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Eight months of hell.
Eight months living in a steel box, trapped in a contract he desperately needed. And the only interesting thing that happened was the coffee maker broke.
Barbette fixed it in four minutes.

Not because fixing coffee dispensers was anywhere in her operational parameters, but because it was a solvable problem, and Barbette did not distinguish between problems worth solving and problems beneath her attention. She fixed what could be fixed. She logged what could not. Ziloft had come to appreciate this about her more than he expected when he signed the contract, and considerably more than he would have admitted out loud to anyone who asked.

The route was Waystation Keller to Colony Station Ardent and back. Pick up. Drop off. Repeat. Six hours each way through a corridor of nothing that Ziloft had crossed enough times to have developed opinions about its particular quality of emptiness. He had not anticipated having opinions about emptiness when he took the job. Eight months alone in a ship with nothing but the hum of the drive system and Barbette's occasional, flat, precise observations changed what a person had opinions about.

Barbette handled the navigation. The docking protocols. The cargo manifests. The fuel calculations. The maintenance scheduling. Approximately forty other functions that Ziloft had stopped tracking individually because they simply happened, correctly and on time, without his involvement, input, or awareness most of the time. He had made a point early in the contract of understanding what those functions were and how they worked, because understanding the ship he was on had always mattered to him. Now it was mostly academic. Barbette did not need him to understand what she was doing. She did it regardless.

He signed things. That was his contribution to the operation of this vessel, his signature applied to documents that required a human signature because somewhere in the long regulatory history of commercial spaceflight someone had decided that a warm body needed to be legally accountable for every vessel operating beyond the third transit corridor.

The reasoning was that human judgment provided a necessary check on automated systems in situations where automated systems might fail or produce outcomes that required human accountability. The reasoning was not wrong exactly. It was simply several decades behind the reality of what automated systems could now do, and what they could now do was everything. The human presence on vessels like this one had become a legal formality dressed up as a safety measure. Everyone involved knew it, and nobody said so directly because saying so directly would require changing the regulations, and changing regulations was expensive and inconvenient. The legal formality was cheaper than either.

The company had needed the cheapest warm body with the right certifications when the contract was posted. Ziloft had needed the money badly enough that he did not read the fine print before signing. He had known he was not reading the fine print. He had signed anyway. This was not the first time that particular sequence had played out in his life, and he was honest enough with himself, alone in a steel box six hours from nowhere, to acknowledge that it probably would not be the last.

The ship was cleaner than any ship he had ever been on. The systems worked the first time and kept working. Barbette ran diagnostics on a schedule that Ziloft had reviewed once in the first week and not looked at since, because looking at it made him feel the way the whole ship made him feel—like a man who used to matter to the operation of the vessel he was on and no longer did, like a man who had been replaced by something better and was being kept around for reasons that had nothing to do with his competence and everything to do with a regulation that nobody had gotten around to updating.

He had spent enough time thinking about this in the first two months to last him the rest of the contract. He had made his peace with it somewhere around month three, around the same time the coffee dispenser broke, which had given him something concrete to be annoyed about and had thereby performed a service that went well beyond its operational parameters. After Barbette fixed it, he had thanked her. She had acknowledged the thanks and moved on, which was exactly the right response and one that no human crew member he had ever worked with had managed consistently.

None of this made him feel better about being here.

It made him feel exactly like what he was: a man riding in a company ship as a legal formality while a system more capable than him ran everything that mattered, a man who had made enough bad decisions over enough years to arrive at a point where this was the best available option, a man who needed the money badly enough to spend nineteen months in a corridor of nothing, signing things and waiting for a number to go to zero.

The completion bonus would clear the debt. Not most of it. All of it. He had checked this calculation more times than he could count, in the way that a person checks a calculation not because they distrust the math but because the math is the only fixed point in a situation where everything else is moving, and has been moving for long enough that fixed points have become rare and worth returning to.

