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  Dedication


For those who carry more than anyone knows. 
For the quiet professionals who bear burdens they can never fully explain, make sacrifices that rarely appear in the record, and continue forward because others depend on them.
And for everyone who has ever wished for one more chance to change the past.
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  Chapter 1: Fifteen Minutes


The Veil came back at 1146, nine minutes early, and the bridge of the Resolute settled into the quiet of a room where everyone has a number to watch.
Six cutters. They had tested the fighter screen once already that morning, lost one of their own to Locke’s long guns for the trouble, and swung wide to think it over from eighty thousand kilometers. Veil ships never retreated. They orbited a decision, black against the glitter of the relay’s debris field, and in seven years of war nobody had learned what they decided with.
Below and behind Resolute, strung along the relay line, lay the reason for all of it: five tenders out of the Hyadum yards, holds fat with reactor cores for Third Fleet. Slow ships. Honest ships. The kind the war ate first. Third Fleet was holding the approaches to Meridian Gate on twelve days of cores and a memorandum of intent, and every one of those facts was classified, and the Veil had come anyway.
“Eurydice holds the high picket, captain. Clear sky.”
Nash had a signalman’s voice, built to carry good news and bad in the same flat envelope. Koss lifted two fingers from her armrest in acknowledgment and kept her eyes on the plot.
“Time on their loop, Mr. Park?”
“Coming up on twelve minutes this orbit, captain.”
“Ten, last orbit.” She said it without checking the clock. She never had to check the clock anymore, and she had stopped treating that as useful information about herself.
Nash touched his board. “Eurydice’s captain requests permission to rotate his gun crews by half watches while the picture holds.”
“Granted.” The man ran a careful ship. He had a wardroom that pooled its dessert rations on gunnery scores and a first officer he was grooming for a command of her own, and Koss knew these things because captains on convoy duty talk across the dark to stay awake. “Tell him to keep his after turrets crewed regardless.”
At her right hand, Dray ran a thumb down the readiness board. “Screen’s at sixty percent fuel. If they orbit us twice more, we rotate flights or we start thinning the coverage.”
“They won’t orbit twice more.”
He looked at her and did not ask. Two years as her executive officer had taught Dray which questions had answers, and he spent his curiosity the way the convoy spent fuel.
On the main display the debris field turned slowly around the relay beacon, a hundred years of dead boosters and shed cowlings and one cracked habitat ring, all of it catching the local sun in flecks. Navigators called the clutter around old relays bad water. Sensor officers called it worse things. The Veil cutters held their orbit on the far side of it, six black absences against the shine, patient in the way that only things without faces are patient.
The cutters moved at 1149.
“Cutters are moving,” Park said. “Bearing down and in. Captain, they’re going for the tenders.”
“Recommend the screen goes low,” Dray said. “Standard coverage. Point defense on those tenders wouldn’t stop hail.”
“Do it.”
The screen peeled off the high arc in pairs and dropped toward the convoy, drive flares stitching the dark. For a minute the geometry looked the way the book said it should: cutters inbound low, fighters falling to meet them, Eurydice riding the high line with her rail turrets live, Resolute holding the center like a thumb on a scale.
Park’s board chimed. Half a beat passed before he spoke, and in the half-beat his voice lost its polish.
“Contacts. High line, in the relay shadow. They were in the clutter, captain. They were inside it the whole time.”
“Count.”
“Eight. Lances, eight, coming down on Eurydice.”
The fleet called them lances for the shape and for the function. A cutter could hurt a destroyer. A lance existed to delete one, a hull drawn out long and narrow around a single spinal gun, no lights, no markings, no answer in seven years to any signal sent on any band. Eight of them came down the high line out of the bad water with their drives cold, and they had the only ship up there to themselves.
The screen was four hundred seconds low and turning. Resolute’s long guns had the convoy’s masts fouling half their arcs, and Locke fired what he had through the gaps, walking rounds up the high line on solutions that aged faster than he could build them.
Eurydice fought the way her gunnery scores said she would. Her turrets took the first two lances at distance, clean, the rounds opening them along their spines. The third hit her aft and her drives went dark mid-turn. The fourth opened her amidships.
She burned the way ships burn, from the inside out, the fire showing through her seams before it showed anywhere else. Her captain stayed on the fleet loop, reading off damage like a man reading a manifest, and then the loop ended. She came apart forward of the mast, in two pieces, both still under way.
Two hundred and eleven people had a procedure for this and were executing it, and the procedure was losing. Damage control parties moved toward compartments that stopped existing while they moved. Her captain’s voice stayed on the net through all of it, level, sequencing the abandonment of his ship the way he had sequenced her gunnery drills, and the voice was the worst part, because it was a voice doing everything right inside a problem that had no right answers left, and the fleet’s recorders were keeping every word of it for boards of inquiry that would find no fault anywhere, which would help no one.
“No pods.” Nash said it with nothing in his voice at all. “The fire had the bays.”
The trailing pair of lances kept on down the line at Resolute, rolled through Locke’s fire, and raked her dorsal armor from the mast to the boat deck. The hull rang twice, somewhere aft of the bridge, a sound that arrived through the deck before it arrived through the air.
