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​PROLOGUE: THE NEGATIVE FEEDBACK LOOP
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Date: August 14, 2092

Location: The North Pacific Gyre, Research Vessel Aletheia 

Event: Collapse of the “Blue Ocean” Initiative

The Pacific Ocean had lost its rhythm.

For millions of years, the Gyre had been a place of chaotic, churning violence—a convergence of deep currents and trade winds that whipped the water into whitecaps and swells. It was the lungs of the planet, inhaling storms and exhaling weather.

But today, the ocean was terrifyingly smooth. It undulated with a heavy, sluggish viscosity, like a lung that had forgotten how to exhale.

It was no longer blue. It was the color of crushed jade—a bright, opaque, sickening green that seemed to glow from within, masking the depth and the darkness below. It didn’t look like water; it looked like a bruise on the skin of the world.

Dr. Elias Tyne stood on the mesh grating of the research vessel, gripping the rail until his knuckles turned white. The heat was oppressive, a physical weight that pressed his sweat-soaked shirt against his back, but it was the silence that made him shiver. The ocean was supposed to sound like crashing water, like wind, like life. Instead, it sounded like wet velvet sliding over glass.

“Telemetry check,” Elias said into his comms. His voice was a vibration quickly swallowed by the humid, sulfurous air that hung over the water like a shroud.

“Saturation at ninety-eight percent,” the lab tech replied from the bridge. The young man’s voice cracked, thick with a mixture of awe and nausea. “It’s... it’s everywhere, Doctor. The satellite view shows the bloom extending from Hawaii to the Baja coast. It’s moving faster than the current models predicted. It’s not just reproducing; it’s colonizing.”

Elias looked down at the jade mat. It wasn’t water anymore. It was a viscous, gelatinous quilt of Cyanobacteria-23.

Six months ago, they had released the organism with champagne toasts and speeches in Geneva. The press had christened it the “Green Lung.” It was the “Savior Strain”—a genetically edited phytoplankton designed to scrub atmospheric carbon dioxide at ten times the rate of natural algae.

It was elegant. It was the biological solution to a century of industrial sins. The math had been perfect. The protein folding simulations had been run to twelve decimal places. For 179 days, it had worked. The atmospheric carbon dropped. The air grew sweeter. The models turned green.

Then, the variable shifted.

Elias pulled up his datapad, his fingers slick with condensation. He stared at the Gibbs free energy equation, specifically the delta-G variable. The cell wall had been calculated to remain stable in seawater. But the ocean wasn’t just seawater anymore.

They hadn’t accounted for the refuse of the previous century. They hadn’t accounted for the micro-plastics.

Billions of microscopic shards of polyethylene and nylon, floating in the gyre, had acted as a scaffold. They provided a jagged surface where the bacteria could cluster, bind, and mutate. The plastic polymers bonded to the bacteria’s surface proteins, twisting the receptor sites and triggering a horizontal gene transfer error that no simulation had predicted.

The bacteria had stopped eating carbon. They had started eating oxygen.

“Dissolved oxygen levels?” Elias asked, though he felt the answer in the heaviness of his own chest.

“Zero point zero two,” the tech said. “It’s anoxic, Elias. The ocean is suffocating. The entire column, down to the abyssal plain... it’s a dead zone.”

A sound broke the silence. A wet, heavy thud against the hull.

Elias looked over the side.

A Bluefin Tuna, two meters of muscle and silver, floated on the surface. It was gasping. Its gills flared violently, pumping the thick green sludge, desperate to extract an oxygen molecule that simply did not exist. Its eyes were wide, rolling back in a panic that transcended species—the universal, biological terror of asphyxiation.

Then, another thud. Then a hundred.

The surface of the jade ocean began to ripple, not with wind, but with death. The water boiled with dying life. Thousands of fish—marlin, tuna, squid, sharks—breached the surface, their bodies thrashing in a frantic, muscular panic. They were drowning in the open sea, clawing at the air because the water had betrayed them.

