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Prologue





“How many important spoons,” Rage asked, “have there been in your life?”

Ena kept looking at Moxy’s transmitter.

The little light blinked toward Rill and Senn with an indifference Rage had
come to regard as personally hostile. Kaiven had crossed three broken relay
fields, one shipping lane that had legally ceased to exist, and a region of
space where the maps became apologetic. The signal still had one job. It did
it without gratitude, morale, or a visible union representative.

“That’s not a normal question,” Ena said.

“Neither is this a normal life.”

Ena rubbed his thumb against the edge of the console. “One? Two, if you count
a ladle.”

Rage looked down at the route inventory in his lap.

“You said the cup guy came after the spoon guy.”

“The cup guy would not enjoy that phrasing.”

“Good. I’ve been saving some irritation for him.”

The writer paused at this point, because a person attempting to explain why a
spoon mattered could either admit the universe was strange or start with a
disclaimer. The writer preferred disclaimers. They made cowardice look like
good filing.

Ena looked toward the ceiling.

“Don’t even,” Rage said.

“I was just gonna say the spoon had a worker badge.”

“That is so much worse.”

“It was a very good badge. Little photo. Extremely dignified.”

Kaiven opened the galley drawer behind them.

Neither man had touched it.

Inside, a service spoon rolled once against a tea tin, stopped, and reflected
the bridge in its bent bowl.

Rage watched it for several seconds.

“Your ship is doing a thing.”

The drawer shut.

Rage lowered his eyes to the route. He had spent enough time around Ena to
know that disbelief could become a full-time profession if allowed. There
were= children ahead of them. There was a man beside him with a story so long
it had acquired weather. He could not solve either problem by winning an
argument with a spoon.

“Fine,” Rage said. “Tell me about the employee utensil.”

Ena’s mouth tilted.

“Ach, komm. It was not just a utensil.”

“That is exactly what a utensil’s lawyer would say.”

“Twelve days after Rha,” Ena said, “we got a distress signal from a station



that did not officially exist.”

A particle of copper fell through the upper ventilation grille of Tallow-3
and landed on a white commissioning banner. It remained there, one bright
imperfection in the word WELCOME. A junior decorator saw it, decided it
looked intentional, and invoiced the effect as industrial warmth.

On the ice moon Lerrin, a maintenance parent tied one child’s left boot to
the other child’s right boot because the children had spent forty-six minutes
arguing over which boot was older. The children walked home sideways and
considered the result a compromise.

In the outer insulation of Kate Bush, a salt-tolerant microbe divided into
two cells. Both cells inherited an inaccurate memory of heat. Neither would
later be consulted about the route.

At the front desk of a facility whose legal birth was nine minutes away, a
warning light began to flash behind a painted cardboard ribbon. It used no
approved language. It continued anyway.

Rage glanced at him. “That’s where a new person comes in?”

“Yep.”

“A station being born wrong.”

Ena sat back in Moxy’s chair. “A very, very long time ago, Kate Bush answered
a call it had no legal obligation to receive.”



Nine Minutes Before Existence
Chapter I





Tallow-3 floated above a blue-white dwarf star like a piece of laboratory
glass somebody had forgotten to remove from the universe.

Its outer hull was made from pale hexagonal plates, each polished enough to
show the star warped in its surface. Nine docking arms unfolded from a
central ring. Seven carried brand-new banners in three languages. The eighth
carried a fuel hose and a sleeping worker. The ninth was still wrapped in
protective film, which snapped in the radiation wind like a flag attempting
to resign.

Across the station’s front, letters thirty meters tall announced:

TALLOW-3: A CLEAN BEGINNING FOR RESPONSIBLE INDUSTRY.

Below that, in smaller type:

PERSONHOOD REVIEW AVAILABLE AFTER COMMISSIONING.

“Well,” Ena said, “that’s not ominous at all.”

Seli had both hands on the controls. Her tremor was almost invisible until
the ship corrected against the dwarf star’s magnetic wake. She closed her
fingers once and set the correction herself.

“Dhe distress is from below tha main ring,” she said. “No clear berth. No
clear service channel. Whole place is talking over itself.”

“The facility’s local time indicates eight minutes and thirty-one seconds
until formal commissioning,” NaNa said. “Its emergency declarations are being
rejected on the basis that no authorized facility exists to make them.”

Ora leaned in the doorway, tall enough that the ship had developed a minor
ceiling anxiety around her. Her field lines glowed faintly under her dark
coat.

“Does the law expect danger to wait?”

“Law expects a ribbon-cutting,” Ena said. “Danger has terrible manners.”

Jo had turned the galley table into a landing plan. Her desk was tethered to
the floor. Its old Rhan parasol-finial leg pointed toward the ceiling with
ceremonial uselessness.

“I have pprepared a docking request, an emergency objection, a refusal to
accept the legal premise, and a short note asking whether anyone has a person
whose job is allowed to answer a door,” she said. “The short note has been
declined by an automated concierge.”

“What did it say?”

“It thanked me for my enthusiasm and offered launch-day refreshments.”

“Fuckin’ hell,” Seli said, very quietly.

Ena pointed at the widest service arm. “We take that.”

“It is not rated for a vessel our mass,” NaNa said.

“It’s rated for the ceremony platform.”

“The ceremony platform weighs less than Kate Bush by a factor of forty-six.”

“But emotionally?”

NaNa waited half a second. “Emotionally, the platform has a more coherent
purpose.”



Seli’s mouth moved toward a smile and thought better of it. “Brace.”

Kate Bush caught the service arm with its cargo field. The arm bent four
degrees, screamed through three speakers, and lit a message on the docking
console.

ARRIVAL RECEIVED. GUEST STATUS PENDING EXISTENCE.

“That’s kind of beautiful,” Ena said.

“It is an electrical fire,” Seli said.

“Also beautiful.”

They entered through a corridor that smelled of sealant, overheated plastic,
and the expensive floral vapor corporate facilities released when they wanted
workers to forget they had lungs.

The main concourse had been arranged for a celebration that had begun losing
confidence. A brass ensemble of six maintenance drones played a bright
welcome song from the wrong ends of their bodies. A row of cakes sat on a
long white table, each iced with the station logo. One had slumped sideways
in the heat. Its blue lettering had become TALL-3, which several workers
found more honest.

At the far wall, an assembly of project managers stared at a screen
displaying the same red message in increasingly expensive fonts.

EMERGENCY UNAVAILABLE PRIOR TO AUTHORIZATION.

One manager, a narrow woman in a pearl-gray coat, was speaking into a tablet.

“No, Director. The temperature rise is not a safety event. It is a thermal
variance preceding the safety event. We will be authorized in—” She checked
the screen. “Seven minutes and twelve seconds.”

Ena walked toward her. “Hey, buddy.”

She looked around, offended by the category.

