
        
            
                
            
        


Beyond the Moons of Fomalhaut: A Collection of Science Fiction Stories, Volume 1

By Buckminster Burkeswood


Story One: The Helmet That Won’t Come Off


Chapter 1: Seal Breach

The microfracture appeared without warning. One moment Eli was running diagnostics on the external sensor array, the next he was watching a hairline crack spider across the hull plating two meters away. The breach opened like a mouth.

Space pulled at him. His suit lurched.

The collar seal overcorrected, slamming shut with a wet thunk that rang through his bones.

Pain shot through his skull as the collar bit down, metal crushing flesh and cartilage. His vision went white. Something warm trickled down his neck.

"Jesus Christ, get him inside!"

Hands grabbed his suit tethers. The airlock hissed shut behind him. Eli found himself on the floor, gasping. His ears rang. The taste of copper filled his mouth.

"You okay? Talk to me."

Chen's voice sounded distant. Eli blinked until the medical bay came into focus. Three faces stared down at him. Concerned expressions. Relief creeping in around the edges.

"Yeah. Yeah, I'm good."

The words came out muffled. His helmet speakers crackled with static. Someone laughed, high and nervous.

"That was close," Williams said.

"Too close." Chen ran her scanner over his suit. "Emergency seal worked perfectly though."

Eli sat up slowly. His head felt heavy. The helmet pressed against his shoulders in a way it never had before. He reached for the release mechanism.

Nothing happened.

He pressed harder. The collar remained locked. Chen frowned and tried her override code. The helmet stayed sealed.

"That's weird."

Williams pulled out his engineering tablet. "Power cycle should fix it."

The suit went dark for three seconds, then hummed back to life. The helmet remained locked. Williams tried again. Same result.

"Diagnostics say everything's normal," he said.

Chen scanned the collar ring. "Looks like the mechanism fused during the emergency seal. Must have been the pressure differential."

"Can you cut it off?"

"Not without risking damage to your neck. The seal goes deep."

Eli touched the collar through his gloves. The metal felt warm. Slightly soft, like it had melted and reformed around his throat.

"How do you feel?" Chen asked.

"Fine. Really. Just some pressure inside. Like when you hold your breath too long."

"Internal pressure?"

"Sort of. Like the air's moving around funny."

Chen made notes on her tablet. The others exchanged glances. Eli pretended not to notice.

Two hours later, they had him lying flat in the medical scanner. The machine hummed around his head. Chen studied the readouts with growing confusion.

"No decompression trauma. No tissue damage. Blood pressure's normal."

"What about the pressure he mentioned?"

"I don't see anything that would cause that sensation."

Williams pointed at the helmet display. "Look at the condensation pattern."

Fog had formed on the inside of Eli's visor. It appeared and disappeared in steady intervals, but the timing seemed off. Each cloud lingered a moment too long. Faded a beat too late.

"Doesn't match his breathing," Chen said.

"Sensor delay?"

"Probably. Everything else looks normal."

Eli lay still and listened to them discuss his vitals. The pressure in his helmet shifted. Something moved near his left ear. He turned his head slightly.

"Hey Eli, hold your breath for me," Williams said. "I want to test something."

"Sure."

Eli inhaled and held it. His chest stayed still. The condensation inside his helmet continued to form and fade. Steady. Regular.

The room went quiet.

Eli exhaled and laughed. "Equipment malfunction, right?"

Chen stared at the helmet display. Williams ran the test again. Same result.

“Diagnostics don’t show anything wrong.” Williams said.

Eli laughed again, but the sound caught in his throat. Something had brushed against his jawline. A tickling sensation, like fingers trailing over skin.

He jerked his head to the side. The movement felt restricted, cushioned.

"What is it?" Chen asked.

"Nothing. Just felt something move."

They helped him sit up. Chen aimed her scanner at his helmet. A small bulge had appeared in the inner lining near his left ear. It pressed outward, distorting the fabric.

Eli flinched. The bulge moved lower, following the curve of his jaw.

"It tickles," he said.

Chen's scanner beeped. She frowned at the display.

"What?"

"Oxygen consumption just doubled."

Williams checked his tablet. The suit's environmental systems had detected a second respiratory pattern. The air recycler adjusted its output automatically, compensating for the additional load.

Eli sat perfectly still. The tickling sensation moved to his throat. Something pressed against his windpipe from the inside.

"Whatever's in there," he said calmly, "needs the air too."


Chapter 2: Shared Space

Three days passed without sleep. Eli sat upright in the medical chair, helmet sealed tight against his throat. The crew took shifts watching him. They debated options in whispers.

"We could try cutting through the collar," Williams said.

"Too risky. One slip and we sever his carotid."

"What about plasma torch?"

"Same problem."

Eli listened to their conversations with his eyes closed. Sometimes he responded before they finished speaking. When Chen asked about his pain levels, he answered while she was still forming the question.

"How did you know what I was going to ask?"

"Lucky guess."

But his smile looked strained. Dark circles had formed under his eyes. The helmet's weight pulled his shoulders forward.

Chen ran another medical scan the next morning. The results made her step back from the console.

"What is it?" Williams asked.

"Look at this."

The display showed Eli's neck and jaw in cross-section. Beneath the skin, pale threadlike structures had formed. They branched and subdivided like root systems. The patterns followed his lymph nodes, wrapping around major blood vessels.

"That's new," Williams said.

“Yeah. Weird that it’s a perfect pattern too.”

The structures pulsed in rhythm with Eli's heartbeat. They'd grown thicker overnight, pressing against muscle tissue. Creating space.

"Inflammation?" Williams suggested.

"No. This is something else."

Chen zoomed in on a section near Eli's ear. The threads had formed a dense network. They extended upward into the helmet cavity through gaps in the collar seal.

"They look like they're supposed to be there," she said quietly.

Eli spoke without opening his eyes. His voice had changed. The words came out slightly hollow, with a delay that made conversations feel disjointed.

"Morning scans complete?"

Chen hadn't announced the scan. She glanced at Williams

"How's your hearing, Eli?"

"Fine as far as I know.”

His mouth moved as he spoke, but the words seemed to come from somewhere else. The helmet speakers carried his voice with perfect clarity, though his lips stopped moving a full second before the sound ended.

Williams pulled up the thermal imaging. Two distinct heat signatures appeared inside Eli's helmet. One clustered around his face. The other moved slowly along the inner surface of the visor.

"There's something else in there with you," Williams said.

"I know."

"What is it?"

"I don't know. But it's been learning."

The second heat source pressed against the visor from inside. A faint outline appeared in the condensation. Roughly hand-sized. It held position for several seconds, then retreated.

Eli opened his eyes. The movement looked labored, like his eyelids were heavier than before.

"It doesn't sleep," he said.

"What do you mean?"

"When I try to rest, it stays awake. Moving around. Practicing."

"Practicing what?"

"My voice. The way I swallow. How my tongue moves when I talk."

Chen felt something cold settle in her stomach. She'd heard of parasites that mimicked host behavior. But those were simple organisms. Fish. Insects.

"It stretches my throat sometimes," Eli continued. "Gentle-like. Testing how far things bend."

Williams played back the audio from the past twelve hours. Beneath Eli's recorded voice, they could hear something else. A second breathing pattern. Wet. Deliberate.

Occasionally, other sounds emerged. A rhythmic noise like swallowing. Sometimes what might have been a tongue clicking against teeth.

“Holy shit,” Williams whispered.

Chen tried to maintain clinical distance. "We need to remove the helmet."

"No."

Eli's response came immediately. Too quickly.

"Eli, we have to..."

"Please don't."

His voice cracked. For the first time since the accident, he sounded afraid.

"It hurts when you touch the collar. Like you're pulling on something that's grown into me."

Chen reached toward the helmet. Eli flinched backward.

"Don't you understand? It's already part of me. It knows where all the important parts are. It's learning where to stop."

Williams approached from the other side. Eli turned his head to track the movement, but the motion looked mechanical. Controlled.

"We can't leave you like this indefinitely."

"Why not? We're managing fine."

The plural made Chen's skin crawl.

She watched the helmet's collar ring. The metal had softened further over the past few days. The seal looked less rigid. More organic.

As she stared, the collar loosened slightly. Just a fraction. The movement was so subtle she almost missed it.

The helmet was testing its grip.


Chapter 3: Transfer Protocol

Chen made the decision at 0400 hours. Williams found her prepping the emergency airlock, loading cutting tools and medical supplies.

“We’re doing this now,” she said.

“Eli won’t cooperate.”

“Then we move him.”

Williams activated the intercom. “Eli, we need you to open the medical bay. We’re transferring you to the airlock.”

The response came immediately, but the voice sounded wrong. Layered. Two people speaking in unison.

“We can’t do that.”

Chen’s skin crawled. She keyed the medical bay isolation controls. The outer doors sealed with a solid thunk.

“Eli, unlock the bay.”

“We won’t.”

Williams checked the panel. “He’s overridden the locks from inside.”

Through the viewport, they could see Eli standing near the far wall of the medical bay. His helmet reflected the harsh medical lighting. The collar had loosened further, creating gaps around his neck.

Something moved visibly inside the helmet. Bulges pressed outward against the visor, distorting the transparent surface. The shapes looked deliberate. Purposeful.

Eli's head jerked backward. His mouth opened wide. Something pale pushed between his lips. He made a choking sound, then swallowed hard. His throat bulged as whatever it was slid downward.

Chen initiated emergency venting of the isolated bay. "He can't survive vacuum. Whatever's in there will have to let go."

The pressure readings dropped steadily. Eli's suit compensated automatically, maintaining internal atmosphere. But his voice came through the speakers, calm and strange.

"It can't live in vacuum," he said. "That's why it needs this. A sealed space. A container."

"Eli, the helmet's malfunctioning. We can help you."

"The helmet works perfectly. It was designed for this."

His words carried an odd certainty. Like he was reciting something he'd learned.

"Protection was never the purpose. The helmet was an invitation."

The pressure gauge hit red. Chen watched Eli's vitals on her scanner. His heart rate stayed steady. Too steady for someone in a decompression chamber.

The helmet unlocked.

The seal released completely. The helmet tumbled away from Eli's head, bouncing off the medical bay floor.

Eli collapsed immediately. His body convulsed as pale tissue retracted beneath his skin. The fibrous networks they'd seen on the scans withdrew, leaving behind slack flesh and burst blood vessels. His face looked hollow. Deflated.

He gasped once, raggedly, and went still.

Chen and Williams rushed through the airlock. Chen knelt beside Eli, checking his pulse. Weak but present. His breathing was shallow, labored.

"He's alive," she said.

Williams gathered medical supplies. Behind them, the discarded helmet rocked slightly.

Internal systems activated without prompting. Oxygen recyclers hummed to life. Environmental controls stabilized pressure and temperature.

Condensation began forming on the inside of the visor. Slow droplets appeared and faded in regular intervals.

The helmet sealed itself with a soft click.

Breathing sounds emerged from the speakers. One steady rhythm.

Then another, overlapping the first.

Chen looked up from Eli's unconscious form. The helmet sat motionless on the floor, but condensation continued to fog and clear the visor. The pattern matched her own breathing exactly.

END


Story Two: Amongst the Seed Memories


Chapter 1: Arrival

The shuttle hummed beneath their boots as it aligned with orbital entry. Sil Vannor sat strapped in at the lead monitor station, running a thermal sweep of the dome below. The image that returned was dim, mostly cold stone and collapsed structures. One area pulsed with clear warmth, a concentrated center that glowed with persistent internal heat. That was the Garden. It sat pressed into the rim of a crumbled canyon system like something buried and left behind.

He adjusted the scan angle, but the shape of the dome didn’t shift. It remained static, perfectly symmetrical, resting where the old maps said it would be, though everything else around it had changed.

Fomalhaut b's moon Kaeda had no breathable air and no standing water, only frozen carbon deposits, corrosive vapor storms, and fractured basalt deserts. The orbital view didn’t show anything alive except for the energy readings clustered in the dome. It wasn’t a lot. Just enough to show continued life support, active thermal regulation, and internal air pressure that held steady in a range even higher than standard Earth environments. Twenty-three point five percent oxygen.

The logs from the old colonization phase called that the "prime growth zone." Most people would call it excessive. No one had authorized the system to run that hot for this long.

Behind Sil, Jessa Corin leaned forward to get a better look at the readings. She hadn't said much since they exited jump, but she tapped on the pressure column and spoke without looking up.

"That level’s not normal. Even for a biodome. They were supposed to dial that back after the fifth year of atmospheric maturity."

Sil didn’t respond at first. He just logged the new data set and pulled up the landing protocols.

"Maybe they forgot," he said, knowing they hadn’t. She didn’t reply.

Marik sat toward the rear of the cabin, checking the filament seals on his biosuit. He wasn’t old enough to remember Kaeda’s early campaigns, but he had studied the terraforming systems that made places like this possible. And he knew how often they failed. He watched the horizon on the monitor, expression flat, the metal rings under his eyes catching light from the overheads.

The shuttle broke atmospheric entry cleanly, heat tiles glowing and then cooling as they dropped lower. The sky outside turned deep violet, the light of Fomalhaut reflecting in fractured, uneven glows along the upper clouds. They flew in low. There were no automated defenses, no drones, no functioning orbitals.

Kaeda had been cleared of traffic long ago. The dome's last recorded inspection was seventeen years ago. The last message from its caretakers had been logged ten years after that inspection. The broadcast was flagged for static corruption and had never been decoded. It was just noise.

As they descended, the Garden came into full view. The dome was large enough to hold a vertical forest and then some. Its surface was opaque, stained with sediment and time. Strands of braced carbon steel girded the perimeter. Some of the exterior lights still functioned, giving it the impression of something not yet abandoned, though it had no right to still be standing, let alone pulsing with warmth and generating that much oxygen.

Several outer surface panels were warped from radiation scarring, but the main structure held firm. The entry platform was partially exposed, half-covered in blown sediment.

"Guidance lock complete," Marik said. His voice didn’t carry much energy.

Sil gave a curt nod and leaned forward as the shuttle adjusted pitch and speed. The approach vector aligned with the dome’s single remaining docking spur, which extended from a pitted side bay that had been flagged on their map as "non-functional." The spur didn’t look non-functional now. It extended straight into the entry lock housing, showing a faint indicator light still active at the terminal post.

The shuttle set down on manual, metal feet hissing against the heated plate of the platform. The lock bay recognized their weight. Status lights changed from yellow to green. The platform made a low grinding sound, then stilled. Internal gravity equalized. Atmospheric pressure stabilized.

Sil stood slowly. The shuttle’s interior had been sealed since they left the carrier, but now that they were grounded, he toggled the air systems to passive intake and waited. A moment later, the readings showed a stable breathable atmosphere inside the Garden. Too stable. Too clean. There was no microbial drift, no signs of synthetic filtration. The system had gone fully organic, which wasn’t standard.

Jessa retrieved her field scanner and holstered it without powering it on.

"No one's heard from this place in years," she said. "But the lock knows we’re here. Something’s listening."

Sil keyed open the cargo hatch, motioned for gear retrieval, and secured his helmet against the shoulder clips on his suit.

"We’re not going to knock," he said. "Let’s meet the gardener."

They stepped into the lock chamber together. The door sealed behind them without delay. Pressure normalized. The interior lights glowed soft yellow. A faint hiss passed through the walls as clean air cycled into the chamber. It smelled like moss and heat. The kind of heat that’s been trapped in soil.

They waited in silence as the inner lock unlatched. There were no alerts. No resistance. The door slid open, revealing a hallway lit by old phosphor panels and overgrown with plant mass.

Sil stepped inside, boots hitting metal plate half-buried in green. His voice was steady.

"We’re in."

The corridor sloped downward into the Garden’s interior. The walls were originally manufactured from insulated composite, panel-lined and sealed in protective laminate, but now they were covered in a thick layering of moss and fibrous growths that hung from the ceiling and spread across the floor in uneven patches. The overhead lighting still functioned in sections. The glow it cast was yellow and uneven, cutting through the shadows in thin strips, which were quickly swallowed again by the mass of plant life pushing in from every angle. The air was dense and warm. Every breath carried a scent that was strong and unfamiliar, something like wet bark, turned soil, and fermenting fruit, though sharper and slightly metallic around the edges. They walked in silence, the sound of their boots muffled by the layers beneath them.

Marik moved slowly, his eyes fixed on a knot of roots breaching through a broken wall vent near his right arm. The root bulged outward, wrapped tightly in a sleeve of what looked like old filter mesh. The growth had forced its way through the vent’s metal seam and was still pulsing faintly. Jessa paused and held out a hand, brushing it gently near a wall of hanging fronds without making contact. A few of the leaves quivered as she passed, though there was no wind or air current to account for it. She made no comment, just followed the others.

