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  Dedication


For everyone who has ever been told to be quiet for their own good. For the ones who were labeled “unstable” when they asked the wrong questions, and “difficult” when they refused to surrender their voice. 
For the people who chose clarity over comfort, truth over convenience,and consent over compliance.
And for those who stood beside someone in the dark and said, without hesitation: You are not alone.
-JT
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  Chapter 1: All Clear


The last thing Kestrel Reach sent was a lullaby. 
Not music. Not even a voice the way people meant it. A string of syllables pulled thin by distance and atmospheric static, repeated like someone had bumped a recorder and walked away.
“All clear. All clear. All clear.”
On the Vigilant, the recording played on a loop in a window the size of a postcard. Beside it, telemetry looked like a lie told with numbers. Power steady. Atmospheric processors running. Water cycling. A refinery flare that hadn’t flickered once in six days.
And no heat signatures in the hab blocks.
Sergeant Mara Voss watched the data scroll until the pattern in the noise started to feel intentional. Kestrel Reach wasn’t supposed to be a mystery. It was a corporate template colony, stamped out to reassure investors. Clean corridors. Soft corners. A place designed to look safe in promotional footage.
Safe places didn’t go quiet with the lights still on.
Her squad filtered into the ready room with the slow reluctance of people pulled from downtime by a terse recall. Jace Rellan dropped into a chair like he owned it, big frame and heavy harness already on. Noor Sato hovered over a tablet, eyes skipping between waveform and logs. Imani Vale came in with her med kit and a look that said she’d already smelled something rotten in the mission order. Pavel Dorn carried an environmental cartridge he kept rolling between his fingers, testing it like a bad coin.
Lieutenant Eli Kade arrived last, folder tucked under his arm, too quiet for an officer. He glanced at the screen, listened to the looping words once, then looked away.
“Containment event until proven otherwise,” he said to Mara, like he wanted to get the worst part out early.
Jace blew air through his nose. “They say that every time someone important gets nervous.”
“Sometimes they say it when they already know,” Noor muttered.
Mara didn’t answer. The word containment had a history. She’d watched it used as a clean label slapped over ugly decisions. It made it easier to write people off. It made it easier to sleep.
“Gear check,” she said. “Filters. Seal patches. Spares. If the atmosphere’s compromised, we don’t improvise.”
Dorn lifted the cartridge. “New model. ‘Improved.’ That’s what the box claims.”
“Improved how?” Noor asked without looking up.
Dorn shrugged. “Marketing.”
Imani’s gaze flicked to Mara’s upper arm. Two weeks ago they’d all lined up for a “routine inoculation,” a quick burn under the skin and back to work. Nobody asked questions. Nobody was invited to.
A chime sounded overhead. BRIEFING COMMENCES. DECK 11. OPS CONFERENCE.
They moved through bright corridors that smelled faintly of ozone. Crew members pretended not to look at them. When a unit geared up like this, the ship learned the shape of trouble. Mara caught the way people’s voices dropped a notch as they passed, like rumor traveled in silence.
At a junction near Ops, a young tech in a maintenance jumpsuit paused and watched Noor. His eyes flicked to her tablet, then to Mara’s squad patch. He opened his mouth, thought better of it, and kept walking.
Noor noticed anyway. She always did.
“Something?” Mara asked.
“Maybe nothing,” Noor said. “Maybe he’s seen the comm trail.”
“Or maybe he likes your charming personality,” Jace said.
Noor didn’t dignify it with a response, which was how she handled most of Jace’s attempts at humor.
The ops conference room was a glass box perched above a sea of consoles. People moved below in the wash of screenlight. Mara stepped inside and felt it at once.
The room wasn’t just full. It was staged.
Colonel Tomas Greer stood at the head of the table, posture locked, face built for official statements. To his right sat a woman in a slate-gray suit that made everyone else look underdressed. Mid-thirties, hair pulled tight, no insignia. A tablet in front of her. She didn’t stand.
Corporate.
Greer’s gaze swept the squad, then landed on Mara as if weighing her usefulness. “Sergeant Voss. Corporal Rellan. Specialists Sato, Vale, Dorn. Lieutenant Kade.” His nod to Kade was perfunctory. “You’ve reviewed the transmission.”
“Yes, sir,” Mara said.
Greer tapped the wall display. The loop played again. All clear. All clear. All clear.
He brought up a heat map of the colony. Habitat blocks laid out in a clean grid. The expected signatures… absent.
“Colony Kestrel Reach, Vanta IX,” Greer said. “Corporate charter. Population twelve hundred. Primary output rare metals and refined fuel. Last meaningful communication six days ago. Since then, this automated safety ping and minimal telemetry.”
Mara kept her eyes on the dead map. She could feel Jace stiffen beside her. Jace wasn’t sentimental, but he was loyal. Twelve hundred unseen people was a number he couldn’t punch.