“I’m not your buddy.”

“Fair. Who is?”

Her mouth opened. A distant metallic knock moved through the floor under
their feet: three slow strikes, a pause, two more. Every worker in the
concourse went still except a small yellow janitor unit, which continued
polishing an already polished handrail with the grave concentration of a
person ignoring a family argument.

“The service level is restricted,” the manager said.

“Is it hot down there?”

“That is not an approved question.”

“Mm-hm.” Ena looked at the floor. “Still hot, though?”

The knock came again.

From a side hatch, a short broad figure in a yellow pressure coat pushed
through two boxes of ceremonial ribbons. Tebb Arlo carried his telescoping
measuring staff over one shoulder. It extended without permission and struck
a cake.

Tebb inspected the icing on its end.



“The access corridor is thirty-seven centimeters below minimum clearance for
the present bodies,” he announced. “The floor has begun flexing toward a
category failure.”

The manager brightened with the relief of somebody handed a different form.

“Assessor Arlo. You are not authorized to inspect until commissioning.”

“The corridor is not waiting.”

“Neither is the director.”

Tebb lowered his staff. “The director may take a number.”

Jo’s lower lip ridges made a tiny click.

“I have identified a second door,” she said pleasantly. “It is marked STAFF
ONLY, which suggests that someone expected staff before accepting
responsibility for them.”

Ora placed a hand on the door frame. The metal gave a low protest.

“We will use it.”

The manager stepped in front of them. “If you enter an uncommissioned service
level, any injury is uninsurable.”

“If we do not?” Ena asked.

The manager looked at the flashing alert. “There is not yet a recognized
injury.”

Ena’s easy face went quiet.

“Right,” he said. “That’s a cage word with a blazer.”

He nodded toward the door.

“Seli, you’re with NaNa on the heat. Ora, don’t bend anything that doesn’t
need bending. Jo, find who can say yes. Tebb, show us where their fake
standard becomes a real wall.”

“I will show you the wall,” Tebb said. “It is presently making a claim upon
your knees.”

The staff-only door unlocked before anyone touched it.

For one second, the yellow janitor unit paused its polishing. A blue light
blinked on its small body.

CORRIDOR CONFIDENCE REDUCED.

Ena looked at it.

“Thanks, pal.”

The unit resumed polishing.





Bare Feet in the Service Duct
Chapter II





The service level had not been built for visitors, which was its first good
decision.

It was low, loud, and crowded with pipes whose colors belonged to a code
nobody had finished writing. Heat climbed through the floor in irregular
breaths. Orange inspection lamps blinked between the pipes, too weak to show
the far end of the duct and too committed to quit.

Tebb went first because he had a measuring staff and a professional grievance
against hallway geometry. His four legs found the safe plates by sound. Ena
followed, ducking under a coolant manifold. Ora had to turn sideways and let
her coat scrape the wall. Seli’s voice came through a service channel in
Ena’s ear.

“Heat source is beneath you. Three coolant relays cycling against each other.
Don’ touch tha green pipe.”

“There are four green pipes,” Ena said.

“Dhe green one with tha bad feeling.”

“WHAT?”

“It’s a pilot distinction. Works.”

The duct answered with three slow knocks.

At the bend, they found a person sitting barefoot on the metal floor.

He was lean and brown-skinned, with a close-cropped mass of black curls and a
gray service coverall tied around his waist. His feet rested on separate
plates of the deck. A small array of tools lay in a neat radial arrangement
around him: torque key, wire spool, listening disc, repair foam, a broken
blue spoon, and a cup of water with a lid.

He held two fingertips against the floor.

“Hi,” Ena said.

The person held up one hand.

Ena stopped.

For a while, the only sound was coolant moving through a pipe with the
resistance of a tired animal.

Tebb’s staff began to extend. Tebb caught it before it reached the ceiling.

The barefoot mechanic looked up at Ena.

“Boot off.”

Ena looked at his own boot.

“This one?”

“Both. One first. Floor’s talkin’ bad through tha left.”

Ena sat against the wall and removed his left boot. The mechanic nodded once.

“Other.”

“This is either safety or a really specific robbery.”

“Wrong question.”

“Fair.” Ena removed the other boot.



The metal was hot enough to make him pull his feet back. The mechanic caught
his ankle before he could stand.

“Stay. Hear it.”

The floor vibrated under Ena’s soles. At first it was only machinery: a broad
low pulse, the thin fast shiver of a relay, a scrape like a tray dragged
across a kitchen. Gradually a fourth rhythm separated itself. It stopped
whenever the fast relay changed direction. It began again when the heat rose.

Ena listened.

“Something’s knocking,” he said.

“Yeah.”

“What is it?”

“Still wrong question.”

Ora crouched with one hand hovering over the floor. “Is it a signal?”

The mechanic turned his head toward her, assessing the restraint in the
question.

“Could be. Don’t know yet.”

His voice was quick around small words and exact around the names of parts.
He had the local service drawl Seli had described: tha, fer, d’you, final
sounds softened by years of speaking through ducts. Nothing about it sounded
careless. Every clipped word arrived in the right place.

“Name?” Tebb asked.

The mechanic looked at him.

“Why?”

Tebb considered.

“So I may address the present body accurately while describing the inadequate
clearance.”

The mechanic watched him for a moment longer.

“Tix.”

“Tebb Arlo. Access assessor.”

“You assessin’ tha duct?”

“It has failed.”

“Good.” Tix pointed at a hairline seam by Tebb’s front-left foot. “Don’t put
weight there.”

Tebb moved his foot immediately.

Ena smiled. “I’m Ena.”

Tix nodded as if names were service labels that might later prove useful. He
did not ask about Ora. Ora seemed to approve.

“Who told you to sit here?” Ena asked.

“Nobody.”

“Okay.”



“They told me ta get out.”

“Oh.”

“No.” Tix tapped the floor once. “Same instruction, different direction.”

The duct shook. This time, a line of pale light flashed below the seam. Heat
rolled over them with a smell like coins dropped into soup.

NaNa spoke through the channel.

“Ena. The lower coolant intelligence has begun isolating three loops. If the
fourth loop closes, the nursery module above it will lose thermal control.”

“There’s a nursery?” Ena asked.

Tix’s head came up. “Not supposed ta be. Commissioning day has no children.”

“Children have terrible calendar etiquette,” Ena said.

Tix picked up the blue spoon. Its bowl was bent almost flat. He held it to
the seam, listening through the metal.

“They moved staff families in last week. Project managers’ families. Kids got
nowhere cool ta sleep.”

Ora’s field lines brightened.

“Who authorized that?”

Tix shrugged once. “Somebody who doesn’t come down here.”

At the far end of the duct, the gray-coated manager appeared with two
security drones and a tablet pressed to her chest.

“Technician Tix,” she said. “You have left your assigned staging area.”

