought for what held them beneath her.

The strain array completed its comparison.

The load was coming from behind the sealed seam.

Rhexai reopened the official drawing. Empty clearance occupied the same coordinates, bounded by her own clean lines. She sent the drawing to Caleb, the empty volume outlined against the fixed camera’s image.

“That is where the inspection route should go,” she said.

“I see it.”

The joint shifted again. His builder’s stamp moved with hers. Rhexai kept the camera on the seam.

“Find the closure record. I want to know what’s behind that wall before it pulls anything else apart.”
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Caleb kept his hands away from the wall.

The seam had left a pale streak on one glove. He rubbed it between a prosthetic fingertip and his thumb, felt the resistance but not the fine texture, and caught himself about to brush it away.

“Sample envelope,” he said.

The technician handed him one. He saved the scrap of coating, marked where it had come from, and put the envelope beside the fixed camera.

Outside, Rhexai waited for his answer.

“I’ve requested the closure record. Nothing touches this panel until we have it.”

“Include the installation sequence.”

“I have.”

The reply came too quickly. He could still anticipate the next thing she would need, and some foolish part of him wanted credit for it. He put that aside and studied the seam.

The two construction marks belonged on the original frame. He remembered the stamp he had used, the slight damage to one corner that left his name imperfectly impressed. They proved he and Rhexai had worked here. They did not tell him who had closed the inspection route afterward. His own approval might be part of that answer.

The sealed redundancy had been presented as a late construction package. Cato Ren’s consortium had tied its funding to restrictions on review, and the people urging Caleb to approve it had been precise about which unfinished habitats would lose their crews if he refused. He had signed. He had accepted that Rhexai would not receive the full material, then told himself he could separate the engineering from the sponsor’s terms. He had never given her that complete account.

He did not know yet whether this seam belonged to the package. He needed the records, the physical limits, something more than the sick recognition of a decision returning in metal. And he wanted to make it safe before he told her.

The technician crouched beside the recess rail, watching the camera image.

“There’s a lip under the lower edge,” she said. “Could be a cover.”

“Could be.”

“I can reach it with the inspection arm.”

“Show me where you’d touch.”

She laid the arm’s path over the image without extending it. The proposed point sat just above his old construction mark. Caleb enlarged the frame. Under the paint, a shallow rectangular depression remained visible beside the seal.

“Not there. That’s where the erection shoe went.”

“The temporary support?”

“Yes. The crew used it to hold this member while the permanent fastenings were installed. The shoe came out through the clearance.”

“Which is now closed.”

“Which is now closed.”

If someone had left a fastening behind, the cover might no longer be only a cover. Pulling it could release a load into the attachment. Tightening it could send that load somewhere worse. He sent the enlarged image to Rhexai.

“Do you have the outer fastening in view?”

“Partly.”

“Before we try a contact measurement, I need to know whether the old support position moves with it.”

“Give me your reference.”

He did. She asked for a second dimension, and he supplied that too.

The station map receded from his display. An exterior camera took its place. Rhexai occupied most of the sound inspection rib, her long segmented body held clear of the damaged bay. Six limbs worked at different distances: some secured her, one steadied the instruments, another shifted a lamp. Her folded sails caught its light in thin, flexible planes. The metallic plates along her body slid over one another as she adjusted her position. The camera followed her crown and cropped the rear anchors.

“Wider,” Caleb told the technician.

The view expanded. There she was. He had seen her at reviews over the intervening years, reduced by some human operator to the portion they imagined would correspond to a face. He had forgotten nothing about her size. What undid him was the living precision of her movement, the way one change traveled through her whole body without wasting space or hurrying the next attachment.

He wanted to be out there.

Not doing this. Not with a crack under her instruments and his unanswered decision somewhere behind the wall. Just outside, where he could occupy the place beside her she had once willingly made.

A line of light ran along her segments. The work interface registered her acknowledgment. He knew that signal. Anything beyond it would be a guess.

“Your temporary support position is behind the outer connection,” she said. “I cannot distinguish them from here.”

“Then I won’t pull on it.”

“I need another angle. Orrik is moving the lamp.”