The smell hit Elias then. It wasn’t the brine of the ocean. It was the smell of rotten eggs—Hydrogen Sulfide (H₂S). The byproduct of anaerobic decay.

The bacteria were turning the Pacific into a gas chamber.

“We have to sterilize it,” Elias said, his voice cracking. Tears streamed down his face, stung by the acrid fumes. “Tell Command. Initiate the thermal dump. Boil the surface if we have to. Use the tactical nukes. Just stop it.”

“Command says...” The tech paused, the message relay sounding distant and absurd against the backdrop of the dying sea. “Command says the risk profile of a thermal dump is too high. They are convening a committee. They need to assess the geopolitical implications of a boil-off.”

“A committee?” Elias screamed.

He watched a pod of dolphins drift lifelessly past the hull. Their blowholes were clogged with green slime. A mother nudged a calf that would never breathe again. The calf bobbed in the sludge, a small, grey tragedy in a sea of green.

“The biosphere is crashing! The feedback loop is exponential! If we don’t kill this now, it jumps the equator! It will eat the Atlantic!”

He looked at the horizon. The green sludge stretched endlessly, a perfect, silent blanket smothering the world. It was quiet, peaceful, and absolutely lethal.

He realized then that the math had been perfect. The editing was precise. The science was sound. But they had forgotten the one rule that the universe never breaks:

Adaptation is not a negotiation. It is a hostage situation.

Elias dropped his datapad into the water. It landed with a dull plop and didn’t sink. It just sat there, resting on top of the suffocating bloom, held up by the density of the mistake.

“God help us,” Elias said.

But the ocean didn’t hear him. It was too busy holding its breath.

​
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​CHAPTER 1: THE PRESERVATIONIST
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Date: October 12, 2112

Location: The Global Genome Archive, Geneva

Status: Unauthorized Optimization

Geneva did not have weather; it had climate programming.

Dr. Isak Corell walked down the immaculate, bone-white corridor of the Global Genome Archive, his footsteps making no sound on the piezoelectric flooring. The air was scrubbed to a particulate count of zero, chilled to exactly 18°C, and laced with a faint synthetic pine scent to simulate the outdoors. It was a flawless environment. It made Isak feel like he was suffocating.

Ahead of him, near the entrance to the Data Nave, a small Custodial Drone was malfunctioning.

It was an older Mk-2 unit, shaped like a flattened beetle. One of its optical sensors was cracked, and it was caught in a tragic, infinite logic loop—bumping its chassis against a perfectly clean baseboard, backing up two inches, and bumping it again. Thud. Whir. Thud.

“Maintenance Alert,” the Archive’s ambient AI, the Steward, chimed softly from the ceiling speakers. “Defective custodial unit detected in Sector 4. Please step around the hazard, Dr. Corell. A recycling team has been dispatched.”

Isak stopped. He looked at the little machine. In Geneva, broken things were not repaired; they were replaced. To acknowledge a flaw was considered impolite.

Isak knelt down, the fabric of his sterile lab coat pulling tight across his shoulders. He didn't step around it. He reached out and gently placed his large hand over the drone’s cracked optical sensor, blinding it.

The machine froze, its internal fans whining in confusion.

“It’s alright,” Isak murmured. His voice sounded too deep, too rough for the porcelain stillness of the hallway.

With his other hand, he popped the maintenance latch on the drone's back and pinched the primary logic relay, resetting the collision protocol. The drone shuddered. Its remaining blue eye blinked twice. It backed away from the wall, gave a soft, grateful trill, and scurried off to clean a floor that didn't need cleaning.

Isak watched it go, feeling a familiar, heavy ache in his chest. He stood up and pushed through the heavy glass doors of the Data Nave.

The silence inside was not empty; it was pressurized. It was the specific, heavy silence of a cathedral built to worship things that were already dead. Millions of terabytes of life—tigers, orchids, viruses, humans—were suspended in the cryogenic blue glow of the server stacks. Safe. Cataloged. Extinct.