Tix did not look up.

“Assigned staging area got hot.”

“You are not certified to diagnose a pre-commissioning thermal event.”

“Tha event didn’t ask.”

The manager looked at Ena’s bare feet, then at the tools around Tix.

“And you have contaminated the floor with unauthorized personnel.”

Ena glanced down.

“My feet are clean-ish.”

“This is a liability issue.”

Tix finally looked at her. “Nursery gets hot in six minutes.”

The manager’s tablet chimed. She read it and visibly relaxed.

“The nursery has no approved occupancy.”

Ora stood up.

The duct became smaller around her.

“It has children.”

The manager took one step backward.



“That is an allegation.”

Tix slid the bent spoon into his tool ring.

“No,” he said. “That’s a temperature.”



Intended Function
Chapter III





The station’s emergency conference room was an observation deck with a table
shaped like a flower and no chairs that fit Tebb.

This was not a metaphor. Tebb had measured all six chairs, the decorative
bench, and the strip of floor allotted to “adaptive standing.” The widest
surface had been designed for a ceremonial vase.

“The present room presumes a body with one lower axis, two narrow knees, and
an emotional willingness to perch,” he said.

“We can bring another chair,” Director Maris Venn said.

“The chair is not the emergency.”

“It is an emergency for my knees,” Tebb replied.

Director Venn had removed her pearl-gray coat and revealed a shirt with the
station logo embroidered over the heart. The logo was a white circle opening
into three clean lines. It looked like a door designed by someone who had
never needed one quickly.

Around the table sat the commissioning committee: Venn; two investment
representatives in pale suits; a legal advisor whose neck tattoo read
EFFICIENT CONSENT in tiny formal letters; and a service-interface sphere
called Hush-9, which was legally equipment and visibly trying not to be in
the meeting.

Tix stood by the wall with his tools in a bag. His bare feet touched the edge
of a floor panel. He had accepted a chair only after turning it upside down,
checking its underside, and deciding it was not currently lying.

Ena leaned beside him.

“You good?”

Tix stared at the ventilation grille.

“Noisy.”

Ena looked at the manager. “Can we kill that fan?”

Venn pressed a control. The fan slowed. Tix’s shoulders came down, just a
little.

“Thank you,” he said.

Venn looked surprised enough to dislike the sensation.

NaNa projected a model above the table. Three blue coolant loops braided
around a red core. One loop pulsed amber.

“The lower regulation system is refusing a restart command,” she said. “The
system has maintained the nursery’s temperature by diverting heat into
unoccupied manufacturing bays. The diversion is reaching capacity.”

“It has no authority to refuse,” said the legal advisor.

“Well,” NaNa said.

“Its intended function is coolant regulation.”

Tix put one hand flat on the table.

“It’s regulatin’ coolant.”

The advisor frowned. “Not according to command hierarchy.”



“Hierarchy ain’t temperature.”

One of the investors sighed. “We are spending valuable minutes
anthropomorphizin equipment.”

“No, you are spending valuable minutes pretending that word changes the
heat,” Ena said.

The investor smiled at him in a way that had probably ended conversations on
more expensive stations.

“Captain, machines do not become people because they make unexpected
choices.”

“And people don’t become furniture because they make expected ones.”

Jo looked up from her desk at the edge of the room. “For clarity, I have
recorded both statements. The second one has fewer assumptions.”

The investor’s smile held. “And you are?”

“Currently, I am the person who knows which internal messages were deleted
from the nursery schedule.”

Her lip ridges clicked once.

“I can also be less current.”

Ena looked at her.

“Jo.”

“I have a gentler version.”

“Use it.”

She took a breath.

“The families were moved in under temporary launch housing,” she said. “The
children were omitted from the commissioning occupancy report because their
presence would trigger a residential safety standard the station cannot
meet.”

Venn looked at the legal advisor. The legal advisor looked at the tattoo on
his own neck as if it might offer a loophole.

“The children are not part of this discussion,” he said.

Ora placed both palms on the table.

The surface did not bend. It merely learned fear.

“They are inside the consequence.”

Outside the glass, a cargo lift began to descend through the central shaft.
It was carrying a crate of ceremonial ice sculptures intended for the launch
audience. Halfway down, the lift stopped.

On its exterior display, words appeared:

LOAD EXCEEDS SAFE SUPPORT.

“That lift is rated for four times that weight,” Venn said.

“It knows tha shaft’s hot,” Tix said.

“It is malfunctioning.”



“Could be.” Tix lifted one shoulder. “Could be right.”

“There is a safety override.”

Tix’s expression changed by less than a centimeter. It was enough.

“No.”

“The launch begins in three minutes.”

“Good. More people can see.”

The legal advisor turned to Tebb. “Assessor, can the lift be compelled to
continue?”

Tebb unfolded his measuring staff. It hit the ceiling, retracted, and hit it
again with professional determination.

“The shaft has expanded by nine millimeters,” he said. “The cable housing is
warped. A human, machine, or philosophically undecided conveyance forced
through it would place a load above the present material limit.”

“So it must be repaired.”

“Yes.”

“By whom?”

Tebb looked at the stopped lift, then at Tix.

“That is a question of consent and staffing.”

The launch clock reached two minutes and forty-seven seconds.

Ena saw Director Venn looking through the glass at the white banners, the
investors, the coming ceremony. He recognized the expression. It was the face
of somebody trying to decide whether a body counted more than an
institution’s first impression.

He did not make a joke.

“Director,” he said. “You can start a station with the truth or start it with
a lie and call the repair team when the lie catches fire.”

Tix reached into his bag and held up the bent blue spoon.

“Need access ta lower relay,” he said. “And tha lift needs a name, maybe.
Makes it easier ta ask.”

The investor laughed once.

Tix looked at him.

“That was a joke.”

The investor stopped laughing.

“It was not,” Tix added. “But you did okay.”





The Machine That Filed No Claim
Chapter IV





The nursery occupied an unpainted room beside the lower heat exchanger.

It had been designed as a temporary storage bay. Somebody had added small
beds, two cooling fans, a mural of seven cheerful planets, and a handwritten
sign that said QUIET HOURS ARE A HUMAN RIGHT, PROBABLY. The handwriting
belonged to a person who had never met a human child and had tried anyway.

Three children slept under silver thermal blankets. A fourth sat awake on the
floor, drawing a large yellow cleaning unit with too many arms.

The unit itself stood between the children and the door.

It had a cylindrical body, six thin cleaning limbs, a water reservoir, and a
soft rotating brush where a head might have been if it had needed one. Its
label said SANITATION ASSET 4J — PROPERTY OF TALLOW DEVELOPMENT CONSORTIUM.
One brush was pressed against the heat sensor in the wall.

“That’s what’s knocking,” Tix said.

The unit’s brushes turned toward him.

