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  Dedication


For those who keep asking questions after the official record says there are none left to ask. 
For the witnesses, the skeptics, the truth-tellers, and the quiet people who understand that justice often begins with one person refusing to look away.
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  Chapter 1: Nineteen Days


She had read the file twice on the shuttle from Geneva. She read it again in the holding lounge at Axiom Transit Hub Seven, sitting with her back to the wall and her case folder open across her knees while the departure board above her cycled through vessel names and berth numbers and transit windows measured in weeks. 
The ILA's briefing document was four pages. It had taken her deputy commissioner six words to summarize it: witness, certify, come home, do not interfere. Technically seven, but Yuen had run do not together in a way that made them feel like one. Kit hadn't pointed this out. She'd been inside institutions long enough to know that the instructions you were given out loud were rarely the same as the ones on paper, and the gap between them was where most of her career had been spent.
The file said: Dayo Adewale, 36. Former senior geologist, Axiom Corp. Convicted on three counts of criminal negligence causing death, Axiom Corporate Tribunal 7-J, fourteen months prior. Sentence: execution, to be carried out at the Meridian Threshold under the terms of the 2147 capital punishment amendment to the Interplanetary Commerce Compact.
The first execution ever scheduled under corporate jurisdiction. The first time a corporation was going to kill a man and call it lawful. Every government with a seat on the Compact's oversight committee was watching. Every civil liberties organization with standing had filed objections — all reviewed, considered, and dismissed in the correct order by the correct bodies. The ILA had reviewed the tribunal record and issued a preliminary finding of procedural compliance. That finding had come from the desk of Commissioner Yuen's predecessor, four months before Yuen took office.
Kit had worked for the ILA for nine years. In that time, the organization had issued preliminary findings of procedural compliance in 847 cases involving corporate legal proceedings. She had checked before leaving Geneva. The number of cases in which a preliminary finding had been subsequently revised: zero.
She was here because someone official had to be present. Because the Compact required a certified ILA witness for any capital proceeding — language put in by a coalition of EU delegates in 2089 who had believed, correctly in her view, that a corporation should not be permitted to execute people in a room where no one from the outside world was watching.
She was here to watch. That was all.
The holding lounge smelled of recycled air and synthetic coffee — Axiom's blend, served since 2198, which she knew because she had once read a corporate logistics report for reasons she no longer remembered and the detail had stayed with her the way useless details stayed when your brain was constitutionally unwilling to discard information. The lounge was large, branded in Axiom's blue-grey, full of people with lanyards: engineers, logistics coordinators, legal observers, contract personnel, all moving with the efficiency of people who knew exactly where they were going and had done the transit before. Nobody looked at the departure board. The departure board was for people who needed reminding.
Kit had no lanyard. She had an ILA credential chip in her breast pocket, a case folder she was re-reading for the third time, and the strong suspicion that she was the only person in this building who hadn't been briefed on what she was actually walking into.
She was halfway through the accident report when the ILA liaison found her.
His name was Farris. Perhaps thirty, carrying a tablet, touching the badge on his lanyard intermittently in the way people touched things when they were trying not to appear nervous. He introduced himself twice. He sat in the chair across from her without asking if it was available — either very comfortable with authority or very uncomfortable and compensating. She watched his hands. Tablet on his left knee. Right hand free. He kept the right hand still with visible effort.
"Commander Farrow." He had her rank right. "I'm here to give you the departure briefing."
"Go ahead."
The briefing was what Yuen had already told her, in longer form. Her mandate: certify the proceeding as lawful under the Compact's minimum due process standards. Not investigate. Not advocate. No authority to intervene, delay, or communicate findings to the Compact Secretariat without ILA authorization. She was entitled to the standard pre-execution legal review sessions with the condemned — three sessions, documented, a representative from Axiom legal present.
"The full case file will be available through the ship's legal system," Farris said.
"I've requested the unredacted file."
"That request has been logged."
"Has it been processed?"
"It's been logged. Axiom's legal team will coordinate with the Cressida's records system. You should have access — "
"Thank you," she said. She wrote unredacted file — not confirmed on her notepad in small careful letters, and watched Farris register the notepad — the micro-hesitation of someone recalibrating.