Grau came up on the engineering loop. “Fire on deck six. Sensor annex. Crews are on it—”
The loop carried shouting for a moment, and then carried procedure, which was worse to listen to. A few minutes later the bridge ventilation brought up a thin chemical sweetness, suppressant and burned insulation, the smell every spacer learns once and owns forever, and the watch worked on inside it without comment because there was nowhere else for the air to go.
By then the fighters were clawing back up the arc. They caught the trailing lances at the edge of the clutter and killed both, and the four survivors ran into the relay shadow and were gone the way the Veil went, without wreckage to chase or a vector worth logging. Down low, the cutters broke off their feint and folded back out to eighty thousand kilometers, the whole raid closing like a hand that had taken what it reached for.
At 1157 the plot went almost peaceful.
“Convoy reports no damage,” Nash said. “All five tenders answer.”
Park had a different report and made himself give it. “We lost the annex, captain. Four. Moss, Tahir, Whitlock, Venn.”
Koss looked at the board a moment longer. Two hundred and eleven on Eurydice’s books. Four on deck six. The two halves of the destroyer were drifting apart at a walking pace, still on course for the relay, keeping formation out of habit because physics has no other kind.
She put the wreck on her private display and studied it, deliberately, the way another officer might have looked away. The forward half had stopped burning. A navigation light on the broken mast still cycled green, green, green, dutiful as a heartbeat in a severed limb. She gave it ten full seconds. In a quarter of an hour she would be the only camera that had ever recorded this, the only witness, the custodian of record for two hundred and fifteen deaths, and she had learned to take custody properly or take it badly.
“Mr. Nash,” she said. “Fleet channel, all ships: stand by.”
Nobody on the bridge moved differently. Nobody needed it explained. She keyed the engineering loop herself.
“Grau. Spin the Array.”
A pause on the loop no longer than a swallowed word. “Spinning. Hot in forty seconds.”
Dray came to stand at her station. He kept his voice down at the level reserved for the two of them. “Anchor?”
“Eleven forty-four.”
He nodded once and stepped back to his board, and that was the whole ceremony. There was nothing else for anyone to do. Nothing to brace. None of them would keep what was coming, and all two hundred of them knew it, and the not-keeping was the entire mercy of the thing.
She watched her bridge spend its last forty seconds. Locke updated firing solutions for an engagement that was about to be repossessed. Nash logged the casualty list in clean block letters, a record with a lifespan shorter than the ink’s drying time. Park sat back from his board, the only one who ever stopped working, and looked at the deckhead with his hands in his lap like a man in a pew. Dray watched her. Not the clock. Her.
The chair’s emitters woke with a sound like frost forming, if frost made a sound, and the cold that was not cold settled over her station in a hemisphere four meters wide. Inside the field the bridge noise arrived flattened and slow, the lights faintly wrong, every surface acquiring the overexposed look of a photograph taken through ice. Operators called it the winter. The literature called it field-interior sensory distortion and the literature had never sat in the chair. She put her hands flat on the armrests, fixed her eyes on the plot, and held the last image of the burning in her mind deliberately, all of it, because in nineteen seconds she would be the only place in the universe where it had ever happened, and an archive does not get to look away while it is being written.
The field came up around her station, and every sound on the bridge arrived thinner, as if through ice.
Reversion is not travel. Nothing moves. At 1159 by every clock on the Resolute, the universe stopped insisting on the last fifteen minutes and took them back, the whole engagement returning to the deck like a misdealt hand. There was no lurch and no light. There was a pressure that came from no direction, the way grief does, and a single frame of stutter in the stars beyond the viewport, and then the only place any of it had ever happened was the small cold volume of the field, where Captain Adeya Koss sat with her hands flat on the console and kept it.
“Eurydice holds the high picket, captain. Clear sky.”
Nash’s thumb was still on his transmit key. “Eurydice comes down to the convoy deck,” Koss said. “Screen goes high, into the relay shadow, drives cold, weapons tight. Execute now.”
One full second of silence on the bridge, which on her bridge was a long time.
Dray did not ask. “You heard the captain,” he said.
The orders went out. Eurydice dropped from the high line in a long lazy spiral that read, on any sensor in the system, as a destroyer rotating to rest her crews. The fighter screen slid up into the bad water two ships at a time, shut their drives down among the dead boosters, and went dark. Park set the sensor annex to keeping the shadow sorted, friendly hulls from century-old rock, and got back a crisp acknowledgment. He watched the clutter swallow his own coverage and said none of the things he was thinking loudly enough for her to hear the silence.
Nash touched his board. “Eurydice’s captain requests—”
“Granted,” Koss said. “Gun crews rotate by half watches. After turrets stay crewed regardless.”
Nash’s mouth finished the shape of the sentence he no longer needed to say. He sent the reply. If he wondered, he wondered the way the whole crew had learned to wonder, in a sealed compartment, below the waterline of the watch.
The Veil came back at 1146, nine minutes early, and Koss watched the clock do it to the second.
“Cutters are moving,” Park began.
“Down and in. The tenders.” She was looking at the plot and seeing the other plot, the one underneath it. “Let them come.”
The feint arrived where the book said the soft place would be and found Eurydice riding the convoy deck with her turrets already laid. The destroyer took the lead cutter at forty kilometers, one salvo, amidships, and the black hull came apart without fire, the way Veil ships died, declining even that much signal. The other five pressed two minutes longer than they should have, probing for the screen that doctrine said had to be there, low, committed, out of position.