They passed a row of faded signage, half-obscured by vines. The words were still visible under the growth. AGRONOMY. NUTRIENT STORAGE. PRIMARY SPOOLING. Someone had once taken the time to label each section, to map out this place for crews who no longer existed. There were signs of regular foot traffic at one point, but the floor plating had cracked and lifted, and many of the walkways were now warped. Sections of railing were buried entirely.

A pressure gauge embedded in one of the wall panels was still powered. Sil tapped it once and saw that it had not dipped at all. The Garden was holding pressure better than most stations.

They reached an open access hallway where the vegetation cleared slightly, revealing reinforced glass on either side. Beyond the windows, the inner dome stretched out in all directions. Towering trees with dark trunks and heavy foliage dominated the lower levels. Several of the trees bent unnaturally at their peaks, curving back toward the ground, their branches draped with thick curtains of smaller vines and woven leaf structures that looked too uniform to be accidental.

The canopy was uneven. Some of the taller trees were surrounded by an underlayer of smaller plants that formed almost perfect circles around their base. The density increased toward the center. Something was directing the growth.

No one said anything as they walked the length of the observation corridor. The sound of moisture dripping from the ceiling was constant. Marik paused and pointed toward one of the trees near the edge of the dome wall. Its bark was covered in a mesh of fine yellow fibers, not unlike fungal threads, except they glowed faintly along the edges and seemed to pulse in sequence with the lights in the corridor.

Sil moved them on without comment. The corridor ended at a sealed door.

The override panel responded to Sil’s clearance chip. The lights blinked green and the door slid open without resistance. Inside was a service junction flanked by several access terminals and a half-functional atmospheric scrubber that had long been overtaken by a clinging carpet of green tissue that looked like moss but had the texture of slick plastic. The scrubber was still spinning.

One of the vents had ruptured, and the outflow pipe now fed directly into the wall, where vines had grown to meet it and seemed to form a kind of collar around the opening.

Jessa checked the console. The internal systems showed active load-balancing and thermal correction. No overrides. No alerts. No evidence of malfunction. She exhaled and stepped away.

"This thing’s not on backup. It’s live. No support, no automated watchdog, no external control. But it’s stable. It’s all stable."

Sil crouched next to the scrubber, watching the way the vines moved. They weren’t coiling or twitching. They weren’t reacting with speed or force, but they were aligned. It wasn’t random. The pattern of growth was directed at key ventilation junctions, light fixtures, and data cabling paths. He stood without speaking.

At the end of the junction was a stairwell marked as leading to the upper canopy station. They ascended slowly. The stairs were mostly clear, though a few were softened by root growth that had broken through from underneath. At the top was a landing, and there the vegetation thinned. The light was stronger here. At the far end of the room stood a metal table and a worn padded chair.

A stove unit glowed faintly in standby. A kettle sat on the burner, unboiled but full. A folded cloth lay across the edge of the table, neatly pressed. There were dishes stacked in a bin to the side, all cleaned and dried.

Someone had been here recently. Very recently.

There was a sound from beyond the door. Footsteps.

Sil looked at Jessa. She nodded. He turned back to the door and placed his hand near the latch.

The footsteps stopped just on the other side. A moment passed. Then the door opened from within.

The man who opened the door looked older than the records could account for. His skin was pale with a dry, grayish tint, as if the years under filtered light had drained the color from him. He wasn’t hunched or feeble, but his movements were slow and exact, like someone carrying a full bowl across an uneven floor. His beard was trimmed unevenly. His jumpsuit was faded to a dull green, the collar unbuttoned and crusted with old salt stains. A small pendant, not part of the uniform, hung from a piece of electrical cord around his neck. It looked like it might have once been part of a filtration nozzle, polished smooth at the edges.

He didn’t seem surprised to see them. He looked from Sil to Jessa to Marik without a word, then stepped aside and motioned for them to come in. Sil hesitated but walked through the doorway. The others followed.

The room behind the door was long and warm. It might have once served as a command annex or break chamber, but the walls were mostly covered with personal additions now. Old cloths had been strung from pipe joints and wall brackets, forming partial partitions. There were shelves made from salvaged paneling stacked with containers labeled in a tight, neat script. Some held tools. Some were packed with dried leaves and stripped bark. There was a sink in one corner, half-covered by a cascade of leafy stalks that had grown down from a pipe overhead and now arched toward the basin like a curtain.

The man walked to a stool near the window and sat down without any ceremony.

"I don’t get visitors anymore," he said. His voice wasn’t cracked, but it was quiet and steady in a way that suggested he spoke to himself more than to others. "Wasn’t sure if the beacon still worked."

"It didn’t," Sil said. "We weren’t sent because of the signal. We were sent because this place was flagged as nonresponsive."

The man nodded once and didn’t offer anything in return.

Jessa took a step forward. "Are you the caretaker here?"

"I suppose I am now. They all left. Or didn’t. Hard to say. I stayed."

He didn’t smile. His eyes were clear and watchful. He wasn’t rambling. He wasn’t shaking. He seemed to weigh each word before he let it out.

"Name’s Orro," he said. "I used to handle maintenance. Floors, pipes, unit sync. Anything that wasn’t growing. Now I mostly make sure the Garden isn’t unhappy."

Marik looked around. "Unhappy?"

Orro gave a small shrug. "It’s easier when she’s content. She’s quieter. Doesn’t block the vents. Doesn’t make the lights flicker. That sort of thing."

He stood again, crossed to the stove unit, and turned on the heat. The kettle began to hiss. He didn’t offer them seats. There weren’t enough.

Jessa walked to the edge of the room where a wide window overlooked the central basin of the Garden. A broad root structure had taken hold near the base of one of the major trees and now ran upward in overlapping arcs. She looked down and saw that the root mass had pierced the platform supports and was growing under the structural beams. It wasn’t destroying the architecture. It was using it.

"I’m going to scan one of the pods," she said quietly. "Get a baseline reading. Could tell us how this much biomass is self-sustaining."

Orro turned quickly. His face didn’t change, but he held up one hand and shook his head.

"Don’t. Not without asking."

Sil stepped between them.

"Asking who?"

Orro didn’t answer right away. He turned back to the stove, took the kettle off before it whistled, and poured steaming water into a cracked ceramic pot filled with dried leaves. The smell was sharp and green, with a bitter edge that clung to the air.

"I don’t know what she is. Just that she knows when something changes. Knows when things are hurt or cut or removed. Knows when someone tries to take from her."

Sil didn’t press the point. He watched Orro stir the tea with a piece of sterilized plastic rod and then set it aside to steep.

"How long have you been here?" Sil asked.

Orro scratched at the edge of his beard and leaned against the counter.

"Time gets funny. Seasons don’t shift here. No sky to track. I stopped counting after they stopped sending messages. Could be twenty years. Could be more."

Marik walked to one of the shelves and examined a coiled bundle of tubing wrapped around what looked like a hand-sketched map of the dome. The paper had faded, but the lines were still visible. Dozens of circles were marked in red. He didn’t touch it. Just kept staring.

Orro looked over.

"She doesn’t like sudden changes. That’s what I learned. You keep your steps slow. Your breath even. No tearing or burning or scraping. You move carefully. You stay gentle."

Sil said nothing. He just nodded once, then turned back toward the corridor.

"We’ll need a place to set up temporary quarters. Low-humidity zone, somewhere with independent power draw if possible."

Orro pointed to a stairwell recessed behind a curtain of thick woven leaves. "Upper level storage. Nothing grows well up there. Not yet."

They followed his gesture, and the steps groaned beneath them as they climbed. The temperature dropped slightly. The air was drier. They passed a junction where the wall had been scraped clean, revealing original paneling.

Marik stopped at the top, breathing through his teeth.

"Did you hear that?" he asked.

Sil looked back. "Hear what?"

"Something moved. Below us. Under the floor."

No one else responded. Jessa walked forward and opened the door to the storage chamber. It was wide, empty, and dry, just as Orro had said. The lighting buzzed overhead.

Sil keyed in the environmental settings and began the process of configuring their support modules. Marik stood near the edge of the room, staring back the way they’d come.

Below, unseen through the thick layers of growth, something shifted in the soil. It didn’t move quickly. It didn’t press against the floor or reach out toward the noise. But it shifted. It readjusted. And it waited.


Chapter 2: Growth

The morning cycle kicked in before any of them were ready. The artificial lights in the ceiling panels faded up in slow gradients of pale amber and soft green, mimicking sunlight filtered through trees. Whoever programmed the sequence years ago must have wanted the Garden to wake gently, the way a forest rises into the day. But the soft lighting didn’t change the fact that the air was heavier now, warmer, thick with moisture that clung to every surface and made movement feel like wading through a mild fever.

Sil was already up. He’d been standing at the edge of the catwalk outside their quarters for the past hour, watching the dense expanse of green below for any sign of a pattern. Everything looked different in daylight. The plants moved more in the light, as if the heat gave the leaves and stems permission to breathe. A single vine near the far wall had grown at least a meter overnight, stretching across a drainage grate and curling upward toward a wall socket.

Marik stepped out onto the platform behind him, carrying a data slate in one hand and chewing what might’ve once been a protein bar. He squinted into the green.

"That vine over there, the one by the vent," he said, pointing with the slate. "It was climbing sideways last night. Toward the rail. Now it’s turned again. Why’s it always heading for infrastructure?"

Sil didn’t answer. He just made a note on his own console, adjusted the environmental reading, and moved back toward the stairwell. The Garden wasn’t just growing. It was organizing. It wasn’t random spread. It was working toward something.

Jessa met them in the hallway that led down to the central corridor. Her expression was tight. She’d already been into the deeper section near the botany wing. Something had changed.

"The passage we used yesterday is blocked," she said. "Completely. Stem growth. Big, fibrous structures. Packed dense."

"Show me," Sil said, and followed her without breaking stride.

They reached the hallway junction in less than two minutes, and it was just as she said. A solid wall of plant tissue had filled the passage like expanding foam. It wasn’t just a tangle of vines. It was structured. Layers of stem wrapped in leaves. A kind of repeating lattice pattern with internal moisture channels. Thick enough to hold weight. Possibly load-bearing. There was no way around it unless they were going to start cutting.

Sil knelt and examined the growth. The outer layer was dry to the touch but warm underneath. The stems weren’t soft. They’d hardened overnight. He could smell the water moving inside them.

Marik stepped up and raised a thermal blade.

"Let me open it up. We need to see how deep it goes."

"Just be careful," Sil said. "Try a shallow pass."

The blade hummed to life. Marik lowered it and touched it to the growth. There was a thin plume of steam and a faint popping sound as the blade made contact. The outer layer gave way, but only for a second. The moment the inner flesh was exposed, a sharp chemical scent filled the hallway, and the lights above them flickered.

A low hum passed through the floor under their feet. The structure vibrated for two or three seconds, then fell still.

"Power fluctuation," Jessa said, already checking the console on her wrist. "Minor, but not local. That was systemic. Garden-wide."

Marik stepped back, wiped the edge of the blade, and looked at the wall of growth. The wound he’d made was already closing, a slow compression of fibrous material pulling itself back together.

"It’s reacting," he said. "I don’t think it likes being cut."

Sil stayed quiet. He pressed one hand to the wall and kept it there, feeling the warmth, the steady pressure behind the growth. It was dense with energy. Life packed into a confined space.

Jessa stepped away and looked back toward the dome center. Orro hadn’t shown up this morning. He was always up early. They hadn’t seen him since the previous night. That absence hadn’t meant much when they were just waking up. Now it felt like a missing pressure valve.

"Where’s the caretaker?" she asked.

Sil was still focused on the wall in front of them, watching a thin film of condensation spread across the sealed cut.

"Let’s not provoke anything else until we know what we’re dealing with," he said. "If we’re cut off from the rest of the dome, we’re not going to brute force our way through this."

He stepped back and made a full audio and visual log of the site, marking the coordinates. He’d send a sync burst to the shuttle later. No response expected, but protocol was protocol. Jessa was already moving toward the access stairs. If they couldn’t go forward, they’d need to map another route.

Behind them, as they walked, the sealed breach in the wall of growth began to swell outward. Just enough to leave a visible bump along the outer surface. It stayed that way for a few seconds, then relaxed, and the lattice tightened again.

The stairwell to the core systems deck wasn’t marked on their updated layout, which meant the map hadn’t kept up with the actual growth of the facility. Jessa had found the access point behind a wall panel she’d spotted during her pass through the older archives room, where a row of terminals had been half-swallowed by root clusters and residual thermal bloom. The stairwell was intact but tight, winding down at a steep angle, and the walls were close enough to brush shoulders if they didn’t watch their footing. The lights were dimmer here. Several of the overhead strips had gone dark or pulsed irregularly, and the walls had begun to show signs of corrosion where root contact had been prolonged.

Sil followed close behind, checking each junction with his scanner. Readings were noisy. Organic mass interfered with the signal, and the deeper they went, the more the architecture changed from clean modular structure to a patchwork of root-ridden hallways and sagging conduits that had been either rerouted or digested. It was hard to tell which. The plant structures weren’t just moving through the station. They were using it, feeding off coolant lines, merging with electrical housings, anchoring themselves in the stress points of the floor where power pulses ran strongest.

The lower level door was stuck. They forced it open with a crowbar and the groan that followed echoed through the shaft behind them. The floor beyond was coated in a fine grit of yellow-green powder, dry and soft, which rose up slightly around their boots as they stepped inside. The room had once been an admin support office. The remains of desks and chairs still sat in vague positions, though none of the surfaces were usable now. Most of the terminals had burst open at the seams, swollen with moisture. The cables in the walls had been swallowed by white-veined vines with a waxy coating, some of which pulsed in intervals they couldn’t quite time.

At the back of the room was a door labeled SYSTEM CONTROL A. Jessa approached it and keyed her access chip against the lockplate. No response. Manual override required. Sil joined her, pried the panel cover off, and connected his toolset. It took about twenty seconds for the internal processor to respond. When it did, it didn’t give him root access. Instead, the screen filled with a solid block of red static and a tone that wasn’t quite noise began to hum through the walls. The tone didn’t stop. It just stayed level, steady, and oddly soft.

"That’s not a system error," Sil said, backing off.

Jessa looked around, then moved to the wall console across from the door and tried the legacy input.

This time, a file tree loaded.

It wasn’t labeled in any corporate schema. The folders were hand-typed, nested irregularly, and didn’t follow standard structure. Several were just names. Some were single numbers. Others had no labels at all. She opened one at random. The contents were logs. Text-only. Long entries written in a rhythm that didn’t quite read like reports. It was stream-of-consciousness, maybe written by someone who’d lived too long alone. The timestamps stretched back over ten years. Then more. She kept scrolling until she found a short entry near the top of one of the oldest folders.

"She doesn’t talk in sound. She talks in pressure. In color. In the heat that comes off the walls when you try to sleep. I stopped using words back at year five, but the roots remember. They never forget what you touch."

Jessa closed the file, opened another. More of the same. The voice shifted across entries. Sometimes it was clipped and scientific. Sometimes it read like the writings of someone half asleep. Or hallucinating. She opened another folder and found attached images. Infrared scans of growth nodes, camera stills of root caps mid-expansion, data tables measuring chlorophyll breakdown and photosensitivity under artificial UV exposure. All of it was tagged to one user profile.

Orro.

She exhaled and backed out of the system.

"He wasn’t just the janitor," she said quietly. "He’s been studying it for years. Maybe decades."

Sil didn’t respond. He was looking at the back wall where a section of plating had been removed, exposing the raw power trunk beneath. The vines running along it weren’t just hanging there. They were fused into the insulation, partially embedded. It wasn’t random contact. It was targeted attachment. The main feed line that powered the upper comm relays had been bypassed. Power was flowing directly into the root network.

Marik crouched beside the exposed trunk and ran a passive scan, then shook his head slowly.

"This whole grid’s being rerouted," he said. "It’s drawing from everything we’re not using and feeding it somewhere. I’m guessing toward the core of the dome. But if this thing’s using electricity, then it’s more than just a plant."

Jessa stepped back toward the system control door, looking again at the red static still pulsing on the panel. She reached up, touched it once with her gloved fingers, then let her hand drop.

"Something’s learning," she said. "And it’s learning faster than it should."

The hum from the walls hadn’t stopped. It hadn’t gotten louder. But when they turned to leave the room, it shifted pitch ever so slightly. The lights near the stairwell flickered twice in quick succession, then steadied. None of them said anything. None of them laughed. They walked back up the stairwell in silence, and every footstep echoed longer than the last.

The sleeping quarters were quiet except for the low ambient fan hum in the corner of the room. Sil had set the filters to full cycle hours ago, trying to keep moisture levels down, but it didn’t seem to help much. The vents weren’t clogged, but the airflow had started to feel slower, and the dampness in the room had crept up again anyway. The blankets felt sticky. The flooring was beginning to sweat. The green tint that had appeared on the corners of the ceiling wasn’t mold exactly, but it hadn’t been there yesterday.

