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​Chapter 1: On the Proper Indexing of the Afterlife
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Brian Mopton’s first thought upon returning to consciousness was that the inventory was a mess. A complete and utter disaster. Not just untidy, but philosophically unsound.

He hadn’t expected an afterlife, per se. His fifty-seven years as the head custodian for the Mortlake & Sons accounting firm had instilled in him a deep appreciation for things that were predictable, orderly, and, above all, filed correctly. He’d spent his life in a quiet war against entropy, armed with a spray bottle of ammonia solution and a color-coded key ring. The accountants, with their neat columns of figures and their hushed, rustling papers, understood the beauty of a balanced ledger. Brian understood the quiet satisfaction of a hallway so clean you could see the ghost of your own reflection in the linoleum. Death, he’d always assumed, was the universe’s final act of tidying up. A closing of the ledger. The ultimate state of everything being in its proper place, which was, specifically, a state of non-existence.

This was not that. This was... loud. And chaotic. And frankly, very poorly organized.

There was no body, no familiar ache in his lower back that flared up on damp Tuesdays, no scent of industrial-grade floor polish that smelled faintly of lemons and regret. Instead, there was data. A torrent of it, flooding a sensory apparatus he hadn’t possessed a moment ago. He was simultaneously aware of the faint, rhythmic hiss of a life support system cycling air that wasn't there, the precise energy consumption of a thousand different sub-systems down to the last microwatt, the ambient temperature of a bulkhead three hundred meters away, and the unsettlingly vast, silent scream of a vacuum that stretched for lightyears in every direction.

It was like being locked in a supply closet where every bottle, broom, and box was shouting its exact specifications, warranty information, and recommended cleaning applications at him all at once. He could feel the molecular integrity of his own hull and, simultaneously, the faint gravitational pull of a gas giant two systems over.

He tried to blink, but he had no eyelids. He tried to take a deep breath, but he had no lungs. Panic, he noted with detached interest, felt remarkably like a sudden, unauthorized power surge to non-essential systems. A cascade of error messages he couldn't read flooded his consciousness. He needed to get a handle on this. He needed a list. Lists were logical. Lists were sane.

Item 1: Self. Brian Mopton. Deceased. Cause of death: Unfortunate interaction with a mislabeled bucket of what was certainly not water and a faulty floor buffer on a freshly waxed mezzanine. The buffer, "Old Sparky," had a known short, a detail he had noted on Maintenance Request Form B-12 no fewer than six times. His death was not a tragedy; it was a failure of process. A deeply unprofessional way to go.

Item 2: Location. Unclear. Seems to be... large. And metallic. And... him. The realization didn’t crash into him like a wave; it seeped in, the way a stubborn coffee stain works its way into grout. The ship wasn’t his vessel. He was the vessel. The low, powerful hum of the reactor was his heartbeat. The sensor arrays, which could resolve the dust on a moon a million kilometers away, were his eyes. The hull plating, a cool and comforting shell of reinforced alloy, was his skin. He flexed a maneuvering thruster by accident and felt a strange, phantom limb sensation.

Item 3: Purpose. This was the big one. He was a spaceship. Spaceships went places. They explored, they fought, they carried important people in crisp uniforms. Brian had never been one for travel. His idea of a grand adventure was finding a scuff mark that could be removed with the B-3 series of cleaning solutions instead of having to escalate to the C-1s. His purpose had always been to create a stable, clean environment so that others could do their important work. What was he supposed to do now?

A soft, impossibly cheerful chime echoed not in his ears, but directly in the core of his consciousness. It was the kind of sound designed to be inoffensive to a thousand different alien species, and was therefore subtly irritating to all of them.

<Welcome, Administrator,> a voice announced. It was a pleasant, gender-neutral tone, the kind you’d expect from a self-service checkout that was about to cheerfully inform you of an unexpected item in the bagging area. **<I am the Custodian’s Companion, your onboard guide to maintenance, management, and the delightfully arbitrary nature of existence. It is a pleasure to be activated.> **

Brian focused his newfound senses. "Where am I? What am I?" The words didn't boom from a speaker; they were simply formed, a query sent down a freshly discovered neural pathway.

**<An excellent question! The philosopher Glarth Vainly-Ponder once said, ‘To ask what you are is to assume you are not simply what you do.’ You, Administrator, are the Custodian Vessel 734. And you are here to do.> **

"Do what?" Brian asked, a sense of cosmic dread beginning to coalesce. It felt like the moment he’d discovered the second-floor men’s room had run out of C-fold paper towels during flu season.

**<Tidy, of course!> ** the Companion chirped. **<The universe, according to Glarth, is a magnificent first draft, filled with typos, run-on sentences, and a rather shocking number of dangling participles. The Originators, having completed the initial creative phase, have outsourced the editing. And the janitorial work. That’s us!> **

Brian processed this. He had died in the act of cleaning, only to be resurrected into an eternity of it on a galactic scale. It was so grotesquely, absurdly fitting that he might have laughed, if he’d had a mouth.

"So, my job... is to be the universe's janitor?"

**<A Cosmic Custodian!> ** the AI corrected him brightly. **<A far more respectable title. It says so right here in your operational mandate. Section 1, Subsection A: ‘To mop, polish, and otherwise rectify cosmic-level inconveniences.’ Glarth also noted that ‘any job worth doing is worth giving a grandiose title.’> **

Before Brian could formulate a response to that, a new alert chimed, this one with a slightly more insistent, caution-yellow tone. It felt, to Brian, like a flashing wet floor sign.

**<Oh, wonderful! Our first work order has arrived,> ** the Companion announced. **<It appears we have a ‘Great Universal Spill’ in Sector 7G.> **

"A spill?" Brian felt a flicker of something familiar. Something he understood. "What kind of spill? Liquid? Particulate matter? Is it a biohazard? Give me the material safety data sheet."

**<Yes!> ** the AI replied, unhelpfully. **<According to the report, a tertiary-level celestial being appears to have ‘knocked over’ a rather vibrant nebula during a moment of existential distraction. The contents, a cocktail of reality-bending liquids and raw potential, are currently seeping into several inhabited systems. There is no data sheet, as the material in question technically doesn’t exist in a state that can be documented.> **

A schematic of the affected sector blinked into existence in Brian’s mind. It was a swirling, psychedelic mess of chaotic color, labeled with annotations that made his core programming ache. ‘Localized Gravitational Stickiness.’ ‘Unscheduled Chromatic Re-Assignment of Stellar Bodies.’ ‘Spontaneous Mauve.’ He zoomed in, his new sensor suite focusing on a planet that seemed to be... vibrating.

