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The air did not just smell toxic. It tasted like chewed tinfoil and old blood.

Vesper Caine dragged her heavy, iron-toed boots through the caustic sludge of the Weeping Expanse.

Every step was a negotiation with gravity. Every breath was a mechanical labor. The heavy respiratory collar bolted around her neck buzzed with a dying, frantic rhythm, its uncorrupted charcoal core struggling to filter the ambient Miasma.

Yellow-green fog clung to the patched leathery hides of her hazard suit like a second skin.

She paused, leaning heavily against the petrified ribcage of some long-dead beast.

Her lungs rattled. A deep, wet, scraping sound echoing inside her own chest. She pressed a heavily calloused, acid-scarred hand against her sternum, waiting for the fit to pass.

She had exactly three hours before The Choke settled.

When the sun finally dipped below the jagged horizon, the Miasma would stop drifting and simply fall. It would blanket the earth in a corrosive dew that could melt through standard-issue leather in minutes.

If she didn't find shelter, she was dead.

She pushed off the bone. Her muscles screamed. She had been walking for five days since the Sovereign Circle marched her out of Chalk-Spire’s pristine, elevated gates.

Exile.

They called it justice. She called it a delayed execution.

Through the dense, swirling fog, a shadow broke the horizon. It was unnatural. Too straight. Too jagged.

Vesper squinted, the left side of her shaved scalp prickling with nervous sweat beneath her hood, while the thick dreadlocks on her right clung damply to her neck.

It was a ship. A colossal, Old-World transport vessel, rusted and broken, jutting from the earth like a shattered iron tombstone. The Aegis. The faded white lettering was barely visible beneath decades of acidic scoring.

She stumbled toward it, her vision swimming with black spots.

Starvation was no longer a dull ache. It was a sharp, physical blade twisting just beneath her ribs. Her body was beginning to consume its own muscle tissue to keep her heart beating.

She found a jagged breach in the hull, sliding through the torn iron just as the wind began to die.

Inside, the air was still heavy, still humid, but the immediate pressure of the caustic wind was gone. She collapsed against the rusted bulkhead, sliding down to the iron-rich dirt that had flooded the ship's lower decks over the centuries.

Her hands shook uncontrollably.

She was out of time.

Vesper reached into the inner lining of her hazard suit with trembling fingers. She bypassed the empty water canteen and the useless iron currency.

She pulled out a small, airtight glass vial.

Inside rattled a single, standard blackberry seed. She had palmed it from the hydroponics bay back in Chalk-Spire, moments before the Vanguard kicked her teeth in and dragged her to the tribunal.

It was a pathetic, tiny thing. Uncorrupted. Pure.

It was her only chance.

She was a Cultivator. Or, she used to be. A low-tier agricultural worker meant to sit in clean, white rooms and gently coax nutrient-paste out of accelerated algae blooms.

She had never used the Root-Code in the Expanse. She had never touched raw, Miasma-soaked earth.

She unscrewed the vial. The glass clinked loudly in the cavernous silence of the hull.

Vesper dug a small indentation into the damp, caustic dirt with her thumb. It felt greasy. Wrong.

She dropped the seed into the dark earth.

She closed her eyes and reached for the Root-Code.

The integration was not a quiet, magical spark. It was a biological tearing.

The smell of burning copper flooded her sinuses.

Her eyes snapped open. The thick veins tracking up her forearms bulged against her skin, glowing with a sickly, violent violet light.

Pain flared at the base of her skull. It felt like someone was driving a rusted nail into her nervous system.

She pushed the energy down her arms, forcing it through her fingertips and into the soil. Sprout. The command was a mental scream.

The earth beneath her hands began to heat up. It hissed.

Normally, the Root-Code was a smooth exchange. A gentle hum of mana traded for rapid cell division.

This was a car crash.

The kinetic feedback slammed up her arms. Vesper choked on a gasp, feeling the micro-fractures splintering across her right wrist.

A sharp, mechanical crunch echoed in the hull.

The dirt erupted.

It wasn't a green shoot. It wasn't a gentle sprout.

A thick, undulating mass of deep crimson tore out of the soil. It was covered in serrated, glass-like thorns that caught the dim light.