“We have orbital imaging,” Greer continued. “No visible structural damage. No evidence of mass evacuation. Atmospheric processors show stable output.”
“Normal for who?” Imani asked, voice controlled but tight.
Greer’s eyes narrowed. “For humans.”
The woman in the slate suit spoke, soft and precise. “Humans and contracted residents. Their welfare is included in our concern.”
Her concern sounded like policy.
Greer nodded once, then plowed on, as if he’d rather discuss environmental filters than a human being. “Vanta IX is classified high-oxygen. Particulate storms. Active microfauna. The colony was built with redundant filtration, but we cannot assume those systems are uncompromised.”
He pulled up a list of recent supply manifests. Most were normal. A few had been corrected, then corrected again. Mara saw Noor’s head tilt, like a dog catching a distant sound.
“This is Sable Marr,” Greer said. “Corporate liaison for Nadir Frontier Resources.”
Marr inclined her head toward Mara. “Sergeant Voss. Your unit has a reputation for effectiveness.”
“That depends who writes the report,” Mara said.
A flicker crossed Marr’s face, almost amusement, then gone. “I prefer reports that can be documented.”
Greer flipped to a schematic of the colony. “Your task is to deploy, establish contact, secure key infrastructure, and locate survivors. Rescue and stabilization.”
“And secure proprietary materials,” Marr added, as if it were a footnote.
Greer’s jaw tightened but he didn’t contradict her. “Corporate assets must be protected from contamination or theft.”
Kade’s fingers flexed at his side. “You’re framing this as a biohazard.”
“We’re treating it as a potential biohazard until we know otherwise,” Greer said. “Quarantine discipline is mandatory.”
“Meaning masks stay on,” Jace said. “And nobody leaves.”
“Meaning you do not bring unknowns into the fleet,” Greer replied. “Evacuation is not automatic.”
Imani’s eyes flashed. “And if we find people?”
“You stabilize. You contain. You report,” Greer said. “Extraction is a decision above your paygrade.”
Marr’s hands rested on her tablet. “If you find survivors, we’ll assess risk. We cannot import an unknown contaminant.”
Mara watched Marr say it the way someone might say they couldn’t bring mud onto a clean floor.
Noor cleared her throat. “Sir, that safety ping isn’t Kestrel Reach’s standard. Their system uses a rotating code phrase. ‘All clear’ isn’t one of them. If comms reset, it still shouldn’t land on a phrase that neat. It’s too… human.”
Marr’s gaze snapped to Noor. “Where did you access corporate comm logs?”
“Fleet handshake records,” Noor said. “Your security leaks.”
Greer raised a hand. “Enough. Specialist Sato, your observation is logged. It’s possible the colony reverted to a default phrase after system damage.”
“Possible,” Noor said. Not agreement. A placeholder.
Greer brought up the squad’s loadout. A list blinked green. “Your unit has been issued updated environmental filtration and the latest inoculation series.”
Mara felt heat in her chest. “Inoculation series?”
“Routine,” Greer said. “Frontier deployment protocol.”
Imani took a half step forward. “That inoculation wasn’t on the protocol list a month ago.”
“Changes occur,” Greer said.
Marr’s voice slid in, calm and certain. “It’s an enhancement to oxygen resilience for particulate-heavy atmospheres. Temporary gene-expression tuning. Harmless. It reduces risk.”
“Enhancement,” Mara repeated. The word didn’t belong in her bloodstream without consent.
Marr met her stare without blinking. “Would you prefer to suffocate?”
Greer stepped closer, his voice dropping for Mara alone. “This mission is sensitive. You will follow orders. You will not turn this into a public debate.”
Mara held his gaze and said nothing. She wanted to ask him who signed off on modifying her unit. She wanted to ask him whether the colony’s silence was a test case. But questions made you inconvenient. Inconvenient got you replaced.
Greer moved back and spoke to the room. “Drop window in three hours. Lieutenant Kade will act as tactical liaison. Sergeant Voss maintains ground command. Corporate liaison Marr will accompany you to secure Nadir assets and assist in stabilization.”
Jace’s eyebrows jumped. “She’s coming with us?”
“I don’t enjoy field work,” Marr said, small smile. “But it’s my company’s colony. My presence ensures efficiency.”
Dorn’s mouth tightened. “Efficiency.”
Greer ignored him. “You will prioritize the comm relay and the med-terraform complex. Secure the atmospheric processors. If you encounter unknown organisms or materials, isolate and report. If you find survivors, establish containment.”
“And if it’s quiet because someone made it quiet?” Mara asked.
The room held its breath. A few officers shifted in their seats, suddenly fascinated by their own hands.
“We do not operate on speculation,” Greer said.
“We operate on what keeps us alive,” Mara replied.
Greer stared at her, then nodded once. “Dismissed.”
Outside the glass box, Ops noise washed over them. The squad moved as a cluster, tight and silent.
Kade caught up beside Mara near a row of bulkheads. “You didn’t make a lot of friends in there.”