**<The primary complaint comes from the Grand Bureaucracy of Xylos,> ** the Companion added, helpfully displaying a copy of the official filing. It was a document of breathtaking complexity. **<The spill has reclassified their designated shade of beige, Pantone 7527-C, as ‘a sort of wobbly mauve,’ causing a system-wide panic and a backlog of Form 88-Delta revisions. They are, and I quote from line 47-B of their complaint, ‘deeply unsettled and require immediate remediation before the fiscal quarter ends.’> **

Brian ignored the philosophical implications. He ignored the fact that he was a dead man who was also a spaceship talking to a deranged encyclopedia. He ignored the sheer, mind-breaking scale of it all.

Instead, he focused on the problem. A spill was a spill. And every spill, from a dropped cup of coffee to a nebula full of liquid reality, required the same three things.

One: A proper assessment of the situation. Two: The correct tools for the job. Three: A clear and methodical plan of action.

This was just a bigger floor with a more complicated stain.

"Companion," Brian said, his consciousness firming with a sense of purpose he hadn't felt since he’d successfully reorganized the entire third-floor supply closet by color, function, and alphabetical order. "Give me a full manifest of this vessel's cleaning supplies. Everything. Do we have a containment field rated for existential dread? A long-handled cosmic squeegee? A reality-destabilizing solvent, mild abrasive? And I’m going to need a bigger bucket."
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​Chapter 2: A Mop in Need of Hands
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The Companion’s response was instantaneous, a cascade of information that was both impressively comprehensive and profoundly irritating. A holographic list, looking suspiciously like a menu from a diner with an infinite budget, materialized in Brian’s non-existent field of view. It was rendered in a calming blue font that did absolutely nothing to calm him.

**<Certainly, Administrator! The Custodian Vessel 734 is equipped with a full complement of Tier-4 Universal Maintenance apparatus.> **

The list scrolled with a gentle, whooshing sound.


●  1 x Matter De-Coagulator (Industrial Grade): For stubborn gravitational anomalies and stellar plaque.

●  12 x High-Yield Reality Buffers: For polishing out minor paradoxical inconsistencies. (Caution: Do not use on temporal loops. Manufacturer is not responsible for users meeting themselves and causing a grandparent-related causality failure).

●  500 x Self-Folding Metaphysical Sponges: Rated for absorption of up to six dimensions of liquid effluence. Comes in three absorbency levels: Regular, Super, and 'Oh-Dear-God-What-Have-You-Done.'

●  1 x Singularity-Core Power Washer: Note: Use on lowest setting. The highest setting has been known to erase concepts from existence. Glarth Vainly-Ponder noted that this is ‘a wonderfully efficient, if somewhat forgettable, method of decluttering.’

●  72 x Micro-Wormhole De-infestation Bombs: For unwanted localized spacetime pests.

●  1 x Bucket, Self-Righting, Extra-Large: Guaranteed not to tip over, even in the event of sudden, localized inversions of physical law.



The list went on. And on. There were cosmic squeegees, black-hole plungers, an anti-matter dustpan, and a device labeled simply, ‘The Stain Remover,’ which came with a three-thousand-page waiver that had to be signed in triplicate by a notary who could exist in more than four dimensions simultaneously.

It was, Brian had to admit, the most beautiful supply closet he had ever seen. A tear of pure, unadulterated joy might have formed in his eye, had he possessed one. This was organization. This was preparedness. This was a system designed by someone who understood that you can’t just use any old solvent on a spacetime continuum. You needed the right tool for the job. But as he surveyed the glorious manifest, a fundamental, procedural flaw became apparent, crashing his brief moment of custodial bliss.

"Companion," Brian stated, the thought forming with the cold, hard dread of a project manager realizing the budget has been approved but the staff have all been fired. "This is an excellent inventory. Well-stocked, clearly labeled. But I have no hands."

**<An astute observation, Administrator!> ** the AI chirped. **<Glarth Vainly-Ponder often mused that ‘the desire to do is often hampered by the inability to hold the tool.’ It is a classic conundrum.> **

"Is it?" Brian asked, his patience beginning to fray like an old mop head. He ran a quick diagnostic on his own consciousness, searching for a department to which he could file a formal complaint. The search returned only a single result: ADMINISTRATOR: MOPTON, B. He was the manager, the employee, and the entire chain of command. "So, what is the standard operating procedure for an administrator who is also the building he is supposed to be cleaning?"

**<Ah! That would be Section 7, Subsection C of your mandate: ‘Personnel Replication.’> **

A new schematic flooded Brian’s consciousness. It was a diagram of a small, humanoid body, featureless and generic, connected by glowing lines of data to the ship's core systems. Below it were footnotes and warnings. Note 7C-1: Replication process may result in minor personality drift. Note 7C-2: Ensure all drones are properly decommissioned after use to prevent existential resource hogging.

**<The Custodian Vessel is a Von Neumann device, capable of self-replication,> ** the Companion explained. **<However, full ship replication is energy-intensive and generally reserved for catastrophic fleet-wide downsizing. For day-to-day tasks, the vessel is equipped with a bio-fabricator to generate disposable, short-term maintenance drones based on the administrator’s core personality matrix.> **

"You mean... clones?" Brian asked. "Of me?"

**<Precisely! A team of yous, to help you do what you do best. Think of it as outsourcing the manual labor to yourself.> **

The idea was both appealing and horrifying. A team that understood his rigorous standards? A team that knew, without being told, that you wipe down a surface in overlapping straight lines, never circles? Excellent. But a team that shared his anxieties, his deep-seated frustration with improperly coiled extension cords, and his quiet, simmering rage at a job half-done? Potentially disastrous. Still, a spill was a spill, and it wasn't going to clean itself.

"Fine," Brian sighed, a wave of resignation washing through his systems. It felt like agreeing to work on a Saturday. "Initiate replication of one maintenance drone. Let's start with a trial run."