Vesper threw herself backward, scrambling against the rusted iron wall.

The anomaly didn't just grow. It thrashed. It moved with terrifying, jagged sentience.

The Crimson Razor-Vine whipped through the air, seeking the source of the biological energy that had violently ripped it into existence.

It found Vesper.

The vine lashed out faster than she could blink.

Agony.

The serrated thorns dragged across her left forearm, cleanly slicing through the heavy leather of her hazard suit and biting deep into her flesh.

She screamed, the sound echoing off the metal walls.

Blood—bright, hot, and human—sprayed across the caustic dirt.

The vine recoiled, the thorns hissing as they tasted the red liquid. It writhed, preparing to strike again.

Vesper didn't think. Instinct, raw and desperate, took over. She reached over her shoulder and gripped the heavy bone handle of her Marrow-Scythe, ripping it from her back.

She swung.

The off-white bone blade collided with the thick crimson stalk. The impact vibrated up to her shoulders, rattling her teeth.

The vine shrieked. A wet, tearing sound that sounded horribly organic.

It slumped, severed at the middle, thick red sap bleeding rapidly into the dirt.

Vesper dropped the scythe.

She fell to her knees, clutching her bleeding arm to her chest. Her whole body shook with violent, uncontrollable tremors.

The violet glow faded from her veins, leaving her skin looking like bruised, translucent paper.

She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting the nausea.

Her class was broken. The Miasma, the raw earth, the brutal gravity of the Expanse—it had shattered the clean, sterile Root-Code she had relied on her entire life.

She couldn't grow food. She could only grow monsters.

With shaking, blood-slicked fingers, she tore a strip of fabric from the inner lining of her coat. She wrapped it tight around the deep laceration on her forearm, biting back a whimper as the rough cloth pressed against the raw muscle.

She leaned her head back against the cold iron of the Aegis, her breath coming in ragged, shallow gasps.

She was alone. She was bleeding. And the only thing she had managed to cultivate was a Calamity-tier weed that had just tried to eat her.

Vesper stared into the dim, humid darkness of the hull, listening to the slow, heavy drip of her own blood hitting the soil.
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The iron hull of the transport ship magnified every sound.

Her ragged breathing echoed like a rusted bellows. The steady, wet drip, drip, drip of her own blood hitting the caustic dirt sounded like a metronome counting down her life.

Vesper pressed her back harder against the cold bulkhead.

Her entire body vibrated with a violent, involuntary shudder. The adrenaline from the strike was rapidly draining, leaving behind nothing but the cold, biological reality of her mistake.

Her Root-Code was shattered.

She looked down at her left forearm. The heavy leather of her hazard suit hung in useless, jagged strips. Beneath it, the flesh was laid open.

The crimson razor-vine had cut deep, scraping against the muscle casing.

It burned. The ambient Miasma leaking into the hull was already trying to nest in the open wound. It felt like someone had packed the laceration with crushed glass and lit a match.

She had to close it.

Her right hand trembled violently as she gripped the torn strip of her inner coat lining. Her right wrist, bearing the brunt of the kinetic feedback from the forced cultivation, ground together with a sickening, mechanical friction.

Micro-fractures. The mana had torn through her bones instead of flowing through them.

She clamped the rag over the wound and pulled tight.

A sharp, breathy scream tore through her teeth. She bit down hard on the inside of her cheek until she tasted copper.

The pain was blinding. Her vision swam with bright, dancing spots. She knotted the fabric with her teeth and her good hand, securing the crude tourniquet.

She let her head fall back against the iron wall.

Her mechanical respiratory collar hummed loudly against her collarbone. The charcoal core was struggling. It whined, a high-pitched mechanical squeal, trying to filter the heavy, spore-filled fog creeping through the breached hull.

She closed her eyes.

She pictured the clean, white ceramic tiles of the Chalk-Spire hydroponics bay. She pictured the gentle, predictable hum of the algae vats.

I am going to die in the dirt.

The thought was numb. Pragmatic. The Weeping Expanse did not offer second chances to failed botanists.

A strange, wet hissing sound pulled her out of the spiral.