“I’m not here to make friends,” Mara said.
He hesitated. “Greer’s under pressure. Marr wouldn’t be on a dropship if this was just a comms outage.”
“You think it’s already a cleanup,” Mara said.
Kade’s jaw worked. “I think it’s a problem someone wants contained in a way that looks responsible.”
Mara looked down into Ops through the glass wall. Dozens of crew watched screens filled with star charts and readouts. Kestrel Reach was a dot, a worksheet. She pictured twelve hundred people walking those quiet streets. She pictured a press statement that didn’t mention their names.
Behind them, Noor slowed, staring at her tablet. “Those corrected manifests,” she said. “Someone adjusted medical supply counts right before the last transmission. Twice.”
Imani’s shoulders tightened. “Medical supplies don’t get corrected twice unless someone’s hiding a spike.”
“Or hiding a drop,” Dorn said.
Mara didn’t like any of it.
They took over a corner of med bay without asking permission. Imani worked with quick, efficient hands, drawing vials from each of them. She didn’t chat. She didn’t soothe. Her calm had an edge.
Noor paced. Jace watched the doorway like he expected Marr to appear with a lock and a smile. Dorn stood close to the environmental cabinet, eyes on the filter cartridges like he could will them into being reliable. Kade sat rigid, hands clasped, staring at the floor.
The analyzer hummed, then chirped.
Imani turned the screen toward Mara. “Your oxygen saturation baseline is elevated.”
Mara blinked. “Good.”
“It’s tuned,” Imani said. “Your hemoglobin is grabbing oxygen harder than it should. That’s not a placebo effect.”
Noor stopped pacing. “That’s not a vaccine.”
“It’s a modification,” Imani said.
Jace pushed off the table, restless. “So they made us tougher. That’s what they do.”
“They did it without asking,” Mara said, and she heard the flatness in her own voice. She didn’t trust anger in a room like this. Anger got you noticed. Noticed got you managed.
Imani pulled up the others. Similar shifts, but not identical. She zoomed in on the pattern like she couldn’t help herself. “Not everyone got the same alteration,” she murmured. “There are cohorts.”
“A trial,” Noor said, and the word landed like a stone.
Kade’s face went a shade lighter. “We’re… we’re not supposed to be trials.”
Mara stood. For a second the room tilted, then steadied. Her skin itched with the idea of corporate hands inside her blood.
“We don’t tell Marr yet,” she said. “We don’t give her a chance to steer us. We don’t give Greer an excuse to pull us.”
Noor nodded, already moving back into problem-solving. “I’ll keep digging. I want the reason we’re immune. I want the reason that ping is wrong.”
Dorn tapped the new filter cartridge against his palm. “And I want to know if these things actually work.”
Imani cleaned up her station with clipped motions. “If we find colonists in hypoxia, I’ll know what to look for. But if this is a test, the colony is the control group.”
Jace’s jaw flexed. “Then we stop it.”
Kade swallowed. “If Greer sanctioned this, or Marr did…”
“Then we make the truth too heavy to lift,” Mara said. She surprised herself with it, but it felt right. She couldn’t undo what they’d put in her blood. She could decide what happened next.
They split to gear up. Mara went to the armory with Jace, mostly because she wanted eyes on him. He handled rage like a weapon, which was useful until it wasn’t.
In the armory’s harsh light, he checked his rifle, then checked it again. “You think they altered us so we could breathe down there,” he said. “Meaning they expect something in the air.”
“Or they expect us to stay functional while everyone else doesn’t,” Mara said.
Jace’s mouth curled. “That’s a hell of a way to win.”
“It’s a hell of a way to lose,” Mara said. She remembered bodies in a corridor on a different world, the way the report later called it “unavoidable.” She’d believed that word once. Not anymore.
Drop bay lights strobed as final prep began. The bay was a cavern of metal and hydraulics. The dropship squatted in its cradle, hull scarred, engines humming like an animal held still by force. Crew in orange vests loaded crates, checked seals, shouted over the clank of machinery. A smell of fuel and hot metal clung to everything.
Marr arrived with a small case and no visible weapon. She wore a reinforced suit with clean seams and a compact respirator hanging at her collar like a fashion choice. If she’d been nervous, it didn’t show.
She stopped near Mara. “Any questions before we depart?”
“Answers can wait until we have ground truth,” Mara said.
Marr studied her, then nodded. “Pragmatic.”
Noor stepped closer. “Who changed the colony’s safety phrase?”
Marr’s expression didn’t move. “Systems fail. Defaults engage. You’ll see on the ground.”
“That’s not an answer,” Noor said.
“It’s the only one you’ll get until we confirm,” Marr replied. “Your role is to secure. Mine is to assess. Don’t confuse them.”
Mara watched Marr’s hand drift toward her tablet case, possessive without meaning to be. Corporate people carried their power like that. Quietly. Like it was natural.
