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Chapter 1: The Silent Alarm of Cellulose
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The air up in Tier-One tasted like lithium batteries and wet ferns. I stepped off the mag-lev lift into the humid, artificially lit corridor of the canopy level. The moisture immediately glued my synthetic collar to my neck. This was the penthouse stratum. The playground of the corporate board members. Julian Vane lived here. Julian Vane died here. We bore no relation. It was just a cruel, statistical joke of the City’s naming registry. They called him the Sun-King because he owned the patents on the daylight we breathed. Now he was just another pile of decaying organic matter waiting to be composted.

The Aegis Oak conservatory sat at the far end of the promenade. A massive, geodesic glass dome holding an engineered miracle. The oak inside was a monolith of armored bark and genetically spliced cellulose, designed to filter enough carbon to scrub the entire upper residential sector. Tonight, it was a crime scene. A pair of uniformed Enforcers stood outside the heavy airlock doors. They looked miserable. They hated the green zones. They preferred concrete. I preferred neither, but concrete didn't leave clues. 

"Vane," Detective Rigg grunted. He leaned against the reinforced glass, arms crossed over his tactical vest. "Took your time."

"Traffic on the vertical transit," I said. I slid my diagnostic kit off my shoulder. It hit the deck with a heavy metallic clunk. "What's the pressure differential?"

"Zero. Atmospheric controls are locked tight." Rigg tapped a glowing readout on the wall panel. "Hasn't been breached since he went in at twenty-two hundred hours. Cameras went blind at midnight. Maintenance drone found him this morning."

I punched my forensic override code into the airlock keypad. The heavy steel door hissed, breaking the hermetic seal. The metallic tang of recycled oxygen washed over me, cold and aggressively sterile. I stepped inside the transition chamber. The outer door slid shut, plunging me into temporary darkness. Red overhead lights flipped to green. The pressure equalized. The inner door opened.

The conservatory was a jungle trapped in a bottle. The heat hit my chest like a physical blow. The Aegis Oak dominated the space, its massive, knotted roots spiraling deep into the reinforced decking. A low, subsonic thrum vibrated through the soles of my boots. That was the sound of industrial-scale photosynthesis. The vascular system of the tree was pumping gallons of water per minute. The tree was working. But the man sprawled beneath it was retired. Permanently.

Julian Vane lay face up on a bed of engineered moss. He wore a bespoke, dark silk suit. I didn't look at his face right away. In my line of work, the dead tell lies. The plants don't. I walked right past the Sun-King. I approached the massive trunk of the Aegis Oak. 

I unclasped the latches on my kit and pulled out a vibro-acoustic transducer. It looked like an oversized tuning fork wired to a heavy comm-pad. I pressed the twin metal tines flat against the rough, damp bark. I jammed the earpiece into my right ear and dialed up the analog gain.

You expect a healthy canopy tree to hum. A low, rhythmic bass-line of moisture pulling up through the xylem. A steady, sleepy heartbeat of sap. That wasn't what I heard.

The audio feed hit my eardrum like a rusted drill bit. I flinched, instinctively cranking the volume dial down. It was a rapid, high-pitched synthetic shriek. Ultrasonic. I checked the visualizer screen on my pad. The waveform was spiked, jagged, and flashing deep red. I knew that frequency. Every forensic botanist in the sector knew it. It was a Class-Four distress signal. The silent alarm of cellulose. The Aegis Oak was screaming about a forest fire.

I stepped back and scanned the room. No scorch marks. No smoke. The ambient temperature gauge read a humid twenty-four degrees Celsius. The moisture saturation was at eighty percent. Nothing was burning. So why was the central nervous system of a two-hundred-ton tree panicking about flames?

I pulled the transducer free and let it hang by its cable around my neck. I finally turned my attention to Julian. I crouched beside the body.

His eyes were wide open, bloodshot, and staring blankly at the glass ceiling. His skin carried the faint, sickly blue tint of profound hypoxia. Asphyxiation. The medical drones would confirm the exact time of death later, but the physical signs were textbook. The impossibility lay entirely in the method.

I leaned closer. Julian's jaw hung slack. A dark, gritty substance coated his pale lips and teeth. I drew a pair of polymer tweezers from my vest. I carefully scraped a sample from his tongue and held it up to the harsh, artificial glare of the conservatory lamps. 

It wasn't poison. It wasn't dried blood. It was dirt. 

