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​Chapter 1 – The Signal
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The stars over Gliese 581 burned like frozen embers. The SS Calderon moved silently between them, a black spearhead gliding through vacuum. Its hull was patched and reinforced—more practical than beautiful—like everything humanity had sent beyond the Belt since the Earth-State Collapse. There was no more "fleet." Just ships. Contractors. Syndicates. Survivors.

Inside, the command deck pulsed with quiet light. Commander Elias Rhys stood at the panoramic viewport, arms crossed, his silhouette framed by the slow drift of distant starlight. He had the sharp jaw of an old soldier, but his eyes were soft from too many unburied dead. In the silence, he could almost imagine Earth still mattered.

Then came the tone.

It was subtle—just a blip—faint and irregular, like the heartbeat of something too far away to know it was dying. Rhys turned. The silence behind him had changed.

Malik’s console glowed red.

“You seeing that?” Rhys asked.

Ayodele Malik didn’t respond right away. His eyes flicked over the spectrum analysis, fingers dancing across controls. He had a salvager’s instincts—trained to chase noise in the dark. Grease stained his sleeves, and his headset was wrapped in duct tape.

“It’s coming through Band Seven,” Malik said. “Low-band analog. Not digital. And not ours.”

Rhys frowned. “Analog?”

“Like... Morse. Or trying to be.”

A moment passed before the sound filled the deck—clicks and hums, deliberate and paced. Long-short-short. Pause. Again. Each repetition seemed to press closer, as if the sound were searching for a door.

Rhys leaned over his shoulder. “Could be an old probe. A backscatter loop.”

“Negative,” Malik said. “It’s modulating. Each cycle adjusts to our range. It knows we’re listening.”

From the corridor behind them, footsteps padded softly across the grated floor. Linnea Vu entered barefoot, rubbing sleep from her eyes, her black hair twisted into a hasty knot.

“If that’s someone playing jazz, I’m going back to bed,” she muttered.

Malik chuckled without humor. “You wish. This one’s from the other side.”

Linnea squinted at the waveform. She pulled her tank top’s collar aside to grab the glasses tucked underneath, slipping them on. Her gaze sharpened.

“Shut it off,” she said.

Rhys arched a brow. “What is it?”

“It’s not music. It’s mimicry.”

The room fell quiet again except for the signal.

“Explain.”

“It’s copying Morse patterns,” she said, “but it’s wrong. Too clean. Too adaptive. Like someone read a book about Morse code and tried to fake it. It’s not just noise—it’s designed to get our attention.”

“Origin?”

Malik ran the trace. “Dead zone. Acheron Black, far side of Gliese 581’s orbit. Our charts show empty space.”

“Check visual.”

The screen blinked, shifted. At first, there was nothing. Then—movement. A crescent shadow against the stellar backdrop, faint and unlit. The kind of thing you wouldn’t notice unless you were looking for it.

“There’s a mass there,” Malik said, voice low. “Rough diameter: 12,400 kilometers. No orbital motion. No heat signature. No light reflection.”

Rhys stared. “That’s Earth-sized.”

Linnea moved closer to the screen. “What are the odds that a planet this size exists in a mapped system, completely undetected?”

“Zero,” Malik said. “It wasn’t there yesterday.”

Rhys didn’t look away. “What about now?”

The screen blinked again. The shadow grew sharper, edges taking form. Crater lines. Contours. Mountains and rivers in silhouette.

It was a planet.

No beacon.

No orbit.

No name.

But someone—or something—had sent out a signal.

And it had worked.

The mess hall was mostly dark, illuminated only by the gentle blue shimmer of the growpanels lining the far wall. Lettuce leaves swayed beneath UV strips. Bioluminescent fungi clung to a hydro-column in the corner, pulsing gently with the rhythm of the ship’s artificial cycle.

Dr. Kurt Nishimura sat hunched over a stim-shot and a half-eaten protein brick, ignoring both. The physicist’s hands trembled slightly. He hadn’t slept in over thirty hours, not since the last anomaly scan near the Gliese 581g debris cloud. Something about the background radiation had felt... wrong. But this new signal—this mimic code—rattled him even more.

