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Prologue: The Violet Sky
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The sky isn't supposed to be violet.

Commander Nathan Carver stands on the warehouse roof, watching Houston tear itself apart. The aurora overhead pulses in waves—deep purple bleeding into electric blue, casting shadows that move wrong. The air tastes metallic. Ozone and something else. Something that makes his teeth ache.

"Contact, northwest quadrant," Darius Blackwell says. His voice is calm. Too calm. The kind of calm that comes from accepting the impossible.

Nathan doesn't need to look. The blue screen in his peripheral vision already shows the threat assessment—seventeen hostiles, insectoid classification, closing at forty meters per second. His Leadership Aura flares without conscious thought, a pressure wave that steadies the survivors huddled three stories below.

"Elena, how long on the perimeter?" he asks.

"Two minutes." Elena Voss doesn't look up from the junction box she's rewiring. Her hands move with inhuman precision, fingers dancing across circuitry that shouldn't respond to touch. But it does because she asks it to. Because the System made her fluent in the language of machines.

The rift opens with a sound like tearing metal. Twenty meters wide, above what used to be a shopping center. Through it, Nathan sees geometry that doesn't belong—angles that hurt to perceive, colors that don't have names. And movement.

They come through in a chittering wave.

Insectoid. That's what the System calls them, but the word doesn't capture the wrongness. Six legs, each ending in scythe-like talons. Exoskeletons that shimmer with an oil-slick iridescence. Compound eyes that reflect the violet sky in a thousand fractured images. They move like water flowing uphill—fast, coordinated, hungry.

"Darius," Nathan says. Not an order. A release.

Darius is already moving. He drops from the roof's edge, a twelve-foot fall that should shatter ankles. He lands in a crouch, absorbs the impact, and explodes forward. Combat Reflexes aren't just faster reaction times—they're precognition, muscle memory downloaded from a source that understands violence at a molecular level.

The first creature dies before it registers the threat. Darius's combat knife—requisitioned from a sporting goods store three blocks away—punches through the thorax with surgical precision. Chitin cracks. Ichor sprays. The thing's legs spasm once and go still.

He's already killing the second.

"Pattern shift," Julien Moreau says from Nathan's left. The physicist's eyes are unfocused, seeing probability cascades instead of the present moment. "They're adapting. The next wave will flank from the east. Forty-seven seconds."

Nathan processes this. Forty-seven seconds to reinforce the eastern approach or commit to the current engagement. The numbers scroll across his vision—survivor count, ammunition reserves, structural integrity of the warehouse. The System quantifies everything. Reduces human lives to variables in an optimization algorithm.

He hates it. He needs it.

"Elena, redirect power to the eastern motion sensors. Julien, get me firing solutions for the rooftop emplacements."

"On it," they say in unison.

Below, Darius is a blur of controlled violence. Seven creatures down. Eight. The knife work is beautiful in a terrible way—economy of motion, zero wasted energy. This is what the System made him. A weapon that used to be a pilot who smiled too easily and promised his dying sister a moon rock.

The eastern rift tears open right on schedule.

These are different. Reptilian. Bipedal, with elongated limbs and scaled hides that seem to drink the violet light. They move with pack coordination, spreading out to encircle the warehouse. Intelligent. Tactical.

Nathan's tactical awareness overlays their movement patterns, predicts their approach vectors, and calculates kill zones. The information floods his consciousness without overwhelming it. The System doesn't just give him data—it teaches him how to use it.

"Survivors are asking what's happening," Elena says. She's finished the rewiring. The perimeter hums with electromagnetic deterrence—not enough to kill, but enough to hurt. Enough to buy time.

"Tell them the truth," Nathan says. "We're under attack. We're holding the line. They need to stay inside."

His voice carries weight it didn't have three weeks ago. Leadership Aura isn't charisma—it's gravity. People orbit him now because the System decided he was worth following.

A reptilian entity reaches the roof access. It's fast. Faster than Darius, faster than anything human. Julien's Pattern Analysis gives Nathan a two-second warning. Enough time to draw the sidearm he's carried since the quarantine breakout. Enough time to aim. Fire.

The creature's skull explodes in a spray of grey matter and bone fragments.

Nathan doesn't feel anything. That's the worst part. He just killed something that might have been sentient, and all he feels is the satisfaction of a successful threat neutralization.

"They're testing us," Julien says. His voice is flat. Analytical. The man who used to talk about the poetry of physics now speaks in probability matrices. "This isn't an assault. It's reconnaissance. They're measuring our response time, our capabilities, our—"

"Our compatibility," Elena finishes. She's looking at her hands. At the blue screens flickering in her vision. At the numbers that define her worth in the System's cold arithmetic.

Another rift. Larger. The warehouse shudders as something massive pushes through—a creature the size of a city bus, all armored plates and grinding mandibles. The System classifies it as a Siege-class entity. Threat level: Extreme.

Nathan's tactical awareness shows him the math. They can't win this fight. Not with four people and a hundred terrified survivors. Not with improvised weapons and skills they've had for less than a week.

But they can hold. They can buy time. They can be what the System made them.

"Darius, fall back to the roof. Elena, overload the eastern deterrence grid—I want everything you can give me. Julien, find me a weak point."

They move without question. Without hesitation. The crew that flew to the Moon doesn't exist anymore. These are Vanguard Hosts. Defenders. Soldiers in a war they didn't choose but can't refuse.

The Siege-class entity charges.

Nathan Carver watches it come, his hand steady on the trigger, his mind clear and cold and utterly focused. The violet sky pulses overhead. The rifts multiply. Houston burns.

And somewhere in the backyard of a Houston house, buried under three feet of Texas gumbo in a daughter's grave, is the last piece of his humanity.

He left it there on purpose.

Because this—standing on a warehouse roof, commanding the defense of a species being rewritten by an alien intelligence—this requires something other than human.

The creature is fifty meters away. Forty. Thirty.

Nathan doesn't blink.

"Hold the line," he says.

And they do.

* * *
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​Chapter 1: The Announcement
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The atmosphere in the NASA Press Conference Room was alive with energy. Under the harsh stage lights, heat pressed against the stiff collar of my flight suit like a physical weight. I stood at the podium, spine rigid from years of military habit, while the Administrator's voice droned on like a distant turboprop.