The screen stayed dark in the clutter. Koss counted.
Her hand moved to the proximity alert a moment before it tripped, and silenced it as it sounded.
At 1152 the lances came down the high line into the relay shadow, eight of them, drives cold, expecting clear sky.
There is a distance at which a lance is a terror, and there is a distance at which it is a long thin hull with no room to turn. The fighters had been parked at the second distance for six minutes. They lit their drives at contact range, inside the clutter, inside the lances’ own formation, and the high line turned into a gun deck. The kill calls came in flat and fast, the screen leader assigning targets like a foreman assigning shifts, no heat in any of it, the lances’ own spinal guns useless at a range their builders had never imagined anyone would be insane enough to choose.
Five lances died in the first minute. Koss listened and laid her hand flat on the console, and the console was steady, and so was the hand, and somewhere under both of them were two hundred and eleven names that no longer had anything to be names of.
The relay shadow that had hidden them coming in now hid nothing going out, because the convoy’s defense had been rebuilt around the shadow’s geometry an hour before the lances entered it: the screen’s two ready flights tucked dark into the clutter at the shadow’s exit, point-defense arcs pre-laid along the descent line, every gun in the formation holding a solution on empty space that was about to stop being empty. The lances came down the line into a gauntlet that had been waiting for them since before they committed, and they came on anyway, in the way of lances, because whatever the Veil used for doctrine did not include turning around.
“Three through,” Park called. “Burning inboard. They’re committed, captain, they’re coming down our line.”
“Solutions on the lead pair,” Locke said.
“Fire. The third breaks left at the mast line.”
Locke put his first battery into the lead pair and broke them both, and had his second battery already trained wide and waiting on a patch of empty space, because his captain had told him to be, and the third lance broke left at the mast line and ran onto the rounds at full burn. For an instant the plot held a smear of expanding metal where a spinal gun had been about to bear on five tenders full of reactor cores.
Resolute never fired her own point defense.
Grau came up on the loop at 1157 with all boards green and nothing to report, and reported it anyway, because on deck six it had been an ordinary quarter hour and he had no reason in the world to do otherwise.
At 1203 the cutters collected their survivors’ vectors and went, on the same heading as the first time. There was no first time now. Anywhere except in her.
She had both versions of the last quarter hour filed side by side, and they would stay filed, every second of each, with a clarity that ordinary memory never offered and never inflicted. In one of them the clock read 1157 and Grau had all boards green. In the other the clock read 1157 and the air had tasted of suppressant and a man had finished reading his manifest. The clocks agreed and the quarter hours did not, and holding both without flinching was the actual job, the one that wasn’t in her commission.
The bridge let its breath out by stations. Somewhere aft of Koss a junior rating laughed at something, two seconds of it, before catching the range of it and stopping. The plot emptied. The convoy crawled on toward the relay at the speed of honest ships, all five of them, untouched, oblivious, fat with the war’s groceries.
“Eurydice signals two kills and no casualties,” Nash said. “Her captain sends his respects, and requests gun-camera copies for his wardroom.”
“Send them. Return the respects.”
Park half turned from his board. “Captain, the annex flagged those lances three seconds ahead of my main display. Ensign Venn pulled hulls out of clutter the computer was calling rock. Sharp work down there.”
“Note it in her file,” Koss said.
Fifteen minutes ago, in a quarter hour that now existed in exactly one place, that name had been fourth on a list of four.
She did not go down to deck six. There was nothing to see there. That was the point of it, the whole engineering miracle, a corridor where nothing had happened, full of people doing ordinary work in air that had never burned, and she had learned early that standing in such places looking at the unmarked paint was a habit best broken young.
She stood, and the watch went on around her the way it was built to. Dray brought the fuel figures to her station and stood beside her a moment longer than the figures required. The question lived in him somewhere, the same place it lived in all of them. What did you see. What did we cost. He squared the board’s corners against the console edge instead.
“Screen recovers in flights of two,” she said, initialing. “Fuel first, debrief after. And Dray. The Array is dark for a hundred and fifty minutes. If they come back inside that window, we fight them the old way.”
“Then I’ll keep the old way warmed up,” Dray said, and took his board back, and that was the closest either of them came.
Off watch, in her day cabin, Koss took a paper logbook from the drawer that locked. Nobody had ordered her to keep it. Nobody knew its units. Its earlier pages held columns of small figures in her own hand, minutes mostly, some entries years old now, none of them labeled, because a label would have made it a record and a record could be subpoenaed and read and misunderstood by people who slept through their own nights, every night, in order.
The logbook was paper because paper could not be slaved to the ship, could not be subpoenaed by a query, could not appear in any audit of any system. It was the most secure document in the fleet by the oldest method in the world, and it was also, she had understood for years, the only place where the war’s true accounting existed in any form at all, which made the cheap gray cover and the pencil loops of her own hand the strangest archive humanity owned: the complete record of everything the species had been spared, kept in a drawer, in longhand, by the one person it had cost.
The fleet’s log had wanted her signature an hour ago, one line, all ships accounted for, and she had signed it because it was true, and because no one would ever ask her about the version where it wasn’t.