Silt, specifically. Fine, dense, mineral-rich mud. The kind you dredge from the bottom of a stagnant, subterranean riverbed. It filled his mouth completely. It likely packed his trachea and filled his lungs to capacity. The Sun-King had drowned in earth while locked securely inside a sealed, airtight glass bubble. The environmental logs were clear. The room remained pressurized the entire night. No breaches. No forced entry. Just a man, an intact lock, and a lungful of impossible dirt.

I shifted my weight. My knee pressed deep into the synthetic moss. That's when I noticed the dust on his suit.

It was a fine, pale yellow powder, resting perfectly undisturbed on the sharp crease of his dark silk lapel. It contrasted sharply against the expensive, midnight-blue fabric. I pulled a brass-rimmed micro-lens from my pocket. I leaned in, holding my breath, until my nose was inches from Julian's cold shoulder.

I adjusted the focal ring. The yellow dust resolved into distinct, tetrahedral shapes. Spores. My jaw tightened. I recognized the distinct, armored morphology from the deep-archive records at the academy. They were massive, heavily plated cellular structures. They didn't belong in a modern Tier-One canopy. They didn't belong in this millennium.

They were Lycopod spores. 

Millions of years ago, before the sky burned and the oceans retreated, Lycopods were towering, scale-barked trees that ruled the swamps of the Carboniferous period. They were the primordial architects of the planet's coal reserves. They went extinct before the first mammals ever walked the earth. Yet here they were, perfectly preserved, dusting the lapel of a murdered billionaire in a high-orbit terrarium.

I stood up slowly. The air suddenly felt significantly thicker. The metallic taste of the oxygen turned bitter on my tongue. I looked back at the Aegis Oak. The massive tree stood perfectly still, casting long shadows across the geodesic glass. But I knew what it was doing. I could feel the microscopic chemical warfare hanging heavy in the humid air. Allelopathy. The deliberate release of toxic biochemical compounds by one plant to eradicate its neighbors. Only the Aegis Oak wasn't targeting a rival weed. It was targeting the CEO. 

Julian Vane had a secret. I knew the black-market rumors. He wanted to pave over the last remaining natural soil-reserves in the subterranean lower sectors. He needed that ancient bedrock to anchor the foundations of his new Sky-Spires. The ecosystem knew. Somehow, through the sprawling, interconnected root networks beneath the city, the collective knew. To solve this, I would have to read the room like a phytochemical palimpsest. I needed to layer the historical soil records of the deep earth over the panicked, bio-acoustic screams of the canopy. 

The conservatory was sealed from the inside. The man was dead, drowned in ancient earth. The tree was screaming its silent alarm about a fire that didn't exist. And the murder weapon was a ghost from a prehistoric swamp.

I tapped the comms unit on my wrist. "Rigg."

"Yeah, Vane. What do you see?" The detective's voice crackled through the tiny speaker.

"Call the coroner," I said, my eyes fixed on the massive oak. "Tell them to bring a heavy-duty soil extractor."

"A what? What the hell for?"

"Just do it." I looked down at the prehistoric dust resting on the dead man's silk lapel. "And tell them to bring hazmat containment bags. We aren't looking for a person. We're dealing with an angry ghost."
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Chapter 2: Vibrational Autopsy
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I killed the connection before the dispatcher could argue. The comms unit clicked off, leaving me drowning in the heavy, engineered silence of the conservatory. 

The air in the Aegis Oak enclosure tasted like copper and wet fern. The climate scrubbers hummed in the ceiling, churning out a sanitized blend of recycled oxygen and synthetic humidity. It was a billionaire’s terrarium, designed to keep out the smog and the rot of the lower sectors. Julian Vane had built this pressurized bubble to live forever. Instead, he choked to death on dirt.

I stepped over Vane’s body. He lay sprawled on the basalt floor tiles, his tailored silk suit ruined by a fine layer of gray, prehistoric silt. His face was a contorted mask of bursting capillaries and terror. He hadn't just stopped breathing. He had drowned in dry earth. And the airtight seals on the reinforced glass doors were still green. Nobody came in. Nobody went out.

I turned my attention to the only other living thing in the room. 

The Aegis Oak was a masterpiece of corporate bio-engineering. Its trunk was ten feet in diameter, a massive pillar of dark, ridged bark reaching up toward the glass dome. Leaves the size of dinner plates absorbed the artificial sunlight, emitting a low-frequency hum of aggressive photosynthesis. It felt less like a plant and more like a mainframe. 

I knelt by the base of the trunk and unlatched my field kit. I bypassed the standard forensic dusters and chemical
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