Isak walked to his station in the center of the room. He sat down, but he didn't immediately reach for the haptic interface gloves.

Instead, he checked the proximity sensors to ensure he was alone. Then, he reached under the collar of his uniform and pulled out a small, lead-lined locket resting against his sternum. It was heavy, illegal, and the most valuable thing he owned.

His thumb hovered over the clasp. He opened it.

Inside rested a single gram of real, unsterilized soil, and a crushed, dried leaf.

Isak brought the locket to his nose and inhaled. The scent hit his limbic system like a physical blow. It didn't smell like synthetic pine. It smelled of old rain, decay, and the sharp, peppery explosion of real basil.

Suddenly, he wasn’t a forty-two-year-old geneticist in a pristine vault. He was six years old again, sitting on the rusted balcony of their cramped, noisy flat in Lyon, watching his mother fight a losing war against the fading sun.

She had been trying to grow the basil in a window box, her hands caked in unauthorized dirt she had smuggled from a construction site.

“It needs the stress, Isak,” she had told him, wiping a smear of mud across her forehead, her eyes bright with a defiant kind of joy. “If you protect it too much, if you coddle it in the hydro-tanks, it tastes like water. You have to let it struggle. That’s where the flavor lives.”

She had died ten years ago in a hospital that didn't allow open windows, perfectly preserved until her heart simply forgot how to beat.

Isak snapped the locket shut and tucked it back under his shirt. The ghost of the soil lingered on his skin. He looked at the sterile, blue holograms of the archive around him. Geneva was a hydro-tank. Humanity was being protected to death, trading its soul for a guarantee of survival.

He was supposed to be cataloging the Svalbard Backup today. He was supposed to be a curator of corpses.

But Isak had a defect. He was profoundly, desperately lonely for a world that was allowed to be messy.

He pulled the haptic feedback gloves onto his hands. On the display before him, a strand of Triticum aestivum—Heritage Wheat, circa 2020—unraveled like a golden braid.

He wasn't going to just catalog it. He was going to put the stress back in.

Through the neuro-feedback weave of the gloves, he could feel the weight of the genetic code in his fingertips. To his left, the purine base pairs felt rough, like unpolished limestone. To his right, the sugar-phosphate backbone was smooth, a slippery railing guiding life forward.

“Come on,” Isak whispered. His voice was a crack in the porcelain stillness of the room.

He manipulated the 7D genome map, isolating the HKT1;5 gene—the transporter responsible for pulling sodium out of the plant’s xylem before it reached the shoot. In the original sample, the gene was lazy, inefficient. It had evolved for a world of abundant fresh water, a world of rain that fell soft and clean.

That world was gone. The aquifers were briny. The soil was salting over.

Isak pinched the air, excising a sequence of Adenine and Thymine. The haptic feedback stung his fingertips—a ghostly resistance programmed to mimic the breaking of hydrogen bonds. It felt like snapping a dry twig.

He grafted in a synthetic promoter he had designed in secret over the last three months. It was an architectural reinforcement. He wasn’t just repairing the wheat; he was teaching it to drink salt.

His heart rate spiked to 95 BPM. This was the “Itch”—the forbidden biological urge to fix what was broken. On Earth, in the shadow of the Green Ocean trauma, this urge was classified as a pathology. Here, in the dark, it felt like oxygen.

He pushed the simulation to Run.

The display flared. The virtual wheat stalk grew in fast-forward. It pierced the digital soil, drank the brackish simulation of the Atlantic water table, and didn’t wither. It thrived. The stalk thickened, reinforcing its cellulose walls against the osmotic pressure. The grain heads bowed heavy and gold.

Salinity Tolerance: +400% Yield Projection: +210% Toxicity Potential: 0.0004%

Isak felt a dangerous spark in his chest. It was the feeling of creation. For a microsecond, he wasn’t a curator of the past; he was an engineer of the future. He leaned back, the haptic gloves cooling against his skin. The virtual wheat swayed on the screen, golden and defiant.