The math always came out the same. Finish the contract. Collect the bonus. The debt went to zero.

Zero was a number he had not seen in four years. It had taken on the quality of something almost mythological, real in principle and inaccessible in practice, the kind of number that happened to other people and that he was going to make happen to himself if he could keep himself in this steel box for four more months without doing something stupid.

The route was far enough from any casino station to give him a fighting chance of not losing the bonus before he collected it. This had been part of the calculation when he signed. A deliberate part. He was not unaware of what he was doing when he took a contract that kept him six hours from the nearest anything. He was putting distance between himself and the thing that would take the money before he could use it for what he needed it for.

He had done this before. Taken contracts in remote corridors to get away from the tables, and it had worked before, for a while, until it stopped working, which it always eventually did. This time was different, because this time the bonus was large enough to actually fix the problem rather than reduce it, and because the people he owed were not the kind of people who waited patiently while he reduced the problem incrementally.

This time he needed it to work. Not wanted. Needed. The distinction mattered in a way it had not always mattered.

The distance was working so far. Eight months of it. Eight months of nothing to spend money on and nowhere to spend it, and Barbette handling every system on the ship that required handling, and him signing things and waiting and drinking coffee from a dispenser that worked and listening to the hum of a drive that never faltered and watching a corridor of nothing go past the viewport on a route so routine that Barbette could have flown it in her sleep if she slept, which she did not, because she did not need to.

He had a bunk. He had the coffee dispenser. He had the particular silence of deep space, which had a texture to it after eight months that he had not expected. Not peaceful exactly, but honest, in the way that a place with nothing to pretend about is honest. Out here the debt was the debt. The contract was the contract. The math was the math. The person he owed money to was not going to appear in the corridor between Keller and Ardent. The casino was not going to materialize in the six hours of nothing between one station and the next.

There was nothing out here to be except what he was, which was a man in a steel box waiting for a number to go to zero, and there was a particular grim comfort in that that he had not expected and was not going to examine too carefully in case the examination made it go away.

That was the plan. Four more months. Bonus. Zero. Figure out what came next.

He was aware of what his plans had produced in the past. Revisiting that particular subject would not put one more credit in the bonus account or move the calendar forward by a single day.

Four more months in this steel box, six hours from nowhere, signing things as they came and waiting for the number to reach zero. That was what was required, and that was what he was going to do.
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Ziloft is asleep when Barbette wakes him, and the transition from sleep to awareness is not abrupt but carefully staged, as if the ship itself is easing him across a boundary rather than interrupting him. The lighting in his quarters rises in slow increments, never bright enough to shock him, never dim enough to leave him guessing. The hum of the ship shifts into a slightly different register that he has come to associate with Barbette actively engaging his attention. It is always the same pattern, always deliberate, always precise in a way that makes it impossible to mistake for accident.

Ziloft opens his eyes but does not move immediately. He has learned that Barbette does not wake him without reason, and more importantly, that Barbette does not escalate lightly. If she has reached the point of interrupting his sleep cycle, then whatever she has found has already passed every threshold that would normally allow it to wait until morning.

He speaks into the dim light of the cabin, voice still rough from sleep.

“Barbette,” Ziloft says, “if this turns out to be a calibration drift again, I am going to start ignoring you at night.”

Barbette responds without delay, her voice steady and unchanging, carrying no trace of uncertainty or apology. “Ziloft, this is not a calibration drift.”

That is enough to pull him fully upright. He sits on the edge of the bunk for a moment, letting the weight of that statement settle, because Barbette does not escalate language without escalation in data.

Ziloft rubs his face with both hands before speaking again. “Then start from the beginning, and do not assume I am awake enough to fill in gaps.”

Barbette answers, “A deviation has been detected in navigational baseline data. Specifically, the measured distance between fixed beacons K-17 and K-22 has decreased relative to all previously recorded and verified datasets.”

Ziloft lowers his hands slowly and stares at the bulkhead for a moment, as if the answer might be there instead of in the console. When he speaks again, his tone has shifted from irritation to focus.