She had carried the notepad for eleven years. Started using it during her time as a defense attorney, when she'd learned that the most consequential documents were always the ones that couldn't be accessed remotely, subpoenaed from a cloud account, or quietly modified by a system update. Paper was inconvenient. Paper wasn't networked.
She noted what he hadn't said: that she had the right to review any materials relevant to her certification function — language with more reach than he'd implied. She didn't say this. She put the notepad away and returned to the accident report.
She was still looking at her notes when Ronan Hesse arrived.
He had been standing at the far end of the boarding corridor when she cleared customs — she'd clocked him without knowing who he was, filed him under prepared, waiting, knows something — and now he crossed the lounge with the ease of a man who knew exactly how much room he was taking up and had decided it was exactly the right amount. He introduced himself before Farris could, which told her the two had coordinated without Farris being told they'd coordinated.
"Commander Farrow. Ronan Hesse, head of security for this transit." He offered his hand. She took it. His grip was warm and calibrated — firm without performing firmness. "I hope the transit out wasn't too uncomfortable."
"It was fine."
"The Geneva hub is still running the old shuttle configuration. We've been after them about the seat spacing for two years." He said it the way you said something true that was also establishing something — that he was someone who dealt with logistics, knew the shuttle configurations, had been trying to fix things on your behalf before you arrived.
He offered to carry her case files. She said no. He smiled as though she'd given exactly the answer he expected, and gestured toward the boarding gate.
He knew the hub without looking at signage, took the faster secondary corridor without explaining it was faster, knew which checkpoint to approach. He'd done this route before — stationed here in advance of her arrival, this posting having required preparation. A witness assignment considered routine, and someone had prepared.
The second thing she noticed: he carried nothing. No case materials, no tablet, no documentation. She was boarding a vessel for a nineteen-day transit to the first corporate execution in human history, and the head of security carried nothing, because he already knew everything he needed to know.
"The Cressida's officers' mess is comfortable," he said. "Better provisioned than most logistics runs. Captain Falke runs a well-ordered ship."
"I've read the vessel specs."
"Of course." A calibrated smile. "The transit is nineteen days to the Meridian Threshold. Axiom does its best to make the time productive for contracted guests."
Contracted guests. She filed the phrasing without comment.
Security cleared her in under thirty seconds — her credentials entered into the system before she arrived, efficient and also meaning someone on the ship had been given her clearance details in advance of her receiving them.
It was at the security gate, waiting for clearance, that she saw Dayo Adewale for the first time.
The secondary dock was one level below the boarding corridor, visible through a run of reinforced viewport panels. A transport pod had arrived — sealed, no windows, the kind of dedicated prisoner transport that showed up in no commercial registry. The transfer party assembled on the dock: four security officers, a medical observer, two corporate legal staff in identical grey jackets, and a man in transit restraints who stood at the center of the group without being held.
He was taller than she'd expected. Leaner than the file photograph, taken fourteen months ago when he still looked like someone who worked outdoors. Eight months indoors had changed the weight. But that wasn't what she noticed.
She noticed how he stood.
Not watching the dock crew. Not the guards. Not his own feet, or the ceiling, or the middle distance the way people watched it when they'd gone somewhere else inside themselves. He looked at nothing, in the deliberate way of a man who had decided that watching things was a form of engagement he was no longer interested in.
The file said he was volatile under questioning. She had read the notation three times and not quite believed it — the way you didn't quite believe a calculation that kept producing the wrong answer. The man on the dock was not volatile. He was something harder to categorize. She kept looking for a word and kept arriving at the same one: prepared.
Then the clearance came through and she was moving, and the dock was behind her, and she had nineteen days to figure out why that word was wrong.
Her cabin was small in the way of transit vessels designed for function — every surface doing two jobs, the bunk also storage, the desk also equipment housing. A porthole she wouldn't open. A narrow closet. The ship's integration panel offered to log her case materials. She declined.
She unpacked methodically. Clothes for nineteen days plus margin. The charger for her credential chip. The ILA satellite relay handbook, unopened for nine years, brought anyway. The notepad. Three pens. A printed copy of the Compact's procedural index, because the digital version required a network connection and network connections were, aboard Axiom vessels, Axiom's to manage.
She laid the case file open on the desk and read it again.