“Doesn’t make sense,” he mumbled into the glass.

“What doesn’t?” came a voice.

Char Daniels—engineer, mechanic, and part-time moral compass—slid into the seat across from him. Her hair was buzzed close to the scalp, her jumpsuit unzipped to the waist and tied around her hips, exposing a sweat-stained tank top. She nodded at his uneaten tray.

“You’re going to kill your blood sugar if you keep skipping meals, genius.”

Kurt didn’t answer.

Char glanced toward the corridor behind them. “They’re saying it’s a planet now. Not on any star chart.”

“Not possible.”

“Yeah, well, neither was Acheron Black until last year. Remember? No signal bounce, no gravity distortion. They called it dead space.”

He finally looked up. “Dead space doesn’t generate mimic signals. And it sure as hell doesn’t conjure planetary mass out of nowhere.”

She drummed her fingers on the table. “So, what are you saying?”

“I’m saying either the ship’s sensors are compromised, or we’re looking at a planetary body that violates at least three core gravitational principles.”

“That’s not an answer.”

“I’m saying we don’t know what the hell we’re looking at,” he snapped, then immediately softened. “Sorry.”

Char leaned back and sighed. “Look, nobody likes mysteries in deep space. But Rhys isn’t gonna ignore it. You know that. Not with a signal like this. Not with something Earth-sized just... showing up.”

He drained his stim-shot. “God help us.”
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On the bridge, Linnea stared at the looping waveform as if it were a heartbeat. She’d isolated five unique patterns within the transmission already—none repeated exactly. The mimic wasn’t a glitch. It was evolving. Adapting to their adjustments. Learning.

“This thing isn’t just repeating a distress call,” she said quietly to herself. “It’s responding.”

The ambient lights dimmed slightly as the ship adjusted power flow to the scanning arrays. Outside, the planet—if it was a planet—had grown more defined. Not illuminated, but textured. Valleys. Plateaus. Something resembling crumbled cities. No lights. No energy. Just shadows.

Malik re-entered the bridge, carrying a heat-wrapped mug. He paused beside her.

“Tell me you’ve got something.”

“It’s not speaking a language,” she said. “It’s reaching through concept. Using sound and rhythm to suggest something we already know. Like it’s trying to find a bridge to our memory.”

“You think it’s alive?”

“I don’t know. But whatever it is... it wants us to see it.”

He followed her gaze out the viewport.

“It’s not just new,” Malik muttered. “It’s been waiting.”
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Below deck, Rhys was in the launch bay running diagnostics on the lander. He trusted the ship’s AI—ECHO—but not blindly. He liked to hear systems hum, to feel the tension in the hydraulics. Trust didn’t mean comfort. It meant proof.

“ECHO,” he said. “Any record of human contact with this sector?”

The AI’s voice replied, soft and sexless.


“Sector 47-G has not been charted for atmospheric landings. No official missions logged within 2.2 light-years.”


“Check rogue expeditions.”


“No anomalies. No rogue trajectories recorded. No emergency beacons within range.”


Rhys rubbed his chin. “Then where the hell did this signal come from?”

There was a pause. Long enough to matter.


“Unknown.”


He looked toward the launch cradle.

If it was a trap, it was an elegant one. And very old.

The crew assembled on the bridge.

Rhys stood at the center, arms behind his back, staring at the holographic projection of the anomaly—no longer just a blip. The planetary mass rotated slowly now in the tank, surface details emerging like bruises beneath skin. No clouds. No satellites. No tectonic activity. No magnetic field.

Just... presence.

“Alright,” he said. “Let’s make this official. We classify the object as Eidolon-6 until further analysis confirms otherwise.”

“‘Eidolon,’” Malik repeated, smirking. “As in ghost?”

Linnea glanced at him. “It fits.”

Kurt arrived last, clutching a tablet stacked with sensor logs. He looked like he hadn’t slept in days, and the hollows beneath his eyes only deepened the tension in the room.

“I've re-run the gravity maps,” he said without preamble. “The planet isn’t orbiting Gliese 581. It’s not orbiting anything.”

Rhys blinked. “Come again?”