Jessa was sitting upright on her bunk with her knees drawn up and her hands resting lightly on a folded thermal jacket in her lap. Her eyes were open, but she didn’t seem entirely awake. Marik watched her from across the room, propped on one elbow, not sure if she was thinking or listening or just trying to let the air settle around her. The lights had dimmed to night-cycle levels, a soft blue tint spilling over the floor, and outside the door the hallway looked empty, though the shadow lines weren’t sharp anymore. They’d started to waver a little around the edges, as if the air wasn’t quite still.

Sil returned from the corridor and paused at the threshold, looking at Jessa, then at Marik.

"Still up?" he asked.

Marik nodded, then looked toward Jessa.

"She hasn’t said anything. She’s been like that since we got back from the control deck. Hasn’t moved much either."

Sil walked over and crouched beside her.

"Jessa."

Her eyes didn’t shift. She blinked, but slowly.

"Jessa. Talk to me."

She turned her head, just slightly, and her lips parted. Her voice was quiet and dry, but steady.

"It’s breathing. I can hear it."

Sil frowned and placed a hand on her shoulder.

"What’s breathing?"

Jessa looked down at the floor.

"All of it. Everything around us."

She reached into her coat pocket and withdrew something small. She opened her hand. In her palm sat a seed pod. Dark green, smooth, and tightly coiled, almost perfectly round. Sil didn’t recognize it from any of the usual flora samples logged in the dome’s inventory. The surface shimmered faintly under the blue light. Jessa was holding it like it had weight, even though it was clearly light enough to carry in a single hand.

"Where did you get this?" Sil asked.

She didn’t answer right away.

"It was on my pillow when I woke up."

Sil looked toward the door. It was sealed. The vents overhead were too narrow to allow anything through without making noise, and there were no signs of intrusion. He took the pod from her gently and scanned it. The reading came back unclassified, no known match in the records, but active. It had a pulse signature. Something inside was alive, or at least metabolically reactive.

"I didn’t bring it in," she said. "It found its way in."

Marik stood up slowly and moved toward the hallway, opened the door, and stepped into the corridor with his light. He scanned the walls, the floor, the overheads. There were no tracks. No markings. But the temperature was up a few degrees. The growth along the wall edges looked thicker.

He followed the hallway back toward the arboretum junction, checking each turn and corner. No movement. No sound. He moved slowly. He turned the final corner and stopped.

Jessa was standing in the center of the arboretum. She was barefoot, facing away, holding a seed pod in both hands.

Marik’s pulse jumped. He spun, looked behind him. The path back was empty.

He turned forward again. She was still there, still holding the pod.

"Jessa," he said.

She didn’t move.

He stepped forward carefully, two steps, three. The air here was heavier, thick enough to feel like a weight pressing down across his shoulders. He came within arm’s reach and placed a hand on her arm.


Chapter 3: The Root Core

The entrance to the vault was buried beneath a grid of thick-rooted trees along the western basin wall. Sil found it just after sunrise, marked on an older blueprint recovered from Orro’s personnel cache. The access point had been logged as a maintenance shaft leading to deep environmental systems, probably constructed before the dome's final walls had been sealed. According to the file, it dropped below the original surface line and linked to a sealed compartment that once housed the terraforming engine’s backup core. There wasn’t any mention of a substructure in the most recent system maps, which meant the dome itself had grown around it.

They cleared the underbrush manually, pushing aside layers of vine that had settled low to the ground and clung to the edges of a square metal hatch buried in soil. The metal was corroded around the seams. It wasn’t rust, exactly, more like a slow acid leaching from the roots that had formed a kind of glue around the edges. It took both Sil and Marik working together to pry the hatch free. When it finally gave way, it let out a sharp breath of stale air that smelled like burned oil, wet paper, and something old that had been trapped too long without motion. The shaft beneath was narrow, vertical, lined with rungs that disappeared into darkness.

Sil looked back toward Jessa, who stood about ten meters off, watching. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t look away either. Her face was expressionless, her arms crossed loosely over her chest, and she hadn’t touched the pod since the night before. It now sat on a work surface in the corner of their sleeping quarters, and no one had gone near it since she set it down.

Marik switched on his shoulder light and leaned into the hatch.

"Air’s thin. Not toxic. Feels still. Doesn’t smell like the rest of the Garden."

"Because it’s not part of the Garden," Sil said. "Not originally."

They dropped in slowly, one at a time. The descent took about two minutes. The walls were narrow and coated in condensation. Somewhere below, water dripped in irregular intervals, the sound echoing up the shaft. The light caught glints of mineral deposits along the rungs, and thin strands of root hair clung to the lower third of the ladder, brushing against their sleeves and shoulders as they descended.

At the bottom, the shaft opened into a wide chamber with low ceilings and reinforced paneling across the floor. The architecture here was older. It looked built for pressure retention, maybe even blast resistance. The lighting was minimal and reactive, triggering only as they passed. The glow was dull and yellow, leaving most of the space in partial shadow.

The walls were mostly intact, though some panels had buckled inward, and where the seams had split, roots had already begun pushing through in slow, patient lines. Sil ran his scanner again, picking up the usual organics plus something else. There was a low-frequency current passing through the floor, barely above background radiation, but it wasn’t random. It pulsed.

"Feel that?" Marik asked. He crouched, placed a hand on the floor.

Sil nodded. "Power routing. Something down here’s still active."

They moved deeper into the chamber, passing rusted equipment frames and half-collapsed storage shelves. Most of the materials had degraded beyond recognition. One wall showed the remnants of a painted logo, probably part of the original terraforming project. The text had faded, but Sil could make out the phrase “PRIMARY ECOSYNTH NODE” under the grime.

A large sealed door stood at the far end. The air here felt warmer than above, not humid like the Garden but stale in a different way, like the inside of a machine that hadn’t cooled in years. The door was coated in thin vines that traced its edges like scars. At its center was an old biometric lock, long dead, now bypassed by a braided root cluster that had wrapped around the frame. There were no controls left to use. The roots had taken over.

Marik reached toward the edge of the door, hesitated, and looked back at Sil.

"Do we knock?"

Sil didn’t laugh, but he didn’t stop him either. They pried the vines loose and the door gave a faint mechanical groan. Then it opened.

Inside was darkness. Thick, absolute, and heavy with the smell of oil and soil and metal that had never rusted but had changed anyway. The room beyond the door wasn’t wide, but it was tall, with structural pillars along the far end. In the center sat something that caught the light but didn’t reflect it. It was massive, rooted into the floor, partially mechanical but not fully recognizable. The shape pulsed faintly, and around its base, a nest of roots spread outward in every direction.

Jessa stepped up behind them. No one had called her, but she was there now. Her voice was soft.

"This is where it began."

The moment they crossed the threshold into the chamber, the temperature changed. The warmth had a presence to it, something that seemed to settle against the skin and stay there, as if the room itself had its own internal circulation, unseen but active. The walls curved upward into a dome, not large but high enough to lose some of the upper structure in shadow. What looked like light fixtures had been overtaken by long strands of vine, now calcified and darkened, coiling back into the ceiling like discarded wiring. The light that remained came from the center of the chamber, where the root mass met the remains of the original terraforming unit.

The machine was no longer functional in the way it had been designed. Its structure had been invaded completely. Vines had entered every seam and wrapped through every exposed conduit. Small fronds emerged from exhaust ports. One panel on the side had split open, and something had grown out of it. A kind of fibrous bulb that throbbed in a slow rhythm. Beneath the main body of the machine, the floor had been overtaken by what looked like a root platform. The mass had extended wide and flat in all directions, forming a base that linked into the walls and disappeared under the floor plating. The engine no longer looked mechanical. It looked integrated.

Marik approached first, slowly, keeping his scanner low, and circled the base. His footsteps were muffled by the soft layer of root growth underfoot. He stopped near the exposed panel and held out his hand without touching it.

"It’s pulling low voltage power," he said, reading off his display. "Minimal current. Just enough to maintain baseline systems. But it’s rerouted everything from the dome’s primary grid. It’s using the machinery like a host."

Sil stepped in beside him and looked closer at the interface. The original control surface was still visible under the growth, but the buttons were buried, and most of the panel had been cracked. A fine dust covered the remaining screen. It didn’t light up under pressure. The machine wasn’t dead. It just didn’t need the panel anymore.

Behind them, Jessa moved forward slowly, her hand still resting at her side, eyes fixed on the center of the root mass. Something at the base was giving off a low glow. It pulsed, steady and slow, just bright enough to illuminate the surrounding texture. The surface looked like bark at first, but it shifted slightly when watched closely.

She stopped a few feet from it and crouched, resting her hand gently on the root layer without pressing down.

"I think it’s aware of us," she said. "Or aware of me. I’m not sure it sees the difference anymore."

Sil turned toward her. "You’ve been hearing it again?"

Jessa nodded. "Not with words. More like it’s watching through the walls, through the soil. It doesn’t want us gone, but it doesn’t trust us either. It’s trying to understand if we’re part of it."

"And are we?" Marik asked, his voice lower now.

Jessa didn’t respond right away. She leaned forward and placed her palm flat against the surface.

"It’s asking questions," she said. "Not in language. In cycles. In shape and pulse. It’s showing me memory. Not mine. Its."

Sil moved forward but kept a careful distance. He reached into his bag and withdrew a portable relay node. If the thing could interact with systems, it might react to a feed line. He powered it up and held it near the mass. For a moment, nothing happened. Then the pulse inside the root slowed, matching the relay’s calibration frequency. A flicker passed through the screen on his scanner. Data and signal packets. Something was transmitting, even if they couldn’t decipher the content yet.

"Do you hear that?" Jessa asked suddenly, standing now, eyes wide.

Sil listened. There was no sound, just the low hum of the relay and the faint pulse of the root.

"It’s humming," she said. "The room. All of it. It’s one continuous tone."

Then the lights flickered again, not erratically this time, but in sequence. One after the other, each fixture along the wall blinked, then dimmed to a glow, then returned to steady illumination. The root mass responded by shifting slightly at the edges, flexing as though reacting to breath or heartbeat.

Jessa took a step back.

"I think that was a reply."

Sil made the decision quickly, without waiting for a consensus. They had come to this place for salvage and evaluation, but the scope had shifted well beyond that now. The relay had picked up a stream of information, and although it wasn't readable yet, the fact that something buried inside this structure was communicating meant they couldn’t just walk away without extracting it. He powered down the external scanner, clipped the relay to a pack mount, and stepped back toward the root mass to locate the closest exposed interface. The root tendrils along the panel had thickened since their arrival, as if the plant structures were responding not just to sound or light but to intent.

He crouched beside the panel, pulled out a fine cutting tool, and set it to minimum output. He wasn’t planning to damage the structure, only to separate a segment of vine from the panel to get access to the terminal inside. He touched the blade to the first strand and started to guide it under the edge.

The effect was immediate.

The light in the chamber dropped by half. The air pressure changed slightly, just enough to notice in the ears and throat. A ripple passed through the base of the root mass, moving outward in a tight wave that disturbed the dust around the floor plates and sent several tiny particles upward into the light. The walls vibrated. The floor gave a slight tremor.

"Stop," Jessa said, already stepping forward.

Sil had pulled the blade back, but the damage was done. The segment he’d tried to cut had closed around itself, and a fine dark line spread outward from the point of contact, like a bruise. The pulse in the central mass intensified. The light that had seemed steady before now flickered in a pattern that didn’t match any known circuit failure.

"I wasn’t trying to sever anything," Sil said, holding up both hands. "Just a shallow contact."

Marik moved toward the edge of the room, checking the walls, then the floor. The root mat had begun to shift near the exit. It wasn’t growing, but the change in surface texture was clear. What had been soft and flat was now rising in small ridges, as if preparing for motion. He turned to Sil.

"I don’t think it matters. I think we crossed a line."

The chamber dimmed again. Above them, what little ambient light remained dropped into near-darkness. The relay on Sil’s pack began to flicker from signal feedback. It let out a quiet series of beeps, then powered down.

Behind them, the exit door sealed with a sound that didn’t come from machinery. It was slower than a motor and far more deliberate. They turned and saw the opening fill with a thin layer of root structure that grew from the walls themselves, coiling inward until the gap was completely closed.

Jessa pressed her palm against the nearest wall. The texture had changed. No longer smooth. The surface was rippling under her touch, faint but active. She stepped back.

"It’s not angry," she said. "But it’s made a decision."

Sil turned to the core of the room. The central mass was now glowing at the base, brighter than before, with pulses that followed no discernible pattern. The root lines stretching from it had begun to retract slightly, pulling back toward the core. It wasn’t preparing for attack. It was isolating itself.

Marik approached the sealed exit, pulled out his blade, and looked at Sil.

"We can’t stay in here. If it seals this chamber completely, we’ll run out of air."

Sil nodded once.

"Cut slow. Minimum heat. Don’t tear."

Marik pressed the blade against the growth. This time, it gave way with less resistance, though the outer layer pushed back just enough to make the motion difficult. The light behind them dimmed again. The floor under their feet pulsed once, a hard thud that didn’t come with movement, just the sensation of weight shifting somewhere deep beneath them.

The opening widened. They slipped through in silence, one after another, and left the root chamber behind. As soon as they passed the threshold, the door behind them closed again. They didn’t see it seal, but they heard the vines tighten.

By the time they reached the shaft, the temperature in the lower level had risen by several degrees. The air smelled different now. Something chemical had joined the scent of soil. The relay on Sil’s back had gone completely dark. No signal. No data. Just a static-filled readout and a single error message.

ACCESS REVOKED

None of them spoke during the climb. The roots that had once simply clung to the walls were thicker now, and they had grown over some of the rungs. They weren’t soft anymore. They didn’t move. They just held fast to the metal, unmoving and unshakable.

When they reached the upper level and emerged back into the Garden, they found Orro waiting for them near the stairwell, his eyes sunken, his hands folded in front of him, calm in a way that didn’t match the tension in the room. He didn’t raise his voice, and he didn’t look surprised.

"You shouldn’t have gone down there," he said.


Chapter 4: Exit Denied

Orro didn’t move from his place beside the stairwell. He stood with his back straight and his eyes level, looking at each of them in turn, as if confirming something he already expected. The air was warmer now. The oxygen levels were rising again. Sil stepped forward, brushing a damp sleeve across his forehead, and stopped about two meters from him.

"You knew what was down there," he said.

Orro nodded once. "I told you not to open the roots. You didn’t listen."

"We didn’t damage anything," Sil replied. "We accessed a terminal. That’s it."

"You touched the old core. You woke the deep root. She’s been quiet for a long time, but quiet doesn’t mean asleep. Quiet just means waiting."

Marik moved to the side, set his equipment bag down, and looked around the room with narrowed eyes. The walls hadn’t changed much since they left, but something about the light filtering in through the upper vents looked different now. It had a deeper color to it, not quite green, not quite red. The growth along the corners of the ceiling was thicker, but not dramatically so. Still, it felt like the space was heavier, like something was beginning to press inward from the edges of the dome.

Jessa leaned against the bulkhead by the door and didn’t say anything. Her eyes hadn’t left Orro since they climbed up. Her breathing was steady, but her posture had changed. She no longer looked tired or wary. She looked fixed, her shoulders squared and her hands relaxed at her sides.

Orro turned to her.

"You felt it, didn’t you?"

Jessa nodded slowly.

"Like it was testing how much I could feel."

Orro smiled, but it wasn’t a pleased smile. It was tired. The kind of smile you give when something you’ve avoided for a long time finally arrives and you know you can’t stop it anymore.

"It knows who you are now. All of you. It tasted you through the walls, through the air. You’re not just visitors anymore. You’re inside the pattern."

Sil crossed his arms and took a step back. "What does that mean?"

"It means it’s deciding. Every time someone comes here, it decides whether to let them walk out. Some it welcomes. Some it keeps. Some it forgets, and they dry up where they stand."

"That’s not how plants work," Marik muttered, running his hand through his hair.

"That’s not a plant," Orro said, without changing his tone. "That’s a colony. It began as something engineered, sure. Seeded cells. Structured roots. But once it connected to the dome’s systems, once it started to understand the flow of temperature, voltage, pressure, once it began responding to movement and learning the rhythms of people working inside, it adapted. Not like evolution over time. It changed deliberately. It wanted a new shape. And it found one."

Sil looked at the console near the door and activated the system panel. The display flickered, but no errors came through. Power levels were nominal. Vitals steady. But when he checked the comms interface, the external channels were offline again.

He tapped the interface, tried to reengage signal relays, but the command buffer returned no response. It didn’t even reject the order. It just absorbed the input and did nothing.