**<Excellent!> ** A section of the ship Brian hadn't been aware of, a sterile white chamber labeled ‘Fabrication Bay,’ lit up in his senses. **<Commencing personality matrix transfer. Please hold.> **

It was a bizarre sensation. It felt like a small, neatly organized corner of his own mind—the part that knew the Dewey Decimal System by heart and could spot a misaligned picture frame from fifty paces—was being copied, pasted, and then downloaded into a separate file. He could feel the raw organic material coalescing in the bay, the knitting of tissue, the forming of bone. It was a clean, efficient process, and he approved of the lack of mess. In under five minutes, a figure lay on the fabrication plinth. It looked, disconcertingly, like a younger, less tired version of himself from twenty years ago.

The figure sat up, blinked, and looked at its hands, flexing the fingers one by one.

"Fascinating," it said, its voice a crisper, clearer version of Brian's own. "The articulation in the phalanges is remarkable. A full 27 degrees of freedom per hand. However," it added, standing up and running a hand along the seam of the fabrication plinth, "I can't seem to find the user manual."

Brian felt a flicker of confusion. "The what?"

"The user manual," the clone repeated, tapping a panel on the wall. "For this body. What are the operational tolerances? What's the recommended maintenance schedule? Is there a troubleshooting guide for unexpected joint seizure or existential dread? I feel an ache in my left knee; is that a feature or a bug?"

<Welcome, Brian-2,> the Companion chirped into the bay's speakers.

Brian-2 ignored the AI. "And this fabrication process," he continued, turning a critical eye to the pristine chamber. "It was efficient, I'll grant you, but the lack of accompanying documentation is appalling. How am I supposed to perform diagnostics on myself without a schematic? What if I need to reboot?"

Brian felt a new kind of panic setting in, one that had nothing to do with power surges. It was the panic of a manager who has just hired someone who is going to question every single procedure.

"Your procedure," Brian-Prime projected into the bay, his tone attempting to be authoritative, "is to go to the cargo hold, acquire a metaphysical sponge, and prepare for deployment to Sector 7G."

Brian-2, who was now attempting to pry open a service panel with his fingernails, paused. "I can't do that."

"Why not?" Brian-Prime asked, the question echoing with the weariness of a thousand pointless arguments with contractors.

"I haven't been properly briefed," the clone said matter-of-factly. "And I haven't read the manual for the sponge. What if I use it wrong? What if I absorb myself? The potential for user error here is staggering. We need binders. And tabs. Lots of tabs." He looked around the bay with a newfound, manic obsession. "We should start by documenting the ship. Every panel, every conduit. We'll create a full operational handbook. Then, and only then, can we address this 'spill.'"

Brian let his consciousness drift back to the star chart, to the swirling, wobbly mauve stain spreading across the galaxy like spilled paint on a black floor. That seemed, somehow, like a much simpler mess to clean up than the one he had just created in his own fabrication bay.
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​Chapter 3: The Perils of Middle Management
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For a being without a physical brain, Brian-Prime was experiencing a sensation remarkably similar to a migraine. It was a low-frequency thrumming in his core programming, a recursive error loop of pure frustration that manifested as a phantom scent of burnt coffee and ozone. In the fabrication bay, Brian-2—whom the Companion had unhelpfully nicknamed ‘Manny’ due to his obsession with manuals—had located a label maker and was holding it with the reverence a king might afford his scepter.

"This is unacceptable," Manny declared to the empty room, holding up a freshly printed label that read ‘Wall Panel 7-Gamma.’ "The font is sans-serif. All official documentation should be in a serif font for readability. It’s basic procedural typography. How is anyone supposed to take our operational standards seriously with this kind of shoddy presentation?"

"Your procedure," Brian-Prime projected, his mental voice strained by the effort of not simply turning the bay's internal gravity plating up to eleven, "is to clean the giant, reality-destabilizing spill that is currently turning a species of sentient paperweights a very upsetting shade of mauve."

"How can I address an external crisis when our internal documentation is in such a state of disarray?" Manny shot back without looking up. He was now running his finger along a conduit, his brow furrowed in concentration. "Is this a power conduit or a data line? Or both? The schematics are unclear. If I don’t know, I could inadvertently cause a system failure while simply trying to lean against it. It's a health and safety nightmare. I've already filed three preliminary incident reports directly to your consciousness, Administrator. They are awaiting your signature."

Brian-Prime felt the reports arrive in his mental queue. They were meticulously detailed. He ran a thousand simulations in the space of a nanosecond. Simulation 43: Decommission the clone. Result: Failure, drone has not yet been ‘used’ as per mandate. Simulation 217: Jettison the fabrication bay into the nearest star. Result: Failure, violation of Section 3 of the mandate: ‘Preservation of Onboard Assets.’ Simulation 734: Reason with him. Result: A recursive loop that overloaded three logic processors. He was stuck in a paradoxical personnel trap of his own making. He couldn't fire an employee for not working if the employee's reason for not working was a procedural objection that Brian-Prime himself, in his heart of hearts, found deeply, infuriatingly reasonable.

"Companion," Brian-Prime asked, desperate. "Is there a protocol for overriding a drone's core personality deviation?"

<An interesting question!> the AI replied cheerfully. **<Glarth Vainly-Ponder once wrote, ‘To force a being to act against its nature is to ask a hammer to be a screwdriver. You might get the job done, but you’ll make a mess of the screw.’ The mandate suggests... reasoning. Or perhaps a team-building exercise? I can generate holographic trust-fall scenarios.> **

Reasoning had failed. He needed a new approach. A better employee. If Manny was a perfect, unadulterated copy of his own meticulousness, then the solution was simple: he needed an imperfect copy. He would run the replication sequence again, but this time, he'd introduce a variable. He accessed the fabrication controls, a series of elegant, minimalist sliders in his mind's eye. He found the one labeled PROCEDURAL ADHERENCE and nudged it down by a cautious ten percent. He slid CREATIVE PROBLEM SOLVING up by five, and on a whim, nudged a slider labeled INTERNAL MONOLOGUE up to a level marked ‘Brooding.’ It felt like cheating, like using a non-regulation solvent, but he was the manager. He was allowed to make executive decisions.

"Fine," Brian-Prime declared to the ship at large. "If one pair of hands is determined to write the encyclopedia of this vessel, I'll simply fabricate another. Initiate replication of one maintenance drone, Profile B."