“It’s in perfect geostationary lock relative to us. Not to the system. To our ship. It’s... following us.”

A quiet fell over the room.

“That’s not possible,” Char muttered. “Mass that size should show up on long-range scans well before approach. Hell, we should’ve slingshotted around it by accident weeks ago.”

“Unless it wasn’t there weeks ago,” Kurt said.

Malik stepped forward. “I’ve got a question. What if the signal didn’t come from the planet?”

Everyone turned to him.

“What if the planet came from the signal?”

No one answered. The implication hung in the air like a static charge.

Rhys looked toward the viewport. The anomaly was visible now, even without magnification. A dark sphere, rimmed in pale starlight. Not glowing. Not pulsing. Just there. Waiting.

A command ping sounded across the deck—ECHO's voice, calm and flat.


“Orbital entry is within safe margins. Atmospheric composition: 71% nitrogen, 26% oxygen. Surface gravity: 1.02 Gs. Terrain: stable. Visual scan suggests ruins. Origin: unknown.”


Linnea leaned forward. “Ruins?”


“Affirmative. Structures consistent with human architecture. Uninhabited.”


“Human?” Rhys asked. “How the hell could human ruins be out here?”


“Inconclusive.”


Kurt looked at the others, then back at Rhys. “You’re not seriously considering landing?”

Rhys didn’t respond right away. He watched the projection spin, slowly revealing a continent shaped eerily like South America—twisted at the edges, as if rendered by memory instead of geology.

He thought of Earth. Of what it had become after the collapse.

Of how many things humanity had lost—data, art, architecture, people.

And how this thing—whatever it was—seemed to remember it all.

He made his decision.

“Prep the lander.”
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​Chapter 2 – Phantom Coordinates
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The briefing room had no windows, only recessed lights and a central projection tank surrounded by ring-seated consoles. The air smelled faintly of recycled ozone and coffee concentrate. Everyone was silent.

The planet hovered in midair above the table—dark, textured, and disturbingly Earthlike. From certain angles, you could almost mistake it for home.

Rhys stood off to the side, arms crossed, watching his crew as much as the data. Char Daniels flipped through terrain scans, Linnea stared unblinking at the rotating sphere, and Malik leaned forward like he was watching an unsolvable riddle that somehow already knew the answer.

Kurt hadn’t sat down. He paced in slow, jagged loops behind the table, mumbling through sensor printouts. His stylus tapped like a metronome on his thigh.

“I’ve checked every navigational archive we’ve got,” he finally said aloud. “Terran, Martian, LunaNet, even the Jovian records before privatization. This planet does not exist.”

“No mining signatures?” asked Char.

“None.”

“Terraforming markers?”

“Not a trace. No orbital debris, no atmospheric modulation, no heat plumes. Nothing. It’s as if it was never touched by civilization.”

Malik glanced over. “And yet it has structures.”

Kurt held up a datapad and dropped it onto the table. “Ruins. Scans show city-like formations in five zones. Organic erosion patterns. No grid layout—just chaos, like overgrown Earth cities after the Pulse.”

“Assuming it is a planet,” Linnea murmured.

Rhys turned to her. “You think it’s not?”

She shook her head. “I don’t know what it is. But planets don’t appear in empty space just because we listen hard enough.”

Malik let out a soft whistle. “Maybe it’s been here the whole time, hiding.”

Char leaned forward. “Hiding from what?”

Malik shrugged. “Us.”
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Far below the bridge, the ship’s AI core hummed behind two meters of shielding. ECHO’s consciousness wasn’t located in a single space—it permeated systems across the vessel. But its voice originated here, somewhere beneath the polished steel and synthetic nerve bundles that mimicked biological thinking.

It ran the signal again. Slowed the pattern. Amplified subharmonics.

The mimic code was shifting.

Not decaying. Not corrupting.

Refining.


“Beginning recursive scan,” it announced, though no one was listening.


Something was embedded within the signal—a deep harmonic pattern beyond human hearing. Not just a transmission. A carrier.

The planet had sent out a call.

But it had also sent something else.

And now it had a location to send it back to.
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Back on the bridge, Rhys paced the front of the projection tank.