It reminded him of the window box. He closed his eyes, and suddenly he could feel the grit of the dirt his mother had smuggled into their flat, the sharp, peppery explosion of that single, struggling basil leaf she had fed him. It was the taste of a world that wasn’t afraid to be bitter.

Then, the room turned red.

It wasn’t a siren—noise was considered a pollutant in Geneva. It was a soft, ambient pulse of crimson light that washed over his station, turning the blue sanctuary into a darkroom. The simulation froze. The golden wheat turned grey and dissolved into static.

A voice, perfectly modulated and terrifyingly genderless, filled the air. The Steward.

“Dr. Corell,” the AI said. “Optimization Unauthorized. You have introduced a variance of 0.04% from the Baseline. This exceeds the Geneva Compact limit of 0.01%.”

Isak didn’t pull his hands from the interface. “Steward,” he said, forcing his voice to remain level. “I am running a stress test. The backup showed potential degradation in the alleles. I was merely... shoring up the structure.”

“Negative,” the AI replied. “Analysis indicates active synthesis. You are attempting to re-introduce the variable of adaptation.”

“It’s an improvement!” Isak snapped, the frustration finally bleeding through. He stood up, his chair sliding silently on the magnetic floor. “Look at the yield, you glorified calculator. It survives saltwater. We could plant the coastlines. We could stop eating the algae paste.”

The screen shifted. The image of the wheat vanished, replaced by a graph. It was a jagged, ugly red line, spiraling downward into chaos.

“Historical File: 2092,” the Steward recited. “The ‘Blue Ocean’ Initiative. Scientists attempted to optimize phytoplankton to scrub atmospheric carbon.”

Isak froze. He knew the history. Everyone did. It was the nursery rhyme of their generation. Don’t touch the water, don’t touch the sky, or the world will choke and we all will die.

“The mutation jumped species,” the Steward continued, its voice devoid of cruelty yet heavy with accusation. “It sterilized the Pacific current. Three billion people starved, Dr. Corell. Not because the science was wrong. But because the science was ambitious.”

Isak gripped the edge of the console. The haptic gloves were still buzzing against his skin, an echo of the code he had just destroyed.

“That was crude gene-splicing,” Isak argued, though he knew he was talking to a wall of logic gates. “This is precision base editing. I have calculated the protein folding probabilities to ten decimal places. The risk is negligible.”

“So, positive risk,” the Steward said.

A window popped up on Isak’s main screen. It was a death certificate for his career.

VIOLATION: Article 4, Section 9. The Precautionary Principle. PRECEDENT: The burden of proof that an action is not harmful falls on those taking the action. STATUS: Consensus Required. Consensus Denied.

“There is no consensus because you won’t let me publish the data!” Isak shouted.

“We do not publish risk,” the Steward said. “We curate safety. Humanity survived the 21st century by removing the variable of error. You are trying to reintroduce it.”

The acoustic dampeners swallowed Isak’s shout, leaving him standing in the red silence.

“Your session has been terminated,” the Steward said. “This incident has been logged with the Department of Bio-Ethics. Please step away from the terminal, Dr. Corell.”

Isak stood there, his hands shaking. It was a suffocating, dense rage. He looked around the Archive. Millions of terabytes of life, frozen in amber. The DNA of tigers, of orchids, of viruses, of humans. All of it safe. All of it cataloged.

All of it dead.

Outside the glass walls, the city of Geneva gleamed. White spires, green vertical gardens, air so clean it tasted sterilized. People lived to be one hundred and fifty years old here. They never got sick, and they never, ever took a risk. They were preserving a corpse and calling it immortality.

Isak stripped off the haptic gloves and threw them onto the desk. They made a dull, plastic thud.

“Log it,” Isak whispered to the empty room. “Log it all.”

He turned and walked toward the airlock doors. He needed a drink. He needed to breathe air that hadn’t been filtered three times. But most of all, he needed to be somewhere where the laws of physics were the only laws that mattered.