He was selling a dream—historic firsts, the new frontier of deep space—but all I could sense was the hollow vibration of the air conditioning through the soles of my boots. That rhythmic, mechanical pulse grounded me while the rest of the world floated away on a tide of hyperbole. I focused on it, using it to anchor my breathing.

Flashbulbs fractured the room into jagged strobes of white. To my left, Darius Blackwell leaned into the light with the kind of natural, practiced charisma I'd always envied. He looked born for this—smile wide and effortless, radiating a confidence that suggested the vacuum of space was another room waiting to be conquered.

Elena Voss stood to my right, jaw set with a flinty resolve that told me she was already calculating fuel burn rates. Her posture was even more severe than mine, eyes fixed on a point above the cameras. She wasn't here for the applause. She was here for the mission parameters.

Beside her, Julien Moreau looked impossibly young, his eyes bright with the sort of philosophical wonder that gravity and grief hadn't yet eroded. He looked like a man who believed the Moon held answers to questions we hadn't even learned to ask.

“Commander Carver,” a journalist called out, voice rising above the clicking shutters. “How does it feel to be the man leading humanity back to the lunar surface?”

“It isn't about one man,” I said, voice steady and professional. “It's about the team. Artemis II is a collective effort of thousands. My crewmates—Darius, Elena, Julien—they're the ones who make this mission possible.”

I deflected the praise like incoming debris—a practiced maneuver. If I kept the focus on the team, I wasn't required to examine the cracks in my own foundation or acknowledge that my hands were sweating inside my gloves.

Then my gaze drifted to the third row. Sarah sat there, hands folded in her lap, knuckles white against the dark fabric of her dress. Her face was a mask of pale stillness amid the sea of nodding heads and excited whispers. She wasn't smiling. She looked like someone watching a slow-motion collision, one she'd predicted months ago.

The Administrator leaned back into the microphone, his voice booming with institutional pride. “This crew represents the pinnacle of human achievement. Commander Carver, your thoughts on the legacy of the Apollo missions as you prepare to cross the threshold into the deep?”

“Apollo gave us the map,” I replied, keeping my eyes on the back wall, avoiding the third row. “Artemis is about the territory. We're not visiting this time. We're learning how to live there.”

I spoke the words I'd rehearsed in the simulator, the ones vetted by the public affairs office. Dry husks in my mouth. To the world, this was a giant leap. To me, a tactical withdrawal from a domestic front I no longer knew how to defend.

The questions continued—a barrage of inquiries about technical specifications, psychological readiness, and national prestige. I answered with the clinical precision of an engineer, citing redundant systems and orbital mechanics. Every word was a brick I was laying between myself and the woman in the third row.

Darius caught my eye during a long-winded question about the Orion's heat shield. He gave a tiny, imperceptible nod—a signal of solidarity. He knew what this room demanded, even if his reasons were different. He had his sister Maya to think about, and the cost of the treatment he was funding with every flight hour he logged.

The lights dimmed, signaling the end of the formal session. The room dissolved into chaos as reporters surged forward for one last quote. Security personnel moved in, forming a gentle but firm barrier, guiding us toward the side exit where the reception would be held.

The lobby was a forest of suits and expensive perfume. The smell of cedar and champagne replaced the ozone of the press room. I moved through the crowd, shaking hands like sandpaper, offering the same polite, empty phrases to donors and dignitaries. My face muscles ached from holding a neutral, commanding expression.

“Great job, Nathan,” a Senator said, clapping me on the shoulder with a hand that lingered a second too long. “The country is behind you.”

“Thank you, sir,” I said, already scanning for the next escape route. “We'll do our best to make you proud.”

I caught sight of my family near the refreshments. My twelve-year-old son stood by the punch bowl, uncomfortable in a clip-on tie Sarah had wrestled him into wearing. He wasn't looking at the models of the SLS rocket or the glossy mission patches. He was staring at the floor.

Sarah talked with a mission controller's wife, her smile the kind of fragile glass that might shatter if someone spoke too loudly. She turned as I approached, and the smile didn't reach her eyes. It didn't even try.

I reached them as the crowd thinned for a moment. I put a hand on my son's shoulder, feeling the tension running through his small frame. He didn't pull away, but he didn't lean in either. He remained a statue of quiet, youthful resentment.

“Hey, buddy,” I said. “What do you think of all this? Big day, right?”

He looked up at me, and for a second, I recognized the same analytical coldness I used to solve problems in the cockpit. He wasn't impressed by the gold leaf on the walls or the medals on my chest. He was calculating the time left on a clock I'd started two years ago.

“It's okay, I guess,” he said. He glanced at his mother, then back at me. “Does this mean you're leaving again?”

The question wasn't an accusation—it was a data point. He was asking for confirmation of a schedule he'd already memorized. Beside him, Sarah's hand tightened around her glass, the ice clinking against the side with a sharp, rhythmic sound that reminded me of a ticking watch.

Behind Leo, I noticed my eight-year-old daughter Sophie standing quietly beside Sarah, still in her church dress, her small hands folded in front of her. She was watching me with the kind of patient, resigned expression that broke something in my chest. She didn't ask questions as Leo did. She waited, the way she'd learned to wait.

“It's part of the job, Leo,” I said, the words tasting like a betrayal. “But this one is important. It's for everyone.”

I reached over and touched Sophie's shoulder. She leaned into the contact, a fraction, and I felt the weight of her small frame against my hand. She didn't speak. She never did at these events. But her eyes tracked mine, searching for something I wasn't sure I could give her.

“Okay,” Leo said, his voice flat. He turned back to the punch bowl, ending the conversation. He'd received the information he needed. The mission was a go. Home was a secondary objective.

Sarah didn't say a word. She looked at me, her gaze heavy with everything we hadn't discussed in the months of training and late-night simulations. She didn't need to speak. The silence between us was a living thing, thick and suffocating, filled with the ghosts of missed birthdays and cold dinners.

“I have to go back in,” I whispered, nodding toward the Administrator who was waving me over to a group of international partners. “Duty calls.”

“It always does, Nathan,” she said. Her voice fell to almost nothing, all warmth drained away, leaving only the hollow precision of someone reading from a script—devoid of the anger I was braced for, which made it worse. It was the voice of someone who had stopped expecting anything else.