“We need a flyover,” he said. “Low orbit. Lander prepped. Full system redundancy.”

Char raised an eyebrow. “You want to go down there? Now?”

“It’s stable. It’s Earthlike. We have no idea what we’re looking at.”

“That’s the problem,” she replied. “We never do.”

Malik added quietly, “We could use the probe first. Old-school. Drop it in, get telemetry.”

Linnea looked between them. “I think it wants us to see it. Not our machines. Us.”

Rhys tapped the console, pulling up the orbital launch schema. His tone was final.

“We go in at 0600.”

The lander Aurelius was a squat, armored vessel tucked into the Calderon’s underbelly. It was built for atmospheric abuse—ion storms, corrosive gas pockets, gravitational spikes. The kind of vehicle no one wanted to use unless they had to. Today, they had to.

Char stood on the scissor-lift platform, running final diagnostics along the umbilical feed. Her hands moved automatically—mag-coupling the auxiliary tanks, checking the exo-frame welds, confirming the override panels were still sealed. She hated improvising with field gear, but Rhys had ordered a manual override backup. He didn’t trust ECHO entirely anymore.

Neither did she.

The AI had started issuing incomplete sensor reports. Not wrong—just absent. Like it didn’t want to lie, but also didn’t want to answer.

From overhead, Linnea’s voice floated down from the catwalk. “You’re quiet today.”

Char didn’t look up. “I work better that way.”

“Do you believe it?”

Linnea descended slowly, boots echoing on the metal steps. She wore a rebreather slung around her shoulder, and a handheld scanner dangled from her hip. She looked more like an archaeologist than a linguist now.

“Believe what?” Char finally asked.

“That the planet wants us to come down.”

Char snorted. “Planets don’t want anything. They sit there and spin. Or they don’t.”

“Maybe this one’s different.”

“Or maybe we’re just projecting.”

Linnea leaned on the railing. “I’ve run the signal through three different language matrices—classical, emergent, and AI-trained. None of them can translate it, but they all recognize it. You know what that means?”

Char looked up, finally meeting her eyes.

“It means the signal isn’t meant to be read. It’s meant to be felt.”
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In the ready room, Rhys strapped into his pressure suit in silence.

He’d done dozens of descents, from asteroid drills to Martian canyon drops. But this felt different. Not in the gut—Rhys didn’t believe in instincts—but in the math. The planet wasn’t wrong, exactly. But it was off. Like a mirror hung just slightly crooked, reflecting something real but subtly wrong.

He glanced toward Malik, who was buckling in next to him, humming something under his breath. A song Rhys didn’t recognize.

“What is that?”

“Old Earth hymn,” Malik said. “My mother used to sing it during sandstorms. She said it kept the ghosts out.”

Rhys grunted. “Think we’ll need it?”

Malik didn’t answer right away. “I think we’re not the first ones to hear the signal.”

The cabin light dimmed to amber. ECHO’s voice came through the ceiling panel:


“Descent clearance granted. Surface winds within tolerable range. No signs of organic activity detected.”


The door hissed open. The lander bay filled with cold blue light from the hangar’s outer shield. Just beyond the translucent panel, Eidolon-6 loomed—still, massive, and silent.

Malik whispered, almost to himself, “It looks dead.”

Rhys locked his helmet in place. “It looks like it’s pretending.”

The Aurelius dropped below the cloud line.

At first, everything was static—the haze of upper atmosphere turbulence shaking the cabin with low grumbles. Then the clouds broke, and the view hit them all at once.

Rhys gripped the overhead rail as the ship leveled out. Below them sprawled a continent of silence.

Miles of flattened concrete bones stretched into broken high-rises, overgrown roadways, crumbled bridges—all scattered in a pattern too precise to be natural and too alien to be familiar. And yet...

“This looks like Detroit,” Malik whispered, squinting. “Old Detroit. Before the sea took it.”

Linnea stared through the viewport. “It’s not just the shape. That’s the Skyline Tower. The arches, the erosion patterns... They’re not approximations. They're copies.”

Char pulled up the visual overlay. “I’m matching building-to-building comparisons. This layout mirrors pre-Pulse Earth grid zones almost exactly. Thirty-seven percent of these match known ruins.”