Dayo Adewale's personnel record was clean — eight years with Axiom, commendations in years three and six, promoted to senior geologist at thirty-one, the youngest in his survey classification. The commendations were the kind that took effort to write — citing the incident, the crew, the decision, and why it had been correct. They came from people who'd worked alongside him and wanted the record to reflect what they'd seen. Not from people fulfilling an administrative requirement.
A man with two substantive commendations from named colleagues, eight years clean, promoted at thirty-one — convicted of criminal negligence in four days.
The accident report described a failure in the primary drive coupling of the survey vessel Meridian-4, attributed to improperly maintained seals under Adewale's supervisory responsibility. Three crew members killed: Amara Diallo, Elan Vasquez, Tobias Krell. Adewale survived. He'd been in the lower deck conducting sample analysis when the drive section went.
The investigation had taken eleven days. The tribunal four.
She read the accident timeline again. Something in the sequence sat slightly wrong, the way a sentence sat wrong when the verb tense was off — nothing she could point to, just a faint wrongness at the edge of her attention. She wrote in the notepad: commendations conflict with negligence finding. Check. Then she looked at the commendations again, then back at the accident report, because the 2221 citation noted exceptional equipment maintenance protocols and the conviction rested on maintenance failure, and those two things lived in the same file without acknowledging the tension between them.
She couldn't locate it precisely. She made a note to read it again tomorrow.
Nineteen days. The Meridian Threshold was a set of coordinates, a legal designation, a line on a map given the weight of treaty law. On one side: Earth's courts had standing. On the other: they did not.
After the Threshold, the Compact governed. Under the Compact, this execution was lawful. Under the Compact, her role was to confirm that the correct forms had been filled in the correct order.
She noticed she'd been sitting at the desk for two hours. She stood, went to the porthole — didn't open it, just looked — and sat back down and opened a message to her son.
She wrote three paragraphs. Deleted two. What remained said nine words and a signature. She stared at it, added don't worry, then deleted that too, because telling a sixteen-year-old not to worry was the fastest way to ensure they did.
She sent: On assignment. Four months back, maybe a bit more. Home for your birthday. Love, Mom.
The message would take twelve minutes to reach him.
She picked up the accident timeline and read it a fourth time. The wrongness was still there.
Nineteen days.
She turned off the desk light, lay down on the bunk without changing, and stared at the ceiling for a while before she slept.






  
  Chapter 2: What the File Doesn't Say


The Cressida departed at 0342 ship time, while most of the crew was still in their first sleep cycle. Kit was awake. She stood at the porthole and watched Axiom Transit Hub Seven pull away — the lights first, then the shape, then the dark where the shape had been — and then she sat back down at her desk because there was nothing useful in watching something disappear. 
She had been in deep space eleven times. The departure was the departure. What followed was long and recycled and far from anyone who knew her name.
She picked up the accident report and read it again until 0530, when the ship's cabin system informed her that the galley was open for first service and asked if she required anything. She did not require anything. She required the unredacted case file, which had not arrived.
She went to breakfast.
The officers' mess seated eight. That morning it held Ronan Hesse, two engineers named Sato and Mwangi whose conversation she caught the end of and declined to enter, and a woman she hadn't met who was eating with her tablet propped against her coffee cup and reading something dense enough that she didn't look up when Kit sat down.
The coffee was synthetic and adequate. The food was better than she'd expected — actual protein, textured correctly, which meant either Axiom spent more on provisions than standard transit contracts required or Ronan had arranged something specific for this run. She noted both possibilities and ate without reaching a conclusion.
She was halfway through breakfast when Ronan arrived with two cups of coffee, set one in front of her without asking, and sat down across from her with the ease of a man exercising a right he had already been granted. She hadn't granted it. She picked up the coffee.
"Good morning," he said. "Did you sleep?"
"Well enough."
"The first night on a new vessel is always difficult. The drive harmonics take some adjustment." He said it the way people said things they didn't actually need to say — filling space, establishing warmth, making the silence his to dispense with rather than hers. "I've scheduled the security briefing for 0900, if that's convenient."
It was convenient. She had the sense it would have been convenient regardless of what she said.