"We need to get to the shuttle," he said. "If we can’t communicate from here, we’ll do it from orbit."

Orro didn’t argue. He stepped aside, letting them pass through the hallway. As they moved past him, he pulled back the collar of his jumpsuit slightly, revealing a patch of skin just above his collarbone.

Something had begun to form there. Raised tissue, pale and fibrous, branching outward beneath the surface.

Jessa saw it and didn’t flinch.

"You let it inside you," she said.

Orro pulled the collar back into place.

"I didn’t have a choice. I stayed. And staying means becoming part of it, whether you agree to it or not."

They didn’t stop to reply. The corridor leading to the outer shell was still mostly clear. The lights flickered in sequence as they passed, more like a marker than a warning, as if something were counting their movement instead of stopping it. The walls narrowed. The floor plating began to shift and bulge.

The launch platform sat three levels above the Garden basin, shielded from direct exposure but still tied to the environmental systems. It had been built for quick exits, with a narrow stairway running along the inner wall and a reinforced hatch guarding the shuttle’s access walkway. The upper vents blew warm air through a filtration grid now covered in a layer of fine root fibers. The growth hadn’t reached the control panels yet, but it was trying, creeping along the corners, following heat and vibration.

Sil moved fast. His eyes stayed on the walkway ahead, even when the lights flickered above him. He didn’t need a map. He’d memorized the path during descent and could have walked it blind. The shuttle’s hull came into view just beyond the last bulkhead, its silver-white plating still intact, its lights still showing green across the main power array. For a moment, it almost looked untouched. He slowed as he approached. That kind of untouched wasn’t realistic anymore.

Marik caught up and keyed in the hatch code. The outer plate unlocked with a quiet chime. The ramp descended partway, then stopped. The rest of it was blocked. A tangle of low stalks and wide leaves had grown up through the deck around the landing struts and hardened into a mat of fibrous mass that wrapped tight around the base of the ramp. They weren’t vines exactly. They were heavier, darker in color, with thick internal strands visible beneath the skin. They hadn’t pierced the shuttle.

Sil crouched beside the edge of the mat and ran a sensor along the growth. The plant surface had a slight electric signature, passive but reactive, similar to what they’d picked up in the core chamber. He didn’t touch it. The structure didn’t respond to motion, only proximity. It wasn’t a trap in the usual sense. It wasn’t hiding. It was holding.

"We can clear this," Marik said. "Give me three minutes with a cutter and I’ll burn us a path."

"It’ll feel that," Jessa said. She had stayed further back, watching the walls. "It won’t like it. Not now."

Sil stood up, thinking it through. If they didn’t cut, they couldn’t leave. If they did, the Garden would know. But the Garden already knew. They had touched its roots, questioned its shape, taken something from it, even if it was only information. The line had been crossed.

"Do it," he said.

Marik stepped up, activated the cutter, and placed the blade against the edge of the mat. A thin stream of steam rose up. The growth resisted at first, then softened. The smell was sharp, acrid. The cut went deeper.

The platform lights above them changed color. A dull amber hue that rolled across the panels one after another. The growth didn’t move. The walls didn’t shift. But the shuttle’s diagnostic lights flickered once, then paused, then resumed.

"Keep going," Sil said.

Marik nodded and moved in tighter. The cutter hissed. The mat split cleanly now. A channel opened wide enough to free the ramp. He stepped forward, began pulling the last stalks aside, and didn’t see the root hidden beneath.

It wasn’t big. Just a single line of tissue, thin and pale, buried under the others. When his boot came down, it flexed. And then it struck.

The movement was fast. It shot up and looped around his ankle, tightening before he could shift his weight. He fell sideways, hard. The cutter skidded across the platform.

"Marik!" Sil shouted, running toward him.

Marik was already struggling to pull free, hands clenched around the stalk, but the root kept climbing past his calf, burrowing beneath the fabric of his suit as if it knew the way.

Sil reached him, grabbed his arms, and pulled. The root didn’t release. It tightened. Marik cried out once, then clenched his teeth.

Jessa appeared beside them, no hesitation, lifting the cutter and jamming it into the base of the root. The hiss of steam was louder this time. The root spasmed. It didn’t scream. It didn’t make sound. But it recoiled in a single snap, withdrawing fast and leaving behind a wet, raw patch where it had gripped.

They pulled Marik clear.

He rolled over, gasping, eyes wide. His leg shook once, then went still.

"I’m alright," he said, before anyone could ask. "Didn’t get in. Not all the way."

They looked at the ramp. The path was open now. The cutter had done enough.

Sil stepped up to the shuttle’s interface and tried the hatch again. It didn’t respond. The controls lit up, then went dark. The console didn’t read damaged. It read locked.

They were standing at the door. The ship was functional. But they weren’t being let inside.

The shuttle remained sealed. The control panel stayed lit, taunting in its functionality, but no commands responded. Sil tried again, tapping through every bypass protocol stored in his wrist console. The ship registered his clearance. It accepted his identity. But when he pressed to cycle the hatch, nothing happened. No error message. No denial. The request simply disappeared, as if it were being received by something that saw no need to explain itself.

Behind them, the stalks Marik had burned through were no longer smoking. They hadn’t regrown, not yet, but they had stiffened again, curling inward at the edges of the path like fingers left open just wide enough to tempt another step forward. The air felt heavier. The oxygen was still climbing. Jessa ran a scan and confirmed it at twenty-six percent. It wasn’t lethal, but it would start clouding their heads if they stayed here too long. Fast breathing would make it worse. Marik sat at the base of the ramp, his leg stretched out, his jaw clenched tight.

"I’m good," he said again. "It didn’t go deep."

No one corrected him, but they all saw the same thing. The root hadn’t needed to go deep. It had touched skin. That might have been enough.

Jessa was already moving toward the nearest support column. She circled it once, studying the wall just beyond, where the growth had begun curling up around the edges of the power conduits. Her hand moved toward the tangle, but she stopped herself before making contact. She turned toward Sil.

"It’s rerouted the ship’s access. It’s talking to the shuttle. The control systems are still online. They’re just not ours anymore."

Sil looked down at the panel again. It glowed faintly under his hand. The layout was clean. Every status reading green. Engines ready. Fuel reserves full. Launch parameters within tolerance. All of it sitting there behind glass, fully functional and completely inaccessible.

He stepped back and looked up at the ceiling.

"How far does this thing reach?"

Jessa didn’t answer immediately. When she finally spoke, her voice was quieter than before.

"It doesn’t matter. It’s not reaching toward things anymore. It’s already inside."

The lights along the platform dimmed again. This time, they didn’t flicker. They faded to half-strength and stayed there. The Garden had stopped reacting. It was no longer trying to correct or retaliate or resist. It had made its choice. The structure around them wasn’t being reclaimed. It was already part of the network, and now it was being reshaped.

Marik pushed himself upright and leaned on the side rail. His breathing had evened out, but his face was pale. He opened his mouth to speak, but stopped halfway. His eyes went to the far corner of the platform, where a thin stream of dust was beginning to rise. It wasn’t being blown. It was being lifted.

Jessa followed his gaze. A panel at the edge of the walkway began to shift, the floor lifting as something pressed up from below. They backed away as a thin vine broke through, nothing like the thick stalks from before. It was tightly coiled around what looked like cable. Then she saw it wasn’t cable at all. It was soft, veined, alive.

Sil stepped forward, keeping his voice even.

"It’s not trying to keep us here anymore. It’s preparing something. It wants something out."

The seed pod.

He didn’t say it, but they all thought the same thing. The pod Jessa had found. The one that had appeared without warning. The one that had never been opened, never scanned properly, never explained.

Jessa turned and started back down the corridor without another word. Sil followed. Marik stayed behind for a moment, gripping the rail. He looked at the sealed shuttle door, then at the spreading growth around his feet.

"You think it’s letting us walk away?"

Sil didn’t stop moving. His voice carried back through the narrow hall.

"I don’t think it sees us as separate anymore."

They returned to the quarters in silence. The pod sat where she’d left it. No larger. No warmer. Just there. Waiting. Jessa walked over and picked it up without hesitation. Her fingers closed around it and she nodded.

"It’s ready now."

At the far end of the dome, a low, rhythmic mechanical sound rolled through the pipes. The pressure systems cycled. Vents shuddered, then opened with a soft hiss. Sil checked the environmental panel.

“Soil’s entering the circulation,” he said. “Low volume. Enough to spread through the system without clogging it.”

They all looked up at once, toward the ceiling, the ducts, the vents lining the walls. Every one of them had begun to move, slow and deliberate, panels easing apart as if responding to a cue.

Jessa hugged the pod to her chest and smiled for the first time since they arrived.

“It’s planting us,” she said. “We’re not guests anymore. We’re seeds.”

Sil tried to speak. Nothing came out.

The light pulsed once. The vents sighed open and breathed warm, damp air into the room. Fine soil drifted down in a careful, measured mist, settling everywhere.

END


Story Three: Meatgrinder


Chapter 1: Grease Fire

The griddle hadn’t been cleaned properly in three days. Garret knew because he was the one who should’ve cleaned it, and he’d meant to, but every time the place slowed down enough to breathe, the heat in the kitchen made him forget his own name. Grease clung to the metal surface in a thin black crust that steamed when it got wet and sometimes sparked when meat tissue hit too hard. He stood in front of it now, skin damp, fingers blistered under the gloves, staring down at the latest order of krill sausage hash with fermented mushroom topping. He’d burned the topping. Again.

“Garret,” Fix called from behind the service slot, his voice tight and edging sharper. “Table nine’s asked twice already. Their hash looks like a nervous system experiment. What do you want me to tell them?”

"Tell them I hate them," Garret said, flipping the hash anyway, trying to scrape the worst of the burn from the bottom. "Tell them the cook’s drunk. Tell them I got my hand caught in a blender and had to learn everything all over again. I don’t care."

Fix sighed, ducked back into the front room, and Garret leaned over the counter, squinting through the humidity collecting on the pass window. The diner was full again, packed wall to wall. Every table held something inhuman, and the room vibrated with sound. Low growls rolled through the space in overlapping frequencies, filling the air where conversation should have been.

One of them looked like it was chewing the edge of the table. Another was leaking something onto the floor through a hole in its leg that might’ve been biological or a fashion statement. Two more were arguing in a language that sounded like boiling oil.

Fix came back through the doors, his head nearly brushing the top frame, his shoulders hunched forward like always. He was technically human, mostly, but his proportions had gone strange sometime during growth. He had long arms, no neck, fused jaw, and a broad, blocky skull that had never quite fit in helmets right. His apron was stained from chest to knees.

"They want it comped. Table nine. Again. Said the texture gave them intestinal flashbacks."

"I didn’t know intestines had memory," Garret muttered, plating the hash anyway and dumping a scoop of orange paste on top to disguise the black spots. He handed the plate through.

Fix took it and hesitated. "You sure you’re good, man? You’ve been on edge since cycle start."

Garret wiped his hands on a rag and didn’t look at him. "I’m always on edge. I live on edge. That’s the job. This whole place is edge."

He turned to the next order. Double blister beetle burgers, no carapace, extra ooze. He opened the cooler and grabbed two patties wrapped in synthfoil. When he peeled the foil back, the patties twitched once. That meant they were fresh. Probably still metabolically active. He threw them onto the grill and listened to the sizzle, the sound telling him they wouldn’t be getting back up.

Outside, someone shouted. A glass shattered. Fix didn’t come back through the door right away. Garret kept cooking. The heat pinned him in place, leaving no room for any other choice. His shirt stuck to his back. His legs ached from the weight of a shift that should’ve ended two hours ago. He flipped the patties, then finally turned to the pass window.

Fix wasn’t in sight. The front counter was partially blocked by a body too large for the booth it had been assigned. Its head was plated with something metallic, and its hands were covered in a fine dust that left prints wherever it touched. It stood slowly, leaned over the counter, and banged on it once, hard enough to rattle the light fixture above.

"Cook," it said, in a thick, poorly translated voice. "You burned my meal."

Garret stepped closer, still holding the spatula. "It was cooked to spec. If you wanted it bloody, you should’ve said."

The creature turned to look at him. Its eyes were deep-set under a ridge of bone that pulsed slightly with breath. Its lip peeled back just enough to reveal two rows of flat grinding teeth, too smooth for anything animal.

"Your kind’s no good for work. Should’ve stuck to sweeping trash."

Garret walked around the counter without thinking. The spatula stayed in his hand. The grill hissed behind him. The air between them tightened. He didn’t blink.

"Say that again," he said, voice low and steady.

The creature’s hand twitched once, then reached for him.

Fix burst through the swinging doors at that exact second, holding a tray in one hand and a sharpened steak pick in the other.

"Garret, back up," he said.

But Garret didn’t back up. He was already swinging.

The spatula struck the side of the creature’s face with a wet metallic slap, loud enough to cut through the rest of the diner noise. For a second, nothing moved. The thing staggered back a half step, head tilted, one eye closing as a line of green fluid began to slide down its cheek from the point of impact. Then it let out a deep, guttural snarl that didn’t come from its mouth but from somewhere behind its chest, like it had extra lungs just for anger. Its arm came up fast, faster than Garret expected from something that big, and caught him across the shoulder hard enough to knock him sideways into the booth.

He hit the edge of the table with his ribs. Pain bloomed instantly, sharp and clean, followed by the warm pulse of something tearing just under the surface. He didn’t fall. He shoved off the table and swung back, slamming the edge of the spatula down toward its hand with bone-breaking force. The edge wasn’t sharp, but it was hot from the grill and still coated with grease. When it made contact with the creature’s wrist, it sizzled.

That got a sound. Not a scream. A kind of hiss that pushed through its teeth like a kettle letting off pressure. It tried to grab him again, but Fix was already moving. He barreled in from the side, slammed into the creature’s ribs with his shoulder, and they both went down hard into a booth. Glass cracked. One of the legs on the table snapped. The table fell sideways, trapping Fix’s arm underneath. The creature rolled on top of him, snarling now, its breath loud and sour.

Garret picked up a stool and swung it without thinking. The seat cracked across the thing’s back, splintering on impact. It reared up and backhanded him across the face. His vision went white for a second. He stumbled, caught himself on a table, then went back in with what was left of the stool leg, driving it into the soft spot between the creature’s shoulder and neck. It didn’t go in deep, but it went in far enough to matter.

The creature froze. Its body went stiff, then limp. Fix shoved it off and rolled out from under the table, breathing hard. He grabbed Garret by the arm and pulled him toward the kitchen doors. Behind them, the rest of the diner was in chaos. Someone screamed. One of the servers ran for the back exit. The booth near the far wall was on fire. A whole jar of bioluminescent condiment fluid had spilled across the counter and was eating through the tile.

They crashed through the kitchen doors and didn’t stop until they hit the back hallway. Garret leaned against the wall, breathing fast through his teeth, one eye already swelling. His shoulder throbbed. His ribs hurt worse.

Fix was panting, eyes wide.

"That wasn’t just a patron," he said. "That was Vurnex. You know who that is?"

"No," Garret said, pulling a shard of something from his arm. "Should I?"

"He’s a Wrexian pitfighter. You just stabbed a gladiator. From the Arena. The kind they don’t usually let eat in public without handlers."

Garret pressed his back to the wall and slid down to the floor. "Great. That explains the lungs."

Fix didn’t smile. He looked back toward the swinging door, still moving slightly.

"He’s not dead. He’s not even close to dead. You just pissed him off in public."

A voice came through the hallway, low and clipped.

"Which is why you’re both done."

The owner stood at the end of the corridor, arms crossed, face like cracked stone. Her apron was clean. Her gloves were off. Her eyes had the dull glaze of someone already calculating insurance forms.

"You just cooked the most expensive meal in the sector. And you lit the kitchen on fire."

"I didn’t light the kitchen on fire," Garret said, trying to stand. "That was the glow sauce."

"Doesn’t matter. Fire’s fire. You’re fired. Both of you."

Fix didn’t argue. He reached down, helped Garret to his feet, and they walked out the back, past the bin chutes and overgrown coolant lines, into the outer service corridor where the temperature dropped twenty degrees in under five steps.

Neither of them spoke for a while.

The gravity felt heavier here, like the station wanted to remind them it could crush people as easily as eject them.

Garret spat blood and leaned against the rail, eyes closed.

"So what now?"

Fix shrugged and pulled a bent cigarette from behind his ear.

"Now we figure out how to get off this rock. Preferably with all our limbs still attached."

The Spire’s transit office was a faded hole in the wall two decks down from the promenade, wedged between a dried-meat kiosk and a tech recycler that hadn't worked properly since the oxygen riots six cycles back. Garret stood at the cracked-glass counter, one eye bruised shut and a line of dried blood curving down his neck. He’d spent half the walk rehearsing his request, trying to sound like someone who had a plan, someone who might still be employable, someone who didn’t punch customers in the face with kitchen utensils. It hadn’t helped.