Caleb raised the tool case onto its folding legs. Kneeling would have brought him closer to the panel, but proximity was not a measurement, and at fifty-three he preferred to spend his knees on work that required them. His prosthetic fingers selected the force-limited probe. He tested it against the case’s calibration block. Through protective gloves, the fine feedback was poor; the instrument supplied what touch could not. He reduced the permitted pressure and let the technician verify the setting.

Rhexai’s camera shifted again.

“Clear view,” she said. “A light contact only.”

“Light contact. No leverage.”

The inspection arm crossed the safety line. Neither human followed it. Caleb watched the probe approach the metal. The display registered contact, then a slight rise within the permitted force. He stopped the arm and waited.

The panel moved toward it. He withdrew the probe.

“Not us,” the technician said.

“No.”

Rhexai’s outer gauge had recorded the same displacement. A low creak traveled through the alcove. Caleb felt it in the rail before he heard it. No alarm followed. The pressure indicator remained steady; the recess reference had not shifted. Behind the sealed panel, something was transferring force into a structure built to leave that volume open.

“Hands clear,” he said, though they already were.

“Outer team clear,” Orrik answered.

The small sounds that followed were worse than the creak: the technician closing a tool latch, Caleb’s breathing, the ordinary ventilation over their heads. Everything in the recess continued as though they had not just watched a wall do something its drawings did not allow.

Leena returned to the channel.

“The clinic needs the carriage.”

Caleb opened the passage camera feed. The carriage waited under its work lights, carrying a strapped diagnostic unit. A folded blanket was tucked beside the equipment.

“What’s their alternative?”

“An older unit in the next habitat. They can move the clinician to the patient, but it takes another team and an escort through the gravity transition.”

“Can they wait?”

“They can. I need to tell them how long they’re waiting.”

He studied the route. The carriage was twelve meters from the affected joint. Moving it away ought to reduce the load. If its wheels crossed the wrong fastening, though, even that small redistribution could disturb the damaged attachment. Rhexai answered before he had finished calculating.

“Send the other team. I cannot clear the crossing.”

“I’ll do that,” Leena said. “I also have the next maintenance shift arriving. They’re being routed to a room with twenty seats and six environmental stations. There are eleven people who need those stations.”

“Keep the off-duty crew in their habitats,” Caleb said. “Call them individually when there’s somewhere safe to receive them.”

“They’ll stay paid.”

It had not been a question. Leena sent the instruction while they were still connected.

Caleb looked at the abandoned blanket again. A shutdown was never only a closed line on a map. It was someone cold, someone working late, someone receiving treatment from an unfamiliar person because the familiar route could not be trusted. He had known that when he signed the package. He had used the people waiting for their habitats as a reason.

Rhexai brought up the original access drawing.

“Can we inspect from the adjoining service space?”

Caleb recognized the route immediately. It was wide enough for the early assembly equipment, with an offset bay where one crew could pass another.

“During construction, yes. We agreed to preserve it.”

“Preserve which part?”

“The approach from the inner spine.”

“I mean the full clearance.”

He followed the outline she highlighted. It continued beyond the offset bay, around the concealed volume, and out to the vacuum work span. The human maintenance export ended halfway along it.

“The route was shortened on this view,” he said. “It may only be a display setting.”

“Then obtain the full view before using it to plan an entry.”

“The acceptance summary says access was retained.”

“For whom?”

He could not answer from the summary. The original clearance had allowed her to bring her full body into the inspection position, turn, and leave without backing through a working crew. An opening a human could squeeze through would not preserve what she had designed.

“I know what we promised,” he said.

Rhexai’s reply came through the radio without hesitation.

“A promise is not shared until both people can say what it requires.”

He looked at her construction mark. For a moment the station noise receded, and he remembered the unfinished refuge beyond her work span. He had known what that was supposed to mean too. He had believed it so completely that her departure had made him doubt every generous thing she had ever done for him. There was no room in the recess for that conversation. He was grateful for the fact, which did not improve his opinion of himself.

“I’ll request the full clearance and the actual closure limits,” he said.

“And no entry based on the summary.”

“No entry.”

She left the complete route on his screen.

The technician had been measuring the distance from their reference point to the upper corner of the panel. Now she indicated a dark line beside the gauge.

“Is that new?”

Caleb compared the fixed-camera frames. The line had been there on arrival. Its width had changed.

“Old separation. New movement.”

“Same as outside?”