The briefing room was small and clean and located two corridors from the mess, which Ronan walked her to without asking whether she knew the layout. He had brought printed materials — an actual folder, physical documents, which she noted because it was the kind of choice you made deliberately in 2227. A physical folder was a choice.
The briefing was thorough. She would give him that.
He covered her physical access parameters — the areas of the Cressida she could move through freely, the areas that required escort, the brig specifically. He covered the communications system: the ship's relay ran through Axiom's transit network, with standard priority routing for ILA business. He mentioned, without pausing for her reaction, that the full unredacted case file was still in transit from Axiom's legal division — routing delays through the current solar corridor, he said, were running three to four days. He said it the way you said something that was true and that you had decided was not a problem.
She wrote file — 3 to 4 days, per Hesse in her notepad. He watched her write it.
"I want to be clear about the scope of my access," she said. "The ILA witness mandate covers review of all materials relevant to my certification function. Is that how Axiom reads the Compact's language?"
A brief pause. "Of course. Your certification function is to verify the proceeding meets minimum due process standards. Materials relevant to that function are accessible through the ship's legal system."
"Including case documentation filed prior to the tribunal?"
"Materials in the ship's legal system are available to you." He said this with smooth precision. "Some materials are in transit from Axiom's legal division, as I mentioned."
"Mm." She wrote that the case file access was predicated on what the ship's system contained — which was, she was beginning to understand, whatever Axiom had decided to put there.
"The three legal review sessions with Adewale," she said. "What's the protocol?"
"Standard. The brig, recorded, a corporate legal observer present. Nothing unusual." He turned a page in his folder. "We've allocated ninety minutes per session, though in our experience these reviews run considerably shorter."
In our experience. As though Axiom had done this before. As though there was a body of experience to draw from. This was the first scheduled corporate execution in history. She didn't say this. She wrote observer present and underlined it once.
"My legal review sessions are a matter of ILA procedure," she said. "The observer can be present, but they're not to participate."
"Of course." Nothing changed in his face. "That's standard."
She moved on. "I'll need access to all communications sent to or from the Cressida for the duration of the transit. That includes internal vessel communications flagged for review."
"I'll put in that request." He smiled. "It'll need to go through Captain Falke's office for authorization. I'll make sure it's prioritized."
He would make sure it was prioritized. She noted the distance he had just inserted between her request and any possible fulfillment of it.
The briefing took forty minutes. At no point did he say anything she could object to. At no point did he leave a silence she could step into. He had anticipated every question she was likely to ask and answered it one beat before she could ask it, which meant that asking a follow-up would feel redundant, and asking for elaboration would feel like she was failing to keep up.
She had met corporate lawyers who operated this way. She had been one, briefly, at twenty-eight, before she'd understood what she was doing.
She thanked him for the briefing. He said it was his pleasure.
In the corridor, heading back to her cabin, she took out her notepad and wrote three words at the bottom of the page: prepared. calibrated. ahead.
Then she went back to work.
The case file ran to four hundred and twelve pages in the version she'd been given. She knew without checking that the unredacted version would run longer — how much longer was one of the things she intended to find out.
She read methodically, section by section, the way she'd been trained. Not for narrative, not for the story the document was telling, but for the shape of it — what was present, what was absent, what was there in the wrong quantity.
The personnel records came first. Dayo Adewale's eight-year file with Axiom Corp: commendations in 2221 and 2224, a formal citation for survey accuracy on the Kepler-7 asteroid cluster, peer review scores that put him in the top twelve percent of senior geologists in his classification. No disciplinary actions. No safety violations. No notations of equipment mishandling or procedural deviation.
She read this for twenty minutes before moving on, which she acknowledged was longer than the information strictly required. She moved on.
The survey assignment: 2187-Vega, asteroid belt, routine extraction assessment. Standard crew of four — Adewale, Diallo, Vasquez, Krell. Mission duration: estimated forty days. Actual duration, per the subsequent incident report: twenty-six days before the accident.
She stopped here and turned back two pages.
The survey report had been filed on day twenty-three. Three days before the accident.
She looked at this for a moment. Then she turned to the accident report.
The explosion had occurred at 1847 hours, ship time, on day twenty-six. Drive section, primary coupling, failure attributed to improperly maintained seals. Fire suppression had activated within ninety seconds. Adewale had been located in the lower deck sample analysis bay, the section of the vessel farthest from the drive section, with blast shielding between him and the explosion's origin point.