Two hundred and fifteen people were breathing tonight who had stopped, once, in a quarter hour with no address. She had watched the fire come through the Eurydice’s seams. She had heard a man read his ship’s death like a manifest, a man who tonight would pool dessert rations over gun-camera footage and never know he owed her the wardroom to do it in. Those things had not happened, and she would remember them for the rest of her life, and both of those statements were facts, and the space between them was where she lived now.
She had read, once, in the certification course’s single philosophical hour, a line from an instructor who had washed out the year after: the machine does not save anyone, it transfers the dying to the operator. She had marked it down then as the self-dramatizing of a man already going. She understood it differently now, nine reversions into a career: the two hundred and fifteen were not saved so much as relocated, their deaths moved out of the world and into her, where they would be stored at full fidelity, unwitnessed, for as long as her indexing held. The fleet thought of the Array as a weapon that gave things back. The fleet was right. It was also a warehouse, and the warehouse had one door, and she was it.
In four hours she would wake at 1144 exactly, without an alarm, the way she always woke at the hour of an anchor for a few nights after. She knew this the way she knew the clock. It was no longer useful information either.
Under the last entry, four hours even, she wrote the new figure.
Four hours, fifteen minutes.
She capped the pen, locked the drawer, and went back out to the war.






  
  Chapter 2: Carrying


The after-action report reached her desk at 0700 with one block left blank, which was Dray’s way of knocking. 
He stood across from her with his hands behind his back while she read. The convoy held formation beyond her cabin’s single viewport, five tenders and a destroyer crawling toward the relay through a morning that looked exactly like the night, and the report described yesterday’s engagement in the fleet’s flattest grammar. Contact at 1146. Feint identified at 1149. Hostile heavy element destroyed in detail between 1152 and 1156. Friendly casualties: none. Expenditure of munitions: itemized. Expenditure of anything else: not on the form.
Block Nine was the blank one. Commanding officer’s narrative of contributing factors.
“The engagement reads clean from contact onward,” Dray said. “It’s 1144 that wants prose. You redeployed the picket and buried the screen in the clutter eight minutes before first detection. The review board sees a force disposition with no triggering observation, and a board that sees that asks its questions in writing. I’d rather we answered them in advance.”
“Annex K,” Koss said.
“Annex K covers the authority. It doesn’t cover the narrative.” He said it without weight, a man reading the tide tables. “The form wants a basis. I need to put words in the box, captain. Tell me which ones.”
There were no words for the box. That was the whole arithmetic of her position, and they both knew it, and the form did not. What she had was fifteen minutes that no instrument had recorded and no second witness could corroborate, a quarter hour she could describe down to the smell of the suppressant, every second of it inadmissible. The Array’s own log would show a reversion fired at 1159 against an anchor of 1144, and that log went to admiralty under seals she had never seen the other side of. What it could not show was content. Knowledge was the only cargo, and knowledge that cannot be checked is not evidence. It is reputation.
The arithmetic had a history. In her first year of operating she had tried to solve Block Nine honestly, drafting narratives that gestured at the truth without containing it, and a security officer four jumps away had returned every one with the same annotation, REVISE FOR COMPARTMENT, until she understood that the program did not want the box gestured at. The program wanted the box absent. So she had developed the trade dialect every operator before her had developed independently, the small vocabulary of pattern and probability and assessed, words that meant nothing and filed perfectly, and the dialect had served for five years, and every time she used it some accountant in the back of her head entered another line in the column labeled what the record will never show.
“Write this,” she said. “Commanding officer assessed elevated probability of a masked approach through the relay debris, based on accumulated engagement patterning at comparable crossings.”
Dray entered it without expression. “Patterning.”
“The Veil rhyme. It’s in the literature.”
“It’s in the literature,” he agreed, “because your last four boards put it there.” He squared the tablet against her desk edge, his one tell, the corners true. “The cross-file goes out with the report. Every Annex K action copies to the Office of Operator Fitness. You know that better than I do.”
“I know it at the same time you do,” she said. “Quarterly.”
“This one won’t wait for the quarter.” He took the tablet back. “Eight minutes early, captain. The board will call it remarkable. The other office will call it something else.”
He left her with the word. Remarkable. The fleet had built an entire vocabulary for not saying what the Array did, and the vocabulary worked the way blast doors worked, by being heavy and by being closed. Her intuitions were remarkable. Her redeployments were inspired. Her file, in the office that watched operators instead of battles, was getting thick with synonyms.
She signed the report. Under friendly casualties: none, which was true, and was missing two hundred and fifteen names, and there was no annex for that.
The standing fiction had its own paperwork, which was how she knew the fleet had truly institutionalized it. Annex K, four paragraphs of regulation drafted in Year Three by lawyers who had never seen a reversion, established that the contents of an erased interval were classified at a level above the fleet’s own record-keeping, reportable to no one, recoverable by no instrument, and admissible in no proceeding. The annex existed to protect the program. Its practical effect, three ships and five years on, was to make her the only officer in the fleet whose most important professional acts were, by regulation, fictional. She fought engagements that did not happen, took casualties that were never suffered, made decisions that no board could review because the boards were forbidden to know there had been anything to decide. The fleet had solved the problem of the unwitnessable hour by writing it out of jurisdiction, and the solution worked, and like every solution to her it had a remainder, and the remainder lived in a locked drawer and was growing.