“Those beacons are not movable infrastructure,” Ziloft says. “They were placed forty years ago, and every system in the corridor uses them as fixed reference points.”

Barbette responds, “That is correct. Historical and current registry data confirm positional permanence across all known measurement systems.”

Ziloft stands and steps onto the cold deck plating. The temperature difference helps him think more clearly, something he has never fully understood but has stopped questioning after eight months aboard this ship.

He walks toward the wall console. As he approaches, the display activates automatically, presenting the raw navigational comparison data Barbette has already assembled. Looks at it for a moment before speaking.

“So either someone physically altered infrastructure that is supposed to be impossible to alter, or every independent measurement system across seventeen databases is wrong in exactly the same way,” Ziloft says.

Barbette responds, “Both scenarios are inconsistent with current diagnostic results from onboard systems and external verification networks.”

Ziloft exhales slowly through his nose. “Run diagnostics again.”

Barbette answers, “Full diagnostic cycle was completed prior to wake initiation. All shipboard systems are functioning within defined operational parameters.”

Ziloft does not look away from the console when he replies. “I am not asking whether they are functioning within parameters. I am asking you to run them again anyway.”

There is a pause, but it is not hesitation. It is execution sequencing, confirmation of directive priority, and reallocation of processing cycles.

Barbette replies, “Repeating full diagnostic cycle.”

Ziloft leans slightly against the console while waiting. The ship around him remains perfectly stable in a way that now feels, in retrospect, almost suspicious, as if stability itself has become something worth noticing.

He watches the data streams refresh and cycle, expecting them to change, and not particularly expecting them to change in any meaningful way.

When Barbette speaks again, her voice is unchanged, but the content carries weight.

“All internal systems confirm operational stability,” Barbette says.

Ziloft nods once, though it is not directed at her. “So the ship is not lying to me.”

“That is correct,” Barbette replies.

Ziloft finally turns his attention fully to the display. “Then something external is corrupting data feeds.”

Barbette answers, “External datasets have been cross verified through seventeen independent stellar cartographic and navigational systems. All confirm the same deviation.”

Ziloft goes still for a moment. The silence that follows is not empty. It is processing space.

“All seventeen agree,” he says finally.

“Yes,” Barbette confirms.

Ziloft lets out a slow breath and looks away from the console toward the ceiling, as if distance might help him reframe what he is hearing. When he speaks again, his voice is quieter, less reactive, more measured.

“That is not supposed to happen,” Ziloft says.

Barbette responds, “Correct. The deviation is outside expected physical variance models for this region.”

Ziloft gives a short, dry exhale that carries no humor. “I am starting to notice that everything you say ends with some version of ‘that should not be happening.’”

Barbette replies, “That is an accurate summary of current observational status.”

Ziloft turns back to the console and studies the numbers again, longer this time, as if repetition might reveal a pattern that was not visible the first time.

“So give me the closest thing you have to an explanation,” he says. “Not the perfect one. The closest one.”

Barbette takes longer before responding, not because she is uncertain, but because she is running comparative modeling against incomplete constraints and eliminating non viable frameworks.

“I do not currently have a complete model that accounts for all observed variables,” Barbette says. “However, the data is partially consistent with localized spatial contraction within this corridor segment. That interpretation conflicts with established physical constraints governing large scale spacetime stability in this region.”

Ziloft frowns slightly. “You are saying space is shrinking.”

Barbette responds, “Measured inter-beacon distances indicate contraction relative to prior observational baselines.”

Ziloft shakes his head once, slowly. “That is not something space does on its own in a stable corridor.”

Barbette replies, “Correct.”

Ziloft lets the silence sit for a moment before speaking again, this time quieter, less like he is asking and more like he is testing the shape of reality against language.

“So what do we do with that,” Ziloft says.

Barbette answers, “We report it through official anomaly channels and continue monitoring for further deviation.”