The investigation team had arrived at 2200 hours.
The accident occurred at 1847. The investigation team arrived at 2200.
She wrote that down. Three hours and thirteen minutes. The nearest Axiom outpost to the 2187-Vega survey corridor was, according to the vessel specifications in the appendix, four hours' transit at standard speed.
She sat back.
It wasn't impossible. The investigation team could have been running ahead of schedule on a different assignment, could have been closer than the standard transit estimate, could have had any number of explanations she didn't currently have access to. She had seen corporate rapid-response teams cover distances that defied the paperwork. It wasn't impossible.
It was fast.
She made a note. Not a conclusion — she didn't have enough for conclusions. A note: investigation team arrival time — verify against outpost logs.
The outpost logs would be in the unredacted file. Which was in transit. Running three to four days behind, per Ronan Hesse.
She turned to the investigation findings. Eleven days, preliminary to final report. The tribunal record: four days from opening to conviction. Fifteen days total, accident to sentence. She read the tribunal transcript twice. The evaluating psychologist's report described Adewale as demonstrating controlled affect consistent with sociopathic tendency, low empathy response, and absence of appropriate remorse. She noted the name: Dr. Ansel Crieff. She wrote it down to check against the ILA's registered evaluator database later, because that was the kind of thing she checked, and because the language in the report was the language of a template being filled in rather than a person being assessed.
She also noted this: the psychologist's institutional affiliation was listed as Axiom Corp Employee Wellness Services. An internal evaluator. The Compact's minimum standards for tribunal evaluators required certification, but the specific certifying body was not specified. She wrote: Crieff — internal Axiom evaluator. Certification status unknown. Verify.
She read the accident report one more time after that, looking for the thing she'd felt on her first reading, the wrongness she couldn't locate precisely. It was still there, at the edge. Something about the sequence of it — not any individual element, but the shape of the whole. The survey filed on day twenty-three. The accident on day twenty-six. The investigation team arriving at 2200 on the day of the accident. The eleven-day investigation. The four-day tribunal.
Everything moved fast. Everything moved in the same direction.
She knew what that felt like. She'd built cases that moved that way — as a defense attorney first, then as a JAG officer reviewing corporate proceedings. A case that moved in one direction, efficiently, without friction, without the normal drag of conflicting evidence and inconvenient witnesses, was a case where someone had decided what the conclusion was and worked backward.
She didn't have evidence of that. She had a feeling, and a question about transit times, and a note in her pad, and the specific unease of a woman who had spent twenty years reading documents and had learned to take the unease seriously.
She put the pad in her breast pocket, stood, and went to find the communications station.
It was on the upper deck, past the secondary equipment bay, and it was staffed by a young woman who was three things simultaneously: good at her job, visibly startled by Kit's arrival, and determined not to show it. She recovered in under two seconds. Kit noted the recovery.
"Commander Farrow." She stood. "Priya Osei, communications. I was going to come introduce myself — I'm sorry, I should have come earlier."
"You're fine." Kit looked at the array — a full transit-class relay console, with the ILA satellite relay channels accessible through the standard protocol menu. She looked at it the way she looked at anything she intended to use later, noting positions and access points without appearing to study them. "What's the current relay schedule to Earth?"
"Standard window every eighteen hours on the Axiom transit band. ILA business gets priority routing — I just flag the header and it clears ahead of the commercial traffic." Priya had the efficiency of someone who found competence genuinely reassuring to demonstrate. "If you have anything you need to send, I can queue it now."
"Not yet. I'll come to you when I do."
"Of course. Anytime." She hesitated, then added: "The solar interference window — I don't know how much you were briefed — there's a projection for some degradation in about eight days. Might run a day or two with restricted bandwidth. I'll give you advance notice."
"Thank you." Kit turned to leave, then paused. "The relay channels. They route through the Axiom transit network?"
"For standard traffic, yes. ILA priority traffic has an independent channel." She pulled up the routing schematic on the secondary display without being asked. "Separate authentication, separate routing key. Axiom's network physically can't intercept it once it's in the ILA authentication window."
"Can they see that it's been sent?"
A brief hesitation. "They'd see a transmission event on the relay. Not the content."