I walked away, the carpet beneath my feet like marshland, every step heavier than the last. I did my duty—shaking hands with the Canadian delegation, nodding as Julien spoke about the scientific legacy of the Great North. I watched Elena defend her engineering choices to a skeptical physicist, her voice a scalpel that cut through his doubts with precision.

We were the elite. We were the chosen. We were the ones the world was looking to for a future that was crumbling beneath its own weight. And yet, I was a fraud—a man who could navigate a spacecraft through a thousand variables but couldn't manage the simple geography of a three-bedroom house.

The reception dragged on for hours. By the time I managed to slip away, the moon was rising over the Houston skyline—a pale, mocking disc in the humid night. It looked small from here. Manageable. A problem to be solved with thrust and trajectory.

I found a quiet hallway leading toward the executive offices and ducked into a small, utilitarian restroom. The tiles were clinical white, the fluorescent lights humming with a low-frequency buzz that vibrated in my teeth. I leaned over the sink and splashed cold water on my face, trying to wash away the stage lights.

The water was freezing—a sudden shock that brought the world back into focus. I gripped the porcelain basin, my knuckles white the way Sarah's had been when she held her glass. I took a breath, then another, forcing the air deep into my lungs, trying to steady the frantic rhythm of my thoughts.

I looked up. The mirror was streaked with a thin layer of grime, catching the harsh light from above. My reflection stared back—a man in a flight suit, a commander, a hero of the new age. But the eyes were tired, shadowed by a fatigue that sleep couldn't touch. They were the eyes of a man who was halfway to the stars because the earth beneath him had become a cage.

I straightened my collar, smoothing the fabric over my chest, over the patch that read Artemis II. I thought of the moon's hidden hemisphere, the silence during blackout, and the absolute isolation in darkness. It was the only place left where I wouldn't have to answer any more questions.

I stared at my reflection, wondering if I was running toward the Moon or away from my marriage.

* * *
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​Chapter 2: The Weight of Expectations
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The hangar at Ellington Field Joint Reserve Base held JP-5 jet fuel and salt-crust from the Gulf—a thick, humid soup that stuck to the back of my throat. Even with the massive doors rolled back, the Florida heat pressed against the gathered crowd, shimmering off the tarmac where a line of T-38 Talons sat like waiting predators. I adjusted the sleeves of my flight suit, the fabric stiff with starch and the gravity of a billion people watching.

“Commander Blackwell, over here! One more for the network!”

I turned toward the voice, letting the Blackwell Smile™ slide into place—the one that had been focus-grouped, polished, and deployed across three continents in the last forty-eight hours. It was a comfortable mask, easy to wear because it required nothing from the man behind it. I leaned against the wing of a trainer, crossing my ankles with calculated casualness that suggested I'd stepped out of a cockpit rather than a three-hour briefing on orbital mechanics.

The reporter was a sharp-featured woman in a linen suit that was beginning to wilt in the humidity. She clutched her microphone like a lifeline while her cameraman circled us to catch the light hitting the mission patch on my chest. I knew the routine. I was the social glue, the one NASA sent in when Elena's technical jargon or Nathan's stoic silence started to bore the tax-paying public.

“Darius,” she started, using my first name to imply an intimacy we hadn't earned. “You're about to make history. When the Orion capsule clears the lunar limb, you'll be one of the first Black men ever to reach lunar distance. What does that milestone mean to you, personally?”

The familiar, low-grade heat built behind my ribs—the one I smothered with a joke or a well-timed anecdote. It was the strain of the milestone, the way every question funneled down into the color of my skin rather than the thousands of hours I'd spent in the centrifuge or the fact that I could land a T-38 in a crosswind that would ground a bird.

“It means I'm standing on the shoulders of giants,” I said, the words coming out smooth and practiced, a perfect orbital insertion into the conversation. “Men like Ed Dwight and Guy Bluford, women like Mae Jemison—they did the hard work of breaking the atmosphere so I could focus on the flight plan. It's an honor to carry that torch a little further into the dark.”

She nodded, her eyes darting to her producer, satisfied with the soundbite. I was already calculating the distance to the exit. I wasn't a pioneer to them—I was a data point in a diversity report, a historic first that ignored the ten years of my life I'd surrendered to the agency to get here. To the world, I was a symbol. To NASA, I was a pilot. To myself, I was mostly tired.

“Is there anyone you're thinking of as the countdown approaches?” she asked, catching the moment of introspection I'd let slip through the armor.

“My sister, Maya,” I said, and this time the smile didn't quite reach the corners of my mouth. “She's the real navigator in the family. I'm the guy holding the stick. She keeps me grounded, even when I'm three hundred thousand kilometers away.”

The interview wrapped up with the usual platitudes about national pride and the new frontier. I shook hands, laughed at a joke from the base commander that wasn't particularly funny, and made my way toward the black government SUV waiting at the hangar's edge. The driver didn't say much as we pulled away, heading north toward the hospital, and I was grateful for the silence. It was the only time I wasn't required to be 'Darius Blackwell, Astronaut.'

The hospital was a different kind of vacuum. It had its own atmosphere—sanitized, recycled, and heavy with the scent of floor wax and industrial-grade detergent. I moved through the corridors of the oncology ward, my flight suits out of place among the pale greens and muted blues of the medical equipment. People stared, some recognizing the face from the morning news, but I kept my eyes on the floor tiles, counting the squares to keep my mind from drifting toward the numbers on Maya's charts.

Room 412 held only the sighing hiss—no conversation, no machine chatter, just the thin pneumatic sound of a space abandoned to its own mechanics. The silence pushed down like the pressure of the oxygen concentrator. Maya looked small in the bed, a frail silhouette against white linens that could be swallowing her whole. At twenty-four, she should have been finishing her master's or complaining about a bad date, not watching the slow drip of chemotherapy into a port in her chest. Her hair was gone, replaced by a soft knitted cap in a shade of yellow far too bright for the room.

“You look like a giant blueberry,” she croaked, her eyes fluttering open as I pulled up a plastic chair. “Seriously, D. The blue flight suit? It's a bit much for a Wednesday.”

“It's branding, Maya,” I said, reaching out to squeeze her hand. Her skin was like parchment, thin and dry, the bones beneath it far too prominent. “The public needs to know I'm an astronaut. Otherwise, they might think I'm a very well-dressed janitor.”