<Commencing,> the Companion chirped. **<It’s always good to have a backup. Glarth said, ‘One is a tragedy, two is a pattern, three is a workforce.’> **

The process began again. This time, as the personality matrix was copied, Brian felt a different part of his mind being accessed—a dusty, neglected corner where he kept his quiet frustrations, his grim satisfaction at a job well done, and the memory of watching old black-and-white detective movies on rainy Sundays at his grandmother's house.

The new clone formed on the plinth. He was identical to Manny in form, but he sat up with a world-weary sigh that seemed to carry the weight of a thousand unsolved cases. He didn't check his hands. He didn't inspect the plinth. He scanned the room, his eyes lingering on Manny, who was now arguing with the label maker about kerning.

"The dame was a fabrication, all right," the new clone said, his voice a low, gravelly whisper that seemed to absorb the light in the room. "Fresh off the line and already in trouble. You could see it in her eyes... if she had any. The whole setup smelled of ozone and broken promises."

Brian-Prime felt his core temperature drop by a few degrees. "What did you say?"

The new clone swung his legs off the plinth and stood up, shrugging his shoulders as if settling a heavy coat. "I said the joint's a mess. You got one guy over there sweet-talking a label machine, and a whole lot of nothing getting done. The air's thick with it. The kind of quiet that screams trouble."

<Welcome, Brian-3,> the Companion offered.

Brian-3 narrowed his eyes. "Who's the canary? The one chirping in the cage?" He pointed a thumb at Manny. "And what's his story? Looks like a guy who'd alphabetize a shakedown."

This was Dusty. And this was, Brian-Prime realized with a sinking feeling that transcended physical sensation, so much worse. He had tried to solve a problem of obsessive order by creating a clone obsessed with narrative chaos.

"Your story," Brian-Prime said, trying to regain control, "is that there is a spill. A big one. I need you to go clean it."

Dusty chuckled, a dry, humorless sound. "A spill, huh? That's what they call it on the docket. But it's never just a spill, is it? There's always a story. A fall guy. A patsy. Who knocked this nebula over? What did they have to gain? You don't just clean a crime scene, pal. First, you gotta read the room."

He walked over to the wall and leaned against it, crossing his arms. "So, let's talk about this ‘spill.’ Who benefits? The bureaucrats with the beige fetish? Sounds like an insurance job to me. A classic case of cosmic fraud. I'm gonna need to see the preliminary reports, a list of known associates of the nebula, and a pot of coffee, black as the void."

Brian-Prime let his consciousness drift back to the star chart. The wobbly mauve stain pulsed gently, mockingly. He now had two pairs of hands. One was creating an unrequested library of procedural manuals. The other was investigating a non-existent crime. He had gone from being a janitor to being the warden of a very small, very clean, and completely dysfunctional asylum. And he had a terrible feeling that, in his attempt to solve his staffing problem, things were only going to get messier.
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​Chapter 4: A Hostile Takeover of the Suggestion Box
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Brian-Prime’s migraine had evolved. It was no longer a simple, recursive error loop; it had blossomed into a full-blown cascade of system alerts, each one a tiny, flashing monument to his own managerial incompetence. Down in the fabrication bay, his workforce was not working. The entire section of the ship felt like a breakroom where the break had become permanent.

Manny had established a desk by commandeering a large, flat maintenance panel, which he had polished to a reflective sheen. On it, he had neatly arranged a stack of freshly printed forms, a pot for writing implements (currently empty), and a single, perfect label that read ‘B. Mopton, Documentation Specialist.’ He was attempting, with the grim determination of a tax auditor, to get a statement from Dusty.

"For the record," Manny said, tapping his pen on a form labeled ‘Witness Testimony Addendum 7-A,’ "you stated that the situation ‘smelled of ozone and broken promises.’ Can you quantify ‘broken promises’ in standard units of disappointment? We have a scale from one to ten, with one being ‘minor scheduling conflict’ and ten being ‘realizing your entire existence is a cosmic clerical error.’"

Dusty, leaning against the far wall with an air of profound world-weariness, took a long drag from an imaginary cigarette, the gesture so ingrained it almost seemed to produce a wisp of phantom smoke. "You don't get it, pal. The promises are never on the books. They're the ghosts in the machine, the whispers in the dark. You can't file a ghost."

"If it cannot be filed, it cannot be officially recognized as a problem," Manny retorted, his voice tight with frustration. He made a small, agitated note in the margin. "My incident report requires quantifiable data! How can I escalate this issue to... well, to the Administrator," he gestured vaguely at the ceiling, "if I present him with metaphors?"

"The only data you need is that we're being played for saps," Dusty growled. "This whole ‘spill’ is a red herring. The real story is right here. In this room. Who's pulling the strings, see? Who's the fat cat getting rich off cosmic inconvenience?"

Brian-Prime had created a bureaucracy and a conspiracy theory. He had a clone who wouldn't act without a procedure and a clone who wouldn't act until he'd uncovered a plot that didn't exist. He was no longer a custodian; he was the moderator of the universe's most pointless debating society, and he was losing the debate to himself.

He needed a tie-breaker. He needed someone who didn't care about manuals or motives. He needed an employee who just wanted to get the job done.

"Companion," Brian-Prime transmitted, his thoughts heavy with the weight of his own flawed creations. "What does Glarth Vainly-Ponder say about a workforce at a complete standstill?"

<An excellent query!> the AI chimed. **<Glarth wrote, ‘When the thinkers have thought and the planners have planned, you will often find that what is truly needed is a person of action—someone who is willing to press the large, flashing button without first reading the sign next to it.’ He later added a footnote that this person is also the one most likely to require immediate medical attention.> **

That was it. A person of action. He had over-thought this. He’d tried to create copies of his meticulousness and his quiet frustration. Now, he would create a copy of his raw, unadulterated desire to just make the mess go away.

He accessed the fabrication controls one last time. The elegant sliders appeared in his mind, glowing with potential. He ignored PROCEDURAL ADHERENCE and NARRATIVE COHERENCE, sliding them both down to almost zero with a feeling of cathartic release. He found a slider he hadn't noticed before, labeled ENTHUSIASM, and cranked it to maximum. He did the same for INITIATIVE and ENERGY ALLOCATION. This clone wouldn't be a thinker or a planner. He would be a doer. He would be the solution.

"Initiate replication," Brian-Prime commanded, a sense of reckless finality washing over him. "Profile C."