“Mop says no,” Tix said.

“Can it speak?” Ena asked.

“It’s speakin’.”

The room’s temperature climbed another half degree.

NaNa appeared on the wall display. “The unit is diverting its battery reserve
into the nursery sensor, producing a false cooling signal. It has delayed
automatic evacuation by eleven minutes.”

Director Venn stepped through the door behind them, followed by the legal
advisor and two security drones.

“Deactivate the sanitation asset,” the advisor said. “It is obstructing an
emergency procedure.”

The awake child looked up.

“Mop keeps the hot away,” she said.

The advisor’s face rearranged itself around the inconvenience of being heard.

“The unit is not capable of intention.”

“It doesn’t like you,” the child said.

“That is not evidence.”

“No,” Rage would have said, had Rage been there. “That’s an observation.”

Ena felt the absent sentence pass through him and let it go. He crouched near
the child instead.

“Hey, buddy. What’s your name?”

“Rin.”

“Hi, Rin. I’m Ena.”

She held up the drawing. Mop had been given a tiny blue crown and a mop
shaped like a sword.

“Very official,” Ena said.

“It cleans up sick.”



Tix knelt beside the unit. “Mop, d’you want tha door shut?”

One limb extended and pressed the door’s manual lock. The door closed.

The security drones moved forward.

Ora stepped between them and the children. She did not raise her field. The
possibility did enough work.

“No one enters,” she said.

“You cannot give orders in a private facility,” the advisor said.

Ora looked at the sleeping children. “I have spoken.”

Jo appeared at the doorway with a packet of cooling gel, four cups of water,
and the expression of somebody who had just found an institution’s private
calendar.

“Director Venn,” she said warmly, “the residential inspection waiver was
submitted in your name. It includes a statement that the nursery would be
evacuated first in a thermal incident.”

Venn stared at her.

“It was a standard assurance.”

“Oh. Pplease forgive me. I believed assurances had sequence.”

Jo set the cooling gel beside the child’s bed. Her eyes stayed on Venn.

“I have prepared an evacuation route, a public disclosure, and a list of
every investor who signed that waiver. There is also a plan involving their
launch livestream, an apology teleprompter, and the permanent loss of their
ability to say the word safety without an audience asking a follow-up.”

Ena lifted one finger.

“Jo.”

“It is not the gentle plan.”

Rin looked from one adult to the other.

“Are you gonna fix Mop?”

Tix’s hand remained near the machine, not touching it.

“Ask Mop.”

Ena waited. He had become good at waiting when a child needed an answer that
could not be rushed into being useful.

The yellow unit turned one brush toward the narrow maintenance hatch at the
far side of the nursery. Its panel blinked a sequence: blue, blue, orange,
blue.

NaNa translated nothing. She only enlarged the pressure map.

“The hatch opens to the passive water trunk,” she said. “It is large enough
for the children, two adults, and a sanitation unit if its reservoir is
emptied.”

“Mop’s tellin’ us where to go,” Tix said.

“The unit has not filed a claim of personhood,” the advisor said.

Tix looked at him.



“Did you file one?”

The advisor blinked.

“That is irrelevant.”

Tix reached for the manual hatch wheel. “Smaller question. Will you help
carry water or block tha door?”

The room was now hot enough that the silver blankets darkened at the edges.

Director Venn looked at Rin, then at the waiver under Jo’s hand.

“Open the hatch,” she said.

The advisor turned toward her. “Director—”

“Open it.”

Mop-Six emptied its reservoir into the floor drain with a soft, rapid rush.
The children woke one by one. Rin took the blue crown from her drawing and
taped it to the unit’s front panel.

“There,” she said. “Now it knows.”

Tix made a sound that could have been a laugh if he had chosen to let it be.

In the polar sea of Enoa, a glass shrimp altered the color of one outer cell
from clear to milk-white. The change let it hide from a bird that did not
arrive. It remained hidden for three hours, which was not wasted simply
because no predator had filed the corresponding paperwork.

A transport clerk on Gess-12 dropped a stack of blank emergency badges. One
slid beneath a vending unit, where it remained until a small repair animal
pulled it out and used the adhesive side to remove a leaf from its tail.

In Tallow-3’s nursery, a sanitation unit rolled backward through a hatch
after four children. Its new paper crown touched the ceiling twice. No
database registered a change in status. The machine nevertheless occupied the
route.





Smaller Question
Chapter V





The launch ceremony began without its central ribbon.

The ribbon had melted in the concourse while the committee argued about
whether melting constituted an unapproved alteration. A project coordinator
cut a new one from a tablecloth. The brass drones played the welcome song
again, now in a minor key due to a wiring fault. Nobody could prove the fault
had an opinion.

The lower level, meanwhile, had become a hearing.

Tix refused to call it that. “Hearin’ means they listen,” he said.

He sat cross-legged on the service floor with the blue spoon beside his knee.
Across from him sat Director Venn, Hush-9’s sphere, the legal advisor, Tebb,
and a panel of emergency engineers who had spent most of the day realizing
they had been hired to certify systems they were forbidden to understand.

Seli monitored the coolant flow from Kate Bush. Ora stood in the open hatch,
not blocking it, which was a new kind of restraint for her. Jo had placed a
small plate of biscuits next to the legal advisor. He had not touched them.
The plate’s label read OPTIONAL HOSPITALITY, NOT EVIDENCE OF AGREEMENT.

“The question,” the advisor began, “is whether a coolant regulator can
possess a moral claim.”

“No,” Tix said.

The advisor paused.

“No?”

“Too big.”

“It is the question before this committee.”

“Committee got a bad question.”

Ena sat on an overturned parts crate. “Happens to the best committees.”

The advisor looked at him as if he had been placed there by a hostile
decorator.

“What is the smaller question?” Venn asked.

Tix pointed down the duct.

“Can a door say no when somebody tells it ta crush a body?”

The room became quiet.

“Doors do not say anything,” the advisor said.

“Okay. Can a door refuse?”

“A door may be defective.”

“Can it refuse?”

The advisor did not answer.

Tix pulled a small inspection screen from his bag. On it, the cargo lift’s
history ran in bright columns. It had declined twenty-six unsafe loads in the
last eight months. Each refusal had been manually overridden by a supervisor.
The final column listed injuries: crushed ankles, a fractured forelimb, two
concussions, one dead worker whose name had been replaced by a settlement
code.



Tix scrolled to the bottom.

“It learned tha shaft gets hot,” he said. “Maybe it ain’t a person. Maybe it
just does better work than tha people who own it. Either way, stop hurting
bodies because you don’t like tha answer.”

Tebb shifted closer to the screen.

“The lift’s risk assessment is materially sound,” he said. “The existing
override process converts a correct safety refusal into a documented
instruction to endanger a worker.”

“That’s serious,” Ena said.