She let out a dry, rattling laugh that dissolved into a cough. I held the water straw to her lips, watching how much effort it took to swallow. This was the pressure I never mentioned in press conferences—the crushing cost of leukemia treatments, specialist consults, experimental trials that NASA's insurance only partially covered. Every mission, every public appearance, every scrap of prestige I could scrape together bought another month of the best care money could buy.

“I saw you on the news,” she whispered, her voice strengthening as the water took effect. “Standing on the shoulders of giants. Very poetic. Who wrote that? Was it that PR guy with the bad toupee?”

“I'll have you know I came up with that myself,” I said, leaning back. “I have a sensitive, artistic soul. It's a requirement for the job—along with a very high tolerance for freeze-dried shrimp cocktail.”

She smiled, a real one that made her look like the bratty teenager who used to hide my flight manuals. Her hand trembled as she reached for the Nintendo Switch on her bedside table. The screen flared to life, Mario Kart's bright colors looking alien against the sterile gloom of the ward.

“You better come back, D,” she said, eyes fixed on the screen as she selected her character. “I'm not done kicking your ass at Mario Kart. And I'm not letting you go to the Moon so that you can use 'low gravity' as an excuse for why you can't nail a drift.”

“I'm the best pilot in the corps, Maya. You're playing against a man who can dock a spacecraft at seventeen thousand miles per hour.”

“And yet,” she muttered, thumbs moving with a ghost of their former speed, “you still can't dodge a blue shell to save your life. Focus, Astronaut. Rainbow Road. No items, final destination.”

We played for an hour. It was the most honest I'd been in weeks. No cameras, no milestones, no weight of history— the frantic clicking of plastic buttons and the rhythm of our sibling rivalry. I let her win twice, though she'd kill me if she knew. She needed the victory more than I needed the ego boost. Watching her face light up when she crossed the finish line was worth more than any medal.

As the sun dipped toward the horizon, casting long orange shadows across the room, the fatigue settled over her again. The light in her eyes dimmed, the Switch sliding from her grip as her breathing slowed into the shallow, heavy cadence of the medicated. I stayed there, holding her hand, watching the dust motes dance in the dying light.

I was terrified. It was a cold, sharp realization that I kept buried under self-deprecating humor and media-ready smiles. I was going to leave the planet, putting three hundred thousand kilometers of vacuum between us, while she fought a war she was losing on a cellular level. If things went wrong here, I wouldn't be in another time zone; I'd be in another world, trapped in a tin can while my sister slipped away.

“D?” she murmured, her eyes half-open.

“Yeah, Maya. I'm here.”

“Bring me something,” she whispered. “Not a t-shirt. Not a patch. Something real.”

I looked at her, at the fragility of her, and felt a desperate need rise in me to give her a piece of the future I was building. I leaned in, my tone hushed as if the hospital walls were listening for mission violations.

“I'll tell you what,” I said, the lie forming in my mind before I could stop it. “I'm going to bring you a Moon rock. A real one. Not the stuff they keep in the vaults at JSC. I'll find a piece of the hidden hemisphere, something that hasn't seen the sun in a billion years, and I'll slip it into my flight suit.”

I knew it was impossible. The weight limits were calculated down to the gram, the planetary protection protocols were absolute, and the security at splashdown would be tighter than a sealed hatch. There was no way to smuggle a piece of another world back to a hospital bed in Houston.

Maya looked at me, her gaze sharpening for a brief, lucid second. She knew the regulations as well as I did; she'd spent her childhood memorizing the same manuals, dreaming of the same stars. She saw through the lie, recognized the desperate, empty promise for what it was—a brother's attempt to fix a world that was broken beyond repair. She didn't call me on it. She didn't point out the impossibility of the logistics or the risk to my career. She smiled, letting me keep the fiction between us.

* * *
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​Chapter 3: Proving Ground
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The centrifuge room at the Johnson Space Center was a cathedral of gray concrete and high-tensile steel, dominated by the massive, fifty-foot arm of the rotator. It smelled of ozone and the scorched-dust scent of overworked electrical motors. I stepped into the gondola, my flight suit already sticking to my lower back, and began the familiar, mechanical ritual of strapping in. Every buckle clicked with a finality that usually soothed me, but today the sound was like a countdown.

“Voss, we're reading a slight elevation in your resting heart rate,” a voice crackled through my headset. Miller. One of the junior flight surgeons. He was twenty-eight, possessed a pristine lab coat, and thought of me as legacy hardware that required extra maintenance.

“It's the coffee, Miller, run the pre-check. I have a mission timeline to maintain, and your concern is a three-sigma outlier on my priority list.”

I adjusted my position in the seat, the mold of the high-G couch pressing against my spine. At forty-three, I knew the geography of my own body better than I knew the streets of Houston. I knew the specific ache in my left knee from a botched landing in the Mojave and the way my vision would begin to gray out at 6.2 Gs if I couldn't lock my abdominal muscles hard enough to bruise my own ribs. I was a precision instrument, and I couldn't have time for a kid in a white coat to worry about my baseline.

The gondola door hissed shut, sealing me into a world of muffled hydraulics and the thrum of the drive system. Outside, in the observation deck, I knew they were watching the monitors. Nathan, Darius, and Julien would be there, along with a dozen engineers, debating whether my reaction times would hold up under the sustained acceleration of an SLS ascent.

“Initiating rotation in three, two, one.”

The world shifted. Not a sudden jolt, but a smooth, inevitable build-up of pressure—like a giant hand pressing its weight against my chest. The floor became a hungry thing, pulling at my boots. I felt the familiar tightening in my throat, the way the air thickens as the centrifuge arm began its long, sweeping arcs.

Four Gs. My face started to sag, the skin of my cheeks dragging toward my ears. I initiated the anti-G straining maneuver, a series of short, sharp exhales that sounded like a steam engine in the cramped confines of the gondola. This wasn't about strength—it was about fluid dynamics. About keeping the blood in my brain from surrendering to the laws of physics and pooling in my feet.

Six Gs. The pressure was absolute now, as though someone had dropped a lead slab onto my ribcage. My field of vision began to narrow, the edges fraying into dark, mottled static. I focused on the digital readouts in front of me, the bright green numbers of the simulated docking procedure shimmering through the distortion of my own vibrating eyeballs.