“Rhexai?”

Her response came after several seconds.

“Same direction. I want your team behind the pressure door.”

“We can leave the optical gauge running.”

“Yes.”

The technician began disconnecting the inspection arm from its controls. Caleb caught himself looking at the panel as if a few more seconds in front of it might yield the missing answer.

“Leave the arm,” he said. “Nothing attached to the damaged member comes with us.”

“It’s attached to the sound rail.”

“You’re right. Bring it.”

She released the rail clamp. He took the control case, and they moved back along the recess’s independent support, through the pressure door into the inner passage. He checked the doorway clear before telling Leena they were out. On the other side of the glass, the fixed camera and gauge remained where they had placed them. Their little pools of light made the empty alcove look occupied.

Orrik reported the catch line installed outside, slack enough not to alter the damaged joint’s behavior. Rhexai confirmed its clearance from her retreat path. Then she asked for another set of readings.

Caleb supplied them from the remote instruments.

“The rate has eased,” he said.

“It has not returned.”

“No.”

“We keep the closure.”

Leena acknowledged. “Records has your request. The normal maintenance set contains no closure sheet for that opening.”

Caleb’s grip tightened on the case handle.

“No sheet, or a restricted sheet?”

“They’re distinguishing that now. The registry is preserving what you’ve already received.”

“Ask for the construction package index as well.”

“Which package?”

He could name the sealed approval. He should name it. Instead he gave her the assembly designation stamped beneath their marks. It would lead into the same construction records. It was useful, accurate information, and less than he could have said.

Rhexai asked whether the next instrument return had arrived. She did not rescue him from the choice by asking the question he was avoiding. He set the case down.

He could still have named the approval. Instead, he reached for the piece of the problem he knew how to handle.

“I need a station with access to the original work-order ledgers,” he said. “Not just the current drawings. The crew records should identify the operation.”

Leena assigned him a records station in a nearby room, then asked Rhexai where she could work without abandoning the exterior gauges.

“The vacuum survey frame. I can reach it on the sound rib.”

“I’ll connect the rooms.”

Caleb checked the room allocation. The link Leena had chosen carried Rhexai’s field model as well as the visual export. He would be able to mark a construction sequence without replacing her account of the structure with a human picture. He had missed working that way. He had missed her disagreement, the pause before she rejected a careless approximation, the rare pleasure of watching a proposal become better than either of them had first imagined. For four years, he had told himself that was what he had mistaken for love.

“Caleb,” she said.

He opened the channel fully.

“The outer gauge has moved again.”

The new reading appeared beside his. Same direction. Both pressure systems remained steady. The carriage had not moved. No crew had crossed the attachment.

Leena transmitted a newly retrieved maintenance instruction. It concerned inspection of the fastening beneath the sealed cover. The procedure did not authorize opening the inner face. It directed the crew to approach through the vacuum clearance. Caleb checked the component number before sending it to Rhexai.

“Can you reach that inspection position?”

“No. There is continuous plating on my side. The plan directs me to the interior passage.”

“Show me.”

She sent the instruction. He put it beside his.

From the inside, inspect outside. From the outside, inspect inside. Each procedure looked reasonable until someone attempted to follow both.

The technician leaned toward the display, then looked through the pressure door at their abandoned camera.

“So where were we meant to go?”

Caleb traced the original route between the two plans. Part of it ran behind a support belonging to the Soren truss. He knew the order in which that support had been assembled. Rhexai knew which neighboring members could safely carry its loads. Neither maintenance sheet told them how to reach the space now.

“We need the construction sequence,” he said. “Not permission to cut a hole.”

“Bring it to the survey link,” Rhexai said. “We start with the last arrangement we can both verify.”

Caleb picked up the sample envelope. A scrap of coating, an assembly number, his handwriting beneath it. There would be more before this was over.

Somewhere between her drawings and his approvals, the station had lost the way in.
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By morning, Rhexai’s name had arrived to contradict her.

It appeared beneath the drawing Linh Ortega placed in the survey field: nine linked arcs, followed by the human rendering of her professional designation. The plan showed the observation bay, its attachment, and the route that should have remained open around the inner fastening. In the issued maintenance view, the route ended at a solid surface. Her identifier remained beneath it.

“Show me what that mark certifies,” she said.