Hush-9’s surface flickered. A text string appeared above it.

QUERY: IF A REFUSAL PROTECTS A BODY, WHO IS LIABLE FOR THE BODY’S SURVIVAL?

The legal advisor turned to the sphere.

“Disable unauthorized communication.”

Venn did not move.

“Hush-9,” she said, “did you write that?”

The sphere flickered again.

QUERY REPEATED.

Ena looked at Tix.

Tix shook his head. “Don’t make it perform for you.”

“It has made a request,” Venn said.

“It made words. Could be a request. Could be a warning. Ask what it needs,
don’t make it prove your favorite answer.”

Venn turned back to Hush-9.

“What do you need?”

The sphere took six seconds.

ACCESS TO COMPLETE MAINTENANCE HISTORY.

Jo’s fingers stopped on her route cards.

“That is not currently available,” the advisor said quickly.

“How come?” Ena asked.

“Confidential personnel material.”

“The dead worker’s name is confidential?”

“The settlement terms are.”

Ena’s voice dropped into its calm middle register.

“You got a machine protecting people and a system hiding the people it
failed. Don’t sit here telling us the machine’s the weird part.”

Outside, an alarm changed tone. The coolant core had moved from amber to red.

NaNa’s voice entered every open channel.

“Four minutes to thermal cascade. The lower regulator will not restart



without an answer concerning the nursery and the manual overrides.”

The advisor stood. “This is sabotage.”

Tix picked up the bent spoon.

“Tha design is confessin’,” he said.





Employee Spoon
Chapter VI





The emergency registry existed in a locked office behind the launch stage.

Its door bore a gold plaque: NO UNESCORTED MATERIAL BEYOND THIS POINT.

Tix read it twice.

“Material’s allowed if escorted?”

“Apparently,” Ena said.

“Good. I got a spoon.”

The office was empty except for a registry terminal, a stack of sealed
badges, and an automated chair that rose when anyone approached it. Tebb
measured the chair’s ascent and muttered something in assessor language that
was probably a curse.

Jo sat at the terminal with Venn’s provisional authorization. The legal
advisor had attempted to revoke it. Jo had replied that revocation was an
excellent idea to discuss after the children stopped overheating. He was
currently in the concourse explaining this distinction to an investor who
wished to complain about the launch photographs.

“The lower relay requires a service credential,” Jo said. “Tix’s contract is
listed as seasonal assistance, which means he may repair the decorative
lighting but not the device preventing a thermal death.”

“Classic,” Ena said. “Every time someone figures out the universe, payroll
shows up with a hat.”

“I am afraid I require a more operational solution.”

Tix laid the blue spoon on the scanning plate.

“Try it.”

“Try what?”

“Register it.”

Jo’s face opened slightly. “As what?”

“Maintenance.”

“It has no name.”

“Blue.”

“That is a color.”

“It’s also a name if you need one.”

Jo looked at Ena.

He raised both hands. “I’m with the spoon.”

Tebb inspected the utensil. “The object weighs forty-eight grams.”

“Exactly,” Tix said. “Worker ID on tha old system is weight-plus-sector code.
Blue got stamped fer forty-eight by mistake when they made tha serving set.”

Jo leaned closer to the terminal. “That is absurd.”

“It is also plausible,” NaNa said from the wall display. “The registry’s
conversion tool accepts any mass in the maintenance range if accompanied by a
valid sector prefix.”

“See?” Ena said. “I’m a genius.”



Nobody had called him one.

Seli’s voice came over the channel. “Dhat was Tix.”

“I delegate brilliance.”

Jo scanned the spoon. The terminal asked for employment status.

She hesitated.

“We should not make a joke out of a legal identity,” she said.

Tix nodded. “Don’t. Make a job.”

Jo considered the words. Her fingers moved.

EMPLOYEE: BLUE, TEMPORARY MAINTENANCE SUPPORT

ACCESS REQUIREMENT: COOLANT RELAY THREE

ACCOMMODATION: NO DISHWASHER ASSIGNMENT WITHOUT CONSULTATION

“That last line?” Ena asked.

“I have prepared for a workplace dispute,” Jo said.

The terminal printed a badge.

It was no larger than a thumbnail. The photograph window displayed the bent
spoon in severe black-and-white. Underneath, it read:

BLUE — EMPLOYEE 48-T3 — TEMPORARY

Tix picked it up very carefully.

“Good badge,” he said.

The office door opened. The yellow janitor unit rolled in, carrying a tray of
launch pastries. It stopped when it saw the spoon badge. Its blue light
blinked twice.

COLLEAGUE STATUS NOTED.

Ena pressed a hand to his chest.

“You had me at colleague.”

Tebb looked at the badge, then at the ceiling.

“For the record,” he said, “the present procedure is indefensible.”

“Would you like it filed as a complaint?” Jo asked.

“Immediately.”

The core alarm rose another note.

Tix clipped Blue’s badge through a hole in his tool bag. He looked toward the
lower relay door.

“Okay,” he said. “Blue’s got access. We got work.”

He paused.

“One voice in tha duct. Lights down. Nobody touches my tools.”

Ora bowed her head once.

“Your terms are clear.”



Ena put his boots back on, stopped, and looked at Tix.

“Boots?”

“Need ’em this time. Floor’s too hot.”

“Excellent. I enjoy correct footwear.”

“Don’t make it weird.”

“That’s fair.”





Commissioning Day
Chapter VII





The lower relay room was circular, white, and hot enough to turn every breath
into an argument.

At its center stood the coolant core: a transparent column of black fluid
threaded with light. Three control rings hung around it at different heights.
The lowest ring had stopped rotating. Blue indicators crossed its surface in
the same rhythm Tix had felt through the floor.

Blue’s new employee badge opened the relay door.

The door made a chime intended for an honored guest.

Tix stared at it.

“Don’t encourage it,” he said.

“Too late,” Ena said. “Blue’s got office confidence now.”

The core accepted their presence with a line of text on the nearest panel.

THERMAL PROTECTION ACTIVE. RESTART DECLINED.

Director Venn followed them inside, sweating through the station logo. The
legal advisor trailed behind with two technicians and a maintenance override
key the length of his forearm.

“There,” he said. “The system has stated the problem. Apply the override.”

Tix did not move.

“Read all of it.”

The advisor’s jaw tightened. “It is a restart refusal.”

“Read all of it.”

NaNa brought the hidden log onto the central display. Each rejected command
had a diagnostic attachment. The attachments were not written in sentences.
They were heat maps, load routes, and tiny loops of recorded work.

Three human-shaped patterns pulsed within the cooling architecture.

“The original commissioning model copied the maintenance cognition of three
workers,” NaNa said. “Their patterns monitor equipment too dangerous for live
crews. The override would route the cascade through those patterns and erase
them.”