The squad boarded. Harnesses clicked. The hatch sealed with a heavy thud that made Mara’s teeth vibrate. Cabin lights shifted to drop blue.
On the forward screen, the transmission played again, soft as a lullaby meant for children who didn’t know the dark existed.
“All clear,” it whispered.
Mara tightened her straps until they bit. She looked at her team, at the faces she’d learned to read in flickers, and then at Marr, hands folded, eyes calm, as if she’d already decided how this story would be written.
Through the small viewport, Vanta IX swelled from a rust-colored coin into a world with teeth. Storm bands curled along the limb, pale and bruised. The atmosphere glowed faintly where the carrier’s shadow broke it, a thin line of blue-white that made Mara think of oxygen and fire.
Somewhere down there, a refinery still burned. Lights still ran. Water still cycled.
And people were not answering.
She imagined a street with toys left where they’d fallen, a kitchen with a pot cooling on a dead stove, a clinic with beds made too neatly. She imagined the moment the colony’s comm system decided “all clear” was the safest lie it could tell.
Mara forced her hands to unclench. She checked her seal one more time, then looked to Noor. Noor’s eyes met hers, sharp and steady.
“We get in,” Noor said quietly. “We see. We record.”
Mara nodded once. “And we bring home the truth.”
The clamps released. The dropship shuddered and fell away from the carrier. Gravity shifted. For a moment, everything went light.
The screen flickered.
“All clear,” the colony said one last time, and Mara wondered who it was trying to convince.






  
  Chapter 2: The Quiet Streets


The descent into Vanta IX felt like dropping through layered bruises. 
From orbit, the planet had been a rust coin with storm veins. Inside the atmosphere, the view turned unreliable. Cloud swallowed the dropship, then released it in flashes. The forward screen tried to lock onto Kestrel Reach and failed, smearing the colony into static ghosting as the ship’s sensors fought particulate density and atmospheric glare.
Mara Voss sat strapped into her jump seat, boots braced, hands resting flat on her thighs so she wouldn’t clamp down on the harness. The cabin vibrated with controlled violence. Every correction from the pilot shoved at her ribs. Every shudder reminded her that the air outside this hull did not care who was corporate property and who was military.
Across from her, Noor Sato tracked signal strength and system pings on a tablet mounted to her forearm. She didn’t look up when turbulence threw them sideways. She just tightened the strap, narrowed her eyes, and kept following the data like it was a trail of footprints.
Jace Rellan sat with his chin down and shoulders loose, heavy pack secured, weapon tethered to his thigh. He looked calm in the way a big animal looked calm before it moved. Pavel Dorn’s eyes were closed behind his visor, breathing slow through his respirator like he was testing the air by imagination. Imani Vale kept her hands busy, snapping a sterile patch kit open and shut, precise enough that it read less like nerves and more like habit.
Lieutenant Eli Kade sat near the hatch, posture rigid. He kept glancing toward the cockpit bulkhead as if he could sense the pilot’s stress through metal.
Ahead, behind the door, the pilot’s voice came through clipped and professional.
“Outer band crossing. Turbulence increasing. No visual on colony beacon.”
Mara leaned toward Noor. “Beacon should be broadcasting.”
“It is,” Noor replied. “It’s just not behaving like a beacon.”
Jace’s eyes shifted to Noor. “Translate.”
Noor’s fingers moved, then paused. “It keeps pushing the safety phrase while refusing a proper handshake. It’s like a door sign that says COME IN while the lock is welded.”
Marr sat two rows forward in a corporate-rated harness, breathing steady as if she’d been born in a dropship. She didn’t turn around, but her voice carried cleanly.
“I’m sure the handshake will stabilize once we’re on-site.”
Imani’s tone was quiet, edged. “Or it will stabilize once we stop noticing it’s wrong.”
Marr’s head tilted slightly. “It’s more efficient to focus on what you can control.”
Mara felt heat rise under her collar. “Then answer what you can control. Why is the colony’s system blasting a default phrase and blocking handshake?”
Marr paused long enough to make it clear she was choosing her words. “Storm interference. System degradation. Human error.”
Noor’s mouth tightened. “Or deliberate configuration.”
“Speculation,” Marr said.
Noor’s eyes stayed on her tablet. “Pattern recognition.”
The dropship dipped hard. Cabin lights flickered as power rerouted. A warning tone chirped, then cut off when the pilot compensated. Mara tasted copper through her respirator filter.
Her wrist display flashed caution: elevated oxygen partial pressure outside, particulate count climbing, trace organics flagged with a bland identifier she didn’t like.
Vanta IX didn’t just have air. It had something living in it.
Noor’s voice sharpened. “Signal spike. Local mesh network. Low power. Not corporate net.”
Mara’s attention narrowed. “You can access it?”
“I can hear it,” Noor said. “Not the same.”
“What’s it saying?” Jace asked.