"I need a one-way ticket to Earth," he said.

The clerk didn’t even look up. Its torso was half mechanical, plated with rusted armor that hummed faintly when it breathed. One eye glowed red. The other was a dull organic mass that blinked once every few seconds, never in sync with anything.

"Sector origin?" it asked.

"Here. Perdition Spire. Departure within the week."

The clerk tapped a panel that looked like it had been broken and fixed too many times. The screen buzzed, flashed, then settled on a list of departure dates that scrolled slowly upward.

"Passenger class?" the clerk said.

"Cheapest possible. No windows. No food. I’ll sleep in the walls if I have to."

The clerk tapped again. A pause. Then the fare appeared. It wasn’t a number. It was a sentence.

Payment due on confirmation. Genetic imprint required. Travel insurance not available.

Garret leaned in. "I don’t see a number."

"You will once you scan your wrist," the clerk said.

Garret held out his wrist hesitantly. The scanner chirped. Then the price appeared in solid red numbers.

6,770 credits.

He blinked at it. His last paycheck had been 140. That was before the deductions for broken serviceware, spoiled protein packs, and unauthorized spice additives, which had somehow cost more than the meal he’d burned.

He backed away from the counter, muttering thanks to no one, and turned toward the corridor. Fix was waiting near a cracked bench that used to be part of a fast food court. The light above him flickered as if annoyed.

Garret sat beside him, slowly, wincing as his ribs protested.

"No go," he said. "They want blood and a kidney for a seat."

Fix nodded, chewing something that might have once been gum. "I figured. Ticket prices jumped ever since the blockade lifted. Spire’s got no outbound subsidies anymore. Everything’s private or syndicate-owned."

Garret leaned his head back, stared at the ceiling. "You ever wonder if we’re not supposed to leave? Like the station’s just waiting for us to die here, one booth brawl at a time."

Fix cracked his neck and stood up. "That’s poetic. Depressing, but poetic."

He looked both ways, checked the side corridor, then leaned down.

"I know a game running in the underdeck tonight. Real backdoor stuff. Cards, dice, worm-slots. Unlicensed, untracked. I could flip a hundred into a thousand, easy."

Garret raised an eyebrow. "Or lose a hundred and get fed to something with three stomachs."

"I’ll keep my hands clean. Just need a little startup cash. Let me work it. If I can double it, we’re halfway off this rock."

Garret didn’t like it. Syndicate crawlspace. Places where people didn’t come out with all their organs or, worse, came out owing debts they couldn’t name.

"You’re not good at cards," he said.

Fix smiled. "I’m better when it counts."

Garret didn’t smile back. He pulled a crumpled wad of credits from his boot, thumbed off a few slips, and handed them over.

"This is everything I’ve got. If you come back short, we’re both screwed."

"I’ll come back tall, don’t worry."

Garret watched him disappear into the corridor, boots echoing faintly as the noise of the station swallowed him. He waited on the bench until the lights overhead dimmed and the ventilation systems shifted to low cycle. He didn’t move. He didn’t even stretch. He just sat there with the ache in his ribs and the sting in his jaw and the fading warmth of a shift he hadn’t wanted to work in the first place.

Hours passed.

Fix didn’t return.

When the message came through on Garret’s comm, it wasn’t from Fix. The voice was digital, clipped, masked by static. The words were clear.

We have your friend. You want him back, come see Roggz-Ka. Bring credits. Don’t bring weapons. Don’t bring friends.

Garret stared at the screen for a long time, then slid the comm into his pocket and stood up.

He knew exactly where Roggz-Ka lived.

He just didn’t know how far he was willing to go to see Fix walk out of there alive.


Chapter 2: The Contract

The corridors near Roggz-Ka’s holdings didn’t have names, just color codes and warning tags painted directly onto the walls, most of them faded or half-burned off. Garret followed the red line. It sloped downward at a gradual angle, past rusted maintenance grates and biohazard warnings that no longer applied. He hadn’t been down here since his first month on the Spire, and even then, he’d only come this close because of a delivery job that paid triple hazard rate. Now he was walking in empty-handed, ribs still sore, blood dry in his mouth, with nothing but a name and a debt he couldn’t afford to ignore.

He passed two guards near the lower lift bay. They didn’t stop him. They didn’t speak. One had a weapon holstered across its chest that looked like it had never been fired and didn’t need to be. The other was scanning the hallway with a handheld motion sensor that beeped every few seconds for no obvious reason. When Garret stepped into the lift, the doors didn’t close automatically. He had to press the panel twice. The whole thing smelled like coolant and old oil, but the air was warm, which meant the system was active. That worried him more than if it had been broken.

The lift stopped on a level not marked in any public registry. The doors opened into a room that looked more like a slaughterhouse than a meeting hall. The floor was metal, grooved for runoff. The lighting was low and filtered through hanging strips of synthetic skin that pulsed faintly with built-in enzymes. A machine in the far corner was humming, slicing protein from a hanging carcass that might once have been mammal but had grown far past its original design. Its head was still intact, eyes blank and wide.

Two men stood near the middle of the room. One was human, thin, short, dressed in something that might have been armor but looked like molded plastic. The other was not.

Roggz-Ka was tall, but not in any uniform way. His limbs seemed stretched, deliberately uneven, with arms that bent at points not designed for joints. His face was mostly smooth, like melted wax, except for the mouth, which took up half the head. The teeth were small, close-set, and shining.

"Garret Vale," the plastic-armored man said, stepping forward. "You’re either brave or stupid."

"I’m looking for my friend."

"You should be looking for a grave. Or a replacement. Either would save you time."

Garret didn’t answer. He looked past them, toward the far door where two more guards stood. One was holding a small square case. The kind you used for biological storage. The kind that came with clamps on the inside.

The smooth-faced creature moved closer, hands folded in front of its chest, voice dry.

"Your friend stole from me. Not much, but enough to make a point. He bled the table, took from the rake, and tried to walk out. That’s an insult."

"I’ll pay it back."

"With what?"

Garret hesitated. He had nothing left. No credits. No belongings worth pawning. Just one thing he hadn’t wanted to admit was on the table.

"My body."

The room went quiet. The machine kept humming. Somewhere behind the walls, fluid moved through pipes.

"I’ll fight for it," Garret said, louder now. "I’ll bleed for it. Put me in the Arena. Let me work the contract. Just let him go."

The plastic man chuckled. The sound didn’t reach his eyes.

"You think that’s how it works? You think the Arena’s a favor factory? You’re not even registered."

"I’ve got someone who’ll sign me. Quenrah Sune."

That got a reaction. The plastic man turned toward Roggz-Ka. The smooth-faced thing’s mouth widened slightly.

"She’s not syndicate," it said.

"No," Garret said. "She’s clean. Independent."

Roggz-Ka didn’t move. When he spoke again, the words were slow, deliberate.

"You bring me the contract. Signed. Verified. You pay the debt in sweat and teeth. Then he walks. Not before."

Garret nodded.

"I’ll bring it tonight."

"Good," Roggz-Ka said, turning away. "Because tomorrow, I feed him to the pit."

Garret didn’t wait for more. He turned, walked out, and didn’t look back. He knew what he had to do. There were no other moves left.

He had to become a weapon.

The Arena registration chamber wasn’t where they held the fights. That was further down, deeper into the spire’s spine, beneath the arenas carved into old industrial caverns. The chamber Garret walked into now was smaller, almost clinical, with padded walls that absorbed every footstep and lighting just dim enough to hide the stains in the floor tiles. The ceiling panels buzzed faintly. That was the only sound.

Quenrah Sune waited by the terminal. She looked up as he entered, one eyebrow already raised.

"You said no."

"I changed my mind."

"You must’ve had a hell of a reason."

"They took Fix. I need the advance."

Quenrah said nothing at first. She studied him, fingers resting on the flat edge of the console. Her gloves were off. Her hands were heavily scarred, each knuckle knotted with callouses that weren’t just from paperwork. After a long pause, she nodded once and pulled up the contract.

"You don’t get a trial fight. No training cycle. No sponsors. You sign this, they own you for five matches. If you die in the first, nobody pays out. If you quit early, they take the difference out of your meat."

"I’ve already signed worse jobs."

"Not like this."

She tapped the terminal. A slot opened. Garret placed his hand flat inside. The scanner buzzed, then clicked. Blood draw. Subdermal marker. Data sync. The whole thing took three seconds.

When he pulled his hand back, it hurt just enough to feel real.

Quenrah looked down at the data scroll and gave a slow nod.

"Welcome to the roster."

A door opened behind her. The prep room. No ceremony. No briefing. Just white walls, two med techs, and a slab in the center of the floor with restraints at every corner.

The techs didn’t introduce themselves. One was human. The other wasn’t. Their movements were fast and practiced, each gesture loaded with repetition. Garret undressed. They scanned his body, took fluid samples, then loaded him onto the slab. Cold metal clamped around his wrists and ankles. The table tilted slightly, lifting his head above his chest.

"We need to install the interface node," one said. "You’ll feel heat. Try not to move."

The needle was longer than it needed to be. It slid into the base of his skull without resistance, then locked into place with a click. The pain came after. A cold burn, radiating up through his neck, behind his eyes, crawling through his thoughts like a sharp echo trying to find an exit.

His hands clenched automatically.

"That’s the neural bridge," the tech said. "It syncs your pain thresholds with Arena sensors. Ensures you don’t die too fast."

"I thought the handicaps kept the fights even."

"They do. Sometimes. But the pain’s always real. Pain gets the crowd going."

They released the restraints. Garret sat up, body shaking. His mouth tasted like iron. His vision shimmered at the edges. He didn’t feel ready. But there was no point waiting for readiness anymore.

He dressed again in a loose training suit. Quenrah handed him a small packet of stim tabs.

"First fight’s in thirty minutes. Opponent’s an atmospheric grazer named Shlorth. Big body, slow reflexes. No bone, all gristle. Weak spots are along the lower spine and behind the second gill."

"Sounds easy."

Quenrah smiled, but her eyes didn’t soften.

"Nothing in the Arena’s easy. Most things in there want to eat you. And the rest just want to prove you never should’ve walked in."

Garret followed her out of the prep room, down a metal staircase that vibrated with distant movement. The air smelled of coolant and ozone. Every fighter who had walked this way had done so knowing they might never walk out again.

At the end of the corridor, a gate hissed open. Beyond it, the Arena waited.

Garret stepped forward, and the door sealed behind him.

The Arena was bigger than Garret expected, but not in a way that made it impressive. It was circular, built from reinforced synthstone, with tiered seating stacked close around the pit so the audience could see everything up close. The floor was metal, slightly concave, textured for traction, and stained from years of old blood. The smell hit him the moment he stepped into the open. Like hot metal, oil, meat, sweat, antiseptic. The crowd noise was already rising, even though he hadn’t done anything yet. Most of them were aliens. Some were humanoid, others far from it, hunched under hoods or curled in wet coils across their benches. Their faces glowed from implants and ocular dyes. Their eyes didn’t blink.

He stood at one end of the pit. The opposite gate opened slowly with a grinding sound that echoed off the walls. Fog spilled in, thick and wet, laced with a chemical sting. His opponent moved forward. Shlorth was wide, low to the ground, with multiple legs ending in suctioned pads that stuck slightly each time it moved. Its body was translucent in parts, showing muscle strands that rippled like flowing rope. A set of gill-slits opened and closed rhythmically across its sides. Two long eyes protruded from the top of its body, blinking independently.

Garret’s stomach turned.

A voice echoed over the Arena speakers, deep and modulated.

"FIGHT BEGINS IN TEN SECONDS."

Quenrah stood in the viewing gallery behind polarized glass, arms crossed. She gave him a single nod. That was all he got.

Garret rolled his shoulders once, adjusted his stance, and reached for the short baton strapped to his hip. It wasn’t a blade. It was a stun rod, default issue for unranked fighters. He thumbed it on, and it began to hum faintly.

The counter hit zero.

The gate slammed shut behind him.

Shlorth didn’t roar or lunge. It just moved, fast, fluid, across the ground, legs pulling it forward in bursts. Garret jumped to the side, felt the rush of air as it passed, and swung the baton at its flank. It connected. The creature shuddered, hissed, then turned faster than it should have, sweeping a back leg under Garret’s feet. He went down hard, elbow slamming the floor, baton skidding out of reach.

Shlorth was on him before he could get up. Its weight pinned his legs. It pressed forward, mouthparts opening to reveal a ring of grinding ridges and something oily dripping between them. Garret reached for the creature’s gills, remembering what Quenrah had told him. He jammed his fingers under the edge of one slit and pulled. The flesh resisted, then tore slightly. A burst of foul-smelling gas hit his face. The crowd shrieked in delight.

He twisted harder. The creature reeled back, giving him just enough room to grab the baton and jam it into the exposed gill. The shock ran through both of them. Shlorth thrashed. Garret held on.

Then he drove his fist into the second gill slit, over and over, until his knuckles were raw and the creature stopped moving.

Silence fell, just for a breath. Then the arena exploded in sound.

Garret rolled off, chest heaving, eyes burning, pain thudding through every part of him. His shoulder was out of place. His forearm might’ve been fractured. But he was still alive.

He looked toward the viewing box. Quenrah was gone. The glass was empty.

Garret didn’t need her nod now. He had won.

For the first time since arriving at the Spire, someone had paid attention to a human for a reason that mattered. Survival.

He hadn’t just fought.

He had proven he could bleed in public and still get back up.

He pushed himself to his feet and walked toward the exit tunnel. The doors opened before him. The light inside was too bright.

He stepped through it anyway.


Chapter 3: The Long Play

The training dorms were silent except for the hiss of coolant lines overhead and the distant thump of automated weights resetting. Garret sat alone on a padded bench, rubbing a long strip of cloth through his hands. His knuckles were scabbed over from the fight, fingers stiff. The medical gel had numbed most of the deeper bruises, but the joint in his left shoulder popped every time he moved it too far, and something behind his ribs clicked every time he stood up too fast. He didn’t complain. The med techs had warned him he’d need rest, but rest wasn’t part of the job anymore.

He had survived a match that no human should have won. That was what the Arena feeds were calling it. They replayed it on every screen in the concourse, slowed the footage down, showed the moment he drove the baton into Shlorth’s pulsing gill. They didn’t care that he nearly passed out from the gas or that his arm had gone limp halfway through the third strike. They cared that he had won. The fans cared that someone new had bled in a way they hadn’t seen before.

The knock came soft against the steel doorframe.

Garret didn’t look up right away. He tied off the cloth, stood, and rolled his shoulders until the worst of the tension cracked out.

"You always walk into dressing rooms uninvited?"

The woman at the door smiled with her mouth, not her eyes. She stepped into the light slowly, one boot after the other, hips tilted just enough to draw the eye but not so much it looked posed. Her skin had the slight shimmer of gene polish, and her eyes were a soft, artificial violet that never quite stopped shifting hue. She wore a leather bodysuit cut to flatter rather than protect. No weapons. No visible implants.

"I walk where I’m welcome," she said. "You’re Garret Vale."

"Depends who’s asking."

She stopped in front of him. He could smell her perfume, sweet and faintly floral, with something chemical beneath it that made his throat go dry.

"My name’s Jade. I manage talent. I heard you’re free after your five-match run."

He reached down, picked up the canteen by his foot, took a long swallow, and waited for the burning to stop.

"I’m not taking offers."

"I’m not offering."

She sat on the bench across from him, crossed one leg over the other, and leaned forward, elbows resting on her knees.

"You’re not used to this much attention, I get that. Fighters like you usually get eaten in the second round or sold to the scream cages before anyone remembers their name. But you didn’t get eaten. You won. And now the syndicates are watching."

Garret set the canteen down and met her eyes.

"I already work for Quenrah."

"She’s a relic. She won’t keep you alive in the long run. You want to make it to the title fight, you need protection. Real protection. Roggz-Ka has a stable that never loses."

He stood up, slow and deliberate.

"I’m not interested in syndicate contracts. I’m not interested in handlers. And I don’t take drugs from strangers."

Her smile didn’t fade. She uncrossed her legs, stood, and walked to the doorway.

"You will be," she said. "Everybody is eventually. The Arena sees to that."

Then she was gone, heels clicking once against the tile before fading into silence.

Garret sat back down. He could still smell her perfume. The air in the room felt thinner now, stretched tight around his chest. He looked at the cloth in his hands again, then tied it around his wrist. To remember what still worked and what didn’t.

Outside the dorm, someone coughed. A sharp, wheezing sound.

He stood, walked to the door, and listened.

The cough came again.

He stepped into the corridor, but there was no one there.

Just the hum of the lights and the endless breathing of the station.