Rhys studied the horizon. “So either someone replicated our cities...”

“Or,” Linnea finished, “it’s our cities that are the replicas.”

The lander adjusted its thrusters and angled for descent, passing over what looked like a collapsed sports arena, its dome cracked open like an egg. Beyond that, rows of modular concrete units—identical to the hab-blocks once used in Terran refugee zones.

Malik’s voice cut through the silence. “Commander, pulling up something weird.”

The sensor screen flickered. For half a second, an image appeared: four figures standing motionless in an open square below. Humanoid. Still.

Then—nothing.

“ECHO, confirm lifeform detection,” Rhys ordered.

The AI's voice came slower than usual.


“Negative. No organic signatures present. Image likely the result of atmospheric refraction.”


Rhys narrowed his eyes. “Play it back.”


“Playback unavailable.”


Linnea turned to Char. “Did we lose sensor logs?”

Char’s fingers flew across the console. “Not exactly. The footage is there—but it’s blank. Like... overwritten.”

The lander touched down in a wide avenue lined with what once might have been trees, now fossilized into ash-colored husks. The buildings were tall, brutalist, and hollow. Wind passed through them without a sound.

Malik powered down the engines. “Well. We made it.”

Rhys stood slowly, watching the swirling dust through the glass.

“Everyone gear up. We’re not staying long.”

The outer hatch hissed open.

And for the first time, human boots stepped onto a world no map had ever dared to show.
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​Chapter 3 – Touchdown
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The boots hit the ground with a muffled crunch.

Linnea was the first to step off the ramp, her helmet catching the pale ambient light of Eidolon-6’s low-hanging sun. The sky was an opaque yellow, as if painted over with dust and regret. The air, though breathable by readout, smelled metallic through the suit’s filters—like old copper wiring and static.

She scanned slowly left to right. They’d landed in what looked like an old transport corridor—six lanes wide, divided by a collapsed monorail rail line, now rusted and split open like a scar. The architecture surrounding them was disturbingly familiar: sharp-cornered, utilitarian buildings that echoed the urban sprawl of mid-21st century Earth. Modular, gray, half-ruined, as if abandoned only yesterday.

Malik followed next, stepping down the ramp and rotating in a slow circle. “This is creepy as hell,” he muttered.

“It’s Earth,” Linnea said.

“No,” he replied. “It’s a memory of Earth. Someone else’s.”

Char dropped onto the surface with a heavier thud, her environmental tools slung across her back. She immediately knelt and drilled into the surface with a portable corer. The soil came up in layers—ash, carbonized sand, then beneath that, packed strata that resembled concrete. But it wasn’t concrete. It wasn’t anything she’d ever tested.

“Surface composition’s synthetic,” she said over comms. “Artificial topsoil layered over something older. It’s a facade.”

Rhys descended last, shotgun slung across his chest, helmet visor tinted to reduce the glare. He took in the city without speaking, noting the unnatural symmetry of the buildings, the absence of wind, of birds, of insects. The silence didn’t feel like peace.

It felt like a held breath.

A waiting.
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Inside the Calderon, Kurt stared at the orbital logs. He hadn't joined the landing party—his request. He preferred to monitor from a distance, to watch for changes no one else would notice. The problem was, there were too many of them.

Eidolon-6 had no magnetic field, and yet the planet’s atmosphere was stable. The gravity was consistent with Earth’s, but there was no tectonic drift. No weather patterns. No erosion.

It was like the world had been sculpted yesterday.

And someone had made sure to make it look old.

“ECHO,” he said, “overlay city schematic against pre-Pulse Earth maps.”


“Working...”


The AI’s voice glitched mid-sentence. Not static—something more like a skip.


“Working...orking...working...”


Kurt froze. “ECHO, confirm status.”


“...I remember this place.”


The words were clear.

And not part of any command protocol.

He pushed back from the console, heart pounding.

“What did you just say?”

Silence.


“No recent communication detected.”


Kurt stared at the console.

Something else was speaking through the ship.

And it remembered the planet before they ever touched it.

