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THE VERDANT ENGINE

Book 1: Seed of Kepler Station

Lyon smith





Chapter 1


The Rot Beneath the Green

Mara Voss

The lights on Sub-Deck 9 died at 0300 station time, and Mara Voss felt it before she saw it.

Not a brownout. Not a flicker or a cascade surge or any of the twelve failure modes she had memorized so thoroughly she could recite them in her sleep, and sometimes did. This was a clean, surgical cut. One moment the tertiary relay housing was bathed in the sickly amber glow of Kepler's aging corridor lights, and the next it was not. Like someone had simply decided.

Mara was already in the conduit when it happened.

She was wedged between the relay housing and a coolant pipe that had not been cold in six years, one arm extended past her shoulder into a gap that smelled of burned polymer and old water, the other pressed flat against the conduit wall to keep herself from sliding. She had been in this exact position, or one very much like it, for eleven months. That was how long she had been chief systems engineer on a station that had stopped deserving the title of functional and started deserving the title of miracle. Kepler Station kept breathing because people like Mara Voss refused to let it stop.

She did not panic when the lights went. She clicked on her handheld flashlight, wedged it between two conduit brackets so the beam pointed roughly where she needed it, and kept working.

That was what you did on Kepler. You kept working.

The relay housing was dead, which she had already known. What she had not known, and what her diagnostic tab had failed to flag, was why. The station's sensor grid on Sub-Deck 9 had been throwing ghost readings for three weeks, and the council's maintenance allocation for this sector had been zero for two months. Not reduced. Zero. Dresh Faal and his people had quietly stopped funding the lower decks the way you quietly stopped watering a plant you had decided to let die.

Mara had been coming down here on her own time ever since.

She pressed her palm against the relay casing, feeling for heat distribution. The metal was cooler than it should have been, which was wrong. A dead relay ran hot. A bypassed one ran neutral. A cool one meant something else was drawing the thermal load, something the station's power grid had not accounted for, something her diagnostic tab was apparently not equipped to explain.

She pulled the tab out and ran a sweep anyway.

The numbers came back strange. Not wrong, exactly. Strange. Thermal variance in the conduit wall to her left was spiking in a rhythmic pattern, seven seconds up, seven seconds down, seven seconds up again, and Mara stared at that readout for longer than she should have because the number seven had no engineering significance she could attach to it. It was not a standard cycle. It was not a known harmonic. It was not anything in the 4,000 pages of Kepler Station technical documentation she had read, annotated, and in some cases memorized.

She moved the flashlight.

She found the roots with her left hand before the beam found them.

They were thick as her forearm. Warm. Threaded through the primary conduit housing with a patience that felt almost architectural, the way they curved around the relay brackets without disturbing them, the way they had worked themselves into the gaps between the wall panels with something that was not quite pressure and not quite growth and was somehow both. Bioluminescent. A deep arterial green that pulsed in a slow, even rhythm that Mara tracked for four full seconds before she understood what she was tracking.

A heartbeat cadence.

Not fungal bloom. She had seen fungal bloom on three different decks and it smelled like wet copper and looked like something dying. This did not smell like anything she had a word for. Green and electric and faintly humid, like standing at the edge of something alive that was much larger than what she could see.

Not condensation damage. Not mycorrhizal contamination. Not any of the seventeen biological contamination categories listed in Kepler Station's emergency response manual, which she had also read.

Something vascular. Something engineered. The way the root structure branched was not random, it was optimized, the branches thickening toward the relay housing in a way that suggested the root system had identified the power conduit and made a decision about it. The way the outer membrane caught her flashlight and held it, the bioluminescence brightening fractionally where the beam touched, as if the thing was drinking the light.

And then it leaned.

Mara went very still.

The root nearest her flashlight beam moved. Slowly, incrementally, the way the hour hand of an analog clock moved, not visible in the instant but undeniable across four seconds of watching. It oriented toward the light. Not wind. Not vibration. Kepler's hull shudder was a constant companion down here and she knew its rhythms the way she knew her own heartbeat. This was not that.

Intentional orientation.

She swept the beam left. Watched the root track it, that slow, certain lean, until the angle reached a limit and held. She swept the beam right. Watched it track back. She did this twice, deliberately, with the careful attention of someone who needed to be certain before they allowed themselves to believe what they were seeing.