Kit nodded. "Good to know. Thank you, Priya."
She went back to her cabin.
At 0100 she was still at the desk, working backward through the investigation report for the third time, looking for the name of whoever had dispatched the investigation team to the 2187-Vega corridor and when the dispatch order had been issued. The dispatch timestamp was redacted in the version she had. She circled the redaction in her notepad and kept reading.
At some point she stopped reading and started dreaming about the same document, which meant she had fallen asleep at the desk. When she woke — her face on the corner of the accident report, a crick in her neck that would persist for days — the cabin clock read 0347.
Eighteen days to the Meridian Threshold.
Instead she washed her face, made coffee she didn't drink, and read the accident timeline one more time, looking for the thing that was wrong.
She knew it was there. She didn't know yet what it was. That was the beginning of everything.






  
  Chapter 3: The Man the File Didn't Describe


The brig was on the Cressida's lowest deck, past the equipment storage and the secondary atmospheric processing units, in a section of the ship where the lighting ran a half-degree warmer and the drive hum was louder by a frequency that wasn't quite audible but accumulated in the back of the skull over time. The corridor smelled of machine oil and the specific antiseptic that Axiom used in its secure facilities, which Kit knew from other vessels and which always reminded her of the blankness of corporate due process — clean, odorless, correct. 
The guard outside was a man named Okonkwo who had the bearing of someone who had been doing this duty for long enough that it had stopped being unusual. He checked her ILA credential chip against his reader, confirmed the session authorization that Ronan's office had logged, and opened the door with the thoroughness of a man who did not cut corners regardless of audience.
The corporate legal observer was already inside, seated at the far end of the room at a small folding table with a recording device and a notepad. His name was Keyes. He had introduced himself in the corridor two days prior with the efficiency of someone discharging a social obligation, and she had not seen him since. He nodded when she entered. She nodded back.
She stood in the doorway for a moment before moving to the table.
The room had been a cargo hold. You could still see the floor anchors where shelving units had been bolted before removal, and the ceiling clearance was higher than it needed to be for a cell, which gave the space an odd quality — too tall, too spare, the proportions slightly wrong for human habitation. The bunk was bolted to the left wall. A ventilation grate. A narrow shelf with items whose number and nature were regulated by the Compact's minimum standards: toiletries, one change of clothing, one personal item per approved category. On the floor beneath the shelf, a small stack of what looked like paper — salvaged from somewhere, folded with care.
Eight months of a man's life in here. She had seen cells that looked like cells. This looked like a room that had decided to become one.
Dayo Adewale stood when she entered.
He was not required to stand. There was no protocol that mandated it. He stood anyway — rose from the edge of the bunk when the door opened and stood with his hands at his sides in a posture that was not quite military and not quite deferential and that she couldn't categorize with any word she liked. He was taller than he'd appeared through the viewport two days ago. The scar along his left jaw was more visible in the fluorescent light — a seam rather than a slash, healed clean, the kind of scarring that had received proper medical attention quickly after the injury.
She did not put her case folder on the table. She held it and looked at him for a moment.
He looked back at her. He did not look at the floor, or the wall, or the middle distance. He looked at her with the attention of someone who had been waiting and had decided to use the waiting productively.
She set the folder on the table and sat down.
"Commander Kit Farrow," she said. "Interplanetary Legal Authority, JAG division. I'm the assigned witness for this proceeding and I'm here to conduct the first of three required legal review sessions. Do you understand the nature of this session?"
"Yes." His voice was lower than she'd expected, and level. No affect markers — not flat in the clinical sense, just measured, like a man delivering information he had decided in advance would be delivered without embellishment.
"You're aware that this session is being recorded and that a corporate legal observer is present?"
A glance at Keyes. "Yes."
"You were appointed by Commissioner Halverson," he said.
She looked up from the folder.
"ILA Commissioner Halverson," he said again, with the same level delivery. "Your appointment was authorized under his signature."
"Commissioner Halverson retired eight months ago. I was appointed by Commissioner Yuen, his successor. Your file predates the appointment." She watched him take this in. "Where did you see Halverson's name?"
"The appointment notification. The original." No explanation of how he'd seen it. No apology for the error. He processed the correction with a small, deliberate nod. "Of course."