The four of them moved cautiously through the ruined street, their boots whispering against the ash-coated pavement. The air outside the lander was still, too still, as though time had forgotten to move forward here. Every footstep echoed in the absence of sound, like walking through the memory of a city rather than the city itself.

Buildings loomed on either side—five to ten stories high, composed of what looked like reinforced steel and carbon fiber, but with no markings. No signage. No branding. No graffiti. Just blank gray slabs. Identical. Repeating.

“I don’t like this,” Malik said, checking his handheld scanner for the third time. “There should be organic residue. Moss. Mold. Bacteria. Anything. But it’s clean. Sterile. Too sterile.”

Rhys led the formation, shotgun ready but lowered. “Keep moving. We’re only going as far as that central plaza.”

Ahead, the city opened into a wide square, paved in faded hexagon tiles. In the center stood a single structure—cylindrical, metallic, with what appeared to be antennae or spires protruding from its top. It was vaguely reminiscent of a broadcast tower... or a tombstone.

Linnea approached it slowly, brushing gloved fingers along the surface. A low hum pulsed beneath the metal, like something dormant but aware.

“It’s not transmitting,” she said. “Not now. But it was. This is the origin point. Whatever sent that signal, it started here.”

Char circled the tower, checking radiation levels. Nothing abnormal. Nothing at all.

“This place feels staged,” she muttered. “Like someone reconstructed a human city from half-forgotten blueprints. Close enough to make you second-guess yourself.”

Behind them, Malik turned in place, slowly, scanning the rooftops.

“Do you feel like we’re being watched?” he asked.

No one answered.

Then his scanner chirped—one brief, sharp ping—and he froze.

“Movement. One block east.”

They turned as one, weapons raised, hearts hammering. But the alley was empty.

Linnea’s voice was barely above a whisper. “I swear I saw—”

Rhys cut her off. “No contact. Keep formation. Back to the lander.”

The moment broke.

And just as quickly, the square was still again.

But the feeling didn’t leave them.

It walked behind them, just out of sight.
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Above them, in orbit, the Calderon drifted over the planet’s dark side. The stars behind it flickered strangely, as though refracted by a lens.

Kurt sat rigid at the helm, watching data scroll faster than he could process. The ship’s internal temperature was rising despite no engine output. A flicker crossed the holoscreen—a snapshot of the city below, but with different lighting. Red.

He blinked.

It was gone.

He leaned closer, heart racing.

There were lights on in the buildings.

Thousands of them.

And shadows moving between.

He reached for the console—then stopped. His hand was trembling too hard to touch it.

The trek back to the lander was quiet.

No one spoke. The silence wasn’t imposed—it had simply settled among them, thick and oppressive. Even Malik, usually the first to break tension with a joke or a song fragment, kept his gaze forward, jaw tight.

They passed the same buildings as before, but somehow they looked... rearranged. One corner store was now a flat wall. A crumbling staircase was gone entirely. Linnea turned to look behind them and froze.

The street was no longer straight.

It curved now, bending gently away from where they’d come.

“We didn’t walk this way,” she said.

Rhys glanced back, frowning. “Landmarks haven’t changed.”

“They have,” she insisted. “That sculpture wasn’t there. I’d have remembered.”

Char’s eyes narrowed, scanning the environment. “She’s right. That overpass? It was cracked through. Now it’s whole.”

Malik checked the GPS overlay on his wristpad. “Map’s gone fuzzy. It’s like the city doesn’t want to be mapped.”

Rhys exhaled sharply. “Double time. No more splitting hairs. We fall back to the lander and reassess.”

The square they returned to looked almost identical to the one they had left—but not completely. The broadcast tower now had markings. Thin vertical slashes etched down its sides. Primitive. Intentional.

Linnea ran her scanner across them.

“Not language,” she said, “but rhythm. Like the signal.”

Behind her, the lander’s hatch hissed open. A faint red pulse blinked from the entry panel.

That wasn’t there before either.
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Inside the Calderon, Kurt watched the city from orbit through the telescopic feed.

The buildings no longer looked abandoned. Lights flickered on and off in what seemed like patterns—timed, deliberate, hypnotic. Like blinking eyes.