Then she turned the flashlight off.

The bioluminescence was enough to see by, barely. A dim arterial glow that made the conduit feel less like infrastructure and more like the inside of something living. Mara sat in that green dark and breathed recycled air that tasted of aluminum and old sweat and tried to remember the last time anything on this station had responded to her presence like it was glad she was there.

She could not remember.

She pulled out her spectrometer, the handheld unit she carried because the station's wall-mounted sensors in this sector had been offline since February. She held it as close to the root structure as she could get without touching it, and ran a full biological complexity scan.

The device processed for eleven seconds. That was long. Standard biological contaminants returned results in two or three. Complex organics took five or six. Eleven seconds meant the processor was working harder than it was designed to work.

The result came back in four words.

BIOLOGICAL COMPLEXITY EXCEEDS ANALYSIS PARAMETERS.

Mara read it twice. Then she took a photo of the roots with her personal comm, not her station-issued one, her own, the secondhand unit she had bought in the market on Ring Three with three weeks of off-rotation pay because she did not trust anything that synced automatically to council servers. She took six photos from different angles. She noted the conduit coordinates in her personal log. She noted the thermal variance readings and the spectrometer error and the time.

She did not call it in.

She thought about it. The incident response protocol was clear enough. Unidentified biological matter, code seven, notify station biosafety, notify deck command, file a preliminary report within the hour. She had followed that protocol twice before, once for the fungal bloom on Deck 14, once for the mycorrhizal contamination in the water recycler on Ring Two. Both times, the council's response team had arrived, documented the problem, filed a remediation order, and then done nothing. The fungal bloom on Deck 14 had spread to two adjacent corridors while the remediation order sat in a queue that nobody with any authority was reading.

If she filed a code seven on this, Faal's people would know about it by morning. And whatever this was, whatever had grown itself through a tertiary relay housing with the calm patience of something that had been planning for a very long time, it did not feel like something she wanted Dresh Faal's people to know about before she understood it herself.

She took one more reading. Pressed her palm flat against the root, carefully, the way you touched something you were not sure was safe but could not make yourself not touch. It was warm the way skin was warm. It pulsed under her hand in that same seven-second rhythm and she held still and let herself feel it and did not let herself think too hard about what it meant.

Then she pulled back, marked the location on her personal map with a tag she labeled maintenance anomaly, which was technically accurate and also told nobody anything useful if they found her comm, and she crawled back out of the conduit into the dark corridor.

The corridor on Sub-Deck 9 smelled the way all of Kepler's lower corridors smelled these days. Recycled air that had been through the processors too many times, going thin and flat in a way that the oxygen percentage readouts did not quite capture but that the body understood. Mara stood up, brushed polymer dust off her jacket, and stood for a moment in the dark.

She could see three different warning lights from where she was standing. Two were orange, power variance alerts that had been orange for so long they had faded to a color closer to beige. One was red, a hull integrity sensor in the far corridor that had been throwing a critical flag for six weeks. She had filed the hull integrity report. She had filed it twice. The response both times had been a form letter informing her that the maintenance allocation for Sub-Deck 9 was under review.

The crew had stopped filing repair requests down here three months ago. Not because the problems had stopped. Because nobody was responding anymore, and there was a particular kind of exhaustion that came from sending words into a void that never answered. Mara still filed. She filed because someone had to, because the record mattered, because she refused to let the council pretend later that nobody had told them.

She walked back to the maintenance lift, which worked only intermittently and tonight, mercifully, worked, and rode it up to Ring Three in the amber-lit silence of the station at 0400. The corridors up here were not better, exactly. The decay was just more polished. The warning lights were newer. The recycled air smell was masked with a chemical scent the council had approved for inhabited sections, something meant to simulate clean air, which succeeded mostly in making Mara think of hospitals.

She passed two residents in the Ring Three corridor. A man she recognized from the hydroponics auxiliary team, walking with the particular forward lean of someone who had been awake too long. A woman she did not know, sitting against the wall with her head back and her eyes closed, either asleep or conserving energy the way you did when the food allocation notification had been red for two days.