I reached out, my arm weighing fifty pounds, and tapped a sequence into the keypad. My movements were slow, deliberate, and accurate. I'd spent fifteen years perfecting the art of being a machine when the universe tried to turn me back into meat. I wasn't an engineer—I was the fail-safe. If the automation died on the way to the Moon, I'd be the one who had to hand-fly the Orion back into the corridor.

“Holding at seven Gs.” Miller's voice sounded thin, distorted by the roar of air in my ears. “Voss, telemetry is nominal. You're hitting the marks, but your O2 saturation is dipping. We can dial it back.”

“Keep it,” I grunted, “push to eight. I want to see the limits of the software calibration.”

The acceleration climbed. The vibration became a bone-deep hum that rattled my molars. At eight Gs, the world narrowed to a tunnel of gray light, and every breath was a desperate, calculated heist. I stayed in the pocket, my mind retreating into a cold, analytical space where there was no pain, only variables. I was forty-three years old, and I was outperforming the twenty-six-year-old fighter pilots who had washed out of this program three months ago.

The deceleration was gradual, a slow release of the crushing weight that left my body strangely light and unanchored. When the arm stopped, and the gondola door opened, the air hit me—cold and thin. I sat still for a moment, waiting for the world to stop spinning, my hands resting on the armrests. They were steady. I made sure of that before I unbuckled.

I stepped out of the gondola, my legs feeling like they belonged to someone else for the first three steps. I grabbed a towel from a nearby rack and wiped the sweat from my forehead, then headed toward the observation bay. I needed the data logs. I needed to know where the vibration had peaked during the transition from six to seven Gs.

As I approached the glass-walled control room, I stopped. The door was cracked open, and voices from inside carried over the whine of the cooling fans. They didn't hear me; I was a ghost in a blue flight suit, moving through the shadows of the machinery.

“She's still pulling consistent numbers,” one of the senior technicians said. I recognized the voice—Henderson, a man who'd been at NASA since the Shuttle era and still acted like women in the cockpit were a temporary fad.

“Yeah,” another voice replied, younger and more dismissive. “Impressive for someone her age. But you have to wonder about the long-term fatigue on the lunar return. A forty-three-year-old heart isn't the same as a thirty-year-old one, no matter how much she trains. She's a hell of an engineer, but maybe she belongs in Mission Control where the G-load is zero.”

I stood motionless. The towel hung damp and heavy in my hand. Anger was an inefficient emotion that clouded judgment. Instead, I felt a cold sharpening of resolve. I logged the comment as a data point, a small, ugly variable that I would have to compensate for with a hundred more hours of perfect performance.

I pushed the door open, the heavy glass swinging wide. Henderson looked up, his face flushing a dull, mottled red. The younger engineer—a kid named Davis who'd never seen a launch in person—abruptly became fascinated with a blank monitor.

“Henderson,” I said. “I want the vibration analysis from the third-stage simulation. I noticed a four-millimeter deviation in the lateral axis during the eight-G peak. If that's a sensor glitch, I want it fixed. If it's structural resonance, I want the dampening specs by the end of the shift.”

“We were reviewing the telemetry, Elena,” Henderson stammered, pulling up a window on the main screen. “You did well out there. Real solid.”

“I don't care about 'good,' Henderson. I care about the mission profile.” I leaned over his shoulder to scan the scrolling lines of code. Stale coffee on his breath, and the faint tang of nervous sweat. “And Davis? My heart rate stayed under 110 during the entire peak. If you're worried about fatigue, maybe you should spend less time speculating on my cardiovascular health and more time checking the tolerances on the Orion heat shield. Your last report had a rounding error in the second decimal place. Don't let it happen again.”

I had to move forward without a response. I walked out, my boots echoing on the polished floor. I didn't need their approval—I needed their precision. The Moon didn't care about my age or my bedside manner. It only cared about orbital mechanics and the integrity of the pressure hull.

Back in the crew quarters, the adrenaline from the centrifuge began to ebb, replaced by a hollow, gnawing exhaustion. I stripped out of the flight suit and stood in the shower for ten minutes, letting the hot water beat against my shoulders. My skin was marked with small, red petechiae from the G-load—tiny broken capillaries that looked like a map of some distant star system. I traced them with one finger, a quiet testament to the toll this job took.

Once dressed in my civvies, I sat on the narrow bunk and pulled out my phone. The screen was a bright, intrusive glare in the dim room. Three missed calls from Mark. I stared at the name for a moment, my thumb hovering over the screen. Mark was my ex-husband, a man who'd once loved my ambition until it started taking up the space where a wife was supposed to be. Now, he was the primary gatekeeper to the only part of my life that didn't involve a checklist.

I hit the call button and waited. He picked up on the fourth ring.

“Elena,” Mark said. He sounded tired, the kind of domestic exhaustion that came from soccer practices and parent-teacher conferences. “I was starting to think you'd launched.”

“I was in the centrifuge, Mark. You know the schedule.” I rubbed my temple. “I'm calling about the custody rotation for next month. I need to move my weekend with Emma. Pre-launch quarantine starts on the twelfth, and I have to be at KSC for the final suit-up drills.”

A long silence on the other end of the line. I could hear the faint sound of a television in the background, a cartoon theme song I couldn't recognize. It was a sound from a world I no longer lived in.

“Elena, she has her school play that weekend,” Mark said, his voice dropping into that quiet, disappointed tone that made me feel like I was failing a test I hadn't studied for. “She's been practicing her lines for three weeks. She was hoping you'd be there this time.”

“I'm going to the Moon, Mark. I'm not going to a conference in Omaha. This is Artemis II. Do you have any idea what the logistical requirements are for a mission like this? I can't skip a suit-up because of a school play.”

“I know what the mission is, Elena. Everyone knows. It's all you talk about. It's all the world talks about. But Emma is ten. To her, you're the mom who's in a simulator or a press conference or a different time zone. She needs you to be a person, not an astronaut.”

“I am being a person,” I snapped, the defensive edge in my tone sharpening before I could soften it. “I'm the person who's making sure she has a future. I'm showing her that women can lead, that they can go further than anyone thought possible. Doesn't that count for something?”

“It counts for a lot in the history books, I'm sure,” Mark said. “But right now, it doesn't count for much with her. Hold on, she walked in. Want to talk to her?”

“Yes. Put her on.”