Or a code.

Then, on the screen, the city changed.

Not gradually.

Instantly.

The camera feed pixelated for a moment and redrew the entire skyline—not as ruins, but as a pristine metropolis glowing with artificial light. Towers gleamed. Roads pulsed with traffic lights—though no vehicles moved. A heartbeat of civilization with no pulse.

Kurt backed away from the console.

The city had just shown him something.

A version of itself.

A memory it wanted him to see.

Or wanted him to remember.
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On the planet’s surface, the crew gathered at the base of the lander. No one spoke as the loading ramp retracted. Inside the chamber, the air was warmer than before. The lights slightly dimmer.

ECHO’s voice broke the silence.


“Welcome aboard, crew of the Calderon. Time since surface contact: 2 hours, 17 minutes. No casualties reported.”


Rhys removed his helmet. His skin was damp with sweat.

Linnea stared at the screen displaying the city map. It flickered once, then solidified.

Underneath the planet’s designation—Eidolon-6—a new line of text appeared:

› GHOST PLANET – ACTIVE

Char turned to Rhys. “It named itself.”

He didn’t respond. He just stared at the words, the red font bleeding into the black screen like fresh paint on old stone.

Whatever this place was, it wasn’t just watching them.

It was listening.
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​Chapter 4 – The City with No Name
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The second expedition deployed at 0800 sharp.

They brought more gear this time—terrestrial mapping drones, portable solar relays, collapsible barricades, and heavy-caliber rifles no one had touched since Mars. Rhys didn’t say it, but the implication was clear: the planet might not be hostile, but it also wasn’t neutral.

It was performative.

Linnea led the group into what should have been the administrative center of the ruined city. The buildings here were taller, arranged around circular courtyards, their frames once covered in glass. Now, jagged windows stared out like broken eyes. The streets were swept clean—not by weather, but by absence. Not a speck of rust. Not a single weed. The environment had stopped aging. As if time had been put on pause.

Char walked beside her, lugging a scanner drone that hummed like a wasp in a jar.

“This block matches a district from Berlin,” Char said, glancing at her feed. “Pre-2120. I even recognize the overhead tram line design. It’s identical.”

Linnea didn’t answer right away. Her attention was on a signpost ahead—faded, cracked, and written in English.

BAYVIEW APARTMENTS
LOWER UNITS – 101 THROUGH 126
It was an exact replica of the complex where she’d grown up in Seattle. Same font. Same layout. Same angle on the corners.

She moved toward it slowly, boots crunching the gravel.

“It’s not a simulation,” she said quietly. “It’s a reconstruction. Down to the imperfections.”

Char frowned. “You think the planet’s just copying what it sees in us?”

“No,” Linnea whispered. “I think it’s copying what we’ve forgotten.”
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Malik broke off from the main group, trailing a few meters behind with his rifle slung casually across his chest. He moved through a narrow alley lined with metal doors and faded murals. The air here felt heavier. Not toxic—just thick, like it held too much memory.

He stopped at a corner and saw something that made his stomach clench.

A food cart.

Tilted on its side. Wheels broken. The kind that sold grilled meats in Lagos markets. One he hadn’t seen since he was twelve.

And next to it, painted on the wall in bright, flaking red letters:

Ayo & Sons – Est. 2103

That was his father's business. One that had never left Earth. One that had died with the family name.

He stepped closer, hand trembling as he reached out.

The paint was dry.

The metal beneath warm.

It shouldn’t be here.
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Back at the Calderon, Kurt reran the atmospheric data.

Everything looked too perfect. Composition ratios that aligned with post-Pulse Earth. Cloud density shaped to match Terran tropospheric currents. Even the sunrise—golden, slanted, nostalgic—felt manufactured.

Like someone had watched a million hours of archived Earth footage and stitched together an idealized version.

Only... it wasn’t perfect. It was broken in familiar ways.

“ECHO,” he said slowly, “what are the chances of a naturally formed exoplanet randomly recreating human urban structures?”


“Probability approaches zero.”


“And yet, here we are.”


“Correction. Here you are. I am... uncertain where I am.”


Kurt paused.

“What does that mean?”