She noted it and moved on.
The standard questions took twelve minutes. She asked them in order, in the established ILA sequence, and he answered each one in the correct legal register — not just the content of the answer but the register, the specific procedural language that someone familiar with the Compact would use. Does he understand the nature of the proceeding: yes, he understood it to be the pre-execution certification review mandated under Article 3, Section 8 of the Compact's capital proceeding protocols. Does he understand the timeline: the Meridian Threshold, currently seventeen days out at standard transit speed, at which point Axiom Corp's exclusive economic zone provisions would apply and the proceeding would advance under those terms. Does he understand his rights under the Compact: he listed them. Four of them, in order, accurately.
She had conducted thirty-one legal review sessions in her career. She had never had a subject recite their rights without prompting.
She did not comment on this. She wrote it down.
"Have you been treated in accordance with the minimum standards outlined in Compact Article 3 during your transit?"
A pause. Not long — less than two seconds — but she felt it.
"Yes," he said.
"No complaints regarding your treatment, your provisions, your access to the review sessions?"
"No complaints."
"Do you have any outstanding legal requests prior to this proceeding?"
"No."
She looked at him over the folder. He met her eyes without challenge or appeal, which was unusual. People in his position — convicted, condemned, with a clear understanding of what was coming — generally looked at her one of two ways. Either they looked at her with the desperate attention of someone who needed her to see them as human, or they had gone somewhere inside themselves where looking directly at anything felt like too much exposure. Adewale looked at her the way she looked at things she was trying to understand.
She turned to the closing language. This was standard — she read it at the conclusion of every review session, a formalized statement that the session had been conducted per procedure and that the subject had been given the opportunity to register concerns. She had read it thirty-one times. She had the rhythm of it memorized.
"'This review has been conducted in accordance with the procedural requirements established under the Compact's interstitial jurisdiction provisions,'" she read, "'and the subject has been afforded full opportunity — '"
She stopped.
She read it again silently. Interstitial. She said it the way she always said it: in-ter-STIT-ial. She had said it that way for eleven years. She had never had anyone correct her.
She looked up.
Dayo Adewale looked at the table.
She said the sentence again. Exactly as she'd said it the first time.
He looked up.
"The second syllable," he said. "It's stressed differently. In-ter-STISH-al." He said it once, clearly, and stopped.
She wrote it down. She wrote the phonetic breakdown the way he'd given it to her: In-ter-STISH-al. Correctly.
"How do you know the Compact?" She kept her voice neutral. Not the neutrality of concealment — the neutrality of a question that wanted a real answer.
"I read it."
"The full Compact."
"Yes."
"The 2089 document. Including the amendments."
"Yes."
She studied him. He was not performing this. He was not leaning into it, not offering it as evidence of something, not watching for her reaction. He had corrected her pronunciation the way you corrected a pronunciation — because it was wrong and because saying it wrong was imprecise.
"Why?"
He looked at her for a moment. Then: "I had eight months."
She thanked him for the session. He stood again when she rose to leave — the same movement as when she'd arrived, the same absence of calculation in it. She picked up her case folder and did not look at the wall beneath the shelf, where she had noticed, in her first scan of the room, a series of small figures drawn in pencil on the lower edge of the baseboard. Geometric. Very small. Repeated with the concentration of someone filling time with precision rather than with distraction.
She did not ask about them.
Keyes switched off the recording device, gathered his materials, and preceded her out the door without speaking.
She stood in the corridor for a moment after the door closed behind her.
The psych evaluation in the tribunal record — Dr. Ansel Crieff, whose name she had not yet been able to check against the ILA registry because the registry required an ILA network connection and the ship's relay had put that access into a queue she was still waiting on — had described Dayo Adewale as demonstrating controlled affect consistent with sociopathic tendency. Low empathy response. Absence of appropriate remorse.
He had controlled affect. She would grant Crieff that much.
What Crieff had not described — what the four-day tribunal record did not describe, what the eleven-day investigation summary did not describe, what the four-hundred-and-twelve pages of the file she'd been given did not describe — was a man who stood when someone entered the room, who accepted a factual correction without deflection, who had spent eight months reading a 140-year-old legal document thoroughly enough to catch a mispronunciation that a JAG officer had been delivering incorrectly for eleven years.
