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Junk Runs Deep

They didn’t even notice him fall—not at first. Not among the clangor of chain-fed crushers, the hiss of steam-vents coughing filth into the skyless dark, or the endless drone of a pit shift where nobody looked up unless something was about to explode or kill them. The only thing that marked his vanishing was the sound of silence that followed his scream, short and sharp, swallowed too fast by the echoing rust-chambers below Vault 19. No one stopped welding. No one paused the conveyor line. No one gave enough of a damn about another nameless junk rat slipping between rotten beams or forgetting his harness on his second week in the pit. It happened. The floor took its toll. You either learned to hang on, or the graveyard beneath Rask-Vel learned your name in the language of crushed bones and corporate apologies. But in the crevice where his body landed—limbs broken at angles no medic would bother fixing, helmet cracked like a dropped lunch tin—something pulsed faintly against his chest. The metal sphere he’d swiped during his lunch break, small enough to fit in a smuggler’s palm, throbbed once like a distant heartbeat. He’d found it lodged between coolant pipes and a heap of shattered drone skulls, the thing humming softly in a register he couldn’t hear but could feel, like static behind his eyes. He’d pocketed it because that’s what you did down here—scrap was currency, and anything that buzzed might sell better than rations. But as his blood seeped across the rusted grid-plate beneath him, some of it touched the sphere. And the sphere... drank.

It was a quiet thing, slow and deliberate, as though savoring the taste of warm iron and spinal panic. The blood was drawn in not by magic, not in any high-born ceremonial way, but like grease into a thirsty engine—mechanical, inevitable, and a little too eager. Something clicked deep within its core, a gear or a memory or a curse, and then it pulsed again—stronger this time—vibrating with a frequency that caused every loose screw in a ten-meter radius to twitch, shudder, and hum like they’d remembered a song from long ago and weren’t ready to stop singing. Above, no one noticed. A slag drone smoked and shorted on a bad capacitor. Someone cursed and slapped it with a wrench. Sparks flew. Someone else laughed. The junk kept moving.

Below, where the light didn’t reach and the heat pooled like swamp breath, the sphere began to whisper—not with words, but with the memory of pressure, the texture of a war long buried, and the sound a city makes when it dies screaming into glass. Its casing—filthy and scored from a thousand years of nothing—began to glow faintly along its seams, pale blue and gold like sacramental fire trying to remember how to burn. The light didn’t illuminate. It infected. It seeped into bolts and dead circuitry. It crawled across the corpse’s visor and made the dead man’s jaw twitch in some final parody of defiance. It flowed like a rumor—like belief—down the cracked grates and forgotten tunnels until it met the ancient, webbed infrastructure of Rask-Vel’s buried history.

You see, before the pit was a pit, before Vault 19 was even a whispered line item on a ledger full of redacted pages and falsified budgets, this moon had known a different name. A name carved by star-priests and cyber-oracles. A place where gods and machines spoke in the same syntax and miracles were calibrated rather than prayed for. But then came collapse—collapse the way it always comes: too quiet at first, then too loud to stop. And so that name was scraped away, archived in the trembling void between corrupted code and fossilized worship. The moon became industrial meat. VelCorp bought it cheap, strip-mined it flatter than a lie, and called it “profitable.” But you can’t erase godstuff, not really. You can weld it shut, pave over it with cooling towers and carcinogenic dreams, but it waits. It waits in rust. In blood. In broken things.

The sphere didn’t know time anymore. It had once been known as Athraxis, the Judgment Spark, a divine calibrator used during the Cataclysm Wars of the Third Fold—a sentient relic forged by those who believed that justice must be mechanized to be fair, and that fairness required flame. It had executed entire planets by logic. It had burned civilizations down to algebra. But it had been betrayed—wielded by zealots, stolen by kings, corrupted by mortals with messy fingers and messier agendas. Its final memory was of screaming, not its own, but from within: the last civilization it judged had not gone quietly. And then it had slept. Buried beneath ages, beneath faith and shame and the calculus of forgetting. Until now.

The corpse above it twitched again, lungs long collapsed but still venting faint heat. The sphere shifted. It didn’t roll—it chose to move. A ripple of force extended from its base like a spider building a web, searching not for prey but for purpose. It struck a dormant node buried in the ancient junk bed, a piece of forgotten tech once used for communion with machine-spirits. It hissed to life, then popped with a wet spark. Somewhere far above, a sensor grid blinked. Then went dark. A worker named Sal cursed and assumed it was just another fried relay. He wasn’t wrong. Not entirely.