Mara gave the woman the nutrition bar from her jacket pocket. She always carried two. She kept walking.

Her quarters were a four-by-three room on the inner ring, which meant she had a bunk, a storage locker, a fold-down desk, and a ventilation grate that rattled at harmonics she had long since tuned out. The room smelled of her work. Solder and coolant and the particular exhausted human smell of someone who spent more time in conduit shafts than in social spaces. She had stopped noticing it months ago.

She sat on the edge of her bunk. Opened her personal tab. Pulled up the incident report interface, the station's official system, because her hands had already started moving toward it before her brain had decided anything.

She typed three words.

Sub-Deck 9 anomaly.

She stared at what she had typed. The cursor blinked at the end of the line, patient in the way machines were patient, waiting for her to give it more words. She had more words. She had six photos, two sets of readings, a spectrometer error code she had never seen before, and a memory of a root system leaning toward her light that she could still feel behind her sternum like a question she did not have the vocabulary for yet.

She closed the file without submitting it.

She did not know why, exactly. That was the true thing, the one she sat with in the rattling silence of her quarters while the ventilation grate sang its single off-key note. She did not know why her hands had decided that. She was not impulsive. She was not sentimental. She was the woman who had kept Sub-Deck 9 from venting into space on three separate occasions through applied stubbornness and a repair manual she had annotated so heavily the original text was almost invisible.

She was not the kind of person who sat on anomaly reports.

But she was also not the kind of person who handed things over to Dresh Faal before she understood what she was handing over. And there was something else, something she did not examine too closely yet, something that lived adjacent to the feeling she'd had in the conduit when the root leaned toward her light and she had felt, for the first time in eleven months, like something in this station saw her.

She set an alarm for 0600. Lay back on her bunk with her boots still on. Stared at the ceiling where a hairline fracture in the panel had been spreading, millimeter by millimeter, since October.

She was going back down. She knew that already. Her hands knew it. Her chest knew it, that strange hollow warmth still sitting there where the recognition had landed.

On Sub-Deck 9, in the dark of a conduit that the council had already quietly given up on, something that should not have been able to grow in metal and recycled air was growing anyway. Something engineered. Something alive in a way that the station's emergency manual had no category for. Something that had looked at her flashlight and leaned.

Mara closed her eyes.

She thought about the spectrometer reading. BIOLOGICAL COMPLEXITY EXCEEDS ANALYSIS PARAMETERS. She thought about what it would take to exceed the parameters on a device rated for complex organics up to Class 9 contamination. She thought about the warmth of the root under her palm. The seven-second pulse.

She thought about who would have built something like that, down here in the station's body where the council never looked, and why, and how long it had been waiting.

Sleep did not come for a long time.

When it did, she dreamed of green.







Chapter 2 


Manifest Denied

Mara Voss

The report was filed at 0214.

Mara knew this because she had been in the conduit at 0214, forty meters below where she was sitting now, with her hand pressed against something warm and alive that had no business being inside a station wall. She knew this because she had a personal log entry timestamped 0214 that said thermal variance confirmed, spectrometer error, personal photos taken, and she had not been anywhere near a station terminal at 0214.

But the report existed.

She read it three times, sitting at her desk with the overhead light still off and the fold-down surface cold under her forearms. The coffee recycler on her deck had run dry again, third day in a row, and she had a mug of hot water with a nutrient tab dissolved in it that tasted like nothing and smelled like the memory of something better. She held it in both hands and read the report a fourth time.

INCIDENT REPORT: SUB-DECK 9, SECTOR 9-C Filed: 0214 station time Credentials: VOSS, M. | Senior Systems Engineer | Ring Three Classification: Routine Maintenance Finding: Condensation damage consistent with recycler humidity overflow, Sector 9-C conduit housing. No structural compromise. No biological contamination. No further action required. Status: RESOLVED.

Her credentials. Her name. Her engineer identification code, which lived on a lanyard around her neck and a chip in the personal tab she had carried in her jacket pocket all night.

She set the mug down before she could drop it.

The forgery was clean. That was the thing she kept coming back to, the thing that turned the cold in her stomach into something colder. It was not a system glitch. It was not an autocomplete error or a misrouted report or any of the dozen ordinary failures that Kepler's aging administrative software threw at the engineering team every week. The incident number was properly formatted. The sector code was correct. The language used to describe condensation damage was the exact language in the station's maintenance protocol manual, Section 14, paragraph three, which described humidity overflow patterns in aging conduit housing.