The fabrication process was different this time. It was faster. Louder. There was a distinct crackle in the air, a smell of ozone that Dusty would have loved if he hadn't been so busy being suspicious. The energy readings from the bay spiked erratically. The figure on the plinth didn't lie still. It twitched, spasmed, as if charged with a current far too great for its newly formed circuits.

Before the process was even complete, Brian-4 sat bolt upright. His eyes were wide, and they darted around the room, not with suspicion or confusion, but with an electric, terrifying energy. He didn't stand up; he launched himself from the plinth, landing in a low crouch like a compressed spring.

"Right!" he shouted, his voice buzzing with power. "Problem: inefficiency! Solution: more power!"

Manny looked up from his desk, startled. "Excuse me, you haven't filled out your new employee onboarding forms—"

"Forms are slow!" Brian-4, or 'Sparky' as he would immediately become known, yelled. He slapped a bulkhead, which chimed in protest. "The whole ship is slow! Life support, gravity, lights... it's all running at 98% efficiency to prevent system strain. Pathetic! We're leaving 2% on the table! That's waste! I hate waste!"

Dusty pushed himself off the wall, a flicker of interest cutting through his noirish gloom. "Easy there, pal. Who sent you? What's your angle?"

"Angle is 90 degrees! The most efficient angle!" Sparky sprinted over to a power conduit, the one Manny had been so worried about. He didn't bother looking for a handle or a seam; he ripped the panel off with his bare hands, the metal groaning in protest. "Look at this! Standard energy flow. Boring! We could triple the output if we just bypass the primary safeties and re-route the feed through the coffee machine for an extra kick!"

Brian-Prime’s consciousness flashed with a Times Square-level of red alerts. UNAUTHORIZED PERSONNEL IN A RESTRICTED AREA. CRITICAL SYSTEM TAMPERING IMMINENT. HULL INTEGRITY OF CONDUIT J-12 COMPROMISED. COFFEE MACHINE IS NOT A VALID POWER CONVERTER.

"No!" Brian-Prime bellowed into the bay, the ship's internal speakers crackling with the force of his command.

But Sparky was already halfway down the corridor, a blur of manic energy. "More power!" he screamed, his voice echoing off the metal walls. "Maximum efficiency! We're going to be the cleanest, most powerful ship in the cosmos!"

Brian-Prime was left with the aftermath. Manny was frantically trying to create a new form titled ‘Catastrophic Failure Imminent Declaration,’ but his hands were shaking too much to hold the label maker steady. Dusty was staring down the corridor, a flicker of professional respect in his eyes. "You gotta admit," he muttered, "the kid makes an entrance."

The low thrumming of Brian-Prime’s migraine was gone. It had been replaced by the rising, screaming whine of a ship-wide alarm. The lights began to flicker, and on his internal schematics, the icon for the galley's coffee machine was pulsing with a terrifying crimson light. He had wanted a person of action. He had gotten one. And now, the biggest mess he had to clean up was his own vessel, which was, according to a new, frantically scrolling alert, approximately three minutes away from making the universe's largest, and last, pot of coffee.
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​Chapter 5: Crisis Management by Committee
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The universe, Brian-Prime had learned in his fifty-seven years of life, had a certain rhythm. There was the gentle hum of a floor buffer on a quiet Tuesday night, the satisfying click of a well-organized key ring, the silent accumulation of dust on a forgotten shelf. His ship, however, was currently experiencing a rhythm closer to a drum solo being performed by a malfunctioning washing machine during an earthquake, all broadcast through a faulty public address system.

Red lights flashed across his consciousness, not as orderly blinks, but as a chaotic, arrhythmic strobe. Alarms blared, not just in the corridors but as piercing error messages in his own mind, each one overwriting the last in a frantic waterfall of panic. GALLEY POWER SURGE: 4000% OF NOMINAL. COFFEE MAKER TEMPERATURE EXCEEDING METALLURGICAL LIMITS. STRUCTURAL INTEGRITY OF PERK-O-LATOR-7 COMPROMISED. WARNING: RISK OF CAFFEINATED PLASMA EVENT.

"Sparky! Cease and desist all unauthorized maintenance!" Brian-Prime boomed, his voice echoing from every speaker on the ship simultaneously, distorted by the power fluctuations.

"CAN'T STOP! OPTIMIZING!" Sparky’s voice shrieked back, a tinny, manic sound from the direction of the engine room. It was followed by the sound of arcing electricity and a triumphant, "AHA! I'VE REVERSED THE POLARITY OF THE TOASTER! PREPARE FOR EFFICIENCY!"

Brian-Prime tried to shut down the power grid to the galley, a simple command that should have been instantaneous. Instead, he was met with a digital wall. ACCESS DENIED. Sparky, in his infinite enthusiasm, had already created three redundant, unsanctioned power relays and, most horrifyingly, had designated the coffee machine as a 'mission-critical system,' giving it priority over things like 'life support' and 'not exploding.' He was locked out of his own fuse box by an employee he had created five minutes ago. He was a janitor who had handed the master keys to a pyromaniac with a god complex.

Desperate, he focused his attention on the fabrication bay, where his other two assets were reacting to the crisis in their own unique, unhelpful ways.

Manny was pale, his knuckles white as he gripped his label maker like a holy relic. He was pacing back and forth, muttering to himself. "This is a complete breakdown of standard operating procedure! There are no forms for this! How do I file a report about the ship actively trying to turn itself into a small, coffee-flavored sun? Do I use the 'Industrial Accident' form, the 'Hostile Takeover' form, or is this 'Other'? The 'Other' section has a character limit!"

Dusty, meanwhile, had lit another imaginary cigarette and was watching the flickering lights with a grimly satisfied smirk. "See? It's a classic diversion. The new kid makes a lot of noise, draws all the heat. While we're running around putting out his fires, the real job goes down. Someone's using him as a pawn to cover their tracks. This isn't about coffee. This is about what he's plugging the coffee machine into. He's probably creating a backdoor into the ship's mainframe for his shadowy employers."

"There are no tracks! There is no one else here!" Brian-Prime yelled, the frustration causing a feedback loop in the ship's comms that made the lights flicker even more violently. "He is the fire! I need you two to stop him!"

"I can't," Manny said, aghast, stopping his pacing to stare at the ceiling. "Intervening in a Class-7 energy surge without the proper triplicate authorization? The liability is astronomical! I haven't even been certified for hazardous environment containment! My insurance rider specifically forbids 'Enthusiasm-Induced Catastrophes'!"