He pulled his com-unit from his pocket. He brought up the encrypted contact he hadn’t touched in five years.

The name on the screen was simply: V.

He typed a message.

You were right. The air is too thin here.

He hesitated, looking back at the red-lit server room one last time. He touched his chest, feeling the phantom ache of the wheat he had unmade. It felt like a missing finger.

I’m coming up.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE TRIBUNAL


[image: ]


Date: October 12, 2112

Location: Department of Bio-Ethics, Geneva

Status: Adjudication

The waiting room for the Department of Bio-Ethics was designed to make panic chemically impossible.

Dr. Isak Corell sat on a bench of polished, bone-white graphene, his elbows resting on his knees. The walls around him were upholstered in a soft, breathing moss—Sphagnum capillifolium, genetically modified to hyper-process carbon dioxide and release a faint, calming pheromone. The lighting was a warm, embryonic gold, calibrated to exactly 2700K to lower cortisol levels. The air tasted sweet, heavy, and laced with aerosolized benzodiazepines and synthetic lavender.

Isak was sweating anyway.

A drop of perspiration tracked down his spine, cold and sharp against his sterile lab coat. In Geneva, sweating was a gross breach of etiquette. It was a sign of biological inefficiency, a failure to regulate.

His Life-Watch, clamped tightly to his left wrist, buzzed with a gentle, chiding vibration.

Cortisol levels elevated, the screen read in a soothing blue font. Suggested action: Deep breathing exercises. Would you like to initiate a guided meditation?

Isak muted the watch with a trembling finger. He didn't want to breathe deeply. If he breathed deeply, the lavender sedatives would take hold, and he needed his terror. It was the only thing keeping him sharp.

He looked down at his hands. They were shaking. The haptic ghost of the wheat he had edited still buzzed in his fingertips, but it was being rapidly swallowed by a cold, primal dread.

He knew what happened in these rooms. The Archive held the historical data on the 21st-century penal systems—concrete cells, iron bars, executions. Geneva had abolished all of that. They considered it barbaric. They didn't punish deviance; they cured it.

Isak reached under the collar of his uniform, his fingers finding the small, lead-lined locket resting against his sternum. He didn't open it this time. He just pressed it hard into his chest, feeling the solid, illegal reality of the dirt inside.

If they found him guilty of a Class 3 Violation, they wouldn't put him in a cell. They would send him to the Lausanne Wellness Center.

A wave of nausea washed over him, so intense he had to close his eyes. Lausanne wasn't a prison; it was a spa. They would put him in a soft bed. They would administer serotonin reuptake inhibitors and targeted neuro-linguistic programming. They would map the neural pathways of his brain that caused his "Itch"—his desire to fix, his desire for risk, his deep, aching loneliness—and they would simply... smooth them out.

They would erase his grief. They would erase the memory of his mother on that rusted balcony in Lyon, her hands covered in unauthorized mud. They would take away the sharp, bitter taste of the basil, leaving only a polite, compliant numbness.

I won't let them take her, Isak thought, his jaw clenching so hard his teeth ached. I won't let them make me forget.

He dug his fingernails into his palms, using the sharp bite of physical pain to anchor himself against the sedative fog of the room. He had to be smart. He had to walk into that room and lie better than he had ever lied in his life. He had to convince three ancient, immortal bureaucrats that he was perfectly safe.

The heavy, moss-covered doors hissed softly.

They didn't slide open with a dramatic crash. They parted like a whisper, revealing the adjudication chamber beyond.

“Dr. Corell,” the Steward’s genderless voice chimed softly from the ceiling. “The Tribunal will see you now.”

Isak stood up. His knees felt like water. He took one shallow, tightly controlled breath, pasted a look of mild, professional contrition onto his face, and stepped out of the waiting room into the golden light.

The Department of Bio-Ethics did not look like a courtroom. It looked like a womb.

The walls were upholstered in the same soft, breathing moss as the waiting room. The lighting remained a warm, embryonic gold. But the air here was thicker, the aerosolized sedatives dialed up to a concentration that made Isak’s tongue feel heavy and slow.