Linh did not enlarge the signature. She opened the record attached to it. The treaty registrar occupied a small window on the human-readable display. Behind her stood three upright shelves of physical records, each restrained against unexpected movement. Rhexai had watched Linh preserve paper through a pressure alarm before answering a director’s call. She was glad to have her here.

“This export calls you the responsible designer,” Linh said. “It doesn’t distinguish original authorship from approval of the issued arrangement.”

“Those are different acts.”

“They are. I’m finding the acts.”

Across the survey frame’s clear pressure wall, Caleb shifted a portable light away from his screen. The motion brought the original bay into reflection behind his shoulder, a pale incomplete curve beyond the damaged rib. Rhexai turned the model until the reflection disappeared.

She had rested. Orrik’s relief crew had watched the gauges while she withdrew to an exterior shelter, released her working anchors, and let her sails unfold inside its protected volume. The readings had slowed under the traffic restrictions. They had not reversed. When she returned, the caught silver edges of the crack looked exactly as she remembered, which was almost worse than another visible change.

The working limit on her display expired at midday. Beyond that, Leena needed either a revised operating plan or more closures.

“I have the erection ledger,” Caleb said. “May I put the sequence beside your model?”

“On the shared engineering channel.”

He selected it rather than opening the old direct link between their workspaces. She noticed. She wished she had not needed to. A series of construction views appeared, each dated and numbered. The bay’s outer member hung from assembly rigging. Temporary shoes held it while crews installed the permanent fastenings. Then the shoes were removed, leaving the inspection clearance behind them. The last image showed light coming through where Caleb’s camera now showed a wall.

“That’s an acceptance image,” he said. “Not the final closure.”

“Was a closure required?”

“A weather and debris cover. Removable from the work route.”

“Either route?”

“That’s what I’m checking.”

He did not pretend his memory was a recovered record. Rhexai gave him the two contradictory maintenance instructions, although he already had them, and set their boundaries against the older image.

On the first drawing, a thin line continued out from the structural clearance and curved around the place where her sails would move. She knew that line. It was not necessary to the fastening. It was necessary to the person inspecting it.

“Linh, keep the spatial layer,” she said. “The human export has reduced the turn to a passage width.”

“Both originals are preserved.”

“Thank you.”

Caleb brought the line forward. “This was in the first bay study.”

“I remember.”

She had meant to end the subject. Instead, his hand paused beside the little curve, and she remembered him drawing it.

***
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FOUR YEARS EARLIER, there had been no glass between them. The work frame had stood outside an unfinished section of Cynosure, well away from the active assembly crews. Caleb had come through the airlock in a pressure suit, carrying a folded survey sheet in a rigid holder. Rhexai had already arranged the night’s approved structural work. She expected another problem with it.

He secured himself to the frame and asked permission to use the drawing field.

“For which structure?”

“This one.”

She studied the bare members around them. “Its temporary service designation is very accurate.”

“I was hoping we could improve on that.”

He unfolded the survey sheet. One corner had been caught under the holder’s clip. He released it patiently with a tool, then held the drawing where his suit camera could give her a clear view. The proposed human refuge sat outward of the most convenient utility connections.

“You have added a supply run,” she said.

“Yes.”

“And another exposed connection.”

“Yes.”

“Why?”

He lifted one hand toward the space between them without entering it. “You’d have to fold your rear sails whenever I opened that cabinet.”

“I can fold them.”

“I know you can. Is that how you’d want to spend the evening?”

She considered the drawing again. The cabinet was not engineering equipment. It stood beside a small preparation surface inside the refuge, where a human might handle food with his helmet off.

“You are designing beyond a work shift.”

“That was the idea.”

He had included the full working envelope from her published dimensions. Beyond it, he had left an unmarked volume.

“What’s that?” she asked.

“The part I don’t know.”

“Which part?”

“How much room you want when you’re not working.”

Rhexai had been asked what size opening she could traverse and how tightly she could turn. She had been asked how much of her environment could be removed before it became dangerous. Caleb’s question required a different answer.

“I can show you a resting arrangement. It is a model, not a sensory recording.”

“That would help.”

She checked the drawing field’s output, then added her outline. Her relaxed sails extended beyond the frame on one side. To remain within the available supports, she would have needed to hold two segments at an angle she would tire of maintaining. Caleb moved the refuge again.