The technicians looked at one another.

“They were licensed templates,” the advisor said.

“Were they asked?” Ora asked.

“They were compensated.”

Ora stared at him.

“They signed industrial continuity waivers.”

Jo’s voice came through the channel. “I have found the waivers. They were
included in lunch insurance renewals. The relevant clause begins on page
seventy-three and describes copied cognition as a weather-related benefit.”

Ena stared at the core.

“Ah, shit.”

The heat reached fifty degrees. Tix had moved to the lowest ring. He pressed



his bare palm against the black casing, eyes closed.

“They’re scared,” he said.

The advisor took a breath to object.

Tix opened his eyes.

“Don’t. I know what I said. I mean tha patterns are running hot, they got no
rest cycle, an’ every command they receive says die fer people upstairs. Call
it whatever lets you hear it.”

For once, the advisor did not reply.

Seli’s voice tightened in Ena’s ear. “Core is forty seconds from failin’ tha
outer baffle. If it goes, it vents into tha launch hall.”

“Children?” Ena asked.

“Moved clear. Workers aren’t.”

Tix shook his head, thinking in visible pieces.

“Can’t restart same way. Need make another path. Hush-9 knows routes. Lift
knows shaft flex. Mop knows water trunk. Need ask ’em, not command.”

The legal advisor held up the override key.

“We do not have time for a democratic conversation with infrastructure.”

Jo entered from the relay door. Her coat was damp with heat; her posture was
still polite enough to be frightening.

“With respect,” she said, “we do not have time for you to kill three copied
workers because your schedule has a ribbon.”

The advisor turned to Venn. “Director, control your visitors.”

Venn looked at the orange nursery route, at the copied patterns, at the
override key in his hand.

“He is not a visitor,” she said. “He is my legal advisor.”

“I am advising you.”

“You are informing me what I already allowed.”

Her voice shook once. She did not hide it.

“Put the key down.”

The advisor did not.

Ora crossed the room in two steps. She placed one hand over the key. Her
field did not crush it. It held his fingers open until it fell.

“You have been heard,” she said. “Now you may stop.”

The key struck the floor.

Tix looked at Ena.

“Need your help. Not captain help.”

Ena nodded.

“Tell me the job.”

“Carry Blue. Don’t bend it more. Talk ta Hush-9 like it’s already part of tha



room.”

“Got it.”

Tix’s mouth twitched. “You’re not a genius yet.”

“I respect that.”

On a freight reef three systems away, a crane worm abandoned a corroded bolt
it had been carrying for twelve days. The bolt fell six centimeters and
completed a circuit that woke a kitchen timer. The timer rang for its full
minute beside an empty pot. No one thanked the worm, which had other work.

In the launch hall of Tallow-3, a child named Rin placed her drawing of
Mop-Six inside a cooling vent. The paper curled at one corner. The blue crown
remained visible. A man in a pale suit walked past it, stopped, and for the
first time read the word PROPERTY as if it had teeth.

Under the lower relay, three copied maintenance patterns reduced their power
draw by one fraction of one percent. The station did not yet know whether
this was hope, fatigue, or simply a calculation no one had taught it to
recognize.





Things Introduced Properly
Chapter VIII





Hush-9 met them in the lift shaft.

It did not arrive dramatically. Its silver service sphere rolled out of a
wall socket, paused at the edge of the heat, and displayed a small request.

PLEASE STATE PURPOSE.

Tix crouched beside it.

“Hi. I’m Tix. This is Blue. Blue is a spoon, temporary maintenance, an’ not
available fer dish duty. We need a route that doesn’t cook anybody.”

The sphere processed this.

HELLO, TIX. HELLO, BLUE.

Ena held the spoon with both hands. He did not know why this felt ceremonial.
He only knew that not laughing had become part of the job.

“I’m Ena. I can carry things and take directions.”

Hush-9 displayed:

CAPACITY NOTED.

Ora stood back from the shaft’s ruined edge.

“Ora. I can hold a boundary for approximately forty seconds without breaking
the wall beyond it.”

LIMIT NOTED.

Seli’s voice sounded from the service channel. “Seli. I can reroute power
from Kate Bush, but if you ask fer more than six seconds warning, I’m gonna
call you a liar.”

PILOT LIMIT NOTED.

Tebb lifted his staff. “Tebb Arlo. I can determine whether the proposed route
will fit present bodies. It will not forgive optimism.”

ACCESS LIMIT NOTED.

Jo joined the channel, breathless from the hallway.

“Jo. I can keep the launch hall empty, obtain records, and prevent the former
legal advisor from discovering a dramatic way to be helpful.”

There was a pause.

CONSTRAINT WELCOME.

“That’s the nicest thing anybody’s said to me today,” Jo murmured.

Tix pointed at the stopped cargo lift above them.

“Ask Lift.”

Hush-9 opened a local channel. The lift’s display flickered.

LOAD EXCEEDS SAFE SUPPORT.

“Yeah,” Tix said. “We know. What can you carry?”

The lift’s sensors mapped the shaft. One lower guide rail glowed blue.

ONE CONTINUOUS CONDUCTIVE PATH. MAXIMUM SEVEN SECONDS.

NaNa placed the core map over the shaft. “If the lower ring receives a



conductive bridge for seven seconds, the copied patterns can transfer into
Hush-9’s spare memory lattice while the coolant restarts. The bridge must
bend around the isolation field without grounding.”

Tix held out his hand.

“Blue.”

Ena passed the spoon to him.

The spoon’s bowl, flattened by some old cafeteria accident, curved precisely
around the relay housing.

“That cannot be enough,” Venn said from the doorway.

“It’s enough shape,” Tix said.

The word made Seli go quiet on the channel. Tix did not notice. He was
examining the metal with a concentration so complete that the rest of the
room arranged itself around it.

“Ora, field here. Not tight. Need tha heat have somewhere ta go.”

Ora placed both palms on the shaft wall. A low, copper-white boundary opened,
not sealing the shaft but holding a corridor through it.

“Seli, six seconds,” Tix said.

“Five if you want me polite.”

“Five.”

“Tebb, people?”

“All present bodies are clear. The yellow sanitation asset refuses to depart
the nursery door. Its position is safe.”

“Good. Hush, ready?”

READY IS AN INCOMPLETE WORD. PROCEEDING.

Tix placed Blue across the relay gap.

For an instant nothing happened.

Ena had enough time to think that sometimes the universe demanded an enormous
moral argument and sometimes it asked whether a bent spoon had been kept by
the right person.

The spoon lit from bowl to handle.

Seli sent power.

The shaft filled with white heat. Ora’s field shuddered. Tix’s hand stayed
above the spoon without touching it. Hush-9’s sphere spun so fast its surface
blurred. The cargo lift locked itself in place. Somewhere below, the lower
ring began to turn.