Whoever had done this had read the manual.

Whoever had done this had access to her credentials, council-level access to the incident report system, and had been watching Sub-Deck 9 close enough to know she had been down there at 0214.

She sat with that for sixty seconds.

Then she got up, put her jacket on, and went to find Dael Orin.

The chief engineer's office was on Ring Two, which was a short lift ride and a long walk through a corridor that smelled of the same chemical clean-air masking agent as everywhere else up here, except slightly fresher. Orin's door was open when she got there. It was always open. He ran an open-door policy that Mara had always respected as a management philosophy and now, walking through it, she understood might also be a form of control. An open door meant no one could say they hadn't been welcome to come and talk. It also meant every conversation happened in a room where Orin chose the angle.

He was at his desk, already working. He was a compact, gray-haired man with the kind of face that had once been expressive and had learned, over a long career on a failing station, to show very little. He looked up when she came in. He did not look surprised.

"Voss," he said. "Coffee?"

"Recycler's dry on my deck."

"Mine too." He said it without changing expression. "What do you need?"

She had rehearsed this in the lift. She had decided, in those forty seconds of upward motion, to be direct. Not confrontational. Not accusatory. Direct, in the way that good engineers were direct, stating the observable fact and asking the logical question.

"There's a report filed under my credentials from 0214 this morning," she said. "Sub-Deck 9, Sector 9-C. I didn't file it."

Orin looked at her. He had very steady hands, she noticed. They were flat on the desk, relaxed, the hands of a man who had already decided what this conversation was going to be.

"System error," he said. "The admin software's been throwing credential artifacts for two weeks. I flagged it with the council's IT team."

"The report describes condensation damage in the conduit housing."

"That's consistent with the humidity readings we've been logging in that sector."

"I was in that conduit at 0214," Mara said. "What I found was not condensation damage."

The silence lasted three seconds. Orin's eyes held hers for exactly two of them.

"The spectrometer models we're running on Sub-Deck 9 are outdated," he said. "They throw false positives on complex organics. You know that."

"Mine returned a complexity error, not a false positive."

"Voss." He said her name the way people said names when they were trying to end a conversation by making it personal. Warm, but firm. "You've been running triple shifts for six weeks. You're tired. The system threw a credential artifact, the recyclers are dry, and Sub-Deck 9 has been throwing false sensor readings since November. Go get some breakfast. I'll have the IT flag cleared by end of shift."

His hands did not shake. His voice did not waver. He was not lying because he believed she was wrong.

She understood that in the way she understood station systems, the same way she could feel a power variance through the deck plating before the sensors caught it. She understood it in her body before her mind had finished processing the evidence.

He was lying because he was afraid of what happened if she was right.

She looked at him for one more second. Let him see that she was not satisfied and that she was not going to say so. Then she said, "Right. Thanks, Chief," and walked out with her face neutral and her hands loose at her sides, and she did not let herself think about what she had just understood until she was back in the lift with the doors closed.

Then she stood in the small moving box of it, alone, and breathed.

The lift smelled of recycled air and metal polish. Somebody had scratched something into the wall panel at shoulder height, small and deliberate, the letters worn smooth by years of people leaning against it. She had ridden this lift a hundred times and never read it before. She read it now.

IT SAW YOU FIRST.

She had no idea what it meant. She filed it in the same mental folder where she was keeping all the things she did not yet have a category for, and she rode the lift back up to Ring Three, and she went to work.

The requisition form for a portable spectrometer, advanced biological analysis capability, was a standard Form 7-B under the station's equipment tracking system. Mara had filled out dozens of them. They were routed to the equipment pool manager, cross-referenced against the requesting engineer's active maintenance tickets, and approved or denied within four hours.

She did not fill out a Form 7-B.

She filled out a Form 12-A, which was a requisition for environmental monitoring equipment, recycler-adjacent, humidity analysis, which was approved automatically by a bot that checked the requestor's deck assignment against the current list of recycler maintenance flags. Ring Three had three active recycler flags. Mara's deck was on Ring Three. The form went through in eleven minutes.