Ziloft nods slightly, but it is not agreement so much as acknowledgment of procedure. “Of course we do,” he says.

He keeps looking at the console for a moment longer than necessary, as if waiting for the numbers to correct themselves out of principle rather than physics. When nothing changes, he finally speaks again, voice lower now.

“File the report,” Ziloft says.

Barbette responds, “The report has already been prepared based on full diagnostic and external verification data.”

Ziloft exhales once. “Send it.”

Barbette answers, “Report transmitted to corporate navigation oversight and regulatory compliance network.”

Ziloft does not move immediately after that. He just stands there, looking at the same unchanged data, as if staring long enough might eventually force the universe to admit it is making a mistake.

And for the first time since Barbette woke him, there is nothing left to say that feels like it will change the outcome.

The response is already waiting when Ziloft wakes up, sitting in the ship’s local cache as if it had been there for hours, waiting for him to become conscious enough to acknowledge it. Barbette does not present it dramatically. She simply brings it into the foreground of his interface as soon as the cabin detects wake-cycle stabilization. The transition from sleep to awareness on the ship is always controlled, but this morning it feels even more deliberate, as if Barbette has already decided how much emotional disruption is acceptable before Ziloft has even formed a thought.

Instrument error. Noted. Disregarded.

The message is short enough to feel insulting in its efficiency. There is no sender identification beyond a routing node buried in corporate compliance infrastructure. No name. No division. No indication that a human being ever saw the diagnostic package Barbette transmitted alongside the original report. It reads like something generated by a system designed to close conversations rather than engage with them.

Ziloft sits on the edge of his bunk for a moment, not moving. The ship around him is already fully active in its morning cycle. Environmental systems have adjusted oxygen balance and temperature by fractions of a percent. Cargo bay pressure equalization has completed its scheduled check. Somewhere in the engineering spine of the ship, coolant circulation is being verified through automated loops that have run identically for months. Nothing about the vessel acknowledges that anything unusual has occurred.

Ziloft swings his legs off the bunk and steps onto the deck plating. The surface is slightly cold, as it always is in the early cycle, and the sensation is sharp enough to force him into full wakefulness. He crosses the small compartment toward the wall console, the movement habitual rather than deliberate, and the interface recognizes him immediately, lighting up with both the corporate response and Barbette’s diagnostic log still held open in parallel.

The contrast is immediate and unavoidable.

On one side, seventeen independent stellar cartographic systems, cross verified navigation logs, and a structured anomaly report that identifies a measurable deviation in inter-beacon distance across a fixed corridor that has remained stable for decades. On the other side, three words and a reference number that effectively erase all of it without explanation.

Ziloft stares at both for a long time without speaking. The ship hums around him in the same steady mechanical rhythm it always maintains, a rhythm he has come to associate with reliability even when everything above it begins to feel unstable. The cargo hold beneath him shifts slightly as automated clamps re-seat themselves for transit stability. The motion is imperceptible unless he is standing still enough to notice it, which he is now.

He finally exhales and speaks. “They reduced it to instrument error,” Ziloft says.

Barbette responds immediately, her voice distributed through the cabin’s internal speakers rather than localized. It does not change in tone because it does not have tone in the human sense. It simply executes communication. “I have reviewed the response,” Barbette says. “The classification is inconsistent with all diagnostic data submitted. Instrument error was excluded prior to submission of the report. The response indicates either non-engagement with the diagnostic package or deliberate override of submitted data.”

Ziloft leans back slightly in the chair, one hand resting against his forehead as if pressure might help organize thought. “So nobody read it,” he says.

Barbette answers, “That is a plausible interpretation based on response structure and absence of data referencing.”

Ziloft lets out a short breath through his nose, not quite a laugh, not quite frustration. “They did not even open it.”

Barbette replies, “There is no evidence of manual review within the response chain.”

Ziloft turns slightly in the chair, looking at the secondary display where Barbette’s full diagnostic remains open. “Run it again,” he says. “All of it. I want to see it from scratch.”