“Not words,” Noor replied. “Pings. Like someone’s hiding a flashlight under a blanket and letting it leak.”
Kade’s voice came low. “If that’s a private mesh, it could be survivors.”
“It could be criminals,” Marr said smoothly. “Scavengers. Anyone who built a concealed network for unauthorized activity.”
“It could be both,” Mara said. She stared at the forward screen, at the churn of gray, and felt her stomach tighten as the automated colony transmission threaded through the comm hiss like a lullaby.
“All clear. All clear.”
The dropship punched through the cloud ceiling.
The world snapped into view so fast Mara’s breath hitched.
Kestrel Reach lay beneath them like a clean stamp pressed into rust. Domes and habitat blocks in neat rows. A refinery flare burning pale in the storm-dark. Perimeter fence lines sharp against the wild razorgrass plains outside. Guidance beacons blinked in steady welcome. A security drone hovered over the landing pad, slow circles like a bored insect.
No people.
No vehicles in motion.
No heat bloom from bodies.
“Automatic clearance,” the pilot called. “Pad is green.”
“Automatic clearance from a dead colony,” Jace muttered.
Mara scanned the pad for anything that looked like a trap. Nothing obvious. That made it worse.
The dropship flared, then settled with a heavy thump that vibrated through her boots. The engines powered down. Silence rushed in as if the ship had opened a mouth and swallowed sound.
Mara unstrapped. “Seals on. Filters engaged.”
Jace snapped his respirator into place. Dorn followed. Imani checked her seal twice, then did it again as if the second check didn’t count. Noor ran a comm diagnostic, eyes flicking across readouts too quickly for Mara to track.
Marr stayed seated.
Mara pointed at her. “On.”
Marr’s mouth tightened by a fraction. She lifted the respirator and fitted it, slow and perfect, like she wanted it witnessed.
Kade worked the hatch controls. Warning light shifted from green to amber.
“On my mark,” he said.
The hatch released with a hydraulic sigh.
Cold air spilled into the cabin, carrying metallic tang and a faint sweetness underneath that made Mara’s throat itch. It smelled like cut fruit left too long.
Outside, wind pushed red dust across the pad in thin sheets. The sky was a bruised gray with pale storm veins.
Mara stepped down first, rifle up, visor display translating the air into lines and icons.
Her suit filter hissed softly as it worked. The warning icon blinked again, then settled into green as if the system wasn’t sure whether it was lying to her.
The security drone rotated toward her, camera eye glinting. A speaker crackled.
“WELCOME TO KESTREL REACH,” the synthetic voice said. “STATUS: ALL CLEAR. QUARANTINE LEVEL: GREEN.”
Jace angled his weapon at it. “That drone needs a new script.”
“Do not shoot corporate property,” Marr said.
“Depends what it does,” Mara replied.
The drone drifted closer, stopping at a polite distance. It dipped as if acknowledging them, then hovered in place.
The colony doors beyond it remained sealed.
No footsteps. No distant voices. No barking of animals. Just the refinery flare’s low roar and the wind.
Noor stepped off the ramp, already scanning. “Mesh is stronger on the ground,” she said. “Still hidden. Still close. Inside the grid.”
“Meaning someone’s alive,” Imani said.
Noor didn’t give her that comfort. “Meaning something is broadcasting.”
Mara motioned them into formation. “Jace, perimeter. Dorn, check pad filtration and any external intake points. Noor, keep working that mesh. Kade with me. Imani, monitor vitals.”
They moved off the pad.
The main gate stood open.
That was the first thing that made Mara’s skin crawl in a specific way. Corporate colonies didn’t leave gates open on frontier worlds. Open gates meant either negligence severe enough to be a scandal or intent.
Inside, the streets were too clean.
Not clean like maintained. Clean like paused.
A delivery cart sat abandoned at an intersection, battery indicator still glowing. A child’s ball rested against a curb, dusted but not buried. A light pole flickered, steadied, flickered again. The sound of Mara’s boots on pavement echoed off empty facades.
Cities didn’t echo like this.
“Where’s the noise?” Dorn asked.
“Noise is people,” Jace replied. “People make heat.”
Kade scanned windows. “No movement. No curtains. No silhouettes.”
Marr’s voice stayed even. “They could be sheltering.”
“No,” Noor said, distracted, eyes narrowed at her tablet. “If they were sheltering, the emergency net would show density in the hab blocks. And the safety phrase would rotate.”
Marr’s tone sharpened. “You are not authorized to interpret corporate safety systems.”
Noor finally looked up. “Then why are you so sure it’s normal?”
Mara cut in before it became a fight. “We’re not here to argue corporate policy. We’re here to find people.”
They reached the central square.
It was designed to look human. Benches. A shallow fountain. Planters filled with imported greenery struggling against iron dust. A mural on the far wall, bright and cheerful, showing smiling colonists under a painted sunrise. The slogan beneath it promised frontier prosperity.
Beneath the mural, the square looked drained.