It wasn't the wind. It wasn't the rusted ship settling into the earth. It was close. It sounded like acid hitting a hot iron griddle.

Vesper forced her eyes open.

She dragged her gaze across the dark, soil-covered deck of the ship.

Her heavy bone scythe lay where she had dropped it. Beside it was the severed, lower half of the mutated razor-vine.

It was thick, dark crimson, and covered in those glass-like thorns. It jutted out of the earth like a severed limb.

Thick, red sap continued to pool from the flat cut where her scythe had cleaved it.

The sap was bubbling.

Vesper leaned forward, her brow furrowing, fighting the heavy fog of exhaustion clouding her mind.

The yellow-green Miasma fog drifting across the floor of the ship was behaving erratically. Where it touched the pooling red sap, the fog didn't just part.

It dissolved.

The caustic mist hissed as it made contact with the liquid, breaking down instantly. The chemical reaction produced tiny, localized sparks of faint blue light.

Vesper stared. Her lungs ached. Her arm throbbed.

The heavy, frantic buzzing of her respiratory collar suddenly shifted. The pitch dropped. The panicked whine smoothed out into a low, steady purr.

The collar’s internal sensors were no longer detecting lethal toxicity.

She looked at the small gauge mounted on her chest plate. The needle, which had been buried in the red danger zone for five days, was slowly ticking downward.

It settled into the pale blue zone.

Pure.

Vesper stopped breathing entirely.

That was impossible. Nothing purified Miasma. The Dominion spent thousands of lives and millions of Marrow-Coins burning the fog back with heavy chemicals and industrial fans.

You couldn't just grow clean air.

She pushed herself up onto her knees. Her fractured right wrist screamed in protest, but she ignored it.

She dragged herself across the damp dirt, inching closer to the severed stump.

The air around the plant was visibly different. The swirling yellow-green haze stopped abruptly three feet away from the bleeding vine, forming a perfect, invisible dome of clarity.

Vesper knelt at the edge of the perimeter.

Her hand went to the heavy brass clasps of her filter-mask.

It was a death sentence. Taking off the mask in the Expanse was a method of execution. The heavy particulate would coat her lungs and drown her in her own fluids within hours.

Her fingers hovered over the release valves.

She watched the red sap bubble. She watched the blue sparks eat the toxic fog.

She popped the first clasp.

The mask hissed, equalizing pressure.

Her heart hammered against her ribs like a trapped bird.

She unlatched the second clasp. She pulled the heavy, brass-and-leather respirator an inch away from her face, leaving her eyes covered by the goggles but exposing her nose and mouth.

She took a tiny, shallow breath.

No burning. No taste of chewed tinfoil. No heavy, choking spores.

It smelled like a thunderstorm. It smelled like raw ozone, wet earth, and sharp, violently fresh oxygen.

It was the cleanest thing she had tasted since she was a child in the upper spires.

She took a deeper breath. The pure air hit her damaged, rattling lungs like ice water. She coughed, a violent, hacking sound, clearing out the lingering sludge in her chest.

When she finished coughing, she breathed deep.

It’s real.

The realization was terrifying.

She slammed the filter-mask back against her face, frantically re-engaging the brass clasps until the seal hissed shut.

Her hands shook.

She scrambled backward, retreating to the cold iron wall.

It had to be the blood loss. It had to be a hallucination brought on by the infection setting into her arm.

Her fractured Root-Code could not have created a localized atmospheric purifier. She was a failure. The Sovereign Circle had deemed her genetic material and mana pathways defective.

Defective pathways created explosive sap and rotting roots. They did not create miracles.

She dragged her knees up to her chest, resting her heavy, goggled face against her arms.

She needed to survive the night.

The light bleeding through the jagged hole in the hull was fading from bruised purple to pitch black.

The Choke was coming.

When the temperature dropped, the Miasma in the upper atmosphere would condense. It would rain down as a heavy, caustic sludge that pooled in low areas and ate through exposed metal.

If the wind shifted, it would blow directly through the breach in the ship.

Vesper forced herself to stand. Her legs felt like hollow lead pipes.