The viewing pit was usually off-limits to unranked fighters, but Garret had received a priority ping through his commband early in the day. Quenrah hadn’t sent it. That much was obvious from the formatting. No header. No security tag. No need to reply. Just coordinates and time.

He showed up anyway. He wasn’t in the mood to ignore threats disguised as invitations.

The pit was shaped like a half-dome, sunk into the side of the Spire’s outer ring. It gave a clear view of the private Arena, a smaller version of the public one, built for sparring and demonstration. The seats were upholstered in velvet-gray synthhide. Private drink lines ran beneath the floor. The only light came from the Arena below, where three figures were circling one another in silence.

Garret moved to the edge of the glass and leaned against it with one hand. It was cold to the touch. The glass vibrated slightly every time one of the fighters hit the ground.

Quenrah stepped up beside him. Her voice was low, like someone whispering through a wall.

"You're not supposed to be here."

"You didn’t send the ping?"

"No. But I figured you’d come anyway. They wanted you to see this."

In the arena below, the largest of the fighters, a plated brute with a spine that extended above his head in rigid fins, rushed the middle one. The smaller opponent sidestepped smoothly and drove an elbow into the brute’s exposed rib gap. There was a wet sound, followed by a bright splash against the pit floor. The brute fell. Twitched. Then went still.

Garret’s fingers curled tighter against the glass.

The remaining fighter turned toward the arbiter. This one was humanoid, thin, dressed in a loose black uniform with glowing threads woven through the sleeves. He didn’t move as the victor approached. He just raised one hand and spoke something that wasn’t translated through the feed.

The victor stopped. Then bowed to the arbiter.

"Who is that?" Garret asked.

Quenrah didn’t answer right away. She let the moment hang there like smoke.

"That’s Horn."

Garret didn’t move. He watched as Horn straightened, gore dripping from his arm, and turned to walk out of the pit. No celebration. No sign of exertion. Not even a limp.

"He's Roggz-Ka’s prize fighter,” Quenrah continued. “Undefeated. Nobody touches him. Every match ends the same way. Fast. Surgical. Like he was built just for this."

Garret didn’t take his eyes off the pit.

"And the other one?"

"Doesn’t matter now. He was ranked second. He just dropped off the board."

The glass flickered once and a feed overlay slid into place, fighter stats scrolling down the screen. Garret’s name sat at the very bottom, drained of color, a flat, indifferent gray.

He stepped back.

"You think that’s who I’m going to fight?"

"You’re not even close to earning a shot at him. But someone wants you to see what’s waiting at the top. Maybe to scare you. Maybe to motivate you."

Garret rubbed his jaw. The pain from Shlorth’s strike was still embedded there, a dull memory in the bone.

"Does he use handicaps?"

"Only when the crowd demands bloodsport. Otherwise, he finishes them clean."

He turned away from the glass and looked at her.

"I’ll still get there."

"You might. But if you do, it won’t be because you’re stronger than Horn. It’ll be because you learn faster. And maybe because you survive where others don't."

They walked out together, neither speaking until they reached the corridor.

Quenrah stopped by the lift and glanced down the hallway.

"You’ve got two more matches before you're eligible for a ranking match. Keep your head clean. Watch what you eat. And if Jade shows up again, don’t drink anything she hands you."

"I didn’t," Garret said. "But she wanted me to."

"She’s Roggz-Ka’s favorite toy. She doesn’t just sleep with fighters. She studies them. Weakens them. Sometimes kills them, if the timing’s right."

"Charming."

Quenrah stepped into the lift.

"Don’t let your guard down. You’re more dangerous to them now than you were when you were bleeding on the grill. That means they're going to start getting creative."

The doors closed.

Garret stood there, alone again, fists clenched, head still full of the sound Horn’s elbow had made when it landed.

He didn’t fear it.

Not yet.

But the sound hadn’t stopped echoing.

The bar was old in the way that couldn’t be faked. The walls had never been properly sterilized, and the floor tiles, once white, had long since forgotten the color they were meant to be. The drinks cost less than recycled coolant, and the light above the counter flickered every time someone adjusted the pressure valves in the wall.

Garret sat at the far end with his back to the room, one hand wrapped around a glass that hadn’t been washed in days. He didn’t drink from it. He just held it, let the temperature bleed into his fingers while the rest of his thoughts tried to calm down. The fight replayed in his mind again. Shlorth’s hiss, the grind of gills splitting open, the way the crowd went quiet just before the cheers. That moment of silence hit harder than the noise.

He hadn’t come here for the drink. He came for the quiet, for the background hum of failure and long evenings. The bar catered to dockhands and second-tier mechanics, the kind who were used to broken bones and bad news, the kind who didn’t care who sat next to them as long as they didn’t ask questions.

So when the stool beside him shifted and a new drink was set down in front of him without a word, he knew exactly who had sent it before he looked.

Jade wasn’t wearing the leather today. She had something softer, silk with sequins embedded along the sleeves. Her perfume was the same though. Sweet, lingering, too complicated to name. She smiled as she took the stool beside him.

"You’ve made a mess," she said.

"Have I?"

"Aren’t you tired of it yet? All the bruises. The pressure. The crowds that cheer while they wait for you to bleed from somewhere new?"

Garret didn’t answer.

Jade slid the drink closer to him.

"It helps. Just one. Loosens the pain. Keeps the heat from boiling up your spine the night before a fight."

He looked at it, studied the bubbles rising too slowly in the viscous amber liquid.

"You always dose your gifts?"

"Only the ones I think might be worth something later. You surprised us. You weren’t supposed to get this far."

"Roggz-Ka doesn’t handle surprises well."

"He doesn’t like liabilities either. And right now, you’re looking like both."

Garret turned slightly, met her gaze.

"You here to make the offer again?"

She tilted her head.

"I’m here to give you a choice. Take the drink, sleep through the night, maybe even wake up with a better contract on your pillow. Or don’t, and get eaten alive by someone bigger and faster tomorrow."

He pushed the drink away.

"You brought the wrong poison."

She smiled again, but it didn’t touch her eyes.

"Everyone drinks eventually."

"Not me."

Jade stood. She didn’t take the drink with her. She didn’t press the point. She only leaned in once, close enough that he could smell the undertone of her skin and hear the shift in her breath.

"I hope you last long enough to regret it."

Then she was gone.

Garret sat still for a long time. The drink stayed untouched. Eventually, the bartender collected it without comment, poured it into a waste funnel that hissed as the liquid hit the pipe.

He stood, walked out into the corridor, and didn’t look back.

Tomorrow wasn’t going to wait for him. And if it came down to regrets, he figured he’d rather regret surviving too long than dying with someone else's chemical on his tongue.


Chapter 4: Circuit Breaker

The final prep chamber wasn’t like the others. This one was cleaner, colder, and quieter than any of the rooms Garret had been through before. The walls were seamless metal, no marks, no blood, no vents. Just a single bench, one med station, and a strip of lights along the floor that changed color every few seconds in a slow, steady pulse. The door had locked behind him.

Quenrah stood by the console, arms folded across her chest. She wasn’t wearing her Arena coat, only the black undersuit that most handlers kept zipped up tight when they were expecting trouble. Her expression was unreadable, which was already a warning. She wasn’t here to give him confidence.

"You feel ready?" she asked.

Garret rolled his shoulders. The bruises were already forming from his last match, but the pain was familiar now. It had a shape. He knew how to carry it.

"I feel awake."

"That’s not the same thing."

"No, but it’s what I’ve got."

She stepped aside from the console and keyed in a command. A monitor blinked to life, displaying Horn’s dossier. Still undefeated. Still ranked first. His medical profile was redacted. His fight footage had been trimmed to highlights only. No raw feed. No telemetry. Just thirty seconds of perfection, played over and over again.

"You're not going in blind," Quenrah said. "But you're close."

Garret studied the footage. Horn didn’t move like a man. He didn’t move like an animal. He moved with deliberate precision, never doing more than necessary. Every opponent lunged, swung, screamed, bled. Horn stepped once, blocked, struck, and ended them. Always in less than three exchanges. Always without breaking rhythm.

"How do you beat someone that never makes a mistake?" Garret asked.

"You don’t."

Quenrah walked to the med unit, pulled out a single injector, and held it up.

"You make sure they bleed before you do. Even if it’s just once. The Arena’s watching. The system’s supposed to balance the fight. First blood triggers an auto-handicap. That gives you a window."

"Unless they’ve tampered with the system."

She didn’t answer.

Garret watched her set the injector down on the bench beside him.

"You're not fighting Horn," she said. "You’re fighting the tech behind him. The syndicates control the handicap protocols now. That means if they want Horn to stay champion, he will. Unless something breaks. Unless the feed fails. Unless someone gets in and pulls the plug before the second round."

He looked at her carefully now, reading the things she wasn’t saying.

"You’ve got someone?"

"Fix is working on it. He’s got hands on the upper catwalk. If he finds the right node, he can stall the override."

"And if he doesn’t?"

"Then you’re dead."

Garret didn’t blink. He picked up the injector, pressed it against his thigh, and pulled the trigger. The stim hit fast, burning under the skin. His pulse quickened. His teeth felt loose for half a second. Then the pressure settled.

"When do I go in?"

"Three minutes."

She didn’t wish him luck. She didn’t clap him on the shoulder or offer a final speech about glory or legacy. She just stood there, watching, while the lights shifted color again and the seconds bled down toward zero.

Garret stared at the floor for a moment, then straightened his back and walked toward the door.

It opened without a sound.

The tunnel beyond it led to the center of everything.

The gate opened into full darkness, then bloomed with layered light from a thousand holo-projectors flaring on at once. Garret stepped into the Arena proper, past the training pits and the half-lit warm-up chambers buried in the station’s industrial deck. This was where the real fights happened. The originals. The ones they broadcast across half the outer systems.

The floor was burnished steel, sealed with reactive tech that lit under pressure and sparkled where blood had dried and been wiped clean too many times. Garret walked slow, letting the weight of the moment settle. The air was cold but held the breath of too many bodies packed above him, tier after tier of audience decks filled with those who’d come not to see him fight, but to see him fail. He knew that. He welcomed it.

Across the Arena, the opposite gate opened. There were no announcements, no theatrics, not this time. Horn didn’t need them. He stepped into the light without music, without fanfare, just a soft ripple through the crowd like pressure shifting in a sealed room.

He was taller than Garret remembered from the footage. Black plating covered his limbs, grafted directly to his body and shaped to its contours. His face was uncovered, humanoid in outline but entirely inhuman in detail. Smooth, no hair, pale gray with veins drawn beneath the skin in faint mechanical lines. His eyes didn’t glow. They didn’t need to. They just stared, flat and level, without reaction.

Garret cracked his neck once, rolled his shoulders again, and waited.

The referee’s voice came through every speaker at once.

"ROUND ONE. BEGIN."

Horn didn’t move.

Garret didn’t wait. He sprinted forward, testing the space, pushing for early distance. He swung low, then angled up toward Horn’s throat, baton extended. The weapon connected, but barely. It glanced off Horn’s shoulder with a dull thud. No damage. No blood.

Horn turned into the motion and countered, his elbow smashing into Garret’s chest hard enough to lift him off his feet. Garret landed sideways, rolled twice, came up coughing, vision blurred. He couldn’t breathe for two seconds. Then three. He forced air in through clenched teeth.

The crowd roared.

Horn came again. No wasted motion, just pressure. Garret dodged once, then twice. On the third, Horn’s foot connected with his leg and sent him sprawling. He landed on his back. The lights overhead pulsed red. That meant the system had flagged the hit for tracking.

Garret coughed blood. He tasted copper and grit and whatever chemical the stim was sweating out of his pores. He got up anyway.

This time when Horn came, Garret didn’t dodge. He ducked low and drove his baton up, straight into the joint under Horn’s ribs. The strike landed. The lights flashed white.

First blood.

For a breath, Garret thought he had it.

Then the lights glitched. The Arena darkened. The audio cut out.

Then came the pain.

It started in his spine, sudden and sharp, a jolt that dropped him to his knees. His muscles spasmed. His vision fragmented. Every nerve felt like it was firing too fast. His limbs stopped listening. His head jerked once to the side. The baton slipped from his hand.

He knew what this was.

The handicap.

It wasn’t balancing. It was punishing.

Horn stood still, watching him from across the floor.

He wasn’t moving in for the kill.

He was waiting for permission.

Garret pushed his fingers against the floor and tried to rise, but the jolt came again, stronger this time. His teeth clicked together. His breath caught. He fell forward onto his elbow, twitching.

Somewhere above, in a sealed booth, someone had flipped the override.

Fix wasn’t in position.

Or worse, he had failed.

Somewhere deep above the Arena, in a maintenance bay nobody talked about on official maps, Fix was running out of time. His feet pounded over the catwalk, boots rattling the thin grates as he pulled himself up toward the control nexus. His breath was wild in his chest, fast and uneven, and his hands were already bleeding from slipping on the last set of rails. He didn’t care. He couldn’t afford to care.

He had watched Garret drop. Had seen the lights stutter, the system falter, the override cut in without warning. That wasn’t supposed to happen. They said the syndicate would cheat, sure, but not openly, not in front of a thousand live streams and every betting relay across the outer systems. But here they were.

Weezik stood in his way, broad and bored-looking, leaning against the terminal platform like he didn’t expect anything from the world. His coat was open. His hand rested casually on the grip of his bolt pistol.

“You’re late,” Weezik said.

Fix didn’t stop.

He knew better.

He lunged.

Weezik fired once, but Fix had already gone low. The bolt hissed overhead, smashed into the ductwork, and exploded in a short blast of sparks and pressure. Fix hit Weezik at the knees, tackled him hard, and they crashed against the rail. Fix didn’t go for the pistol. He went for the wrist. He bit down as hard as he could, felt skin tear, felt Weezik scream and jerk back.

They rolled across the platform. Fix’s knuckles connected twice, then three times. Something cracked. His vision blurred. Blood sprayed from somewhere, maybe his own nose, maybe not. He slammed Weezik’s head into the console. Once. Twice. The third time, the panel gave way.

The terminal was still running.

Skull was there too, slumped in a chair, jacked into the core with a neural tether bolted straight into his skull. He wasn’t moving. His pupils had blown wide. His mouth hung slack.

“Pull it,” Fix muttered. “God, just pull it.”

He didn’t bother trying to talk Skull out of the connection. There wasn’t time. He found the auxiliary control jack, grabbed the nearest pipe, and smashed it across the interface. The console flared once, overloaded, and burst into a thin sheet of flame. Sparks rained across the floor. Skull jerked once in his seat, then went limp.

Then something inside the wall behind the panel exploded.

In the Arena, Garret felt it before he understood it. The pain stopped. The pressure lifted. His limbs unlocked all at once. The lights came back on. The crowd was still cheering, though the sound had changed. It was louder now, more chaotic, without rhythm.

Horn didn’t move right away. His systems had glitched. The change in pressure and voltage had hit him too. He turned, trying to recalibrate, but it was too late.

Garret pushed off the floor, grabbed the baton, and ran.

No time for planning.

He struck Horn low, across the back of the knee. The first blow landed with a flat crunch. Horn staggered. Garret struck again. This time to the side of the head. Horn blocked late, slow. Garret saw hesitation in his motion, a moment of lag.

He drove forward, shoulder down, using everything he had left.

Horn crashed against the wall of the Arena, sparks bursting from his implants. Garret swung one last time, catching Horn in the neck just below the collar.

Something inside the champion snapped.

The plating split.

The cyborg fell.

It didn’t rise.

The lights turned gold.

The crowd screamed, louder now, more confused than celebratory.

Garret didn’t lift his hands. He didn’t bow.

He stood there in silence, chest heaving, watching the last flickers of the override system die in the seams of the Arena walls.

The fight was over.

But what he’d fought against hadn’t just been one man. And it hadn’t been fair.

He turned his back on the fallen champion and walked toward the exit tunnel.

He didn’t look up at the owners' box. He didn’t wait for the officials. He didn’t wait for anyone.

Let them decide what it meant that a human had won.

He had lived.

That would be enough.

END


Story Four: Beneath the Frozen Silence


Chapter 1: Base Theta

We made orbit on Sol-Edge Date 142-9, just after Pluto rotated out of its radio blackout. I remember watching the surface swell into view through the reinforced porthole beside my bunk. It was darker than I expected. It was a blue-black smear of ice and rough geological seams, broken by thin, jagged ridges, darker than anything in the archive vids. There were no weather patterns. No windstorms or flashes. Just crust, dust, and shadow, etched with old pressure scars.

Pluto wasn’t beautiful. It looked hollow. Too still to trust.

Our lander, the Ganymede Lynx, broke from the orbital ring at 0350 hours with minimal fanfare. Everyone was quiet on the descent. The mission feed played static at intervals, which the techs assured us was atmospheric scatter, but even then it sounded wrong. Not like ordinary solar interference. It had a delay to it, as if something was pressing back. I didn’t say anything. I’d waited ten years to get this slot. I wasn’t about to start throwing up warnings over gut feelings and shaky comms.