At 1429 the day before, Grau had come up on the loop with the only status report aboard that nobody ever asked for out loud. Hourglass is charged, captain. The watch had not cheered, because the watch was professional, but the bridge had loosened by some increment no instrument carried, chairs creaking, a coffee run organized, the ship remembering how to be ordinary. For a hundred and fifty minutes they had been a carrier like any other carrier, mortal the whole way through, and nobody had enjoyed it. She had logged the time out of habit. She logged all the times. The fleet thought of the recharge as a technical interval. She thought of it as the length of a held breath, and she was the only one who had ever exhaled at both ends of it.
§
She woke at 1144.
No alarm. There was never an alarm. For a few nights after an anchor the hour came and got her itself, polite and exact, the way it had the night before and would again tomorrow, and then it would let her go until the next reversion gave her a new hour to keep. She lay in the dark and let the clock in her head run out the old quarter hour, 1144 to 1159, both versions, side by side, because the alternative was pretending they weren’t running anyway.
Then she got up and walked her ship.
A carrier at night watch is a city in a power cut, all its corridors turned down to amber, its noise reduced to the long bones: air handling, coolant, the held note of the drives. She took the long way aft, past the boat deck, down the ladder the midshipmen used, through spaces where her presence made sentries straighten and say nothing, because a captain walking her ship at night is furniture, even this captain, even this night.
She knew her ship at night the way she knew the backs of her own hands, which is to say better than by looking: the warm-oil smell of the hangar, the deep two-tone breathing of the air plant, the particular ring of the midship ladders that had been replaced at the last refit and still sounded new. A captain who walks at night learns a ship’s honest face. Crews at 0300 have stopped performing. What they do then is what the ship actually is, and the Resolute at 0300 was a ship that worked quietly and well and looked out for its own, and some nights that knowledge was the only cargo she carried back to her cabin worth the walk.
In the hangar a maintenance crew had a fighter opened up under work lights, its panels laid out on the deck in the order they’d go back, and she stood in the gallery above them for a while and watched the work. It was the same fighter twice for her, like everything now. In one quarter hour it had clawed up the high arc too late. In the other it had sat cold in the clutter for six minutes and come out of the dark like a verdict. The crew below her knew only the second story, and they handled the machine with the offhand tenderness of people whose machine had never failed anyone, and there was no reason on any deck of this ship for them to know otherwise. That was the victory. She kept having to remind herself of the shape of it: the victory was everyone else’s ignorance, purchased whole, and it could only be paid for in the one currency that never showed up on a manifest.
The galley was the one warm-lit compartment on deck four. Night bakers worked it, two of them, proofing tomorrow in steel trays, and a young rating sat on the prep counter with his boots hooked on a rail, the posture of a man recently transferred and not yet caught at anything. Koss stopped in the cross-passage outside the light. She had not planned to stop. She told herself she was inspecting, and the part of her that did the telling didn’t believe it.
“All I’m asking,” the young one said, “is why second watch scrubbed the film. It’s been on the board three days.”
“Captain’s carrying.” The senior baker said it the way he’d have said the oven was hot.
“Carrying what?”
The trays went on being trays for a moment.
“Time,” the baker said. “She went back for the Eurydice yesterday. That whole quarter hour, both copies, she’s got them now. Forever, far as anyone knows.”
“So?”
“So in one of those copies the Eurydice’s a wreck and the lances got a piece of us too. Deck six, they say. Do the math on her orders and you can read most of it.” A tray slid home. “You don’t run a comedy down the passageway from that. Not this week.”
“Nobody told me any of this at Hyadum.”
“Nobody tells you. You learn it. Three rules, kid, and they’re free, and they’ll keep you off every chief’s list on this ship.” The baker held up a floured finger. “You don’t ask what she saw. Ever. Not as a joke, not drunk, not to her steward.” A second finger. “You don’t tell her good news twice. She had it the first time; the second time it’s arithmetic.” A third. “And if she ever answers something you didn’t say yet, you go on like you said it. You don’t blink, you don’t look at your mate, you go on. It’s not a ghost story. It’s manners.”
“Manners,” the young one said.
“She watched the Eurydice burn so you wouldn’t have to,” the baker said. “Whole fleet gets to call yesterday a clean engagement. Cost of that’s living somewhere on this ship. Be polite to it.”
Koss went back up the midshipmen’s ladder. The myth had a vocabulary now, rules and slang and bakers for priests, and she had chosen none of it, and it was, she supposed, the most considerate thing a few thousand people had ever built around a problem they were forbidden to name. The fleet had Annex K. The lower decks had three rules and a canceled film.
Both of them worked by being closed.
She had watched the vocabulary assemble itself over five years the way a reef assembles, no architect anywhere, every polyp adding its little calcium of usage. Carrying had come out of the gunnery divisions, nobody knew when. The Hourglass had come across from another carrier with a transferred chief. The three rules had at least four claimed authors in three crews and had probably been born in all four places at once, because crews are convergent, because the problem was the same everywhere: how to live next to a thing you could not ask about, operated by a person you would follow anywhere. The fleet had no manual for it, so the lower decks had written one, three lines long, transmitted bunk to bunk, and it worked better than anything the program had ever printed.