She stumbled toward the rear of the cavernous hull, her boots kicking up loose dirt and scattered debris.

She found a pile of rusted, corrugated iron plating. It looked like old interior decking that had collapsed decades ago.

She bent down, grabbing the edge of a heavy plate with her good left hand. She tried to lift it.

The muscle in her lacerated forearm tore further. Hot, fresh blood soaked into the rag.

She dropped the iron with a loud, ringing clang.

Tears of pure frustration stung the corners of her eyes, blurring the lenses of her mask.

She was so weak. The five days of starvation had hollowed her out. The kinetic feedback had fractured her bones.

She knelt in the dirt, wedging her right shoulder under the iron plate. She couldn't use her hands, so she used her body weight.

She pushed.

Her boots slipped in the caustic mud. She dug her heels in, gritting her teeth, letting out a long, continuous growl of exertion.

The iron plate scraped across the floor, screaming in protest.

She dragged it inch by agonizing inch toward the breach in the hull.

By the time she leaned the massive plate against the jagged opening, sealing off the worst of the wind, she was completely spent.

She collapsed back into the dirt, entirely devoid of grace.

The Human Anchor dropped. The sheer willpower that had kept her moving evaporated, leaving behind a profound, terrifying vulnerability.

She pulled her knees to her chest, making herself as small as possible.

She unclipped the dented metal canteen from her belt. She shook it. A heavy, hollow sloshing sound echoed back.

Barely two mouthfuls left.

She cracked the seal on her mask just enough to slip the nozzle past her lips. She squeezed the warm, metallic-tasting water into her mouth. It tasted like rust and despair.

She swallowed, the liquid barely soothing her dry throat.

She secured the mask again.

She was shivering. The temperature inside the iron tomb was plummeting rapidly.

She wrapped her good arm tightly around her torso, trying to conserve her failing body heat.

Why had she stolen the seed?

If she had just accepted her demotion, she would still be in the Spire. She would be sweeping the lower ventilation shafts, breathing heavily filtered air, eating tasteless nutrient paste.

She wouldn't be freezing to death in a rusted grave. She wouldn't be bleeding out from a weed she created.

A heavy, sudden drumming sound echoed above her.

It started slow. Heavy, thick drops of liquid slamming against the exterior iron of the Aegis.

The Choke.

Within seconds, the drumming escalated into a deafening roar. The caustic rain battered the ship with terrifying violence.

Vesper flinched at the sound.

Where the rain hit the rusted iron plate she had dragged over the breach, she could hear it hissing. The acid was already trying to eat through her barricade.

A thin stream of the toxic sludge slipped under the gap in the plating, pooling onto the dirt floor of the hull.

The thick, yellow-green fog inside the ship immediately thickened, churning aggressively as the temperature dropped.

Vesper pulled her legs tighter, terrified.

Then, she looked across the dark deck.

The dim, ambient light from outside barely penetrated the barricade, but it was enough to see the silhouette of the severed crimson vine.

The red sap was still pooling.

The creeping caustic sludge hissed as it rolled across the dirt and touched the perimeter of the sap.

It didn't advance.

The blue sparks flared violently in the dark, chewing through the toxic rain just as easily as they had chewed through the fog.

The three-foot dome of clear air held perfectly rigid against the deadly weather.

Vesper stared at it, her shivering slowly subsiding into absolute stillness.

It wasn't a hallucination. It wasn't a trick of the light.

Her System class was broken, yes. The magic was violent, painful, and demanded her blood as a toll.

But it worked.

The Dominion demanded perfection. They demanded clean, predictable, sterile growth. They rejected anything that mutated, anything that adapted to the poison of the world.

Her glitched magic didn't reject the poison. It consumed it.

She looked down at her bloody, violently glowing right hand. The violet veins throbbed in time with her pulse.

If she wanted to live through the week, she couldn't hide from the glitches anymore. She had to harness the monsters. She had to learn exactly how much pain she could endure to buy herself another breath of clean air.

The deafening roar of the caustic rain hammered against the iron roof, but inside her chest, the panic finally settled into something cold, heavy, and dangerous.
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Morning in the Weeping Expanse did not arrive with sunlight.