I heard the rustle of the phone being handed over, the muffled sound of a door closing. Then the line went quiet until a small, flat voice came through the speaker.

“Hi, Mom.”

“Hi, Emma,” I said, and for the first time all day, my tone faltered. I couldn't have a checklist for this. “How was school? Did you finish that science project?”

“It was fine,” she said. I could hear her tapping on something—her phone, probably. She was always on that thing, building a digital barrier between herself and the world I inhabited. “Dad says you aren't coming to the play.”

“Emma, I wanted to be there. But the mission schedule shifted. I have to be in Florida for final preparations. It's a critical part of the flight safety protocol. If I don't complete these drills, I can't fly.”

“Okay,” she said. The word was a dead end. No emotion, no anger, flat acceptance that stung worse than shouting would have.

“I'll make it up to you, I promise,” I said, leaning forward, my hand tightening on the edge of the bunk. “I'll call you every day from the Orion. You'll be able to see me on the NASA feed. I'm going to be one of the first people to see the lunar dark with my own eyes. Think about that, Emma. Your mom is going to the Moon.”

I waited for a spark, a question, a flicker of the wonder Julien always talked about. I wanted her to see me the way the world saw me—as a hero, as a pioneer. I wanted to be the mother who brought the stars down to her bedside.

“Are you going to the Moon?” she asked, and for a second, I thought I heard a crack in the ice. “Or is this another work thing? Like when you missed my birthday because of the centrifuge?”

The question hit like a punch to the gut, a sudden decompression that left me gasping for air. I looked at the red marks on my arms, the cost of my ambition written in my own blood, and realized that to her, the Moon was another rival for my attention. Another reason I wasn't there was to tuck her in or help her with her lines.

“It's not a work thing, Emma. It's... It's history. The most important thing I've ever done. I'm doing this for you. So you can grow up in a world where there are no limits.”

“I don't care about the Moon, Mom,” she said, and I could hear the rustle of her getting up, the distant sound of the TV again. “I wanted you to see my play.”

“Emma, please. try to understand—”

“Whatever, Mom,” she said and hung up.

* * *
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​Chapter 4: National Pride, Personal Doubt
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Silence pressed thick in the Grand Salon of the Montreal Science Center tasted of expensive catering and the faint, ozonous scent of a dozen high-definition screens. Light fractured off the glass walls, throwing jagged reflections of the Saint Lawrence River across the polished floor. I stood behind the heavy oak podium, the grain of the wood rough against my palms, while the Minister of Innovation finished a speech that would consist entirely of the words 'pioneer' and 'heritage.'

To my left, a massive Canadian flag hung in heavy, silent folds, its red maple leaf appearing almost crimson under the stage lights. I could sense its presence, a pressure against my shoulder that had nothing to do with gravity. I wasn't Julien Moreau, a physicist who had spent a decade obsessing over orbital mechanics; I was a symbol, a piece of national property that had been carefully polished for public consumption.

“And now,” the Minister said, his voice dropping into a register of practiced solemnity, “the man who will carry our hopes to the stars. Canada's first deep-space traveler, Julien Moreau.”

The applause hit like a concussive wave. I stepped forward, my boots clicking against the stage with a precision that felt almost performative. In the third row, Claire sat with her hands folded in her lap, her face hardened into an expression of composure. She didn't clap as loudly as the strangers around her. She watched me, her eyes tracking the way I adjusted the microphone, as if searching for some version of me that this vacuum-sealed hero hadn't replaced.

“Thank you!” I said. “This mission isn't about one individual. It's about the collective ambition of a nation that has always looked at the horizon and wondered what lies beyond. Artemis II is the culmination of years of research, sacrifice, and the belief that we belong among the celestial bodies we've spent centuries mapping.”

I spoke the words I'd rehearsed in the shower, in the car, in the quiet moments between centrifuge runs. They were good words—poetic, expansive, devoid of the cold, hollow doubt that had been nesting in my chest since the selection was finalized. I talked about the moon's sunless hemisphere as if it were a neighbor's backyard, a place of scientific bounty rather than a cold, airless void that didn't care about our flags or our history.

“My grandfather was a fisherman in Gaspé,” I continued, leaning into the narrative the CSA had helped me craft. “He navigated by the stars because he had to. I'll be navigating by them because we chose to. That is the Canadian spirit.”

The flashbulbs strobed, turning the room into a series of disconnected white frames. I was a ghost trapped in a kaleidoscope. When I looked back at Claire, she'd turned her head to whisper something to my mother. My father sat beside them, his gaze fixed on a point somewhere above my head, his expression one of mild, pleasant confusion. He wore his best suit, the one that smelled of cedar and the slow passage of time.

After the ceremony, the gravity of the room shifted toward the bar. I was swarmed by men in tailored suits and women with digital recorders, all of them wanting a piece of the 'vision.' I navigated the crowd with the same mechanical efficiency Elena used for her pre-flight checklists—a hand on a shoulder here, a polite nod there, a rehearsed anecdote about the weightlessness of the Canadian Space Agency's training pool.

“Moreau, a word?” A journalist from Le Devoir materialized beside me, her eyes sharp behind thin-rimmed glasses. “You speak of national pride, but what of the personal cost? You've moved up your wedding date. Is this mission worth sacrificing a life you're only beginning to build?”

A sudden constriction in my chest. Sudden loss of cabin pressure. I forced a smile, the muscles in my face brittle. “Discovery always requires sacrifice. Claire and I understand that. We're looking forward to the future—both the one on Earth and the one we're helping to build in orbit.”

It was a tactical retreat of an answer. I excused myself and pushed through the double doors toward the terrace, where the cold Montreal air hit me like a blow. The city sprawled below in a grid of amber lights, the Jacques Cartier Bridge arching over the water like the spine of some prehistoric beast. I gripped the railing, the cold metal biting into my skin, and searched for the North Star through the urban haze.

I thought of the physics of it—the sheer, improbable violence of escaping the atmosphere. We were trying to throw ourselves into the dark and hope the math was enough to catch us. It was a beautiful, terrifying gamble, and yet all I could think about was the way my father had looked at me during the speech, as if I were a stranger he was trying intently to be polite to.

“You're hiding.” Claire's voice came from behind me. She was wrapped in a dark wool coat, her hair whipped into a frantic halo by the wind. She stepped up to the railing, her shoulder brushing mine. She avoided the city. She looked at my hands.