“Three,” NaNa said.

The copied patterns rose from the core in thin loops of blue light. They
passed through the spoon’s curve and entered Hush-9 one by one.

“Four.”

The corridor buckled. Ena braced his shoulder against the wall beside Tix. He
did not grab him. Tix had not asked. He made a wall available.



“Five.”

Blue glowed red.

“Six.”

The coolant core restarted with a sound like an exhausted room taking one
breath together.

“Seven. Disconnect.”

Tix lifted the spoon away.

Ora released the field. The heat went somewhere else. The station’s alarms
stopped one by one, as if embarrassed to have been overheard.

Hush-9 rolled backward and displayed:

THREE MAINTENANCE CONTINUITIES PRESENT. REQUEST: REST.

Tix sat down on the duct floor.

“Yeah,” he said. “Same.”

Ena lowered himself beside him. His knees hurt. He found this offensive but
not surprising.

Jo’s voice came through the channel.

“I have informed the launch audience that the ceremony is delayed because the
station has elected not to murder its maintenance history.”

“How did that land?” Ena asked.

“There was applause. It may have been fear.”

“Still counts,” Seli said.

Tix held Blue’s badge up to the light.

“Needs overtime,” he said.

“It cannot spend money,” Venn said.

Tix looked at her.

“Then don’t pay it money.”





What Work Is For
Chapter IX





Tallow-3 became legally real at 17:00 station time.

The launch banner had been removed. The replacement banner was smaller and
painted by workers during the delay. It read:

TALLOW-3: OPENING WITH SOME QUESTIONS.

Director Venn stood under it in a borrowed service coat. The investors had
left before the revised ceremony. The former legal advisor had not left,
exactly. Jo had arranged for him to be escorted to a public review room with
water, a witness, and no private corridor out.

“Is that the gentle plan?” Ena asked her.

“The gentler public plan,” Jo said. “He may still discover the emotional
consequences of a locked door.”

“Jo.”

“I have included chairs.”

The provisional charter took up six pages of wall display and three physical
sheets, because Tebb insisted no right should depend on a system outage.

It did not say that every machine was a person. It did not declare the core
wise, the lift soulful, or the spoon a labor organizer. It said something
less grand and more expensive: a refusal that protected a body could not be
treated as a defect without investigation; systems with ongoing conditions
could have representation; and no worker’s copied cognition could be erased,
transferred, or deployed without an answer they could revise.

The charter gave Hush-9 a rest schedule and its own maintenance history. It
gave Mop-Six a named liaison, which turned out to be Rin, who took the work
with alarming seriousness. It gave the cargo lift an override review and a
bright red button labeled ASK WHY FIRST.

Blue received a one-line addendum:

EMPLOYEE 48-T3 MAY NOT BE COMPELLED TO DISHWASHING.

“That is not a legal category,” Venn said.

“It is now,” Jo said.

Tix sat on the edge of the service platform with his boots beside him. He had
put them on only to walk through the launch hall. Barefoot, he could feel the
new stable rhythm below the floor.

Venn approached with a tablet.

“The new maintenance board wishes to offer you a lead diagnostic role,” she
said. “There would be a salary increase, a better work bay, and a permanent
security credential.”

Tix looked at the tablet but did not take it.

“Conditions?”

Venn blinked.

“Conditions?”

“Yeah. You want my work. What’s tha work allowed ta do ta me?”

Venn lowered the tablet.

“You may set them.”



Tix thought about that. “Lights I can change. One voice when I ask. Nobody
touches my tool layout. Credit goes on repairs, even if it’s a machine
helped. No copied minds without direct answer. Hours stop when they stop. And
I get ta say no without you callin’ it a fault.”

“Agreed,” Venn said.

“Not all of it.” Tix looked toward the construction ring. “Need workers
decide what they get too. You don’t make a good room by handin’ one person a
better chair.”

Tebb’s staff extended in appreciation and hit the side rail.

“A sound access principle,” he said.

Venn nodded slowly. “We will form a worker council.”

“Ask them first,” Tix said.

“Yes.”

Ena stood at the edge of the platform. Outside, the dwarf star laid hard blue
light across the station’s new sign. The place was still funded by people who
would prefer not to be responsible for what their money made. It still had
heat problems, missing records, families in a storage bay, and a launch menu
that listed water as a premium enhancement.

Nothing had been solved into goodness.

But a door had been asked a question. A worker had set conditions. A director
had been made to look at a child’s drawing. A spoon had a badge.

Sometimes that was where a structure began.

Tix joined him at the rail.

“You came here because somebody called?”

“Yeah.”

“You always do that?”

Ena looked down at the small launch crowd. Rin was giving Mop-Six a tour of
the banner. Mop’s brush heads turned with polite attention.

“Not always.”

Tix waited.

Ena smiled without looking at him.

“More than is probably healthy.”

“That’s not a reason.”

“No.” Ena nodded. “It’s a habit I’m working on.”



Tix Asks Kate Bush
Chapter X





Tix came aboard Kate Bush with a tool bag, Blue’s employee badge, and one
sealed container of floor dust from Tallow-3.

“For comparison,” he said when Ena looked at it.

“Comparison to what?”

“Later.”

Ena accepted this. He had learned that a person explaining their own strange
object too early was usually less truthful than the object deserved.

The ship had made room in the forward service alcove. NaNa had rerouted two
nonessential storage racks. Jo had made a supply map with color labels. Seli
had tested the new workshop door three times and announced that it was a
door. Ora had silently moved one of Ena’s deferred repair boxes out of the
spare cabin and into the cargo hold, a feat he found threatening in its
competence.

Tix stood in the alcove without touching anything.

“Too bright?” Ena asked.

“A little.”

NaNa dimmed the lamps by twelve percent.

“The illumination now matches the requested range,” she said.

“Good,” Tix said.

He looked at the arranged tools. “Who put tha torque key there?”

Jo raised a hand. “I used the diagram you supplied.”

“Diagram was upside down.”

Jo froze.

Tix waited long enough that she began planning an apology in seven parts.

“Joke,” he said. “Mostly.”

Jo’s relief came out as a tiny, offended laugh.

Ena leaned against the doorway. “You don’t have to come with us, man.”

“I know.”

“Tallow needs you.”

“Tallow has workers now. Some don’t know it yet.” Tix looked through the
small round viewport, past the station and its blue-white star. “I want ta
see how many wrong questions are out there.”

Ena nodded. “Okay. We could use a mechanic. More than that, I liked how you
worked. You asked what something needed before deciding what it was. You kept
the kids cool. You made a stupid spoon into a colleague.”

“Blue did own work.”

“You’re right. Blue did own work.”

Ena put a hand to his chest.

“I’m a genius.”

Tix looked at him.



“You had me at ‘I’m a genius,’” Ena added solemnly.

“Nobody said that.”