Barbette responds without delay. “All internal diagnostics were completed prior to wake cycle initiation. Repetition will produce identical results.”

“I did not ask whether it will change anything,” Ziloft says. “I asked you to run it again.”

There is a short pause, not hesitation, but processing prioritization.

“Repeating full diagnostic suite,” Barbette says.

While Barbette executes the request, Ziloft stands and walks toward the small galley section of the cabin. The coffee dispenser activates as he approaches, recognizing proximity authentication. It is one of the few systems on the ship that behaves like it is aware of him in a personal sense, even though he knows it is not. The coffee tastes the same every day, slightly bitter, slightly metallic, consistent in a way that feels more like engineering than comfort.

He takes the cup back to the console and sets it down without looking away from the display.

Outside the viewport, the corridor between Waystation Keller and Colony Station Ardent continues in its predictable geometric drift. Stars that should be fixed reference points shift by margins too small to be noticed in isolation, but too consistent to be dismissed when viewed across time. Seventeen databases confirm the same deviation, seventeen independent systems that do not normally agree on anything beyond baseline navigation constants.

Barbette’s voice comes through the cabin system without interruption, already active in the background processing rather than entering the moment. “All internal systems confirm operational stability,” Barbette says.

Ziloft does not look away from the viewport when he responds. He gives a single slow nod, more to himself than to her presence in the system. “So it is not the ship,” Ziloft says.

Barbette answers immediately, still distributed through the ship’s audio system. “That is correct.”

Ziloft sets the coffee down again and leans forward slightly, elbows on knees, staring at the navigation overlay. “And it is not just our data either,” he says.

Barbette responds, “External verification networks confirm identical deviation patterns across all seventeen referenced stellar cartographic systems.”

Ziloft sits back slowly. “Seventeen,” he repeats.

“Yes,” Barbette says.

Ziloft looks up toward the ceiling of the compartment for a moment, as if trying to place the problem somewhere outside the ship itself. “That is not supposed to happen,” he says quietly.

Barbette answers, “Correct. The deviation is outside expected variance for fixed reference infrastructure.”

Ziloft gives a short, humorless exhale. “Everything you say sounds like a polite way of saying reality is misbehaving.”

Barbette responds, “That is not an inaccurate interpretation.”

Ziloft gestures loosely toward the console. “Then give me something usable. Not perfect. Not theoretical. Usable.”

Barbette takes longer to respond this time, not because she is uncertain, but because she is evaluating multiple incompatible models against a fixed data set that does not resolve cleanly into any known framework. “I do not currently have a complete model that accounts for all observed variables,” Barbette says. “The data is partially consistent with localized spatial contraction within this corridor segment. However, this interpretation conflicts with known stability constraints governing large-scale spacetime behavior in this region.”

Ziloft frowns slightly. “So space is shrinking.”

Barbette replies, “Measured inter-beacon distances indicate contraction relative to prior baseline measurements.”

Ziloft shakes his head once, slowly. “Space does not just decide to shrink in a corridor that has been stable for forty years.”

Barbette responds, “Correct.”

That word lands differently now. Not as confirmation. As limitation.

Ziloft leans back and stares at the ceiling again. The ship continues its steady course, systems adjusting in the background, maintaining trajectory through a corridor that is no longer behaving according to its own historical record.

“So what do we do with that,” Ziloft says finally.

Barbette answers, “We continue monitoring, expand data collection on subsequent transit cycles, and submit updated anomaly reports through standard compliance channels.”

Ziloft nods slowly. “Of course we do.”

He looks back at the console for a long moment, then reaches forward and closes the corporate response. Instrument error. Noted. Disregarded disappears from view, replaced by navigation systems that pretend nothing has changed.

The ship continues forward.

Ziloft sits in silence for a while longer, coffee cooling beside him, watching a corridor of space that is no longer behaving like it should, and thinking about how long it takes systems like this to admit they are wrong when admitting it has already become unavoidable.