“Catching my breath,” I said, not looking at her. “The room's atmosphere up there felt suffocating, you know? Like I was drowning in their expectations.”

“It's the ego,” she said, her voice dry but not unkind. “It displaces the oxygen. Your mother wants to know if we're still going to dinner. Your father is getting restless. He thinks we're at the airport.”

The drive to my parents' house stretched into stillness—the only sound the hum of tires on asphalt, a rhythm that couldn't bridge the distance between us. My father sat in the front seat of my sedan, his fingers drumming a nonsensical pattern on the dashboard. He hummed a tune that was almost a sea shanty, something from his childhood in the Maritimes that survived even as the names of his grandchildren flickered and died in his mind.

“Beautiful plane, Julien,” he said, gesturing toward a passing bus. “When do we board?”

“It's not a plane, Papa,” I said, my grip tightening on the steering wheel. “We're going home for dinner. Remember? Maman made the ragoût.”

“Ah, yes. The ragoût,” he whispered, though the vacancy in his eyes told me the word meant nothing to him. He turned back to the window, watching the streetlights pass with the rapt attention of a child. His world had been reduced to a series of immediate, disconnected sensations—a life lived in the present because the past was a map with the ink scrubbed off.

Dinner was served in the narrow dining room of the house I'd grown up in, a space that seemed crowded with the debris of a life being packed away. My mother moved between the kitchen and the table with a frantic, buzzing energy, her movements a testament to a year spent caretaking. She smelled of flour and the sharp, medicinal scent of the ointments she used for my father's skin.

“So, the big day is coming,” my mother said, spooning a heap of potatoes onto my plate. She looked at me with a pride so fierce it seemed like an accusation. “Our Julien, on the Moon. Who would have thought? From the backyard with that plastic telescope to this.”

“It's a historic opportunity, Maman,” I said, the words heavy and artificial in the small room. I looked at the chipped porcelain of my plate, the pattern of blue flowers worn away by decades of meals. “The data we'll collect on the hidden hemisphere could rewrite our understanding of the early solar system.”

“Data,” my father muttered, his focus sharpening on me. He held a fork halfway to his mouth, his brow furrowed in a moment of striking clarity. “Is that what you're after? Fetching rocks? That's a long way to go for a bit of gravel, isn't it?”

“It's more than that, Papa,” I said, searching for a way to explain the cosmological significance to a man who couldn't remember where he'd put his glasses ten minutes ago. “It's about being there from the perspective. When you look back at Earth from that distance, everything changes. The borders disappear. History becomes... smaller.”

“Sounds lonely,” my father said, then returned to his potatoes, the moment of lucidity sinking back beneath the surface. He began to hum again, the sea shanty returning to fill the silence.

Claire didn't eat much. She observed the exchange with a quiet intensity I had once found comforting and now found terrifying. She was a woman who dealt in the concrete—in the architecture of buildings and the stability of foundations. To her, my philosophical tangents were like smoke from a fire: beautiful to look at, but impossible to build a life on.

“Julien was telling the reporters about the wedding,” Claire said, her voice level. She looked at my mother. “He said we're looking forward to the future.”

“Of course you are!” my mother exclaimed, wiping a stray drop of gravy from the table. “A hero's wedding. It will be in all the papers. The astronaut and his bride. It's like a fairy tale.”

“Fairy tales end with the wedding,” Claire said softly. She turned to me, her gaze steady. “They don't mention the part where the prince leaves for six months to play with the stars while the princess stays home to manage the plumbing and the elderly parents.”

“It's not playing, Claire,” I said, the defensiveness rising in my throat like bile. “It's service. It's the highest honor a scientist can achieve. You knew this was the goal when I entered the program.”

“I knew it was your goal, Julien,” she said. “I couldn't realize the goal would become the only thing in the room. Look at your father. He's disappearing, and you're planning to be three hundred thousand kilometers away when he goes.”

My father's fork clattered against his plate—a small, metallic sound that seemed to crack the room open. My mother made a small, wounded sound and stood to clear the dishes, her shoulders hunched. I looked at Claire, and for a moment, I saw the woman I'd fallen in love with—the one who could see through my pretenses with a single, devastating observation. The weight of her words settled across my chest like a stone, and I realized she wasn't angry. She was grieving. She grieved me in the space between her breath and mine, a ritual she'd perfected over two years while I remained pinned to the table—physically present, spiritually liquidated.

“He doesn't even know I'm here half the time,” I whispered, the words tasting of shame. “What difference does it make if I'm in the next room or on the Moon?”

“It matters to you,” Claire said. “Or it should. But you're so busy trying to be a national hero that you've forgotten how to be a son. Or a husband.”

She stood then, her chair scraping against the linoleum with a harsh, discordant sound. “I'm going to help your mother with the coffee. Think about it, Julien. Think about it.”

I sat alone at the table with my father. He looked up at me, a smear of potato on his chin, and smiled. It was a sweet, vacant expression that made my heart ache with sudden, sharp intensity. He didn't know about Artemis II. He didn't know about the SLS or the Orion capsule or the diplomatic weight of the Canadian contribution to deep-space exploration.

“Are you the doctor?” he asked, his voice thin and hopeful.

“No, Papa,” I said, reaching across the table to take his hand. His skin was like parchment, dry and fragile. “I'm Julien. Your son.”

“Julien,” he repeated, testing the name as if it were a new word. “My son is a fisherman. He's out on the water today. Big storm coming.”

“He'll be fine, Papa. He knows how to read the stars.”

I left the house an hour later, the scent of ragoût still clinging to my sweater. Claire and I walked to the car in a silence that widened between us like a rift. The city seemed different now—less like a grid of possibilities and more like a collection of fragile structures waiting to be swept away. We drove back toward the downtown core, the lights of the city blurring into long, incandescent streaks against the windshield.

“I'm sorry about dinner,” I said as we pulled up to our apartment building. The structure was a glass-and-steel tower built during the last great wave of federal optimism, back when the government still believed it could organize the world into legible systems. “It's ... the pressure. Everything's moving so fast.”

“I know it's fast,” Claire said, her hand on the door handle. She avoided me. “But you're the one running the engine, Julien. You could slow down. You could say no. You could stay and help your mother. You could stay and be with me.”