It arrived with a slow, sickly thinning of the dark.

Vesper lay perfectly still on the cold, rusted deck of the Aegis. The deafening roar of the caustic rain had faded hours ago, replaced by the heavy, ominous groaning of the colossal transport ship settling deeper into the corrosive mud.

Her eyes were open behind the brass-rimmed goggles of her mask.

She did not want to move. Moving meant acknowledging the pain.

Her left forearm, bound in blood-crusted rags, throbbed in time with her erratic heartbeat. Her right wrist felt like it was packed with crushed gravel. The micro-fractures from her shattered Root-Code integration ached with a deep, sickening heat.

She forced herself to sit up.

Her muscles seized. A violent, full-body tremor wracked her frame. Her stomach contracted sharply, twisting into a tight, agonizing knot.

Starvation was beginning to eat her alive.

She pushed herself onto her knees, her heavy boots scraping against the dirt.

She looked toward the center of the hull. The severed stump of the crimson razor-vine was black and withered. The thick red sap had dried into a brittle, dark crust.

The three-foot dome of pure, breathable air was gone.

The ambient Miasma had slowly swallowed it back up, the yellow-green fog creeping across the floor like a living, breathing predator.

Her sanctuary was dying.

Vesper gripped the cold iron bulkhead and hauled herself to her feet. Her knees knocked together. She felt dangerously light, her center of gravity entirely thrown off by the lack of calories.

She had to seal the ship.

The massive iron plate she had dragged over the main breach had held against the worst of The Choke, but the hull was still riddled with dozens of smaller cracks. Thin tendrils of toxic fog bled through the rusted fissures, poisoning the stale air inside.

She unhooked a heavy, cylindrical thermal-igniter from her belt.

It was a crude scavenged tool. A pressurized canister of volatile gas attached to a rusted nozzle.

She dragged her boots toward the nearest pile of debris. The caustic sand that had flooded the lower decks was rich in silicates.

Vesper scooped up a handful of the damp, gritty dirt with her right hand. The rough texture grated against her calluses.

She stumbled toward a jagged, finger-wide crack in the hull. The Miasma seeping through it smelled strongly of sulfur and rotting meat.

She pressed the handful of sand against the crack.

With her thumb, she sparked the thermal-igniter.

A sharp, blue-white flame roared to life. She aimed it directly at the sand trapped against the iron.

The heat was instantaneous and brutal. Even through her heavy leather gloves, she felt her skin blister.

She held the flame steady.

The sand hissed, turning bright orange. The silicates melted rapidly, fusing with the rusted edges of the iron hull. It formed a crude, thick patch of opaque, black glass.

She released the trigger. The flame died.

The glass rapidly cooled, snapping and popping in the cold air, but it held. The tendril of yellow-green fog was cut off.

Vesper let out a breathy, rattling sigh.

One down. Forty to go.

For the next two hours, she worked in a state of sheer, mindless agony.

Her fractured wrist ground against itself with every handful of sand she scooped. The heat of the igniter baked the stale air inside her mask, leaving her drenched in a cold, clammy sweat.

Her lungs burned. The uncorrupted charcoal core of her respiratory collar hummed a desperate, high-pitched whine, struggling to keep up with her heavy, labored breathing.

By the time she sealed the final crack near the ceiling, her vision was swimming with dark, static-filled spots.

She dropped the thermal-igniter. It clattered against the deck.

She fell backward, landing hard in the dirt.

The Aegis was sealed. It was a closed system now. No more Miasma could get in, but the toxic fog that was already trapped inside still lingered, a thin, hazy suspension in the air.

It wasn't enough.

Vesper dragged her hands down her face, the heavy leather of her gloves scraping against the brass of her mask.

Her stomach violently cramped again. She doubled over, coughing.

The sound was wet and horrific. A deep, scraping rattle that tore at her throat. She tasted iron on her tongue.

She unclipped the small canvas supply pouch from her hip.

Her hands shook so badly she could barely untie the coarse string. She tipped the pouch upside down.

A few crumbs of dehydrated nutrient paste fell into the dirt.

Nothing else.