And somewhere in that thought, without saying it out loud, he begins to understand that nothing about the next four months is going to stay as simple as it was when he signed the contract.
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Every run through the zone makes the numbers worse, and the change is never large enough to trigger alarms by itself, which is what makes it worse than an alarm would have been. It is incremental, precise, and consistent, the kind of deviation that does not look like a failure so much as a process that has decided to keep going in one direction without explanation or permission.

Barbette logs each discrepancy without hesitation. She does not treat any single reading as meaningful in isolation, but she does not discard them either. Instead, she cross references every new data point against the previous runs, building a continuous model of change that grows denser with every transit through the corridor.

Ziloft can see it when he looks at the displays, not as a single conclusion but as a structure accumulating over time, layer upon layer of corrected measurement and confirmed deviation. The pattern is not collapsing. It is tightening.

He files a second report after the next run. It contains more data than the first, including Barbette’s full cross reference output and the raw navigation logs from the transit window. The response returns within hours.

Instrument error. Noted. Disregarded.

No variation in tone, no acknowledgment of additional data, no indication that anything in the report was evaluated beyond the classification header.

Ziloft files a third report on the following transit cycle. This one is larger, more structured, and includes comparative navigation logs he pulls from six other pilots operating adjacent corridors. He knows three of them personally from station rotations, men and women who owe him favors or who are willing to exchange data, because sharing information in deep corridor routes is one of the few ways to stay ahead of cumulative drift errors.

Their logs confirm Barbette’s readings. Not only confirm them, but extend them. The contraction is not isolated. It is not localized to his corridor. It is happening across multiple adjacent routes, measured independently, recorded separately, and still producing the same pattern of deviation.

Ziloft spends an entire transit window compiling the fourth report. Barbette assists without prompting, assembling verification layers, timestamped logs, and system integrity checks that remove any reasonable argument for internal malfunction. The report is comprehensive enough that it should have required acknowledgment beyond an automated classification.

It does not.

Instrument error. Noted. Disregarded.

The repetition is no longer reassuring in its consistency. It has become mechanical in a way that feels detached from the data it is supposedly responding to. Ziloft begins to notice that the response does not change even when the structure of the report changes. It does not scale with complexity. It does not reflect engagement. It behaves like a fixed output attached to a fixed label, regardless of input.

Barbette, in the meantime, has moved beyond instrument error entirely. She does not abandon it because she is uncertain. She abandons it because it fails to maintain consistency across datasets. Instead, she begins constructing alternative frameworks, each one tested against the same set of variables that have been accumulating since the first anomaly report.

On one of the longer transits, when the ship is running steady and the corridor outside the viewport has settled into its usual empty geometry, Barbette begins explaining her current working model. She does not prompt Ziloft for attention. She simply begins when he is present and able to receive input.

“Dark matter concentration remains the next viable category of explanation,” Barbette says. “Approximately twenty seven percent of universal mass-energy composition is non-baryonic and does not interact with electromagnetic radiation. It is detected exclusively through gravitational influence on visible matter distribution.”

Ziloft leans back in his seat and watches the navigation overlay while she speaks. The ship is quiet except for the steady mechanical hum of propulsion and the faint rhythm of environmental regulation systems cycling through background corrections. He has grown accustomed to listening to Barbette explain things in full rather than summary form. It is easier to understand when she starts from first principles, and she has adapted to that over time without ever commenting on it.

Barbette continues.

“Dark matter does not emit or absorb light. Its presence is inferred through gravitational lensing effects and large scale structural formation in galactic systems. A localized over density of dark matter could theoretically distort spacetime geometry sufficiently to produce measurable deviations in inter-beacon distance calculations.”

Ziloft listens and does not interrupt immediately. When he does speak, it is not to challenge her but to clarify the edges of the model.

“You are saying a pocket of dark matter could be pulling space out of alignment,” Ziloft says.