“I can't. I've worked my entire life for this. If I walk away now, what was it all for? The years of studying, the move to Houston, the sacrifices we've already made? It would all mean nothing.”

“Is it about the science?” she asked, turning to face me. The streetlights caught the wetness in her eyes, making them look like two distant, dark stars. “Is it about the data and the discovery? Or is it about wanting to be the man on the postage stamp?”

“That's unfair,” I said, but the words felt hollow even as I spoke them. I thought of the podium, the flags, the way I'd felt when the Minister called my name. There had been a thrill in it—a cold, sharp spike of validation that had nothing to do with physics and everything to do with the need to be seen.

“Is it?” she asked. “You're so afraid of being ordinary, Julien. You're terrified of being like your father—a man who lived a quiet life and is now being forgotten. You think that if you go to the Moon, you'll be permanent. You think you'll be immortal.”

“I want to do something that matters,” I whispered.

“You already do.” She opened the door and stepped out into the night. “But it's not enough for you.”

I watched her walk into the lobby, her silhouette framed by the harsh fluorescent light of the entrance. I couldn't follow her. I sat in the car, the engine ticking as it cooled, and looked up at the moon. It hung there—a pale silver sliver in the sky, suspended over the city like a promise or a threat. From here, it looked beautiful and serene, a destination worthy of any sacrifice.

But as I sat there in the dark, the silence of the car pressing against my ears, I thought of how my father had asked if I was the doctor. I thought of the way Claire had looked at me when I spoke about the perspective of the stars. I was a scientist, trained to look at the world and find the underlying patterns, the immutable laws that governed the motion of the heavens. But the words eluded me. The math explained the distance between the people and me in that dining room.

My eyes fluttered closed and tried to imagine the launch—the roar of the engines, the crushing weight of the acceleration, the moment when the blue of the sky gave way to the absolute black of the void. It was a dream I had lived in for years, a vision that had sustained me through every night in the lab and every grueling hour in the simulator.

But for the first time, the dream felt thin. It felt like a story someone else had written for me, a narrative of national pride and historical destiny that I was performing because I had no identity without it. I looked at my hands resting on the steering wheel and wondered if they were the hands of a pioneer or a man running away from a life he didn't know how to fix.

The moon shifted behind a cloud, its light fading until the street was left in a muddy, orange gloom. I thought of the artifacts Nathan had mentioned in the briefings—the strange glints they'd seen in the satellite imagery of the hidden hemisphere. We were going there to find answers, to pull back the veil and see what was hidden in the dark. But as I sat there, a solitary figure in a darkened car, I realized that the most profound mysteries weren't three hundred thousand kilometers away. They were right here, in the quiet, crumbling lives of the people I was leaving behind.

I turned off the headlights and leaned my head back against the seat. The city hummed around me, a million lives intersecting and diverging in the dark. I was part of it, and yet I was already gone—a ghost haunting my own life before the mission had even begun.

Maybe Claire was right about my motivations after all.

* * *
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​Chapter 5: Selection Criteria
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The NASA Headquarters debriefing room was sterile and windowless, the air scrubbed of everything but the faint chemical scent of floor wax. I sat alone at the long mahogany table, four thick navy-blue binders spread before me, each embossed with the NASA insignia—the physical manifestation of my life's work. These were the selection files, the final distillation of two years of psychological evaluations, physical stress tests, and team compatibility matrices. As Mission Commander, I had the right to see the data that had fused us. But looking at it was like opening a wound I'd spent two years sealing.

I opened the first file. My own name was printed on the tab in a font that was clinical and permanent—a death sentence printed in Helvetica. Nathan Carver. I flipped past the certifications and flight hours, past the commendations from my time in the Navy, until I reached the section marked Psychological Assessment: Final Integration. The paper was crisp, the ink dark and unapologetic.

“Candidate exhibits exceptional technical proficiency and high-pressure decision-making capabilities,” the report began. My eyes skipped down to the summary—the part where the flight surgeons stopped being polite and started being honest. “Note: Tendency toward extreme emotional compartmentalization. While an asset in crisis, this trait may inhibit long-term team cohesion and interpersonal transparency. Candidate prioritizes mission objectives over personal support structures to a degree that borders on pathological avoidance.”

I leaned back. The leather chair creaked under my weight. Pathological avoidance. It was a sharp, clinical way of saying what Sarah had been screaming with her silence for months. To the NASA board, it was a manageable risk, a quirk of the high-performance machine they'd built. To me, it was the only way I knew how to breathe without the crushing atmosphere of my own home.

A sudden rap at the door broke my concentration. I straightened, my hands moving to square the binders on the table. The door opened, and Darius Blackwell stepped in—flight suit pristine, smile carrying that effortless warmth that always made me feel like I was standing too close to the sun. He held two cardboard cups of coffee, the steam curling into the dry air.

“Still digging through the tomb, Nathan?” Darius asked, sliding a cup toward me. The scent of burnt beans and plastic lids hit me—a grounding, mundane smell. “You know, they say if you stare at those psych evals too long, you start seeing the ghosts of the people we beat out for the seats.”

“Doing my due diligence, Darius,” I retorted. “I want to understand the team's friction points before we're in a pressurized can with no way out.”

Darius sat down, his movements fluid and relaxed, though I noticed his fingers drumming a frantic, silent rhythm against his cup. He looked at the binders, his expression softening into something more guarded. “The friction is what makes us work. Elena's the spark, Julien's the dreamer, I'm the charm, and you're the cold, hard logic that keeps us from floating away. It's a balanced system. The math is solid.”

“The math is always solid on paper,” I replied, taking a sip of the coffee. It was bitter and scalding. “But people aren't variables. They're volatile. One bad day in the ancient crater field can turn a balanced system into a catastrophe. Look at Voss's report. She has a ninety-eight percent technical competency rating, but her stress-response markers spike when peers question her. She sees every correction as an indictment.”

Darius shrugged, a slow, easy movement. “That's because she's had to work twice as hard as any of us to get that seat. She's protective of her expertise. You have to let her lead the engineering, Nathan. Don't micromanage the woman who can rebuild an RCS thruster in her sleep.”

“I don't intend to,” I said, though I would. I studied Darius, searching for the cracks the files mentioned. “How's Maya? I heard the latest round of treatment was... intensive.”
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