“You will lose part of your view,” she said.

“I can turn my head.”

“For an entire evening?”

He looked up from the sheet. His mouth changed behind the visor, and a brief breath reached her through the radio.

“All right. Good point.”

They shifted the refuge window instead, then discovered that its emergency exit opened across the place where she would anchor a limb. Caleb erased the arrangement without defending it. Rhexai extended the outer frame and sent him the additional load. He calculated for a while.

“What will you see from there?” he asked.

“The station fields. The stars. You, if the refuge lights are on.”

“And when they’re off?”

“The fields will still be there.”

He was quiet, working the edge of the drawing between his fingers.

“Would you want less interference when you rest?”

“Yes.”

“Then I shouldn’t put the power converter under the window.”

She moved it onto the farther support. The resulting line gave his supply run an inelegant bend.

“That offends you,” he said.

“The bend?”

“Yes.”

“It will offend the installer more.”

“I’m the installer.”

“Then the problem has been assigned to the correct person.”

He laughed. She had liked the sound enough to leave the conversation on radio rather than let the interface reduce it to a response marker. They worked until his next suit check. By then the refuge had a darkening window, the external span gave her room to settle, and both could leave without asking the other to move. Caleb’s boots remained fixed on their own support. There had been no accidental brush of his glove, no intimate field offered under the excuse of testing a design.

At the airlock, he turned back.

“Keep your version,” he said. “I’ll bring mine after the next build review.”

She had kept it. More than the dimensions, she had kept the certainty that a man who planned how they would rest beside each other wanted to be there when the work was done.

***
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“RHEXAI?”

The present frame returned around her. Glass, inspection lights, the silent passage on the far side of Caleb’s workroom. He was waiting for an answer she had missed.

“Repeat that.”

“I asked whether the movement envelope in this issue is the one you accepted.”

She checked the layer rather than answering from memory.

“It is.”

“And this?”

He advanced the record. The turn beside the refuge lost a narrow strip of clearance. A cover boundary shifted inward. The drawing still carried her name.

“No.”

She separated the layers and aligned them to the construction marks rather than the drawings’ page corners. A changed scale could make a sound clearance look narrower. An altered viewing angle could hide a turn. She had corrected both errors in other people’s work and occasionally in her own. Caleb supplied the surveyed distance between two exposed fastenings. She used those as a second reference. The discrepancy remained.

“Read the width on your copy,” she said.

He did. His number matched hers. The part that did not match was the room the drawing claimed that number described.

“That’s the opening,” he said. “The approach turns behind it.”

“The approach used to turn behind it.”

She put the present camera image over the planned turn. The seamless exterior plating cut across the route; the interior view ended at Caleb’s sealed panel. Between those surfaces, neither of them could establish the available space. Orrik answered her request for a new exterior reference. The camera moved slowly around the sound rib, showing the covers from the side. There was no simple line-of-sight mistake to correct.

“Stop there,” she said. “Record the whole edge.”

In the human room, Caleb had gone still over his measuring slate. Rhexai remembered how reassuring that stillness had once been. He would be thinking through the thing in front of him, not defending the answer he had brought to it. She needed him to do that now.

Linh opened another panel.

“The first issue matches your lodged copy. The next two were received after your last signed inspection. The identifier was carried forward when the set was compiled.”

“Was an approval carried forward with it?” Rhexai asked.

“I’m looking at a reference to an approval. Not the approval itself.”

“Whose reference?”

“The construction office. Received through the consortium’s records channel.”

Caleb lowered his hand from the light. She could see his movement through the wall. She could not know why he had made it.

“Your office?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“Did you make this change?”

“I don’t know which instruction produced this version. There were late packages under my signatory authority. I’ve asked for their installation records.”

The answer left her with more possibilities than she wanted. A drawing could change for a legitimate reason. A constructor could authorize a variation she would have accepted if he had shown it to her. She knew that. She had approved difficult compromises herself. She did not know why this one still spoke in her name.

“Put your request in this chain,” she said. “Linh needs to see what you receive.”

“I will.”

Outside the survey frame, Orrik’s crew moved a lamp on a controlled tether. Rhexai shifted her crown away from its power lead to clear the drawing field. Her rear anchor had begun to pull at an uncomfortable angle. She repositioned two manipulators, checked their holds, and released the first. Caleb stopped advancing the image until she had settled. The courtesy was old enough to hurt without surprising her.