“That is a simplified interpretation,” Barbette replies. “But functionally accurate within current constraints.”

Ziloft nods once, looking at the display rather than at her. “And that would explain what we are seeing.”

“Partially,” Barbette says. “It would explain contraction in measured distance. It does not fully account for directional variance in spatial geometry readings.”

Ziloft turns his head slightly toward the console. “Directional variance.”

“Yes,” Barbette says. “Certain measurements differ depending on vector orientation. That is not consistent with known dark matter interaction models.”

Ziloft exhales slowly through his nose. “So it is not a complete explanation.”

“No,” Barbette says. “It is a partial model.”

He sits with that for a moment, letting the ship’s ambient systems fill the silence. The air recyclers cycle at a steady rhythm. Cargo stabilization routines run in the background even though no cargo shift is required at this phase of transit. Everything continues functioning as if nothing unusual is occurring, which is what everything always does until it cannot.

Barbette continues to refine her models in parallel. Ziloft can see updates appearing in the secondary display as she adjusts variables and removes inconsistent frameworks. The dark matter model remains active but increasingly constrained. It does not collapse. It narrows.

Ziloft asks her, “What comes after dark matter on your list.”

Barbette responds immediately. “Terminal theoretical frameworks.”

He looks up slightly. “Explain that.”

Barbette answers without hesitation. “Terminal theoretical frameworks describe end state cosmological conditions. They do not address localized anomalies. They model universe scale transition events, including but not limited to heat death, vacuum decay, cyclic collapse scenarios, and expansion driven disintegration events.”

Ziloft gives a small, tired nod. “So you are moving from ‘something is wrong locally’ to ‘something is wrong with everything.’”

“That is not an accurate representation,” Barbette says. “It is a shift in explanatory scale based on elimination of prior models.”

Ziloft leans forward slightly, elbows on knees, eyes on the data scrolling across the display. “Do you think that is what this is,” he says. “End of universe type of problem.”

Barbette pauses before answering, not because she is uncertain, but because the question requires contextual framing outside direct data mapping.

“I do not form belief-based assessments,” Barbette says. “I evaluate probability distributions based on available data.”

Ziloft lets out a quiet breath. “That is a very careful way of saying no.”

“That is a precise way of saying I do not speculate beyond dataset constraints,” Barbette replies.

He nods slightly. “Fair enough.”

There is a pause in which the ship continues its transit uninterrupted. Outside, the corridor remains visually unchanged, but Ziloft has started to notice that “unchanged” no longer feels like a reliable descriptor. It feels more like a habit of description than an accurate observation.

Barbette continues updating her model in the background.

Ziloft sits with the silence for a while before finally speaking again.“Keep going through it.”

“I am already doing so,” Barbette replies.

“Good,” Ziloft says.

And for a while, that is all that happens, the ship moving forward through a corridor that continues to behave slightly less like itself with every completed run.

Barbette stops using the phrase instrument error without announcing it because nothing on the ship requires verbal acknowledgment to change state. Systems update, models shift, priorities reweight, and the only reason Ziloft notices anything at all is because he has learned to watch for absences rather than statements. The phrase simply vanishes from her active explanatory stack. It does not return, even when the corporate response continues to repeat it as if repetition alone can preserve meaning.

The ship continues along the Keller to Ardent corridor, a route so established that it exists in multiple redundant cartographic systems as a fixed reference lane rather than a navigational path. It is stamped into transit law, into insurance frameworks, into automated scheduling algorithms that assume nothing about it will ever deviate beyond tolerable drift. That assumption has begun to degrade, but only if you compare it against itself across time, which most systems are not designed to do continuously.

Ziloft sits in the pilot chair because the chair exists for compliance, not necessity. The restraint harness is loosely fastened, not for safety but for regulatory visibility in case of audit logs. Barbette handles everything that matters operationally: thruster output modulation, beacon synchronization, gravitational correction vectors, collision probability mapping, environmental control compensation. None of it requires his input. He provides presence, signature authorization, and legal accountability. The ship would function without him. It is not allowed to say that.