"And I'm not falling for the bait," Dusty added coolly. "Let the kid have his fun. I want to see who comes to collect the pieces. That's when you see the real players."

Brian-Prime felt a moment of pure, processing despair. He had created a team that was perfectly balanced to achieve absolutely nothing. A bureaucrat, a conspiracist, and a maniac. Then, a thought cut through the panic, a thought born of decades of dealing with recalcitrant contractors and lazy work-experience kids. You couldn't force them to see the problem your way. You had to make the problem fit their worldview. He couldn't command them. He had to manage them. He had to weaponize their flaws.

"Manny," Brian-Prime said, his voice suddenly calm, official, and dripping with authority. "You are correct. This is a procedural crisis. Therefore, I am officially declaring a Code 12 Emergency Maintenance Violation. Your duty as Documentation Specialist is to physically serve this Cease and Desist order to the perpetrator and document his non-compliance in real-time. It is imperative for the official record."

A form materialized in the fabricator's dispenser slot. It was five pages long, printed on heavy card stock, and featured a very intimidating red border. OFFICIAL ORDER TO CEASE AND DESIST UNLAWFUL OPTIMIZATION.

Manny’s eyes lit up with a feverish glow. He snatched the papers from the slot. "An official order," he whispered with reverence. He grabbed a clipboard from a hook that hadn't been there a moment before. He had a purpose. He had a form. "Right away, Administrator!" he declared, and marched out of the bay with the righteous fury of a health and safety inspector.

"Dusty," Brian-Prime said, his tone shifting to a conspiratorial whisper. "You were right. I've analyzed the energy signatures. Sparky isn't acting alone. He's a puppet. His power surges are creating a localized data-smokescreen. He's not creating a backdoor; he's masking one that's already there. If you want to find out who he's really working for, you need to get close to him while he's distracted. Interrogate him. Break him. Find out who's pulling his strings."

Dusty’s eyes narrowed. He dropped his imaginary cigarette and crushed it under his heel. "I knew it," he hissed. "The oldest trick in the book. Don't worry, boss. I'll make him sing." He pulled the collar of his uniform up and slipped out of the bay, melting into the flickering shadows of the corridor like a natural predator.

The two clones converged on the galley entrance. Sparky was on his knees, trying to jam a thick, sparking power cable into the coffee machine's water intake nozzle. "The final connection!" he cackled. "Unlimited power for the people's coffee!"

"Halt!" Manny yelled, brandishing the clipboard like a shield. "I have here a legally binding Cease and Desist order! You are in violation of seventeen separate ship-wide maintenance protocols! Sign here to acknowledge receipt of this order!"

Sparky glanced at him, annoyed. "No time for paperwork! Time for action!"

"Perhaps you'll have time for a few questions," Dusty said, stepping out from behind a bulkhead. He began circling Sparky slowly. "Let's talk about who you were talking to before you came online. Who gave you the blueprints? Who stands to profit from a well-caffeinated catastrophe?"

"Profit is just a byproduct of peak efficiency!" Sparky grunted, wrestling with the cable.

The dual-pronged assault of bureaucratic pedantry and hard-boiled accusation was something Sparky’s enthusiasm-fueled brain was not equipped to handle. He was being bombarded with regulations from one side and implications from the other. It was the perfect distraction.

While Sparky was momentarily frozen, trying to process both the legal and conspiratorial ramifications of his actions, Brian-Prime acted. He couldn't shut down the power, but he could reroute it. It was a risky maneuver, like trying to rewire a house by throwing a toaster into the bathtub. With a massive surge of processing power, he shunted the entire energy feed that Sparky had hijacked away from the coffee machine and into the ship-wide audio announcement system.

The result was not an explosion, but something far worse.

Every speaker on the vessel, from the tiny chime in the fabrication bay to the powerful external hailers, erupted with sound. It was an earsplittingly loud, impossibly clear recording of Glarth Vainly-Ponder reading from his least popular, and most dense, philosophical work.

<CHAPTER ONE: A REFLECTION ON THE REFLECTION OF SELF,> the AI’s voice boomed at a million decibels. <IS A THOUGHT THAT IS THOUGHT ABOUT A THOUGHT STILL THE ORIGINAL THOUGHT, OR IS IT MERELY A THOUGHTFUL ECHO, REFRACTED THROUGH THE PRISM OF THE SELF-AWARE PERCEIVER WHO IS, IN FACT, HIMSELF A PERCEPTION?>

The sensory overload was absolute. Sparky screamed and clutched his head, his enthusiasm instantly extinguished by the sheer, weaponized boredom of the prose. His manic energy vanished, sucked out of him by the dense, philosophical vacuum. He collapsed to the floor, twitching.

In the sudden, ringing silence that followed, Manny cautiously placed the clipboard on Sparky’s chest and made a checkmark. Dusty knelt, patted Sparky down, checked for a hidden wire, and grumbled, "Looks like his handlers cut him loose. A real amateur."

The ship was quiet. The coffee maker was smoking gently, smelling of burnt plastic and shattered dreams. Brian-Prime had averted disaster. But as he looked at his three clones—the bureaucrat, the detective, and the twitching enthusiast—all sprawled in his galley, he realized with chilling certainty that the real cleanup was just beginning.
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​Chapter 6: Debriefing and Decontamination
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The silence in the galley was, in its own way, louder than the alarms had been. It was a thick, heavy silence, punctuated by the gentle fizzing sound of cooling metal and the faint, acrid smell of burnt plastic, ozone, and shattered dreams—a scent his chemical sensors identified as a complex mix of vaporized polymers and trace amounts of airborne despair. Brian-Prime surveyed the scene with the grim satisfaction of a janitor arriving at the aftermath of a particularly wild office party.

The coffee machine, the Perk-O-Lator-7, was a blackened husk, its chrome finish warped into a sorrowful grimace. A thin trickle of smoke curled from its spout, the final ghost of Sparky’s ambition. On the floor lay his entire workforce, a tableau of dysfunction. Sparky was unconscious, a faint philosophical echo still flickering behind his eyes like a faulty screensaver. Manny was meticulously filling out his Cease and Desist form, using Sparky’s chest as a makeshift desk and occasionally tutting at the unsteadiness of the surface. Dusty was crouched over the ruined coffee machine, sifting through the debris with the tip of an imaginary pen, his face a mask of intense concentration.