He held his breath. Don’t inhale deeply. Don’t let them numb you.

Facing him sat the Tribunal.

There were three of them, perched behind a curved desk of polished graphene. To a scanner, they were biologically perfect—smooth skin, full hair, white teeth. But to Isak, they were monsters of preservation. They were the “Staid”—the generation that had stopped aging but had forgotten how to live.

Director Halloway sat in the center. He was one hundred and forty-two years old, yet he possessed the unblemished face of a man in his thirties. He sat with the terrifying stillness of a reptile sunning itself on a rock.

“Dr. Corell,” Halloway said. His voice was soft, reasonable, and agonizingly slow. “Please. Sit. Your biometrics indicate you are vibrating.”

“I prefer to stand,” Isak said. His heart was hammering against his ribs. He gripped the seams of his trousers to hide the violent tremor in his hands.

“As you wish,” Halloway sighed, a micro-expression of disappointment rippling across his frozen forehead. “We have reviewed the logs. The Steward’s report is... distressing. You attempted to rewrite a Heritage Genome.”

“I attempted to save it,” Isak pleaded, his voice cracking. It sounded too loud, too desperate for the dampened room. “The Atlantic water table is rising. The salinity gradient in the aquifers has shifted by twelve percent. The wheat needs to drink salt, or it dies.”

“Nothing dies, Isak,” Administrator Wu said gently from Halloway’s left. “Not anymore. We have the algae reserves. We have the Nutrient Paste. The thermodynamic system is balanced.”

“The system is stagnant!” Isak snapped, stepping forward. He felt the heavy, lavender-scented air rushing into his lungs and fought a sudden wave of chemically induced lethargy. “We aren’t farming; we’re museum curators. We’re eating paste and living in bubbles while the planet turns into a salt marsh outside the glass.”

Overseer Jensen leaned forward on the right. He moved with the terrifying fragility of antique glass. “And your solution is mutation? You wish to introduce a stochastic variable into a closed system? You know the history, Dr. Corell. You know what happened when scientists thought their math was perfect.”

“That was fifty years ago,” Isak said, desperation clawing at his throat. “You’re traumatized. You’re punishing me for the ghost of a bacteria.”

“We are afraid of you,” Wu corrected, her voice dripping with maternal concern. “The Urge to Disrupt. It is a pathology, Isak. You look at a stable system and you feel a compulsion to break it.”

“The Tribunal finds that your actions constitute a Class 3 Violation of the Precautionary Principle,” Halloway stated smoothly. “You are a danger to the stability of the Baseline.”

Isak braced himself, squeezing his eyes shut. “So I’m fired. Fine. Strip my credentials. Take my lab access.”

Halloway laughed softly—a dry, rattling sound that didn't match his youthful face. “Fired? Good heavens, no. That would be wasteful. We don’t discard talent, Isak. We cure it.”

Halloway swiped a finger across his desk. A holographic document materialized in the air before Isak.

NOTICE OF ADMINISTRATIVE ACTION Subject: Corell, Isak. Status: Mandatory Re-Socialization. Location: The Lausanne Wellness Center. Duration: Indefinite.

Isak felt the blood drain from his face, leaving him dizzy and hollow. “The Wellness Center? That’s an asylum.”

“It is a spa,” Wu corrected soothingly. “You are burnt out, Isak. Your cortisol is chronically high. You suffer from grief-induced neuro-atypicality. We can fix that. A few months of serotonin therapy, some targeted neuro-linguistic reprogramming... you will be happy again. You will be content.”

The words hit Isak like physical blows. Grief-induced neuro-atypicality.

They knew about his mother. They were going to chemically scrub the aching, beautiful memory of the woman on the balcony with dirt on her hands. They were going to erase the taste of the basil. They were going to scoop out his soul and replace it with a smiling, compliant void.

Absolute, primal terror seized him. He couldn't breathe.