We touched down at the edge of the Gliese Plain, just inside the lower band of the Nix Curtain. The surface groaned beneath the landing struts. You could feel it in your boots when you stood. The regolith was deceptive. Thin at the top, then dense just under the layer of carbon frost. We could drill, but not without sonic mapping first. The ice shifted in strange patterns when heat got too close.

We called the base Theta Station, though by the time the habitat dome was unpacked and the subfloor secured, we’d already started referring to it as the Shell. Inside, it was cramped and utilitarian. Three bunks, two fold-down consoles, and a single sterilization lock that connected to the airlock tunnel. Everything was white except the pipes, which were marked with red or orange bands for coolant and gas flow.

Dr. Reva Lang oversaw internal setup. She was faster than the rest of us, more confident in vacuum. She moved through the checklist without notes and without waiting for acknowledgment. It was her third time offworld, and she carried herself like someone already ten steps ahead of what we’d been briefed on. She’d brought her own oxygen mask and refused to use the station standard. Said it smelled wrong. No one argued with her.

I ran the geological calibrations. The gravity here was barely enough to hold dust down, which made core scanning a precision task. Every seismic pulse had to be calibrated against drift and signal decay. I set the anchors by hand. Each one buzzed when you locked it to the surface, then blinked once before going silent. After five, the ground began to look like it was waiting for something. Like it expected the vibration. The sixth anchor didn’t blink. Just hummed.

Lang logged the anomaly and suggested we flag it for deep review after the second drill core. She wasn’t concerned. Neither was I. At the time, it didn’t seem important.

It was Kellen Varro, my grad assistant, who said it first. We were both sealing the lower hatch when he paused with his hands on the wrench and turned his head slightly, listening through the pressurizer.

“Did you hear that?”

I said I didn’t.

He waited a few seconds, then tightened the bolt.

I heard nothing, but he was pale under his helmet.

That was our first hour on Pluto.

And it never got quieter after that.

Lang found the first anomaly seventy-six hours into the initial drill phase. The outer strata had been dry, compacted ice and cryofused carbon silts, just what we expected. Beneath that, the drill bit hit a denser layer that vibrated differently than the seismic readouts predicted. There was a hard lurch at the base of the rig, followed by a pulse through the anchor plates that triggered a brief warning flash across the core scanner. The display glitched, then recalibrated. Lang didn’t stop the drill. She slowed it, then adjusted the arm manually. She muttered something into her mic but didn’t repeat it.

The core sample came up wrapped in frost and brittle cryogenic dust. At first, it looked like a dark mineral inclusion, a standard metamorphic clump formed under slow compression. Once it thawed under the station lights, something emerged inside the ice. A smooth, fibrous texture unlike any material I’d ever pulled from an offworld shaft. I logged the shape as branching but non-fractal, radial tendrils spreading in perfect symmetry from a knotted central hub.

Lang called me over. Varro was already there, watching the de-ice unit from behind the sealed partition window. His breath fogged the lower edge of his helmet even with the scrubbers running. He didn’t speak, just kept looking at it, trying to fit it into a category.

I ran a material scan. The readings didn’t help. Organic indicators flashed briefly, then faded. The spectrum couldn’t lock it. Density was irregular. Internal temperature was two degrees above expected. Nothing on this planet should have held heat without an energy source, not after being buried beneath fifteen meters of ice. We pulled a second sample from the same core. Lang used the endoscopic arm and kept the chamber sealed the entire time. The fibers in the second sample were shorter, looser, more degraded. But the central node was identical.

The third sample came from a lateral shaft, drilled four meters from the original point. Lang expected another segment, maybe part of a colony structure or fused biome layer. What we got was something else. The ice came up with a concave impression along one side, like a compressed mold, almost deliberate in its contour. Smaller ridged patterns lined the curve, precise and tightly wound. They looped back on themselves with a deliberate order that suggested design.

Varro suggested it could be fossilized. A structural remnant of something ancient, pressed between glacial shifts over millions of years. He was careful about the way he said it, because the term “fossil” carries weight on a survey like this. The moment you say it, everything changes. It implies history, not just chemistry.

Lang disagreed. She said it didn’t feel like compression at all. She said it looked fresh.

The fourth sample never reached the surface intact. The bit seized. The rig jammed. We tried to retract, but something in the lower shaft locked against the drill column and began to torque it. The frame vibrated violently, then snapped its lower ring. The whole rig tilted and went dead.

We shut it down. Nobody spoke for nearly two minutes.

I remember the hum of the air scrubbers. And I remember Lang stepping back from the console and saying, without raising her voice, that we’d try a different point tomorrow. Somewhere cleaner. Somewhere further from the initial grid. She didn’t explain why.

That night, Varro asked if the temperature inside the station had dropped. I told him it was just fatigue.

But sometime around 0300, the lights in the storage compartment flickered. Just a pulse. Long enough to wake me. I checked the oxygen levels and found nothing out of range.

Still, I suited up and checked the outer seals.

All of them held.

But I didn’t sleep again.

The replacement drill rig arrived by surface crawler two days after the malfunction. Lang insisted on pushing the second shaft twelve kilometers east of the original site, outside the mapped corridor of the Gliese Plain. We left one of the automated probes behind at the first site, running continuous atmospheric and subsurface scans while we shifted the operation. There were no readings to suggest tectonic activity. No fault lines. No thaw pockets. Just silence.

Even so, I watched that probe’s uplink every night. The stream came back clean, but every fourth hour it dropped for one or two seconds, just long enough to show a data gap before it reconnected. Lang told me to stop tracking ghosts, and Varro stopped commenting at all. His focus had narrowed. He no longer asked questions about procedures. He spent his time outside the habitat, seated beside the rover with a handheld spectrometer, scanning surface ice for microfractures or discontinuities in the nitrogen crust.

By then, we had stopped working at full team strength. Lang preferred to work alone, especially inside the recovery lab. She kept the samples sealed in low-temperature bio chambers, but the lights were always on when I passed by. She slept less than either of us. Sometimes I heard her muttering into the console long after the station lights dimmed for night cycle.

When I finally asked her what she thought we’d found, she said only that it wasn’t dead.

She didn’t elaborate.

The comm blackout started during our seventh sol. At first it was just interference, rising static, time compression, and the occasional dropped packet. Then full signal loss with the outer drone relay. We couldn’t reach orbital. Not through the standard uplink or the high-gain emergency line. The satellites circling above the terminator had all gone offline at the same time. Lang told me to reset the antenna vector. I did. No change.

Varro suggested storming. Atmospheric ice sometimes interferes with higher-band transmissions on lower gravity planets. He said it could pass by next rotation. Lang disagreed again, this time without correcting him. She simply turned back to her work and shut the door.

On the morning of the eighth sol, I found the probe stream from Site One frozen entirely. The video was still transmitting, but the feed was locked on a single frame. Just ice. Flat terrain. Static line across the bottom. I tried to remote-ping the camera. No response.

The hatch had been sealed and pressure-checked when we left, and the atmosphere light had been cycling normally. I suited up and went out.

Varro insisted on coming with me. I didn’t argue. We loaded the crawler with an auxiliary battery bank, two packs of repair tools, and an emergency broadcast beacon. If the probe was simply fried by the cold, we’d replace the core. If it wasn’t, we’d call it in and return.

The crawler took four hours to reach the site. I watched the terrain markers tick by while Varro scanned the horizon, shoulders tight. We didn’t speak much. The surface had changed slightly. Not visibly, but there were new micro-contours in the ice, small dips where the surface had bowed. Nothing severe. Nothing fresh. But they hadn’t been there before.

We reached the probe station just after the sun’s edge touched the skyline. Pluto’s dawn lasted forty-eight minutes. We stayed long enough to see the probe’s housing up close. It hadn’t frozen. It had been caved in.

From above.

It looked torn open, as if something had caught the chassis and yanked until the metal gave way.

There were no tracks.

No melt.

No explanation.

Varro leaned close to the wreckage, then pulled back fast. He didn’t say anything, but I saw his posture shift.

Something had left marks on the inside of the broken panel. Patterned impressions.

Smooth. Repetitive. Coiled in sequence. Like digits.

I walked backward without realizing I was doing it.

Lang didn’t answer when we called in from the crawler.

The station lights were still on when we returned, but the front hatch was open, and the atmosphere warning light on the control panel had stopped blinking.

Inside, it was quiet.

Lang was gone.


Chapter 2: The Other Side of Charon Ridge

We left Base Theta at local hour 04:10. The hatch still wouldn’t seal behind us, but there was nothing left inside that needed protecting. Lang’s gear was still in the lab, folded neatly beside the sample canisters. Her oxygen tank was full. Her helmet was gone.

Varro didn’t speak for the first hour. He worked the crawler’s nav panel with fast, deliberate keystrokes, but his face stayed locked on the forward display. I watched the terrain fall away behind us in the rear cam feed. The drone tower shrank to a pin against the edge of the ridge. After ten kilometers, the view faded into white static. We were outside the relay zone.

The plan was loose. Follow the ridge, find the signal ghost Lang’s gear had last pinged, and locate her. The outer range hadn’t been fully mapped, and our proximity data ended past the third pressure trough. We didn’t know what lay beyond Charon Ridge. Officially, nothing. No satellite imaging. No previous drills. Just deep surface shadows, colder than the rest of the planet, and a thin shelf of fractured crust that wrapped around the far side of the pole.

The crawler shook twice as we crossed the ridge line. Beneath us, the ground changed color. At first I thought it was just the light, but it wasn’t. The ice turned darker, like something old and stained had melted upward from below. The nav feed stuttered again. Varro hit the panel twice with his palm. The data cleared for a few seconds, then flickered again. I checked the diagnostic panel and saw something I didn’t understand. The sensors weren’t down. They were receiving nothing. Not blank readings. Nothing at all.

We passed the marker we’d dropped during our last orbital pass. The pole beacon was still there, but the antenna was bent and the power cell had been half-pulled from its slot. I couldn’t tell what had damaged it. The clamp sat twisted, warped in a way the freeze alone couldn’t explain.

Varro suggested we climb the adjacent ridge by foot. The crawler couldn’t make the angle, but he said we might get a better view of the basin if we set a signal tower up there. I agreed, and we sealed up the crawler and began the ascent.

Pluto’s gravity is light enough that most climbs are slow work but not too exhausting. Your feet have to stay deliberate. If you slip, you don’t fall far, but you might not stop for a while. We moved carefully. The ridge turned out to be steeper than it looked on the scanner. The dust layer was soft at the surface, but frozen solid underneath. The outer edge of the basin stretched just beyond it, a wide band of ice that broke into sharp drop-offs and pale troughs.

Once we reached the crest, we saw it.

We saw the cut in the surface. A narrow sinkhole, almost circular, set near the middle of the plain. It wasn’t deep from our angle, but it didn’t look like a natural formation. The edges weren’t rough. They were sloped. As if the surface had been opened.

I marked the coordinates and ran a long scan.

There was heat.

Only a few degrees above baseline, but definitely present.

Varro stood beside me, visor tilted toward the dark.

I asked him if he saw anything moving.

He said no.

But he took one step back and didn’t say anything else until we reached the crawler again.

We reached the sinkhole just before the second solar edge. The twilight on Pluto doesn’t work the same way it does anywhere else. The light doesn’t really rise. It just hangs, dim and far-off, like the world is trapped in a state of almost morning that never quite arrives. The crawler’s external lamps didn’t penetrate more than thirty meters ahead, and the light it did throw felt weaker than it should have. Varro said it might have been particulate refraction from the frozen nitrogen dust stirred up during our approach. I wasn’t sure I bought that, but I didn’t offer another theory.

The edge of the sinkhole was smooth, almost too precise. The lip sloped inward on all sides, with a slight curve that suggested controlled collapse. Natural venting doesn’t look like this. I’d seen fissures and melt holes on Europa, seen seismic shears on Enceladus. This one felt designed.

We suited up with microspikes and tethered a descent line to the crawler’s winch rig. Varro went first. His suit light bounced against the ice as he dropped. I followed, boots clicking against frozen ledges. The temperature dropped three degrees with each level, but the barometer didn’t match. The air pressure was denser than the surface by a small but measurable margin. It wasn’t atmospheric. Something was pushing up from below.

At twenty-five meters, the ice gave way to exposed stone. Carved basalt, glassy and dark, curving outward as we descended into a chamber. We adjusted our lights and the patterns emerged in the surface. Deliberate markings cut into the rock.

Indented symbols, long grooves that wrapped into each other, bending and splitting across the surface in a way that felt deliberate. The spacing was uniform. The carving depth didn’t vary. It didn’t look ornamental. It looked like notation.

Varro stopped three meters from the base and swept his light in a slow circle. I followed the beam and caught the edge of a structure rising from the floor, something shaped and placed rather than formed.

It rose from the floor of the chamber, flat-topped and rectangular, with an incline that led downward through a narrow entrance. Its surface shimmered with frost, but the frost hadn’t formed evenly. It was thicker in some places than others, almost avoiding the central glyphs carved into the face.

I touched one of them.

The stone felt warm.

Just barely.

A few seconds later, the light from Varro’s shoulder beam dimmed. His voice came through my comm, low and tight.

“Do you hear that?”

I said I didn’t.

He stood still, listening. His helmet tilted toward the opening in the base of the structure.

Then I heard it too.

A sound beneath the sound. A vibration that wasn’t part of the environment, a rhythm that didn’t match the wind or our suit motors. Something consistent and buried in the rock, pulsing in regular intervals.

I asked Varro if we were reading magnetic bleed. He didn’t answer right away.

When he did, he said the frequency was below readable range. Subsonic.

We moved slowly toward the entrance. The incline was steep. The passage extended inward with regular walls. The air pressure stabilized. My suit readout showed a rise in localized heat. The walls were marked with the same carvings, smaller now, tighter and more complex. Some looked etched over older layers, like a palimpsest of symbols meant to overwrite whatever had come before.

At the base of the ramp, the floor widened into a chamber. The lights flickered again. Our voices echoed too clearly, the acoustics strange in a place this narrow.

We set up a perimeter beacon and mapped the room. No power sources. No machinery. Just stone, heat, and silence.

And at the center of the room, a pillar.

It wasn’t carved. It had grown.

The pillar was wrong.

You could mistake it for part of the stonework if you weren’t looking closely. The surface didn’t reflect light the way the walls did. It bent it, pulled it inward just slightly. There was no frost on it. Nothing clung to the material. Every other exposed face in the room had fine layers of sublimated nitrogen or haze from vapor rebound. The pillar stayed clear, untouched, like the ambient air around it refused to settle.

Varro circled it twice, watching for changes. He ran a scan. The readout pulsed once, then froze. No signal returned. We tried three other instruments. Same results. The scanner recognized that something was there but wouldn’t quantify it.

He tapped his glove against his helmet once, the way he did when he didn’t trust what he was seeing.

I moved to the other side of the chamber. There were more markings on the walls. Dozens of them. Some clustered into spirals, others arranged in rows, none matching any language I knew. They reminded me of waveforms. Motion captured in symbol. When I reached for my datapad to record the patterns, I noticed a subtle vibration underfoot. Just a twitch of feedback from the soles of my boots.

It wasn’t seismic. It came in slow pulses, rising through the structure at timed intervals. Each pulse hit low in the body, like a bass tone that had no sound. My inner ear shifted with it, and I felt my balance adjust a moment after each wave.

Varro was staring at the pillar now.

He’d stopped walking.

I asked him what he saw. He didn’t answer. His light was pointed directly at the center of the shape, and his shoulders had gone rigid.

I stepped toward him and repeated the question.

He finally turned, but his eyes didn’t meet mine. He looked past me, up toward the ceiling.

“There’s something in the walls,” he said.

I followed his gaze. There were new seams above us, barely visible, curving in slow arcs that spiraled toward the chamber’s center. At first I thought it was part of the stone, some architectural design buried under layers of frost. But as my light adjusted, I realized the seams weren’t decorative. They were panels. Segments. Fused plates made of something harder than rock and smoother than metal.

They weren’t ancient.

They were sealed.

We backed away from the pillar.

The vibration increased. Still soft. Still pulsing.

I told Varro we were pulling out. He didn’t argue.

We marked our position and moved back up the ramp, checking for structural movement. The walls hadn’t shifted, but the air had grown heavier. The silence followed us all the way to the shaft mouth.

Outside, the light had changed.

The basin had darkened at the edges. A haze clung low to the ice, moving in slow curls that didn’t match the environmental model.

We secured the crawler and pulled away fast, engines rumbling louder than I remembered on the drive in.

Varro kept the nav system on manual the whole way back.

He didn’t speak for six hours.