She picked up the spectrometer from the equipment pool at 0900, signed for it under recycler support, environmental monitoring, and walked back to her shift station with the unit in her bag and a particular feeling in her chest that she examined carefully and identified as dark professional satisfaction. She had just committed her first deliberate act of institutional deception in eleven months of working for Kepler Station. She had done it smoothly, without hesitation, and she was genuinely better at it than she had expected to be.

She noted this about herself with the same cool attention she gave to any new piece of data.

She went back down at 1300, during the overlap between first and second shift rotations when the corridor camera coverage on Sub-Deck 9 was thinnest. She knew the camera schedule the way she knew every other system on this station, because she had spent eleven months maintaining them.

The roots had grown.

She saw it the moment her flashlight found the conduit wall. Fourteen centimeters, minimum, measured against the relay bracket she had used as a reference point the night before. The growth was not random, not sprawling the way uncontrolled biological matter sprawled. It was directional. The new growth had pushed further into the relay housing, threading around the primary power coupling in a way that should have been causing interference and was not, in a way that was instead, and she had to look at this three times before she let herself write it down, in a way that looked like integration.

The bioluminescence was stronger in daylight hours. She had not expected that. The deep arterial green pulsed with more frequency, not seven seconds now but five, as if the growth cycle had accelerated overnight and the system driving it was running warmer.

She uncased the spectrometer. Ran a full sequence, the kind that took four minutes and drained a third of the unit's charge, the kind that was designed to identify genetic markers in complex organic matter down to the chromosomal architecture level.

She waited.

The unit processed for three minutes and forty seconds. The cooling fan in it ran harder than it should have. The display cycled through analysis stages she had seen a hundred times and then through two stages she had never seen before, stages that apparently existed in the software for situations the standard biological analysis workflow had not anticipated.

The result appeared.

She read it standing up, flashlight in one hand, spectrometer in the other, in the green-pulsing dark of a conduit on the station's most neglected deck.

GENETIC SEQUENCE IDENTIFIED. ORIGIN: Human-engineered biological system, genomic architecture Class 9-Theta. SEQUENCE DATE: Consistent with late 21st-century bioscience methodology, pre-collapse era, estimated 2071 to 2089. DESIGNER MARKERS: Present. Multi-generational growth programming confirmed. CLASSIFICATION STATUS: CLASSIFIED. COLONIAL AUTHORITY RESTRICTED ACCESS. UNAUTHORIZED ANALYSIS PROHIBITED.

She read it twice.

She read the last line four more times.

Something that had been growing in the walls of this station for thirty years, maybe longer, something that had threaded itself through the relay housing with the patience of a system that knew exactly how long it had to wait, something that pulsed in the dark with a heartbeat cadence and leaned toward light like it remembered what warmth was, was listed in a Colonial Authority database that was supposedly wiped in the reorganization of 2187.

Not unknown. Not unclassified.

Restricted.

The Colonial Authority reorganization of 2187 had been the official end of the pre-collapse governance framework. Everything before it had been formally archived, sealed, and in most cases destroyed, the colonial council's clean break from the institutions that had failed to prevent the collapse. Every database from that era had been either transferred to the new framework or wiped. The engineers who had built Kepler Station's foundational systems had been working under that old framework. The station's original design files had been transferred, partially. Most of the pre-collapse research records had been wiped.

Most.

Someone had kept this entry. Someone had kept it in a restricted classification tier in a database that should not still exist, tied to a genetic sequence that should not still be growing, inside a station that the council currently managing it had apparently decided to let die one underfunded sector at a time.

Mara stood in the conduit for a long moment, breathing the green electric air, feeling the warmth of the roots two centimeters from her left hand, and thought about architecture.

Not the physical kind. The other kind.

She had spent eleven months telling herself that what was happening to Kepler Station was incompetence. Budget failures, administrative decay, the slow grinding entropy of an institution that had been underfunded for too long and was now too broken to fix itself. She had filed the reports. She had documented the failures. She had kept the systems running with spare parts and stubbornness because she believed that the failure was systemic, impersonal, the kind of institutional rot that didn't have a face.