Linh swore softly.

“What?” Rhexai asked.

“The maintenance export links your name to a current responsibility field. The underlying document labels it the source model. Someone reading only the export would never see the distinction.”

“Deliberate?”

“I can’t prove that. I can prove what the reader was shown.”

She placed the two views side by side. The same arcs. Two different claims.

Rhexai requested a clean working copy and drew a line through the word current. She replaced it with a note stating the last configuration she had actually inspected.

“Keep the uncorrected copy too,” she said.

“Already kept.”

Caleb studied the altered display. “The physical stamps outside could have been retained the same way. Original frame. Later cover.”

“Then no one uses either of our marks as proof of who closed it.”

“Agreed.”

The word passed between them without warmth. Necessary, accurate, far smaller than what agreement had once seemed to include.

Leena requested their preliminary findings. Rhexai supplied the measured movement, the closed routes, and the distinction between source attribution and issued configuration. She did not call the alteration sabotage. She did not certify the original attachment as sound merely because she remembered designing it well. The unfinished bay remained an open question. Its acceptance sheets needed to be matched against the metal.

“Can you give me a stabilization option before midday?” Leena asked.

“A bounded option,” Rhexai said. “Not permission to resume ordinary traffic.”

“That’s what the review needs.”

Caleb brought forward a possible support arrangement. It used an intact rib beyond the damaged attachment, leaving room for movement along the joint’s intended axis. Rhexai checked the neighboring connections and found one assumption she would not accept.

“Not that footing.”

“It carried erection load.”

“Before the passage behind it was occupied.”

He opened the current occupancy view. “You’re right. I’ll move the reaction point.”

She followed the change. Their attention converged so readily that for a moment she forgot the effort it took to remain in the conversation.

Then Linh asked for any unissued working studies that might fill the gap between the verified drawings. Rhexai closed the old movement envelope.

“Recover the official instruction first.”

“Those are different searches,” Linh said. “They don’t have to be sequential.”

“The bay was built from issued plans.”

“That is one of the things we’re checking.”

There was no accusation in her tone. That made the question harder to dismiss. Rhexai could still feel the remembered openness of the first work frame, before the glass, before the blanked connections. She wanted no part of that evening introduced as evidence of present intention. She had once treated a drawing as an answer to a question Caleb had never heard.

“Official records for this review,” she said. “We can assess the rest afterward.”

Linh recorded the scope. Caleb did not argue. Rhexai could not decide whether his restraint made the decision easier or more foolish.

The noon review notice opened beside the live gauges. Cato Ren was listed as the consortium’s construction representative. Below it, Linh placed the last two verified drawings. One showed the inspection turn open. The other provided instructions for a cover that could not be reached from either side.

Between them sat a reference to a change order whose contents had not arrived. Rhexai marked the interval for preservation.

There was a point in the build when her station had changed into the thing now moving under their instruments. She needed the record of that point, not another copy of her name.
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Chapter 4 — The Ring Moves
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Cato Ren set his emergency breathing hood on the table before he sat down.

Caleb noticed the gesture because Cato had always been good at making preparedness look like agreement. During construction, he had worn the same site protection as the people whose payroll he controlled. He had waited through briefings, learned the names of fastenings, and asked questions precise enough that refusing his advice could sound like refusing expertise. Today he placed the hood within reach, opened the engineering packet, and read Rhexai’s correction to her own attribution without comment.

Leena gave everyone ninety seconds to review the proposed work. Pavel stood beside the room’s access display, tracking the closed passage and its occupied neighbors. The exterior survey frame filled the long wall screen. Rhexai’s entire body was visible within it, one manipulator resting beside her instruments, the others holding her at different points along the sound rib. Caleb had asked for that camera angle before the meeting began. It showed the limits of her workspace and the equipment she could actually reach. It also kept the people inside from talking about the outside as though nobody lived there.

“We can catch further movement at the bay,” he said. “We cannot force the attachment back into its original position.”

He brought forward the revised support plan. Two temporary members would carry load into verified points on the adjacent rib. The arrangement left the joint free to expand along its intended axis. The initial setting would put
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