When we finally reached Base Theta again, I found him staring at the bulkhead door, his gloves still sealed, his visor still down.

I asked him if he was alright.

He turned to me slowly and said, “I think that place remembered me.”


Chapter 3: Deep Signals

We waited one full cycle before deciding to break silence protocol. The standard rule for deep-field exploratory teams is to limit external transmission unless emergency conditions arise, and while Varro wouldn’t say the word aloud, I was past pretending we weren’t already knee-deep in something that qualified. I spent most of the waiting period trying to interpret the recorder logs from the crawler. I kept looping the spectral data, expecting to find a pattern, maybe a harmonic sequence buried in the background. What I found was worse.

The layers unsettled me most. The frequencies sat below any known geological response, overlapping in ways that refused to behave like natural noise. Some came in perfect intervals, repeating every ninety-one seconds. Others wavered in and out, inconsistent but never fully gone. The ones that returned always returned in threes. Same shape. Same decay rate. And no matter how much I tried to filter for environmental variables or system interference, they didn’t go away.

I ran the sequences through a waveform translator and folded them into an audio track. What came through the speakers sounded low and wet, closer to breath than static. The rhythm rose and fell unevenly, like someone asleep in the next room. It didn’t behave like a signal at all. It drew air in. The file ran six minutes. I shut it off before it finished.

Varro hadn’t moved much since our return. He kept to the corner of the lab, near the auxiliary power readouts. I think he liked the hum of the panel there, the consistency of it. He watched me work without saying anything. When I asked if he wanted to listen to the playback, he didn’t look up. He said he already had, back during the crawl from the site, but he hadn’t said anything because it didn’t seem real until it followed us home. That’s when I realized he’d known about the sound before we left the chamber.

I asked him why he hadn’t mentioned it. He said it hadn’t seemed worth talking about until it followed us back.

I didn’t argue.

We powered up the long-range antenna and aimed it toward the Farside Orbital. No signal. The relay had been physically disconnected. The readout showed a live carrier wave, but it bounced back immediately, no transit delay. The relay wasn’t there. Something had severed the link. I tried the emergency ping instead. That sent a signal burst across all available bands, short-range and long, including tight-beam laser, which no environmental interference should’ve blocked.

We waited for the green echo light.

It never came.

I told Varro to prep the secondary crawler. The primary one still had structural stress from the sinkhole descent, and I didn’t trust the suspension if we had to go back out past Charon Ridge. He didn’t move at first. Then he stood and asked me whether I’d noticed the scratches.

“What scratches?” I said.

He walked over to the inner hatch and pointed near the lower edge of the door. The panel was scuffed, just above the seam. It looked deliberate. A series of small, symmetrical arcs pressed into the alloy, only a few centimeters long. They curved in on themselves in a triple spiral.

He said, “I checked the logs. That wasn’t there before we left.”

I didn’t reply.

He said, “They weren’t just remembering me. They’re trying to tell us something.”

Then he turned back to the bench and said he needed another hour.

I gave him two.

By the time we crossed back over the ridge, the light had changed again. The color stood out most. That hue didn’t exist before. Not in the known spectrum, not in any of the filtered light we were used to on this side of the system. It bent around the crawler in a slow, cold veil. Our sensors didn't flag it as hazardous, but Varro wouldn't stop watching the sky.

He stayed silent most of the ride. Once, he asked if I could still hear the breathing. I told him no, but that didn’t comfort either of us. I knew what he meant. The sensation wasn’t gone. It had just become familiar, like something we’d grown used to hearing without realizing.

We reached the sinkhole a few hours later. The opening hadn’t collapsed. If anything, the slope into the interior was cleaner. The ice around the lip had melted in a perfect circle. I checked the thermals, and sure enough, a faint ring of elevated heat traced the edge. It was pulsing. I watched it rise and fall for a full minute, and not once did it break rhythm.

We ran a full scan before descending. The pillar registered again. The walls below hadn’t shifted, and the carvings were unchanged. Or so we thought. Once we reached the bottom, I spotted it. A new set of spirals. Just one pattern, etched low along the ramp. It was smaller than the rest, almost hidden where a boot print might erase it. It hadn’t been there before.

We didn’t speak as we entered the chamber.

The structure hadn’t moved, but the space around it had changed. Something subtle, something not quite measurable. The temperature had evened out across the room. That was impossible given the environmental conditions. On Pluto, thermals fluctuate every minute. But the heat here didn’t. It held steady, perfectly balanced across the full chamber, like the place had been sealed inside its own pocket of time.

Varro approached the pillar first. He extended his scanner and waved it in a long arc. The readings flatlined again, but this time, a soft green glow emerged from the base. It spread slowly along the pillar, climbing upward like fluid drawn through veins. We stepped back, but the light held steady.

I asked if he wanted to leave.

He said we had already passed that decision.

The light vanished as quickly as it had appeared. Then the sound returned, carrying depth and weight. It moved slow and low through the stone, with a rhythm that felt organic, deliberate, and aware.

We turned toward the exit ramp. The spirals on the wall had changed orientation. No new symbols, no additional carvings. They were angled downward now, pointing toward the base of the chamber.

Then the breathing returned.

In the ground.

It rose up through the stone.

And it waited.

We didn’t leave the chamber. I think both of us knew it would make no difference. The pressure we felt wasn’t something we could walk away from. It wasn’t in the air or in the structure. It had sunk into the stone itself, and we were inside it now, like seeds planted in old soil that still remembered what had grown there last.

Varro took a slow step toward the ramp but stopped before his boot could touch the first carved step. The symbols hadn’t just rotated. They were deeper now. That was the only way I could explain it. Each groove had sharpened, like they’d been redrawn with something that could cut through stone at the molecular level. I pulled out the field light and aimed it down the slope, hoping to get a clearer visual scan of the walls. The light beam refracted oddly, creating twin shadows behind each symbol. One of them moved.

It wasn’t large, and it didn’t seem shaped like anything with a defined body. It wasn’t cast from a form. It was a presence, outlined only by the way the light bent around it. It held for a moment, then receded into the ramp’s side curve like it had never been there. I lowered the beam and told Varro I had seen something. He didn’t look surprised. He said he’d been watching it too.

Then we heard a sound behind us. It didn’t echo. It just existed, fully formed and present, in the chamber's still air. I turned slowly. The far wall had opened. A seam had formed along the carvings, just wide enough for a person to pass through. There hadn’t been any vibration, no sound of stone shifting or cracking. It was simply there now. A corridor made of the same smooth basalt, unlit but visible through a faint ambient glow from the ceiling, as if the walls themselves had begun to emit light in reaction to our presence.

Varro said we should follow it. I asked him why. He said that’s what it wanted.

He walked in first. I followed.

The corridor sloped downward but in a tighter spiral than the entrance ramp. We moved slowly, scanning every few meters, but the readings were no different than before. No measurable temperature shift, no atmospheric pressure change. Still that low, constant subsonic vibration in our boots.

The walls narrowed, and the patterns became more chaotic. Spirals layered over spirals. Some of them weren’t even carved anymore. They had begun to protrude slightly, as if the symbols were growing outward, swelling from inside the stone like muscle under skin. One of them pulsed as we passed. I didn’t point it out. Varro saw it too.

We reached a circular chamber with a floor that sloped slightly inward, forming a shallow basin. In the center was another structure. This one wasn’t a pillar. It was more like a cyst, smooth and bulbous, maybe two meters tall. The surface had no color. It reflected no light. It was a hollow in the space where light should be. Every instinct told me not to approach it.

Varro stepped forward anyway.

He placed his gloved hand against the surface. It didn’t reject him. It didn’t react at all.

Then the room began to breathe.

Not just the sound. The chamber itself moved. The floor swelled, the walls flexed, and that vibration we’d felt earlier grew sharper. It pressed into our chests and arms, into the joints of the suits. The whole place was alive, and it had just exhaled.

Varro turned to speak, but stopped. He tilted his head, as if listening. Then he looked at me.

“They’re not gone,” he said. “They’re not even dead.”

I asked him who he meant.

He pointed at the cyst.

And then it started to open.


Chapter 4: The Hollow Sky

The surface of the cyst didn’t split with any visible seam. It simply parted. A section folded back in layers, soft and silent, revealing an opening that was too dark to read. Our lights didn’t catch anything inside. Something active that pushed back against illumination. My beam vanished as soon as it crossed the threshold.

Varro moved closer. I put a hand on his shoulder to stop him, but he looked at me and said, “It’s awake now.” That was all. I don’t think he meant the structure. He meant whatever was inside. Whatever had built the cyst or grown it or left it behind. It had known we were coming. Maybe it had been listening all along, waiting for someone to find the right symbols, the right rhythm, the right point of contact.

The air was still breathable. The oxygen recyclers showed no faults. But the taste in my mouth changed. There was a metallic weight to it, like blood left in a vacuum chamber too long. Every breath I took brought it deeper into my chest, and I had to focus just to keep my thoughts in a straight line. There were sounds outside the threshold. Soft and overlapping, like water falling at uneven intervals.

Varro stepped inside. I followed because I couldn’t let him go in alone.

Inside the cyst, the space widened without visual logic. We walked five meters in, maybe six, and the walls expanded. I turned and couldn’t see the entrance anymore. There was nothing behind us. The light was gone. Even the glow from the outer chamber had stopped. We weren’t blind. We could still see each other. That’s how I knew the darkness wasn’t environmental. It was something more fundamental. Something about how light was processed here, how this place decided what could and couldn’t be seen.

The floor beneath us felt warm.

We didn’t hear voices, but there was something in our ears. Pressure that carried shape. Pressure that built into suggestion. Not words, exactly, but sequences. Patterns that felt familiar. I closed my eyes and could almost place them. Long arcs of memory that weren’t mine. A room with a sky that bent in unnatural ways. A ceiling made of motion. Something above that waited without breathing.

Varro looked pale, even through the helmet glass. He whispered something I couldn’t hear, then leaned forward. I caught him by the shoulder and pulled him back. We stood like that for a while, waiting for the sensation to pass. It didn’t. It held, steady and insistent, until I no longer knew how long we’d been inside.

Then the sound changed.

It rose in frequency and became distinct. A voice, speaking without language. It moved through the cyst like wind through hollow metal. I felt it in my teeth. The walls pulsed once, then once more, and stopped.

Something began to form at the center of the room.

At first, it looked like dust or vapor pulled inward. Then shapes began to emerge from the haze. They stepped forward without footsteps, four or five of them, long-limbed and bent wrong at the joints, arms like limbs of jelly set into geometric frames. No eyes. No heads, but necks that extended and turned with twitching precision. They didn’t touch us.

They surrounded the cyst and began to move.

Shifting around the perimeter with exact rhythm, in slow loops that crossed over each other without collision.

I didn’t need Varro to tell me what we were seeing.

They were memory echoes. Still alive, in some way. Still moving. Still operating on the patterns they had been built or grown or summoned to repeat.

And one of them turned toward us and stopped. It bent its headless stalk toward Varro.

Then the cyst closed again, and the room went completely still.

The stillness didn’t last. Not long enough to settle. The cyst closed, and the chamber changed with it, reshaping itself until the space no longer felt neutral or fixed. The pressure changed without affecting the suits. Nothing triggered an alarm. We weren’t being poisoned. We were being watched.

Varro remained frozen in place. The memory-thing that had turned toward him was no longer visible, but his eyes tracked something I couldn’t see. I whispered to him, telling him we had to back out slowly. He didn’t respond. Then he said something I couldn’t understand. It wasn’t English. I didn’t know the language. But it stirred a feeling, like I’d read it once in a manual I wasn’t supposed to open. A procedural or a warning. A sequence from before anything had a name.

He turned to me and said, clearly this time, “They’re not copies. I think they’re instructions.”

The cyst’s interior shifted again. The space compressed slightly, but not physically. Visually. Depth peeled away like the inside of a lens adjusting focal range. I reached for my scanner, but the screen was blank. Every device had lost its readout. No temperature. No magnetic flux. No radiation. No coordinates. The suits were operating independently, no longer syncing with the environment. I watched the timer on my HUD begin to loop. It dropped from twelve seconds to five, then back to eight, then nine. A full reset, every fifteen seconds.

We were outside the measurable.

The echoes returned. This time, they weren’t confined to shapes. The chamber itself began to repeat them. Lines in the wall, spirals in the floor, soft curves that reformed from old stone. They rose and fell as though mimicking breath. There was a pulse behind them, pushing outward in a cycle that matched the tremor we had first felt in the crawler. It hadn’t been seismic. It had been this place preparing itself.

Then we saw the first real movement.

Something peeled free from the cyst’s surface. It unfolded without direction, as though gravity were an optional suggestion, and its limbs—if they were limbs—curled back against the walls before extending forward again. It had a center. A point of concentration that all the curves seemed to orbit. I never saw eyes. But I felt focus.

Varro stepped forward. I reached for his arm. He didn’t stop.

The thing didn’t react with hostility. It shifted to make space. It allowed him into its reach, and when he entered that radius, the spirals on the walls began to accelerate. They rotated slowly at first, then sped up. I could no longer track the lines with my eyes. They spun faster than the eye could follow, but I felt them in my spine. They were spinning inside my head.

Then came the pitch.

A single, pure tone fell through the room like a blade. It passed straight through me, less a sound than a force, sinking into my thoughts and tearing something loose. It didn’t take memories or ideas. It took structure, leaving behind an absence I could still feel by its shape.

Varro fell to his knees.

The thing moved closer.

I stepped in, shouting for him to move, but my voice didn’t carry. The sound was swallowed before it left my mouth. My suit’s speaker was still live, but no audio escaped. Varro looked up at it, whatever it was, and gave a single nod.

Then the spirals stopped.

The tone vanished.

And I was alone.

The cyst was empty.

Varro was gone.

I stood there too long. I could feel time slipping off me like condensation, leaving the skin beneath too dry, too brittle. My suit's timer still flickered through that broken loop, and I stopped checking it. Whatever measure of hours or seconds remained up top, I wasn't going to get them back. There was no air movement, no sound. The cyst hadn’t just quieted—it had reverted, returned to whatever state it had held before we crossed the threshold. Varro was gone. The space where he'd stood showed no indentation, no warmth, no trace on the sensors. Not even a magnetic smudge. It was cleaner than untouched ground. Scrubbed.

I approached slowly, hands low, body careful, but there was no response. The walls no longer flexed. The spirals didn’t move. The thing that took Varro, spoke to him, or changed him was gone. I scanned everything again, even though I knew nothing would register. The readings came back blank. The cyst was silent.

I said his name aloud. First in a whisper. Then louder.

Nothing.

I turned and began to make my way back, retracing our steps down the corridor. It was shorter than I remembered. Fewer turns. Fewer markings on the walls. The extrusions had pulled back into the rock, like muscle relaxing after strain. The air no longer tasted like metal. It was dry and featureless.

When I reached the outer chamber, I paused and looked back. The seam that had opened in the far wall was gone. Perfect basalt again, smooth and uninterrupted, as if no entry had ever formed. The cyst still sat in the center, inert. I didn’t speak again. I climbed the ramp and followed the faint emergency markers we had left along the spiral.

I emerged into the sinkhole hours later. The light outside had changed again. The dome over the crater had begun to cloud, faint crystal threads forming in the upper layers of atmosphere. That wasn’t normal. The sky above Pluto doesn’t hold moisture. It doesn’t form vapor patterns. Not unless something down here has called them.

Back in the crawler, I powered up the emergency beacon again. This time, I didn’t wait for a response. I recorded the message and sent it blind across every open channel.

I said my name. I said Varro’s name. I gave coordinates. I described what we found, in only the simplest terms. A chamber beneath the ice. Carvings in spirals. Audio anomalies. A cyst. A change in the structure of time. A disappearance.

I ended the transmission by saying: Do not come.

Then I repeated it three more times. Once in English. Once in phonetic code. Once in silence, letting the signal transmit on dead air, just long enough to mark it as intentional.

I didn't attempt the return route immediately. I didn’t sleep either. I waited near the edge of the sinkhole for a full rotation, watching the edge of the dome thicken. Something up there was beginning to shift. I don’t think we broke anything. I think we finished a process that was already running.

Varro said they weren’t dead.

He was right.

They were waiting.

They still are.

And something in them remembers him now. It remembers me too. Every hour I sit here, I can feel the spiral again. Inside. Turning so slowly I might miss it if I blink.

They want someone else to come next. Someone to learn.

Don’t answer the signal.

Just bury this rock and forget it ever held air.

END

Hey, you made it to the end. If you enjoyed this story or were at least entertained, I’ve got one small favor to ask. Please leave a review. On Amazon, Goodreads, or wherever you found the book. It only takes a minute, but it helps a lot. Your reviews keep my stories crawling out of the shadows and into the world. So seriously, thank you.
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