She stared at the empty canvas. The reality of her situation was no longer a looming threat. It was a physical weight pressing down on her chest.

She was going to starve before the Miasma could rot her lungs.

She had to cultivate.

Vesper reached into the deepest, hidden pocket of her hazard suit.

She pulled out a small, tightly sealed wax envelope.

Inside were standard agricultural seeds. Iron-tubers. Fast-growing, hardy root vegetables designed to survive in low-light environments. They were the staple diet of the lower spires.

They were pure. Predictable. Safe.

She refused to believe she was broken. She refused to accept that her biological energy could only produce Calamity-tier monsters.

She was a botanist. She knew the exact cellular structure of an iron-tuber. She knew the specific mana frequency required to accelerate its growth without rupturing the cell walls.

She could do this. She had to do this.

Vesper crawled toward a patch of relatively loose soil near the center of the hull.

She used her thumb to dig a shallow hole.

She tipped the wax envelope. A single, dark brown seed fell into the caustic dirt.

She covered it gently.

She closed her eyes, forcing her erratic heartbeat to slow. She visualized the clean, white tiles of her old life. She visualized the sterile, controlled environment of the hydroponics bay.

She placed her hands flat on the soil on either side of the buried seed.

Control. Strict, absolute control.

She engaged her Root-Code.

She did not let the energy rip through her like yesterday. She forced it into a slow, measured trickle. A precise drip of biological mana.

The skin on her hands did not glow violently. It pulsed with a faint, hesitant violet hue.

She pushed the energy down into the root system.

Sprout.

The command was a whisper in her mind.

The soil shifted.

Vesper held her breath. A tiny, pale green shoot pushed its way through the dark dirt.

Relief, sharp and overwhelming, flooded her chest.

It was working.

She increased the flow of mana, just a fraction. She needed the tuber to form. She needed calories.

The instant she increased the pressure, the System violently rejected her.

The smell of burning hair and ozone exploded in her sinuses.

The faint violet glow in her hands suddenly flared into a blinding, sickening purple. The energy in her veins felt like boiling acid.

The kinetic feedback hit her like a hammer strike.

Vesper screamed, jerking her hands back as a loud, mechanical crack echoed from her fractured right wrist.

The pale green shoot violently blackened.

It didn't just die. It rapidly decayed, the cell walls collapsing under the weight of her corrupted Root-Code. The small plant melted into a foul-smelling, bubbling black ash that smoked angrily in the cold air.

Vesper clutched her wrist to her chest, rocking back and forth in the dirt.

Tears streamed down her face, stinging her eyes beneath the brass goggles.

The pain in her arm was blinding, but the psychological blow was worse.

She had done everything right. She had used the textbook frequency. She had controlled the flow.

The world did not care.

The Weeping Expanse was a hostile, mutated biome. It did not accept purity. It crushed it.

She stared at the smoking black ash.

Her stomach twisted again, a savage reminder that her biological clock was ticking down to zero.

Desperation, cold and terrifying, replaced her grief.

She couldn't give up. She could not just lie down and let the iron hull become her tomb.

She grabbed the wax envelope again.

Her left hand, still bleeding sluggishly beneath the crude bandage, shook violently as she dug another hole in the dirt.

She poured three seeds into the ground.

She didn't care about control anymore. She didn't care about the textbooks.

She needed food.

She slammed her hands into the soil.

She tore her Root-Code wide open.

She dumped a massive, uncontrolled wave of raw biological energy directly into the seeds.

The reaction was immediate and catastrophic.

The dirt did not shift. It detonated.

A loud, wet pop echoed through the hull, like a bloated corpse rupturing.

The seeds exploded beneath the surface. A geyser of highly acidic, boiling green mush erupted from the ground.

It splashed violently against Vesper’s hazard suit, hissing and smoking as it ate into the heavy leather.

A thick glob of the boiling plant matter slapped directly across the left lens of her brass goggles.

The heat transferred instantly.

Vesper scrambled backward, shrieking as the searing heat threatened to crack the glass and blind her.

She frantically swiped at the lens with her gloved hand, smearing the acidic mush away before it could compromise the airtight seal of her mask.