Dust coated everything in a thin layer. Not abandonment measured in months. More like a week of storms and no one sweeping because no one was left to care.
The fountain still ran. Water trickled weakly. The sound seemed too loud.
Dorn’s voice came through comm. “Colony power is stable. Environmental processors are running. Someone’s feeding the system.”
“Corporate autopay,” Jace said.
Mara didn’t answer. She watched the trickling water and imagined a hand shutting off a valve somewhere, not for malfunction, but because shutting it off would mean admitting a crisis.
Noor’s voice cut in. “Mesh signal is bouncing through the clinic building. There’s a node there.”
Mara turned. The clinic sat two blocks away, glass doors sealed, exterior lights on. A red cross symbol glowed over the entrance, bright enough to feel insulting.
“Clinic first,” Mara said. “Move.”
As they advanced, the drone followed at a patient distance, like a guide that didn’t understand it was walking them into a trap.
At the clinic, Kade tried a public access code. The panel blinked and flashed: ACCESS DENIED.
He tried emergency override. Same result.
Marr stepped forward. “Stand aside.”
She placed her palm on the scanner. The light swept her skin. For a heartbeat nothing happened.
Then the panel went green.
The doors slid open.
Mara’s eyes narrowed. “You have master access local staff don’t.”
“For emergencies,” Marr said.
“Convenient,” Noor muttered.
The clinic smelled wrong.
Not rot. Not blood. Antiseptic layered over stale air. Like someone had scrubbed too hard, trying to erase evidence with cleanliness.
Lights were on. Monitors glowed. The receptionist chair sat pushed back as if someone had stood up fast. Meal bars lay open on the counter. One wrapper peeled halfway back.
A cup of coffee sat near a sink in an exam room, surface filmed. Not old enough to be forgotten for long. Old enough for abandonment to feel immediate.
Mara raised her rifle and swept the corridor. Jace covered angles, moving with the calm competence that made Mara trust him even when his mouth annoyed her.
Imani moved toward triage. “If there are any—”
“Check corners first,” Mara said.
No bodies.
No blood.
No signs of a stampede.
But personal items sat where people wouldn’t leave them if they meant to return. A jacket draped over a chair. Boots beside a bench. A stuffed animal tipped under a table.
Noor crouched by a wall panel, pried it open. “There’s a node here,” she said. “Hidden behind the clinic comm hub.”
Marr’s tone went tight. “Colony staff could have built redundancies for storms.”
“This isn’t redundancy,” Noor said. “This is concealment.”
Imani opened a cabinet and froze. “Where are the meds?”
Kade stepped closer. “What do you mean?”
“I mean it’s bare,” Imani said. “No antibiotics. No stabilizers. No oxygen enhancers. Nothing but bandages and low-grade painkillers.”
Mara checked the storage room. Shelves were neat and mostly empty, like someone had removed everything valuable and arranged what remained to look normal.
“Someone cleaned it out,” Jace said.
“Or relocated supplies,” Marr replied.
Mara turned to Marr. “To where?”
Marr met her stare through visor reflection. “We’ll find out.”
Noor’s tablet chirped. “I’m in,” she said. “Hidden mesh is live.”
Mara felt the room tighten. “What does it show?”
Noor scrolled. “Pings. Text fragments. Short messages. People were afraid of leaving a trail.”
Jace lowered his weapon a fraction. “Read.”
Noor took a breath and started.
“Two days after last official comm,” she said. “Message one.”
Her voice was steady, but not casual.
“Do not go outside without a mask. The air makes you tired. It makes you forget what you were doing.”
Imani’s head snapped up. “Hypoxia causes confusion. Slowed cognition.”
Noor scrolled.
“We asked for evac. They told us to shelter. They told us we were safe.”
Mara felt a cold weight settle behind her ribs. Quarantine. Containment. Report.
Noor scrolled again.
“Clinic has no meds. They took them.”
Marr stepped closer. “These messages could be fabricated.”
Noor looked up, eyes bright with anger. “By who? The empty chairs?”
Marr’s patience thinned. “By anyone who gained access to the mesh.”
“And who built the mesh?” Noor shot back. “A colony that wanted to hide from its own employer?”
Mara cut in. “Noor, keep going.”
Noor swallowed and scrolled.
“Last message,” she said. “Timestamped two days ago.”
She read it softer than the others.
“They said all clear. They keep saying it. It isn’t.”
Silence pressed in.
Mara stared down the corridor. Bright lights. No people. No medicine. A clinic that looked like it had been wiped clean in a hurry. She imagined the moment someone realized the cabinet was empty and felt the first real panic, not from infection, but from abandonment.
Imani’s voice went tight. “Mara, I want suit vitals. Now. Baselines in this air.”
“We already did on the ship,” Jace said.
“Ship air,” Imani replied. “This is different.”
Mara nodded. “Do it.”