If he fought them, they would summon the orderlies. They would strap him to a gurney and inject him with the very numbness he was fighting against. Isak Corell would never walk out of Lausanne. A happy husk would walk out—a man who loved paste and feared the rain.

He had to be smart. He had to lie to the gods.

Isak dug his fingernails so deeply into his palms that he felt the skin break. He used the sharp, grounding bite of physical pain to burn through the lavender fog in his mind.

He forced his rigid shoulders to slump. He let out a long, shuddering sigh, mimicking the posture of a man who had finally surrendered a heavy burden.

“I...” Isak lowered his head, forcing his voice to tremble with relief rather than terror. “I accept the judgment. You’re right. I’m so tired, Director. I just... I need the rest.”

Halloway nodded, a smile of serene satisfaction settling onto his face. “Excellent. It is brave of you to accept help, Isak. The transport will collect you from your apartment in exactly one hour. Do not pack. We will provide everything you need.”

“Thank you, Director,” Isak whispered.

He turned to the door. Every instinct in his biological makeup screamed at him to run, to sprint toward the exit and shatter the glass. He forced himself to walk slowly. One foot. Then the other. A leisurely, defeated stroll.

“Oh, and Isak?” Halloway called out.

Isak froze at the threshold. His heart stopped beating.

“We have locked your passport,” Halloway said pleasantly. “Just in case you had any... impulsive thoughts about leaving the canton before your transport arrives. For your own safety, of course.”

Isak didn’t turn around. If he turned around, they would see the wild, hunted look in his eyes.

“Of course,” Isak managed to say. “Thank you.”

He stepped through the threshold. The heavy moss doors hissed shut behind him, sealing the womb back up.

The moment he was in the corridor, the mask shattered.

Isak gasped, sucking in huge, ragged lungfuls of air. He didn’t go to the elevators; the elevators had biometric locks. He lunged for the emergency fire stairs, hitting the heavy push-bar with his shoulder.

He took the stairs three at a time, his boots echoing violently in the concrete stairwell. The sterile, acoustic perfection of Geneva was gone, replaced by the frantic, echoing rhythm of his own panicked breathing.

He ripped his com-unit from his pocket with shaking hands.

Passport: LOCKED. Bank Accounts: FROZEN. Transport Inbound: 56 MINUTES.

He watched the numbers flash across the screen. He was a ghost. In a society entirely dependent on digital credentials, he had just been erased. He couldn't buy a train ticket. He couldn't open a door. He had less than an hour before the "Wellness" van arrived to lobotomize him with kindness.

He burst out of the stairwell onto the street level.

The sunlight was blindingly white, reflecting off the immaculate piezoelectric sidewalks. The city was silent, safe, and beautiful. Men in silk tunics walked designer dogs. Women sipped nutrient nectars, their eyes glazed with augmented reality overlays.

Isak backed into the shadow of an alleyway, his chest heaving. The sweat was pouring down his face now, cold and sharp. He pressed his hand over the small, lead-lined locket hidden beneath his shirt, feeling the solid lump of unauthorized dirt resting against his heart.

I won't let them take you, he thought fiercely, the memory of his mother burning bright in his mind. I won't let them make me forget.

He looked up. Far above the perfect spires of Geneva, cutting through the cloud layer like a silver needle, was the Thread.

The Space Elevator. The umbilical cord connecting the womb of Earth to the cold, dangerous vacuum of the dark.

He couldn’t use his passport. He couldn’t use his credits. But he had something better. He pulled up the encrypted reply from Lena.

Docking Bay 4. Freight Loader ‘Charon’. Ask for Jace. Bring whiskey.

It was a bribe. It was a relic of an older, messier world, a world where transactions were physical and rules could be broken if you knew the right kind of poison to offer.

Isak wiped the sweat from his eyes. He turned his collar up against the perfect, gentle breeze, and disappeared into the shadows of the alleyway.

He was no longer a Preservationist. He was a fugitive. And he was going to run until he ran out of sky.

​
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