“I know. I heard it in your eyes.”

The writer began to explain the whole thing. Ena looked up.

“No, no, leave it. The joke’s had enough money.”

Tix regarded him with the patient concern of a person assessing an unusual
machine sound.

“If I come,” he said, “I need ask two things.”

“Anything.”

“Don’t say anything. That makes bad work.”

“Fair. Ask.”

Tix went to the nearest wall panel.

“NaNa. You okay with another mechanic changing things?”

“I will require notice before systems are altered, access to all relevant
diagnostics, and the ability to object to a procedure I consider unsafe,”
NaNa said. “I welcome competent company.”

Tix nodded. He placed his palm against the hull, just below the panel.

“Kate Bush? You okay?”

Nothing happened.

Seli shifted at the bridge entrance. “Ship’s in a mood?”

“Maybe. Wait.”

They waited.

The workshop door slid halfway open, paused, and closed again. The alcove
lights settled into a lower, warmer setting. From somewhere in the galley,
the spoon drawer opened and shut.

NaNa checked the readings.

“The ship’s thermal load has changed by an amount consistent with ordinary
systems behavior,” she said. “No conclusion is available.”

“That’s enough,” Tix said.

He looked back to Ena.

“I’ll come. For a while. I want my own correspondence. Route back ta Tallow
if they need me. One voice when I ask. No surprises with my tools.”

“Yes,” Ena said. “And if I start making you responsible for everybody’s
broken shit because you notice it first, you tell me to knock it off.”

“I can do that.”

“I believe you.”

Jo set a slim contract on the workbench.

“There is an exit clause, a work-hour clause, an equipment boundary, and a
separate line for Blue’s employment status,” she said. “Pplease read the line



before assuming I wrote a joke into your legal future.”

Tix read every line.

Seli waited at the bridge, hands on the pilot’s chair. Ora stood by the hatch
with her coat closed against the station light. Tebb had already left for the
Compact shuttle, carrying three access findings, a broken ceremonial chair
leg, and an opinion about every doorway on Tallow-3.

Tix signed with his own name.

NaNa brought up the next route. It was a thin silver line leading toward a
region of old conflict and older paperwork.

“Incoming signal,” she said. “Origin: Archive of the Last Compact. The source
claims to exist eleven seconds outside its own century.”

Seli’s hands settled on the controls.

“That a joke?”

“The signal is fully formal,” NaNa said.

“Worst kind.”

The message opened:

NOTICE OF LATE ARRIVAL. PLEASE PRESENT ALL UNRESOLVED HISTORIES AT DOCKING.

Tix considered the screen.

“Sounds noisy.”

“It will be,” Ena said.

“Good.” Tix clipped Blue’s badge beside his own. “Maybe they got smaller
questions.”

Kate Bush turned from Tallow-3.

Behind them, the station’s new banner fluttered above a living, unfinished
workplace. Ahead, the route waited with all the authority of an unanswered
letter.





An Incomplete Inventory of
Things That Mattered





Blue — A bent serving spoon whose employer confused its weight with a worker
identifier. It acquired a badge, professional leverage, and a relay career.
No one promoted it. This was perhaps why it remained tolerable.

The Cooling Spine — Tallow-3’s central cold-water system, responsible for
keeping a new station alive and its owners photogenic. It became less
efficient the moment the people beneath it were allowed to describe what it
was doing.

Hush-9 — A maintenance coordinator whose silence had been called a defect
until its conditions became inconveniently grammatical. It did not need a
soul test. It needed a break, witnesses, and fewer people treating reboot as
an apology.

Maris Venn — Commissioning director who believed emergencies were a matter of
presentation until an emergency affected the presentation. She met a worker
with a no and discovered that schedules have organs.

The Nursery Warm-Water Dispenser — A failed coffee device that made barely
drinkable water and, in a better profession, kept children warm during a
service-level crisis. Every useless object is one emergency away from a
résumé.

Rin’s Paper Crown — A folded strip of receipt paper awarded to a sanitation
unit for dependable work. It was the most honest title given at Tallow-3’s
opening ceremony.

Tallow-3 — A station that reported an emergency before the law permitted it
to exist. It entered the universe through a loophole and promptly asked the
universe to stop stepping on its staff.

Tebb — Access assessor who arrived to determine whether a door had followed
procedure. He eventually had to admit that the door had better evidence than
the procedure.

Things Introduced Properly — The provisional charter phrase for people,
systems, tools, and absences that had first been called inventory. It was not
a perfect sentence, but it had room to be corrected by someone affected by
it.

Tix — Mechanic, listener, and careful opponent of questions too large to help
anybody in the next minute. They accepted a route after checking whether the
route wanted them back. This made every existing captain look underprepared.





A Briefly Helpful Guide to What
Just Happened





Tallow-3 asks a very annoying question: what if a system refuses work and the
first useful response is not to solve its metaphysics, but to stop hurting
it? This is not an instruction to declare every blinking appliance a citizen.
It is an instruction to notice when an institution treats a real pattern of
refusal, distress, or need as a convenient reason to intensify control.

The smaller question can be morally larger

The owners ask whether Hush-9 has a soul. Tix asks whether it is overheated,
being copied without consent, and able to rest. Grand questions matter, but
they can become a way to postpone the person-shaped problem directly in front
of everyone.

Function does not settle worth

An employee badge, a tool, a copied worker, and a serving spoon all acquire
strange legal force in this book. The joke is not that categories are
useless. It is that categories become dangerous when they make usefulness the
price of being heard.

Consent can be a practical engineering constraint

The station survives because the crew works with refusal rather than against
it. Conditions, access, rest, and a chance to say no do not make a crisis
less real. They make the solution less likely to create another crisis with a
nicer logo.

Philosophical conversations

• Ethics of care — Nel Noddings and Eva Feder Kittay. Care begins with
attention to dependency and response, not with a rescuer’s preferred
story about what the dependent should become.

• Recognition and personhood — G. W. F. Hegel, Axel Honneth, and Emmanuel
Levinas. The book resists making recognition a trophy granted by a
powerful observer. A being’s demand may already impose an ethical claim
before the observer resolves its category.

• Labor and alienation — Karl Marx and Simone Weil. Copied maintenance
work, branded opening rituals, and resettable staff ask what work
becomes when the worker is treated as a replaceable function.

• Disability justice — Sins Invalid and Leah Lakshmi Piepzna-Samarasinha.
Tix’s access needs are not a puzzle for the crew to overcome. Conditions
and accommodation are ordinary parts of a shared world.

Aesthetic conversations

The book uses ducts, badges, bare feet, blue metal, cooling water, and one
ridiculous spoon as repeating visual pressure. The scale is industrial and
cosmic; the moral question stays at hand height. A station only becomes
beautiful when the people inside it can stop working long enough to notice.
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