§
The Eurydice’s wardroom invitation arrived the next morning, worded with the particular care of a captain asking a flag-grade favor of someone who wasn’t flag yet: the honor of her company at dinner, the squadron’s compliments, and a postscript that the dessert pool had been settled in the gun division’s favor and her presence was required to keep the peace.
She took the shuttle across at 1800.
The crossing gave her ten minutes of the anchorage at dusk, the convoy’s tenders riding their moorings with work lights crawling their hulls, the relay’s debris field catching the last of the local sun, and the Eurydice growing in the viewport from a running light into a ship, whole, lit, crewed, ordinary. The shuttle’s pilot, a flight sergeant with a decade of these runs in his hands, made the approach with the unconscious tenderness pilots reserve for ships that have been through something, easing the burn, taking the long curve, and Koss watched the destroyer fill the glass and performed, privately, the docking that mattered: the living ship laid over the burning one, hull to hull in her mind’s archive, the two editions of the Eurydice settling against each other like exposures of the same photograph.
The destroyer was whole. That was the whole of it, and it took the entire crossing to look at. Running lights in their constellations, the after turrets live and crewed even at anchor watch, two hundred and eleven people’s worth of lit ports, and her navigation strobe on the mast cycling green, green, green. Koss watched it pulse and made herself file it next to the other mast, the broken one, the green light going dutifully in the dark over a dead ship. Both lights were the same light. She was the only place in the universe where that was true.
They did her honors at the lock, and the Eurydice’s captain walked her forward the long way, because he was proud of his ship and had earned an evening of showing it. He was older than his rank and easy with it, a man who had made peace with being excellent at a job that would never make him an admiral. He walked her past gun bays polished for inspection and a mess deck where a cook was being applauded for something, and past the pod bays, where he slapped a hatch coaming and delivered what was evidently a standing joke.
“Don’t look too hard at our evacuation scores, captain. Worst in the squadron. If she ever burns proper, we’ve all agreed to go down with the dessert rations.”
The passageway went on being a passageway. The hatch was painted, the coaming was dented where coamings dent, and behind it were the bays where, in a quarter hour with no address, the fire had arrived before anyone could.
“Drill them anyway,” Koss said. “Weekly, until the scores embarrass someone. Humor me.”
“Captain’s eye?” he said, half a smile.
“Captain’s eye.”
“Then it’s done.” He said it lightly and meant it completely, and walked on, and would never know, and that was the transaction working exactly as designed: she could move the world an inch at a time as long as she never said why.
Dinner was loud and good. The wardroom had pooled three weeks of dessert rations on the gunnery results and the winners had elected to spend the pot on the whole table, which told her most of what the ship was worth. They toasted the squadron. They toasted the convoy, five fat honest ships asleep in the dark. Then the Eurydice’s captain stood, and the table came up with him, and he raised his glass to her and said, “The captain’s eye.”
The food was tender-fresh, which on a destroyer two jumps from anywhere was a statement of values: the Eurydice’s cooks had clearly been planning the menu since the invitation went out, and the wardroom’s mismatched silver had been polished into retirement-parade condition, and there was wine from somebody’s cabin stores that had been waiting, the engineer admitted, for either a victory or a funeral, and had been informed it was getting the former. Koss ate everything she was offered and meant it. Nine years of war had taught the fleet’s wardrooms a clean theology: the occasions are few, so the occasions are total.
“The captain’s eye,” said two hundred years of naval custom, in one voice, holding the glasses toward the woman who had watched them all burn.
She stood and gave them back something brief and true about their gunnery, and sat, and the evening closed over it.
It was the first officer who asked. She was young and made of angles and being groomed for a command, and she had clearly been building up to it through two courses, and when it came it came respectfully, a professional question from a professional officer.
“Captain, I’ve pulled everything releasable on engagement-pattern analysis since the academy. I’ve re-run yesterday from our own logs four times.” She set her fork down, which on a young officer is the sound of sincerity. “I can’t reconstruct your basis. At 1144 there was nothing on any sensor in this system. What was the tell?”
The table’s noise stepped down a register. Her captain shifted, beginning the gentle interception that captains owe their protégés, and Koss raised two fingers from the cloth, the same two fingers she used on her own bridge, and the interception stood down.
“The Veil rhyme,” she said. “Pull the raid records for relay crossings, the whole war, not the summaries, the raw plots. Look at what they do with debris fields when the escort’s screen commits low. Then assume the worst thing the clutter could hold, and ask what you’d do about it if you were certain.” She let that sit. “Most officers wait to be certain. The waiting is the error. Certainty is what the Veil are counting on you needing.”
The first officer was writing on her cuff display before Koss finished, and would spend years on it, and would become genuinely better at her profession by studying the explanation that explained nothing, and somewhere in the middle of those years she would either quietly conclude that no analysis produced 1144 or she would not. Both kinds of officer were loose in the fleet already. The fiction did not require belief. It required only that the question have somewhere official to go.
The Eurydice’s captain walked her back to the lock himself. At the threshold he paused, and for a moment the ease went out of him and something older stood there in dress blues.
“Whatever it was you saw, captain,” he said. “We’re glad you saw it.”
It was the closest thing to the truth anyone had said to her in two days, and he had no idea, and he offered it the way his bakers’ counterparts offered their three rules: as manners, built carefully around a closed door.