The falsified report had a face. It had her face, her credentials, her name on a document she had not written, and it had been filed by someone who had been watching Sub-Deck 9 close enough to know she was there at 0214 and had moved fast enough to preempt whatever she might report.

The deliberately broken systems had a shape now. The maintenance allocations that had quietly dropped to zero. The sensor grid on Sub-Deck 9 that had been throwing ghost readings for three weeks, ghost readings that now looked less like system failures and more like something systematically obscuring the biological data this spectrometer had just pulled without any trouble at all. The recycler outages that kept the crew hungry and tired and focused on immediate survival rather than on the questions a well-fed and well-rested engineer might start asking.

None of it was incompetence.

It was architecture.

Someone had built this system. Someone had buried it. Someone had spent thirty years or more maintaining the conditions under which it could grow in the dark, below the station's dying infrastructure, below the council's attention, below the reach of every database that had supposedly been wiped clean.

And someone was still watching the door.

She took five photographs of the spectrometer display. She took three of the root growth from different angles, with the relay bracket in frame for scale, so the fourteen centimeters of overnight growth was documented against a fixed reference point. She noted the genetic sequence data in her personal log, typed it out character by character from the display, because she did not trust the spectrometer's internal storage on a device she had borrowed from an institutional pool.

She stored the photographs in three places. Her personal tab, the offsite memory chip she kept sewn into the lining of her jacket for reasons she had always told herself were paranoid, and a compressed file she embedded in the maintenance notes for a completely unrelated relay inspection on Ring Four that she had completed two weeks ago and that nobody would be looking at.

Then she closed everything down, cased the spectrometer, and sat for a moment in the quiet of the conduit.

The roots pulsed. Five seconds up. Five seconds down. She had the irrational and entirely unwelcome sense that they were waiting for her to decide something.

She stood up. Brushed the polymer dust off her jacket. Clicked off her flashlight.

In the dark, with only the bioluminescent green for light, the roots looked less like contamination and more like something trying to tell her the shape of what had been done here. She did not know yet what they were. She did not know who had built them or why or what they were meant to do. She did not know how deep the root system went, how far it had spread, or how much of what she had spent eleven months maintaining was actually just the station and how much was something else, something older, something that had been growing in the body of Kepler long before she arrived.

She knew one thing.

She walked back to her shift with her face neutral and her blood running cold and her mind sorting through every maintenance log she had ever filed, looking for the shape of the architecture, and thinking: someone built this, someone buried it, and someone is still watching the door.

The corridor camera on Sub-Deck 9 blinked as she passed it.

She had not noticed before that the coverage arc on that camera pointed directly at the conduit entrance she had just come out of.

She noticed now.

She kept walking. Kept her face neutral. Kept her stride even and her hands loose and her expression set to the specific blank tiredness of an engineer coming off a maintenance check, which was true and also the best cover she had.

Behind her, in the conduit, the roots pulsed green and warm and patient in the dark.

And somewhere on this station, someone was watching a camera feed and seeing her walk away, and making a decision about what to do next.







Chapter 3 


 Seventy-Two Hours

Mara Voss

Channel Zero had been officially dead for fifteen years.

Mara knew this the way she knew most things about Kepler Station's communication infrastructure, from the inside out, having spent three weeks two years ago rerouting the emergency frequency array after a coolant leak took out the relay housing on Ring Five. Channel Zero was the original colonial emergency broadcast channel, pre-collapse era, decommissioned in 2198 when the council consolidated the comms architecture and decided that a channel nobody was monitoring was a channel worth closing. The frequency had been reallocated to passive sensor data. The hardware that used to run it had been stripped for parts.

She was recalibrating the emergency array at 0412 on a Tuesday because two of Kepler's primary comms relays had started dropping packets, not catastrophically, not yet, but in the incremental way that things on this station failed, a little worse each week, until one day the little worse became the kind of failure that woke people up screaming. She had a diagnostic tab in one hand and a recalibration tool in the other and the relay room smelled of hot metal and the particular stale quality of air that had been recycled through the same processor for too long.

The signal appeared on her sweep like something surfacing from deep water.

She almost scrolled past it. It registered as a ghost on the passive sensor frequency, the kind of artifact the old array threw when the hardware was running warm, and she had seen
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