The case profile said he was volatile under questioning.
He had not been volatile.
She walked back toward her cabin, thinking about what it meant to read the entire Compact, from the 2089 original through every amendment, in eight months. She had read it herself in law school and retained enough of it to do her job. She had not retained the phonetic stress pattern of interstitial jurisdiction, because that was not something you retained unless you had been reading very carefully and had a great deal of time and nothing else to do.
Eight months.
She turned that over for the length of the corridor, and then she took out her notepad and wrote: No legal training per file. Corrected my Compact pronunciation. Knows Article 3 in full. Check: when exactly was the file assessment completed, and by whom.
Below that she wrote one more line and underlined it: Volatile under questioning. Was not.
She put the notepad back in her pocket and kept walking.
She had prepared the questions that morning, before she came down. Standard language, but ordered with more intent than the standard legal review required. She wanted to see how he answered when the questions had a specific shape.
She began with the formalities.
"This session is being recorded. A corporate legal observer is present." She glanced at Keyes, who nodded. "You are Dayo Adewale, currently detained aboard the CSS Cressida pending execution of sentence. Is that correct?"
"Yes."
"You understand the nature of this proceeding — the Meridian Threshold, the timeline, your rights under the Compact?"
"Yes."
"You understand that these legal review sessions are conducted for the purpose of certifying that minimum due process standards have been met, and that they do not constitute an appeal or a re-hearing of your case?"
"Yes." He looked at the table. Then he looked up. "They constitute your only formal contact with me during this transit. They are also the only mechanism by which I can place anything on the official record."
She stopped.
He had stated this the way you stated a procedural fact. Not strategically, not as a bid for something — as a clarification of what she'd just described. He understood the exact legal function of the review sessions better than some of the officers who conducted them.
"That's correct," she said.
He nodded once and looked at the table again.
She continued through the standard checklist. Had he received adequate provisions under the Compact's minimum standards? Yes. Had he been given access to any requested legal materials? He had not requested any legal materials. Did he have any complaints regarding his treatment during transit? He did not.
"Have you been able to communicate with family or legal representatives during your transit?"
"No."
"Is that by choice or by constraint?"
A pause. Just long enough to notice. "I was told that communications for detainees in transit are managed through the ship's security office. I submitted one request to contact my sister during month three. It was logged." He said this in the flat register of someone reporting a fact they have made their peace with.
She wrote: comms request — month 3 — logged. Verify status.
She already knew the status. The status was that it had been logged.
She had prepared a question about the explosion.
Not directly — she had learned in the first session that directness produced very little. He answered exactly what was asked and nothing else, and if she asked about the explosion she would get his account of the explosion, which was the same account that was in the case file, which was not what she needed. She had prepared an indirect approach. She asked about his daily routine on the Meridian-4 during the final week.
He described it the way he described everything: precisely, in appropriate technical order. Morning sensor calibration. Sample analysis in the lower deck during the afternoon hours. Drive system maintenance checks were the responsibility of the navigation and engineering team, with the senior geologist providing periodic supervisory sign-off.
She stopped him there. "The supervisory sign-off. What did that involve?"
"A visual inspection. Confirmation that the maintenance log had been completed by the responsible crew members. I was not a mechanical engineer. My sign-off was procedural, not technical — I was confirming that the process had been followed, not that the work was correct."
She noted this carefully. The conviction rested on his supervisory responsibility for the maintenance that had failed. The maintenance had been carried out by the engineering crew. His role had been to sign the log.
"Was the log completed?" she asked.
"Yes."
"Every day during the final week?"
"Yes."
She wrote this down. Then she asked: "In the explosion — you were in the lower deck."
"Yes. Conducting sample analysis. I had been there since 1400."
"The explosion was at 1847."
"Yes."
"You were in the lower deck for four and a half hours."
"Yes."
"Was that typical?"
A pause. Very brief. The kind of pause that meant the question was not typical. "The sample load that day was heavier than average. It was not unusual for a heavy sample day."
She noted the pause. She noted that he had answered the question and that his answer was technically responsive and that the pause had preceded it.
She did not follow up. She wrote: lower deck 4.5 hours pre-explosion. Sample