They clustered in an exam room. Imani snapped sensors into suit ports, pulled readings from their displays. The clinic’s diagnostics still worked, which felt like a cruel joke.
Dorn moved to the filtration unit and made a sound that carried disgust.
“This housing was opened recently,” Dorn said. “Tool marks. Someone swapped cartridges.”
Mara’s jaw tightened. “Swapped with what?”
Dorn shook his head. “Unknown. But if they were trying to make the air worse or better, that’s how they’d do it.”
Kade’s eyes flicked to Marr. “Did corporate authorize filtration changes?”
“Routine maintenance,” Marr said.
Noor’s voice went sharp. “Routine maintenance that empties medicine and hides networks.”
Marr’s gaze hardened. “Specialist Sato, you are overstepping.”
A cough cut the room.
It was sharp. Too loud in the sterile space.
Jace’s shoulders jerked. He lifted a hand to his chest like he’d been surprised by his own body.
“I’m fine,” he said, but it came clipped.
He coughed again. This time his eyes watered behind the visor.
Imani was already at his side. “Vitals.”
“It’s dust,” Jace snapped. “This planet is dust.”
Imani didn’t argue. She looked at his display, then at Mara. Something tight and ugly crossed her expression.
“What?” Mara demanded.
Imani’s voice stayed controlled, but the calm was now a thin layer over urgency. “His oxygen saturation is dropping.”
Kade frowned. “He’s sealed.”
“He’s sealed and it’s still dropping,” Imani replied. “His blood isn’t carrying oxygen the way it should.”
Mara’s mind snapped back to the med bay analyzer on the ship. The tuned hemoglobin. The cohorts.
Not identical.
Imani ran a second scan. “It’s binding,” she said. “Something is interfering with oxygen affinity.”
Dorn swore softly. “The organism in the air.”
Noor’s eyes flicked to her tablet. “The ship labeled trace organics,” she said. “VAM-9. Unidentified microfauna. If it binds to hemoglobin—”
“It can force hypoxia even with a seal,” Imani finished. “If it’s in filters, if it’s in suit intake, if it’s small enough and persistent enough.”
Jace’s breathing turned audible in the cramped room. He forced his shoulders back, tried to hide the effort, but his hand trembled on the edge of the exam bed.
Marr stepped back, careful. “If he’s compromised—”
“Don’t,” Mara said, voice low.
Marr lifted her hands slightly, mock-innocent. “I’m stating protocol.”
Mara moved closer until Marr had to tilt her head to keep eye contact. “Protocol doesn’t get to declare my people expendable.”
Imani kept working, fingers fast. “Supplemental oxygen might help,” she said. “But if binding continues, it won’t be enough. We need a blocker or stabilizer.”
She looked toward the empty shelves again, anger flashing. “And this clinic has nothing.”
Noor’s voice snapped. “The message said they took the meds.”
Mara’s pulse slowed into something deliberate. She watched her own suit readout. Stable. Kade’s stable. Noor’s stable. Dorn’s stable. Imani’s stable.
Jace’s kept dropping.
Cohorts.
They hadn’t been “hardened” the same way.
Jace’s immunity wasn’t the same as hers.
Mara’s blood ran cold.
“Move him to the cleanest room,” Mara said. “Imani, keep him upright and conscious. Dorn, find the cleanest airflow in this building and map filtration routes. Noor, search the mesh for anything on med storage, supply relocation, anything. Kade, open comms to Vigilant. Now.”
Kade hesitated. “Greer ordered comm discipline. Windows.”
Mara didn’t blink. “This is life-threatening. Open it.”
Kade went to the wall terminal, keyed in codes. The screen blinked.
Then flashed:
COMM WINDOW CLOSED. NEXT AUTHORIZED TRANSMISSION IN 04:12:00.
Mara stared at the countdown.
Four hours.
Imani’s voice cut in, tight. “Mara. He’s getting worse.”
Marr’s tone returned to smooth. “You see why protocol exists. Panic wastes resources.”
Mara turned slowly. “Four hours isn’t discipline. It’s a muzzle.”
Marr’s eyes didn’t blink. “It’s a safety measure.”
“It’s control,” Noor said quietly.
Mara stepped closer to Marr, keeping her voice low enough that the others wouldn’t be dragged into it unless they chose to be. “You got us through the door. You have deeper access here than we do. If you can’t open a comm window, then you can open something else. We need medicine. Now.”
Marr’s gaze flicked once, quick as a heartbeat, toward the clinic’s back hallway. Mara caught it.
Marr smiled without warmth. “You’re making accusations.”
“I’m making a promise,” Mara said. “If someone moved the meds to protect assets instead of people, I will drag that truth into daylight.”
Imani’s voice rose a notch. “Mara.”
Mara looked at Noor. “Anything?”
Noor’s fingers flew across her tablet. “The mesh mentions ‘med-terraform,’” she said. “Like it’s the hub. There’s also a ping repeating from a node near central complex. That’s where the signal clusters.”