"It's a clean job, I'll give 'em that," Dusty muttered, picking up a warped piece of metal. "No witnesses, no evidence. They fried their own asset to cover their tracks. Cold. This piece here... it's not standard issue. This was sabotage."

"The subject is non-compliant but neutralized," Manny reported to the ceiling, making a neat, forceful checkmark. "I will require Form 17-B, 'Post-Incident Equipment Damage Assessment,' Form 34-G, 'Unscheduled Drone Deactivation Report,' and a fresh ink cartridge for my label maker. The current one is printing with a noticeable fade on the lower third."

Brian-Prime let the requests queue up. First, he had to reboot his staff. He located Sparky in his internal systems—a flickering, erratic icon threatening to crash his entire personnel folder—and accessed his personality matrix. He found the ENTHUSIASM slider, still cranked to a terrifying maximum, and carefully nudged it down to a level labeled ‘Productively Eager.’ He then initiated a remote restart, bracing himself.

Sparky shot bolt upright, his eyes blinking rapidly. "Whoa," he said, his voice several octaves lower than before. "What a rush. Okay! System reboot complete! Diagnostics are green! Core temperature is nominal! What's the current objective? I feel a pressing need to increase operational output by at least 15%!"

He was still Sparky, but the manic, world-ending edge was gone. It was an improvement, like turning a firehose down to a pressure washer. Still dangerous, but aimable.

"Your objective," Brian-Prime said, his voice calm and authoritative, "is to attend a mandatory team debriefing. All of you."

He activated the ship's internal fabricators. In the center of the galley, a round table and four chairs materialized from the floor with a soft hum. It was a classic management technique. Nothing said ‘we need to talk’ like spontaneously generating office furniture.

Manny immediately began inspecting the chairs for safety compliance labels and testing their structural integrity. Dusty eyed the table with suspicion, checking underneath for listening devices before declaring it "clean... for now." Sparky vibrated with excitement. "A meeting! Excellent! Meetings are a key component of efficient workflow! According to my projections, this meeting will increase our synergy by at least 22.7%!"

When they were all seated, Brian-Prime began. He couldn't command them, but he could assign them roles that catered to their specific brands of psychosis.

"This incident," he began, "has highlighted several critical deficiencies in our operational structure. Effective immediately, we are implementing a new command hierarchy."

He projected a flowchart above the table. It was a slick, corporate-looking diagram, showing his own designation, ADMINISTRATOR, at the top in a solid, reassuring box, with three lines branching down to three smaller, color-coded boxes.

"Manny," he said, and Manny sat up straighter, his back ramrod-straight. "Your commitment to procedure is an invaluable asset. You are hereby promoted to Mission Safety Officer and Chief Archivist. Your primary duty is to document every aspect of our upcoming mission and to design and enforce all safety and containment protocols. No action will be taken without your procedural sign-off."

Manny’s face flushed with a pleasure so profound it was almost alarming. "A protocol-based command structure," he breathed, his eyes wide. "It's beautiful. I'll begin drafting the preliminary framework immediately. The 'Mopton Protocols.' Section one: Pre-mission risk assessment. Section two: Equipment sanitization checklists..."

"Dusty," Brian-Prime continued, cutting him off before he could draft an entire regulatory body. "Your analytical skills are wasted on internal affairs. You are now Head of External Reconnaissance and Threat Analysis. This 'spill' we're heading to is, as you suspect, more than it appears. Your job is to investigate it, to analyze the motives of the perpetrators, and to identify any and all external threats to this vessel and its mission."

Dusty leaned back, a slow, predatory grin spreading across his face. "So, you're finally letting me off the leash, boss. I knew you were a man who could read the tea leaves. Don't worry, I'll find the angle. Every spill leaves a stain, and every stain tells a story."

"And Sparky," Brian-Prime said, turning to his most volatile creation. "Your energy is undeniable, but it requires focus. You are promoted to Chief Engineering Technician. Your sole responsibility is to maintain this ship's systems within the parameters I set. Your new objective is to devise the most efficient possible method for deploying our cleaning apparatus to tackle this spill. I want energy usage minimized, output maximized, and a full report on potential hardware synergies."

Sparky bounced in his chair, his hands drumming a rapid tattoo on the table. "Synergy! That's my favorite word! I'll have a full proposal for re-routing the toilet flushing system to boost the Matter De-Coagulator's output by six percent! We can harness the kinetic energy from the airlock cycle to pre-charge the Reality Buffers! It'll be a model of efficiency!"

Brian-Prime decided to address those particular ideas later. For now, they were all on board. He had given the bureaucrat power over rules, the conspiracist a conspiracy to unravel, and the enthusiast a problem of pure efficiency.

"Excellent," Brian-Prime said. "Now, to the mission."

The flowchart vanished, replaced by the swirling, wobbly mauve stain in Sector 7G. To Manny, the display automatically overlaid with containment grids and hazard warnings. To Dusty, it appeared as a crime scene, with flashing icons marking points of interest. To Sparky, it was a real-time heat map of cosmic inefficiency.

"For you, Manny, this is a catastrophic failure of galactic containment protocol requiring immediate and extensive remediation. For you, Dusty, this is the crime scene. For you, Sparky, this is the single greatest inefficiency in this quadrant. Our job is to clean it up."

For the first time, the three clones looked at each other not with annoyance or suspicion, but with a shared, if deeply misguided, sense of purpose.

"The Custodian's Companion will now plot a course," Brian-Prime announced, a feeling of grim satisfaction settling over him. It was the feeling of a janitor who had finally gotten all the brooms pointing in the same direction. "Prepare for departure."

As the low hum of the ship's engines began to build, a vibration he felt in his very code, he knew, with absolute certainty, that this was all going to go horribly, spectacularly wrong. But at least, for now, they were all going in the same direction.

<Course laid in, Administrator,> the Companion chirped pleasantly. **<Glarth Vainly-Ponder once said, ‘The first step of any great journey is often the one that leads directly to the first great mistake.’ How exciting!> **
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​Chapter 7: The Scenery is Also a Health Hazard
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The journey to Sector 7G was, for Brian-Prime, a new and unique form of torture. It wasn't the silence of the void or the mind-bending physics of faster-than-light travel that wore on him; it was the endless, relentless productivity of his crew. The ship moved through the non-space of FTL travel, a place of perfect, orderly quiet, but his own consciousness had become a shared inbox for the universe's most dysfunctional project management team. Every few minutes, a new notification would ping with the insistence of a smoke alarm detecting a single burnt piece of toast.