She stood at the lock with the formula in her ears and let it do what it was going to do. We’re glad you saw it. No question in it, no door left open that she would have to close. The man had taken the unaskable and built it into a toast, had thanked the mystery without poking it, and in doing so had shown her the exact shape of the courtesy her whole command was extending her daily and would keep extending until something broke it: gratitude with its eyes averted. The fleet was protecting itself from the answer. They were also, she understood, walking back through the lock into the cold, protecting her from the asking, and the two protections were the same gesture, and there was nothing to do about any of it except what she did, which was carry it.
“So am I,” Koss said, and crossed back to her own ship.
§
The signal was waiting in her queue when she came aboard, routed personal-for-commanding-officer, originated two levels above the squadron.
OFFICE OF OPERATOR FITNESS. QUARTERLY EVALUATION ADVANCED PER STANDING REVIEW OF ANNEX K ACTIVITY. ASSESSOR EMBARKS AT MERIDIAN GATE STATION UPON YOUR ARRIVAL. ASSESSOR: HALLORAN, E., SURGEON-COMMANDER. ACKNOWLEDGE.
She read it twice, the second time only to time herself doing it, and her time was good, and that was the problem with all of it in one small cold fact: she could no longer be startled on schedule like other people, and the office that had sent this signal owned instruments for measuring exactly that.
The acknowledgment wanted nothing but her name. She gave it two words and her name anyway, because brevity read as confidence in a file she would never see.
ACKNOWLEDGED. EXPECTED. KOSS.
Then she turned out the light, and the dark came down comfortable and indifferent, and held her until 1144.






  
  Chapter 3: The Actuary


Halloran was aboard before the mooring lines were fast. 
Meridian Gate station took the Resolute against its north arm at 0915, the convoy delivered, the tenders already being dragged off to Third Fleet’s bunkers by tugs that handled them the way a starving man handles bread. The Gate filled every viewport on the approach: a knot of jump lanes tied around one undistinguished orange star, the only place in forty light-years where the routes from the human core and the routes from the dark all came up through the same narrow water. Geography was supposed to have died when ships left planets behind. Nobody had told the Gate. It hung there owning the war the way a bridge owns a river, and around it the fleet’s tonnage moved in queues that had not existed a season ago.
The boarding chime sounded while the gangway seals were still equalizing. Dray took the announcement at his station and read it twice before passing it.
“Surgeon-Commander Halloran, captain. He requests the use of a compartment with two chairs and no viewport, and he requests you at your earliest convenience.” A pause that was Dray’s entire commentary. “He’s brought his own clock.”
The compartment the staff found him was a briefing room on deck two. By the time Koss arrived he had unbuilt it: the holo table dark and pushed to the bulkhead, the briefing chairs racked, two plain chairs set facing each other at a conversational distance that had nothing conversational about it, and his clock on the table between them. It was a mechanical thing, round-faced, the kind that had been obsolete for three centuries, and it ticked. She understood it the moment she heard it. He had brought her a metronome, and he was going to watch what she did with it.
“Captain Koss.” He stood to greet her. He was a neat, gray, unhurried man with the build of someone who had spent a career sitting down attentively, and his handshake was brief and ordinary. “Thank you for the convenience. I know what a captain’s first day in port looks like.”
“You scheduled against it deliberately.”
“I did.” He sat, and gestured her to the other chair, and uncapped a pen. He used paper. Of course he used paper. Paper couldn’t be subpoenaed by anyone he didn’t hand it to. “Tired commands tell me more than rested ones. You’re not tired, though. You slept four hours and ten minutes, in two pieces.”
It was in the ship’s environmental logs, cabin lighting cycles, water usage, all of it releasable to his office under the program’s terms, and they both knew it, so she gave him nothing to enjoy. “In two pieces,” she agreed.
He had her sleep data, her consumption data, her message-latency curves, the response-time statistics of every order she had given on the bridge for a year, and he laid them on the table without apology, because the program had decided long ago that operators could not be assessed by asking, only by measuring. Operators were screened liars by trade. The certification course taught the management of one’s own face for the same reason it taught field procedure, and so the Office of Operator Fitness had become, by necessity, a discipline of instruments: you did not interview the operator, you interviewed the operator’s wake.
“The seam between the pieces interests me. 1144.” He let the clock tick through the silence he’d built into the sentence. “The same minute as your anchor, three nights running. Walk me to that. Not through it. To it.”
“Operators wake at their anchors. It’s in the literature.”
“It’s in the literature because I put it there.” He said it without pride, a man citing a source. “Onset of anchor-synchronized waking, first decile of accumulation. You’re at four hours, fifteen minutes, captain. As of three days ago, 1159 station-adjusted.” He turned a page. “The tables put symptomatic onset at ten hours. You’re under it. Comfortably, your file says. The tables also assume the hours weigh the same. Do they?”
“Do they what?”
“Weigh the same. Is an hour of waiting the same mass as an hour of dying?”
The clock ticked. He was watching her with an attention that had no appetite in it at all, which made it worse, and Koss had been interrogated by the Veil’s silence for seven years and by admiralty boards for five, and she knew with professional certainty that this gray man was better at it than either.
“The hours are the hours,” she said.