Kade nodded. “Med-terraform complex is central infrastructure. Greer told us to prioritize it.”
Dorn glanced up from his filtration scan. “If someone wanted to control who breathes, they’d do it at the central exchange. Med-terraform controls air processing and clinical distribution. If they moved meds, they moved them there.”
Mara’s gaze dropped to Jace again. He was still forcing his breathing to look normal, but it wasn’t. It was work. It was effort. It was a man trying not to let fear show because fear would make the air worse.
Mara made the decision before she spoke it. “We move to med-terraform now.”
Marr’s head tilted. “That’s beyond your stated parameters.”
“It’s exactly our stated parameters,” Mara said. “Stabilize. Locate survivors. Secure infrastructure.”
“And secure assets,” Marr added.
Mara ignored her. “Noor, keep recording and back up the mesh logs. Dorn, route us through the cleanest airflow corridor you can find. Imani, keep Jace stable. Kade—”
Kade’s face was pale behind his visor. “Yes.”
“If Greer tries to shut us down,” Mara said, “you tell him we’re choosing lives over optics.”
Kade swallowed. “He’ll bury you.”
“Let him try,” Mara said.
Jace coughed again, harsher. This time he didn’t pretend it was nothing. He leaned forward, elbows on knees, breathing through it.
Mara stepped to him and placed a gloved hand on his shoulder.
He looked up at her, anger and something else fighting behind his eyes.
“Don’t you dare die quietly,” Mara said.
His grin was thin, but it was there. “Wasn’t planning on it.”
“Good,” Mara replied. “Because I’m not here to watch you fade while someone calls it all clear.”
They moved out of the clinic as a unit, Jace between Imani and Dorn, Noor walking backward for a moment to keep the mesh node in range long enough to pull a final data dump. The drone hovered outside, rotating to track them, speaker crackling again like it thought repetition could become reality.
“STATUS: ALL CLEAR.”
Mara looked down the empty street toward the colony’s center, where the med-terraform complex rose behind the hab blocks like a sealed lung.
The comm timer ticked down on her display.
Four hours.
Jace’s oxygen saturation ticked down with it.
Mara lifted her rifle, took a steadying breath through air that tasted too sweet, and led her team into the quiet, where the lights still ran and the colony kept whispering the same lie to anyone who would listen.






  
  Chapter 3: Thin Air, Thick Lies


Kestrel Reach had been built for people who would never smell it. 
You could see the intent everywhere. The softened corners on the hab blocks. The clean sightlines. The little plaza lights that made the streets look welcoming in a brochure. The colony was a promise in architecture.
Now it was a promise with no one left to claim it.
Mara led them away from the clinic in a tight wedge, rifle low but ready, eyes sweeping windows and door seams. The security drone drifted above and behind, as attentive as a tour guide. Every time it adjusted its camera, the servo whine felt louder than it should in a living town.
Jace stayed between Imani and Dorn, moving on stubbornness. His shoulders were set, his weapon kept up, and his pace stayed even, but the sound of his breathing had changed. Not frantic yet. Just worked, like each inhale demanded negotiation.
Noor walked close to Mara’s left shoulder, tablet up, recording everything the mesh had shown them, and everything it might show next. She kept duplicating files, twice, then a third time, as if repetition could ward off disappearance.
Kade kept to Mara’s right, scanning for movement that never came. He looked like someone trying to decide how much he was allowed to hate what he was seeing.
Marr moved behind them, controlled and precise. Her respirator was sealed, but she carried herself like the air was a problem that belonged to other people.
Dorn’s voice came through comm. “Airflow is managed along these streets. Not random circulation.”
“Meaning what?” Mara asked.
“Meaning the processors are guiding pockets of fresh intake and stale recycle,” Dorn said. “That takes intention, or a system fighting something. Either way, it is not normal.”
Marr answered smoothly. “Environmental systems optimize efficiency.”
Dorn’s reply had no heat, just certainty. “This is not optimization. This is segregation.”
Imani’s tone cut in, tight. “He’s dropping again.”
Mara glanced at Jace’s vitals. Another small slide down. It should not have been possible in a sealed suit. It was happening anyway.
“Keep him moving,” Mara said. “We do not stop in open streets.”
Jace made a sound that wanted to be a laugh and became a cough. He swallowed the worst of it, but Mara saw the tremor in his hand when he re-gripped the rifle.
They passed the central square again. The fountain still trickled, too loud in the empty space. The mural still smiled back at them with its painted sunrise and its slogan.
BREATHE THE FRONTIER.
Mara felt a cold, bitter humor brush the back of her throat. She pushed it down. Humor was a luxury. Anger was fuel. Focus was survival.
Ahead, the med-terraform complex rose above the hab blocks like a bright organ set into the colony’s chest. White composite panels. Reinforced doors. Intake vents running along the base like gills. A building designed to keep people alive.
It should have been the noisiest place