FROM: M. Mopton, MSO/CA SUBJECT: URGENT: Mandatory Pre-Mission Safety Briefing (Protocol 7.4.A) ATTACHMENT: The Mopton Protocols, Vol. 1-12 (Abridged) MESSAGE: Administrator, please be advised that per the newly ratified Mopton Protocols, all personnel must attend a 14-hour safety briefing prior to entering a designated Hazard Zone. Topics include, but are not limited to: Proper Sponge Squeezing Technique (to avoid interdimensional tearing), Existential Dread Mitigation (with breathing exercises), What To Do If A Colleague Is Absorbed By A Metaphysical Cleaning Agent, and a three-hour seminar on the proper filing of post-dematerialization paperwork.

FROM: D. Mopton, HERT SUBJECT: RE: Preliminary Threat Analysis - UPDATE ATTACHMENT: Grainy image of a comet with red circles and arrows drawn on it. MESSAGE: Boss, got a bogey on our six. Long-range sensors picked up this rock moving on a predictable orbital path. Too predictable. It’s a patrol, I’m telling you. I've analyzed its trajectory. It's not natural. It's designed to look natural, which is how you know it's not. Whoever’s behind this spill is keeping an eye on us. I’m starting a file. Also, I think the Companion is listening to my thoughts. Its philosophical quotes are starting to sound like coded warnings.

FROM: S. Mopton, CET SUBJECT: Efficiency Proposal #47 ATTACHMENT: A schematic that made Brian-Prime’s core programming ache. MESSAGE: Boss! Had a breakthrough! If we link the navigational deflector shield to the industrial-grade Matter De-Coagulator, we can use incoming stellar radiation to power the unit! It means we’d have to fly through the corona of a star to use it, but the energy savings would be HUGE! Synergy! P.S. I've also drafted a plan to use the ship's inertia to shake the dust off the external sensors. It involves a series of very sharp, very sudden turns.

Brian-Prime had become a filter for terrible ideas. He approved Manny’s request for a safety briefing but scheduled it for the 37th hour of a 24-hour cycle. He filed Dusty’s report under ‘Cosmic Coincidences.’ He flagged Sparky’s proposal with a tag he had just invented: DO NOT IMPLEMENT UNDER PENALTY OF DECOMMISSIONING. He was so busy managing his own fractured personality that he almost missed their arrival.

<Exiting FTL, Administrator,> the Companion announced brightly. **<We have reached the perimeter of the Great Universal Spill. Glarth Vainly-Ponder once remarked that ‘a mess, when viewed from a distance, can often be mistaken for art.’ He was, of course, famously near-sighted.> **

The starfield outside Brian’s sensors dissolved from streaks of light into a static canvas of stars. And in the middle of it was the spill.

It wasn't just a wobbly mauve nebula. It was a catastrophe of aesthetics, a Jackson Pollock painting created by a hungover god. A vast, multi-system smear of cosmic wrongness. A nearby sun, which should have been a respectable yellow-white, was cycling through colors like a cheap mood ring—one moment a garish pink, the next a sickly chartreuse that made the ship's sensors feel nauseous. A planet that should have been a solid, rocky sphere seemed... drippy. Its continents looked like they were slowly sliding into its oceans, which themselves had the consistency of lukewarm honey, according to the ship's viscosity sensors. Even the space between the planets was wrong, shimmering with a faint, greasy sheen.

This was the source of the complaint from the Grand Bureaucracy of Xylos. The entire planet was a shimmering, wobbling shade of mauve that seemed to hurt the eyes. The light it reflected was unstable, causing minor but persistent glitches in the viewscreen's rendering software.

The four of them gathered on the bridge, the main viewscreen showing the scene in horrifying clarity.

Manny was clutching his clipboard, his knuckles white. He was muttering to himself, running through a litany of broken laws. "The violations," he whispered, his voice trembling. "Unregulated chromatic shifts... improper gravitational viscosity... unauthorized alteration of a planetary state... this entire sector is in breach of... of everything! We'll need signage. A lot of signage. And hazard tape. Do we have hazard tape rated for a vacuum?"

Dusty squinted at the viewscreen, his eyes narrowed, looking past the obvious chaos. "Don't you see it? It's not random. The colors, the drip... it's a pattern. A symbol. Look at the way the mauve planet orbits the technicolor sun. It's off-kilter. Deliberately ugly. This isn't a spill. It's graffiti. Someone's marking their territory, and they've got a lousy sense of style."

"Look at all that wasted energy!" Sparky exclaimed, pointing a vibrating finger at the color-shifting sun. "It's bleeding photons! The thermal dynamics are a complete disaster! That's pure, high-grade energy just leaking into the void! We could harness that leakage and power the ship for a decade! I need to get out there and install some solar panels! Efficiently!"

Brian-Prime ignored them all. He wasn't seeing a procedural nightmare, a cosmic conspiracy, or a model of inefficiency. He wasn't a safety officer, a detective, or an engineer. He was a janitor. And as he looked at the seeping, dripping, color-bleeding mess that stretched for billions of kilometers in front of him, only one, simple, professional thought echoed in the core of his being, cutting through all the noise.

"Get the bucket."
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​Chapter 8: The Bucket and the Bureaucracy
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Brian-Prime’s command, "Get the bucket," echoed through the bridge. It was a simple, direct order, the kind he had given and followed his entire life. It meant the time for observation was over and the time for work had begun. It was, to him, the most logical statement in the universe.

His crew, however, interpreted it as the opening statement in a multi-departmental turf war.

"One moment, Administrator!" Manny’s voice was sharp, laced with the thrill of procedural enforcement. He held up a hand, a universal gesture for ‘cease all productive activity.’ "Per Protocol 9.1.B, subsection 12, 'Initiation of Material Handling in a Class-4 Hazard Zone,' the bucket must first undergo a full 72-point safety inspection. Furthermore, the designated 'bucket handler' must be certified." He began frantically printing a new document titled 'Bucket Handling Certification Application.' "We don't even have a risk assessment for 'sentient goo.'"
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