She hit her back against the rusted bulkhead and collapsed sideways.

Her lungs heaved. Her entire body spasmed.

The veins tracking up her forearms and neck were entirely engorged, pulsing with a deep, toxic violet light that cast eerie shadows against the iron walls.

The glow wasn't fading.

The Root-Code was permanently stained. The energy had fractured her internal pathways.

She lay in the dirt, her breath coming in ragged, broken gasps.

She looked at the smoking crater where her seeds had been. She looked at the acidic burns melting the front of her suit.

Then, she looked at the dead, severed stump of the crimson razor-vine.

She remembered the blue sparks. She remembered the taste of the ozone-rich, purified air.

The realization hit her with the weight of a collapsing building.

Her old world was dead. The sterile, predictable life of a normal Cultivator was gone forever.

The System out here didn't reward purity. It rewarded adaptation.

The only thing her glitched, corrupted Root-Code could successfully grow was the very thing she was trying to hide from.

She couldn't force the earth to be gentle.

If she wanted to eat, if she wanted to breathe, she had to stop fighting the corruption.

She had to let it in. She had to learn how to guide the violence, how to pay the physical toll required to tame the monsters hiding in the soil.

Vesper slowly pushed herself up into a sitting position.

Her fractured wrist screamed. Her scarred lungs rattled.

She wiped a streak of blood and sweat from her chin, smearing it across the thick leather of her glove.

She stared at the dark, caustic earth covering the floor of the Aegis.

It wasn't a grave. It was a garden.

And it was time to bleed.
	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Chapter 4


[image: ]


––––––––
[image: ]


The hollow numbness was worse than the pain.

Hunger had spent the last two days carving up Vesper’s insides with a hot knife, twisting her stomach into tight, agonizing knots. But as the sixth day of her exile bled into the dim, Miasma-choked morning, the twisting stopped.

Her body had simply given up sounding the alarm. It had begun the quiet, efficient process of consuming its own organ tissue to keep her brain functioning.

She lay curled on the freezing, rusted deck of the Aegis, staring at the dark iron wall.

Her breath hitched in her throat, a weak, wet rattle. Her respiratory collar whined with a pitiful, dying mechanical drag. The charcoal core was saturated. Within a few hours, the ambient toxic fog trapped inside the hull would bypass the filter entirely and flood her lungs with caustic spores.

She was going to die here, quietly, in the dark.

The thought drifted through her mind without any accompanying panic. It was just a cold, biological fact.

She slowly turned her head. Her brass-rimmed goggles scraped against the dirt.

A few feet away lay the dead, severed stump of the Crimson Razor-Vine. The heavy, dark crust of its dried sap looked like old scabs against the caustic earth.

The Dominion of the Chalk-Spire taught that the untamed world was a rot that needed to be burned. They taught that the Root-Code was a sacred geometry, a clean mathematical equation of mana and cellular division.

They were wrong.

The System out here didn't use clean math. It used blood, mutation, and violence.

Vesper pushed herself up. Her muscles trembled so violently her teeth chattered, but she forced her arms to lock. She dragged her knees under her center of gravity and sat back on her heels.

If she died right now, Silas Vance and the Sovereign Circle won. They would log her execution as a successful quarantine of defective genetics.

A sudden, fierce spark of pure, unadulterated spite flared in her chest.

She reached out with her left hand, her fingers brushing the heavy bone handle of her Marrow-Scythe.

She was a botanist. It was time to stop acting like a victim and start acting like a scientist.

Vesper dragged the scythe across the dirt, positioning the razor-sharp bone blade over the dead stump of the Razor-Vine. Her right wrist, still fractured and throbbing with a dull, sickening heat, was useless for heavy lifting. She wedged the handle of the scythe under her left armpit, using her body weight to press the blade down into the hardened plant matter.

With a wet, fibrous crunch, she cleaved the stump in half.

She let the scythe fall away and leaned in close, wiping a smear of dirt from the lens of her mask.

The internal structure of the Calamity-tier weed was a nightmare of biology. It didn't have standard xylem and phloem tubes like a normal plant. It possessed a dense, meaty vascular system that looked disturbingly like human veins.

At the
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