“Mm.” He wrote something shorter than the silence deserved. “Flat affect post-reversion. You’d be surprised how many operators rehearse looking sad for me instead. I want to be clear with you about my methods, captain. There are no tricks in this room. I’ll tell you exactly what each instrument measures, because the telling doesn’t help you. That’s what makes them good instruments.” He turned the clock face down on the table, and the ticking went on, slightly muffled, like something buried alive. “Sixty seconds, please. Tell me when they’ve passed. Population scatter runs from the low fifties to the low seventies. Operators converge on sixty. Convergence is the marker. Begin when ready.”
She did not need the muffled tick. That was the entire indignity of the exercise: the minute stood in her like a known guest, the way 1144 stood in her, the way fifteen specific minutes of fire and procedure stood in her, and she could have called it to the quarter second with her pulse in her ears and a gun going off. The choice he had actually set in front of her was not when to speak. It was what to be wrong by.
She let the guest walk to the door, and then a few steps past it.
“Now,” she said.
Halloran turned the clock over and considered it without expression. “Sixty-three.” He wrote. “A carefully human number.” He capped the pen, which she had already learned was his way of underlining. “You took some of those seconds deciding what to be wrong by, captain. I can’t measure that. I want you to know that I know it happens, in this room, with operators of your seniority, every time. The literature calls it compensatory imprecision. I call it the first lie of the afternoon, and I don’t hold it against you, because the regulation puts you in a room where accuracy costs you your certification. That is the regulation’s flaw, not yours. But it goes in the observations.”
“What else goes in the observations?”
“Everything. That’s what observations are.” He drew a small gray box from his case and set it beside the clock. “Acoustic startle. At some point in the next ten minutes this will produce a noise. The interval is generated aboard the box; I don’t know it either. The instrument measures response latency and autonomic recovery. Healthy controls flinch and settle. What I am looking for is the operator profile: a response too fast and too flat, the body answering before the surprise arrives, because the body has stopped believing in surprise.” He folded his hands. “We’ll talk over it. The box doesn’t mind.”
They talked over it. He asked about her sleep architecture and her appetite and the Eurydice.
“Walk me through the decision to dine on the Eurydice,” he said at one point, mildly, the pen at rest. “Not the invitation. The acceptance.”
“Captains accept wardroom invitations. It’s two hundred years of custom.”
“It is. And you decline two of every three, per your own social calendar, which I have.” The pen stayed down. “You accepted this one inside an hour. The ship you had most recently watched destroyed. I’m not building toward an accusation, captain; there’s no pathology on this path that I know of. I’m asking what the dinner was for.”
She gave it to him straight because the straight answer was the safest one available: “Inventory.”
“Inventory.”
“I had a version of that wardroom filed under loss. I wanted the current version filed beside it. Two entries make the first one a record instead of a wound.”
Halloran wrote four words, and for once she could read the shape of them upside down, and they were not clinical, and he did not apologize for them: manages grief like stores.
“You dined aboard the ship you redeployed,” he said. “Two hundred and eleven hands. Was that kindness, captain, or maintenance?”
“They invited me.”
“They invited the captain’s eye.” He let the phrase sit between them, to show her he had it, that the fleet’s folklore reached his office faster than her after-action reports did. “I’m asking which one of you went.”
The box went off mid-sentence, a flat hard crack like a circuit breaker the size of a coffin. Koss’s hand was already still. That was the whole of it: no flinch to suppress, nothing to recover from, her pulse arriving at the event level and leaving level, and Halloran watched the readout do its small damning arithmetic and wrote one line.
“Both of me went,” Koss said, as though nothing had happened, because for her nothing had.
“Mm.” He did not look up. “Who debriefs you, captain?”
“My reports go to—”
“Your reports go to a vault. I’ve read the distribution list; it’s shorter than this sentence. I’m asking who debriefs you. Every watchstander on your ship can turn to the next chair and say what they saw. The program built one mind in the fleet that cannot, made that mind the sole custodian of its worst hours, and then funded my office to check whether the arrangement is going well.” He turned a page. “It is the stupidest elegant thing humanity has ever engineered, and I helped design the screening, so I’m entitled to say so. The answer you’re not giving me is no one. Note that I didn’t make you say it.”
He sat back. For the first time he looked, briefly, like a man rather than an office. “Do you know why my clock is mechanical, captain?”
“Because it can’t be slaved to the ship.”
He gathered the instruments into their cases with the unhurried economy that governed everything he did, the gray box last, and she watched the packing the way she watched enemy formations, for the grammar of it, and the grammar said: a man who has done this many times, for many operators, and seen the cases outlast every one of them.
“One more thing, captain, off the forms.” He closed the second case. “The literature divides operators into two populations by their relationship to the machine. The first population believes the machine serves them. The second believes they serve the machine. The first population washes out faster, which surprised everyone when I published it, and surprised no one who had met an operator.” He took up the cases. “I have never been able to determine which population you belong to, in five years of measuring. I note for the nonexistent record that this is the longest any operator has kept that question open, and that I have stopped expecting an answer, and that the not-answering is itself the most interesting data point in your file.”
“Because it’s honest about what it is.” He laid one finger on it. “A clock is a machine that loses. Every clock ever built loses or gains against the true second, and we forgive them, because the losing is small and it is shared. Everyone’s noon arrives a little wrong together.” He took the finger back. “You are no longer permitted that. Your noon is exact and yours alone. I certified eight operators before you, and what broke every one of them, in the end, was not