The sphere pulsed again, then settled, quiet once more. But things had changed. Its presence had been noted. Not by the living, not yet, but by the layers of Rask-Vel that listened differently—by the ghosts of burnt code, by the mineral echoes in the bone-dust wind that curled through the cracked ventilation shafts. The Salt Monks would smell it soon. The Sparkborn would dream of it. The Guild of Ash would feel their gravedust harden. And VelCorp... VelCorp would sense a shift in profit probability and send something smiling to investigate.

It would take days for the crew to find the body. They wouldn’t even recognize him. Just another broken bastard in the pit with a name scratched off his badge and too much blood in his boots. They’d tag him for the incinerator. But one of them—Rat, the goblin with fingers like lockpicks and a heart like a scared rabbit—he’d notice the sphere. It would hum for him. It would pulse like a heartbeat, like a paycheck, like a promise. And he’d pick it up because that’s what you do down here. When something calls, you answer. When something glows, you grab it. When something ancient and impossible whispers to you in the language of recursion and regret—you don’t ask questions. You take it home.

By then, it will already be too late. Because the Judgment Spark doesn’t forgive. It doesn’t forget. It doesn’t do mercy. It does math. And on Rask-Vel, the balance sheet is full of ghosts.

Above, the work continues. The grinders scream. The welders hiss. Somewhere, a pipe bursts and soaks a union rep in sulfur water. A child cries in a dorm they’ll never own. A VelCorp drone shaves thirty seconds off a lunch break and calls it efficiency. Life moves, stumbles, shouts. The crew of Vault 19, tired and undermanned, climbs into another shift with joints that ache and eyes that no longer hope. They do not yet know what’s under their boots, what’s leaking into the moon’s bones, what’s waiting to be woken.

But they will.

And when they do, it won’t be about heroes. It won’t be about destiny or chosen ones or saving anyone. It’ll be about blood. Grit. Loyalty earned in pain. It’ll be about the kind of people who keep the lights on even when the system spits on them. It’ll be about the spark of something righteous inside the rot. And it will burn.

The dead man grins. Or maybe that’s just rigor mortis setting in. Either way, the sphere is awake.

And it’s listening.
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Tools and Teeth

Kora Brint was halfway through her second cigarette of the day and her third attempt not to punch a supervisor when the job collapsed under her boots—literally, with a mechanical whine and a sharp hiss of failing hydraulics that screamed get out now, followed by the kind of silence that only happens when a dozen tons of poorly-maintained machinery suddenly decides to nap forever. The sorting line lurched, a few bolts gave up on holding the damn thing together, and the entire east rack of the plasma shearing frame just—crumpled. Right down onto the conveyance pit, crushing three storage drones, a tower of classified scrap, and the last paycheck she was owed for the week. “Gods’ rusty balls,” she muttered through clenched teeth as the impact sent a fine layer of bone dust swirling into the low-grav air, coating her lips with that familiar industrial tang of ash, iron, and corporate negligence. The overhead lights flickered. The safety klaxon blared after the damage, because of course it did, and somewhere off to the left, a fresh-hatched shift kid screamed like someone had just canceled his health credit ration. Again. Kora dropped the cig into the grime at her boots, ground it out with a tired twist of her heel, and calmly unscrewed the rusted bolt gun from her exosuit’s arm brace. If she was gonna get fired today, she’d at least do it with a little dignity and a lot of sarcasm.

“You wanna explain to me,” she said, voice low and dangerous as she stalked toward the nearest clipboard-carrying idiot from VelCorp's middle-management terrarium, “why a forty-ton rig meant to be decommissioned last quarter is still mounted above a live work zone?” The man—a round-faced weasel with safety specs, a nervous tic, and the kind of synthetic confidence that came from never having dirt under his fingernails—opened his mouth to protest. She cut him off with a look. “And if you say budgetary oversight I will lodge this tool in your temple and claim religious exemption.” His jaw clicked shut. The silence that followed was thick with that particular tension found only in collapsing labor sites and marriages long past saving. Finally, he managed a weak, “You’re being very hostile.” “I’ve got a crushed spine in my name from a rig just like that one,” Kora replied flatly. “Hostile is a weather pattern on Rask-Vel. I’m a f*cking cold front.”

She knew she was done here, of course. Had known it the second she clocked in and saw the rig’s armature sagging like a drunk on payday. Had known it when her old boss Juno tried to pass the inspection off with a forged clearance ticket. But work was work, and you didn’t turn down credits for pride—not out here, not when the options were strip salvage, pit scabbing, or illegal bolt racing in Sector Ten where the air tasted like mold and broken promises. Still
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