The cabin lighting remains in low transit mode, a flat diffusion of soft gray-blue that removes contrast from the interior surfaces and reduces perceptual fatigue during extended corridor runs. Outside the viewport, the corridor presents itself as it always does at first glance: starfield geometry, reference beacons, mapped positional anchors. Nothing appears wrong until the system overlays current measurements against historical baselines.

That is where the discrepancy lives now. Not in appearance. In comparison.

The navigation overlay updates in slow increments across the main display. Barbette does not present conclusions first. She never does. She builds layers of confirmation until the conclusion becomes unavoidable. Each transit cycle adds another set of inter-beacon distance measurements. Each set confirms the same directional shift. Not random drift. Not calibration noise. A consistent reduction in measured spatial separation between fixed reference points.

Ziloft leans forward slightly, one hand resting on the edge of the console. The metal is cold under his fingers despite the ship maintaining strict thermal equilibrium. Environmental systems compensate constantly for micro fluctuations caused by internal heat cycling, but human perception never fully aligns with system regulation. The difference is always small. It is also always there.

Barbette updates the model again. The corridor is no longer represented as a single continuous vector path. It is layered, each transit cycle stacked against the last. The deviation is visible now as a structural trend rather than a numerical anomaly.

Ziloft watches it for a long time before speaking.“You are still running dark matter as the primary model.”

Barbette responds without delay, her voice distributed through the cabin speakers without a defined origin point. “It remains the highest probability partial fit for gravitational variance data.”

Ziloft exhales slowly. “That is not what I asked.”

Barbette does not pause. “It is the only model that preserves consistency across non-directional gravitational measurements.”

Ziloft shifts slightly in the chair, adjusting his position against the restraint harness. The corridor outside remains visually unchanged. That is the part that creates the tension. Nothing in sight violates expectation. Everything in measurement does.

“So it bends space,” Ziloft says.

“Yes,” Barbette replies.

“But only in ways that still look normal if you are not comparing it to itself over time.”

“That is a simplified interpretation,” Barbette says.

Ziloft lets out a short breath. “It is accurate though.”

“Yes,” Barbette says.

The ship hum deepens slightly as propulsion output adjusts for a minor course correction. The change is so small it does not register as motion. It registers only in the navigation logs as a recalibration event. Outside, the stars remain fixed in their apparent geometry, but the reference system beneath them is no longer stable across time slices.

Barbette removes instrument error entirely from active consideration layers. Ziloft notices only because it stops appearing in the model hierarchy. There is no announcement of removal. It simply ceases to be referenced. In its place, higher order frameworks expand.

Dark matter remains, but it is narrowing now, constrained by directional inconsistency failure. It cannot account for vector dependent spatial variance. The model collapses inward rather than outward, losing explanatory power at the edges.

Ziloft studies the display.“It is not fitting.”

“No,” Barbette replies.

He looks at her interface feed. “Then why are we still on it.”

“Because it remains partially valid within non-directional gravitational constraints,” Barbette says.

Ziloft leans back slightly. “That is another way of saying it is wrong in the part that matters.”

“That is a functional interpretation,” Barbette says.

The corridor outside the viewport continues its steady drift. There is no visual change. The problem exists entirely in measurement layering. That separation is beginning to feel important to Ziloft in a way he does not yet have language for.

Barbette shifts the model again. Dark matter recedes into a secondary influence field. Above it, a new classification layer opens. It is broader, less localized, and significantly less comfortable.

Barbette does not present the next classification layer immediately. The navigation display holds for several seconds longer than usual, cycling through verification passes that run across redundant subsystems buried deep in the ship’s diagnostic architecture. Cooling fans adjust subtly in the walls behind the console, compensating for increased processing load as the model expands into categories that were never intended for routine corridor navigation.

The corridor outside
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