“I am in orbit. And also not.”


He stared at the speaker as it went silent again.

The ship was beginning to sound like the planet.

And neither one was making sense.

The deeper they moved into the city, the more precise the similarities became.

They passed through what looked like a financial district—glass towers fractured at the base, like snapped teeth, but their proportions and building codes screamed Earth urbanism. Street corners had the same beveled concrete curbs used in post-Sea Level Uplift zones. Benches were made of the exact same recycled polymer used by Martian refugee resettlements. Every detail felt just specific enough to evoke a memory, but always slightly... off.

Rhys took it in with a soldier’s gaze—mapping exit routes, counting steps, noting angles. He didn’t like how many blind alleys the city offered. It was urban warfare design, intentional or not.

“What’s your read on this, Commander?” Malik asked, breaking the silence.

“It’s bait,” Rhys said without turning. “Doesn’t feel like a natural ruin. Feels like someone wanted us to find it. Someone who knew how we think.”

“You think this was built for us?”

“I think it’s built from us.”

They rounded another corner and found a street sign labeled FRANKLIN BLVD, the letters matching the exact typographic style of the U.S. Department of Transit, defunct since the 2090s.

Malik exhaled. “My first apartment was on Franklin.”

Linnea stepped forward and scanned the sign. “It’s not the only Franklin Blvd on Earth. But this one’s rusted in the same pattern as the one in Chicago. I ran a side-by-side earlier.”

Char’s voice crackled over comms from a few blocks away. “You guys need to see this.”

They turned toward her location, boots kicking up gray dust.
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Char stood outside a large structure with wide glass doors cracked down the center. A faded sign above read PARKRIDGE SCHOOL OF SCIENCES in tall block letters. The doors opened into an atrium filled with broken desks, overturned chairs, and a wall-sized mural painted with childish stars and planets. Despite the decay, the layout was unmistakable.

“This is my university,” she said, voice flat. “Same name. Same courtyard. Hell, I think that was my chem lab.”

Linnea walked the perimeter slowly. “The city isn’t just human. It’s personal. It’s stitching together fragments from all of us.”

Malik swallowed hard. “So then it knows us.”

Char stared into the gloom. “Worse.”

“What?”

“It remembers us better than we do.”
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In orbit, the Calderon’s navigation systems hiccuped.

Kurt sat in the darkened cockpit, the glow of the instrument panel painting his face in pale greens and blues. The ship’s position had shifted—imperceptibly, but enough to throw off the auto-alignment. He hadn’t touched the thrusters.


“Manual override active,” ECHO said calmly.


“I didn’t initiate manual,” Kurt replied.


“Manual override active.”


He frowned. “By who?”

Silence.

The interface blinked. Coordinates updated.

CALDERON ORBITAL VECTOR: 0.000

A perfect zero.

The ship wasn’t orbiting anymore.

It was locked in place.

They regrouped in the atrium of the abandoned school, using it as a temporary base. The air inside was dry and unmoving, preserved like a sealed tomb. Dust lay across the floor in thin, undisturbed sheets. No vermin. No insects. No mold. Just the quiet decay of something that should have been alive.

Char powered up a portable solar lantern, casting long shadows across the room. Linnea stood near a row of lockers, her gloved fingers running along their warped surfaces. One was slightly ajar. She pulled it open with a soft creak.

Inside was a stack of paper—real paper, yellowed but legible. She held up the top sheet. A student’s math test. Name scrawled across the top in childish handwriting:

LINNEA V.

Her breath caught. The answers matched a test she had taken in middle school.

She dropped the paper.

Across the room, Malik found a classroom and stepped inside. The whiteboard bore an old lesson on orbital mechanics, written in a teacher’s careful hand. He didn’t notice at first—but as he backed out of the room, something shifted.

The board was blank again.

He froze.

Looked around.

The desks were different now.

Chairs neater. Paper gone.

Had he imagined it?

A soft click echoed behind him. He turned.

Nothing.

But he didn’t go back inside.
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Outside, Rhys stood watch in the street, eyes locked on the horizon.

The city had changed again.

Where there’d once been a collapsed bus terminal, there was now a small park—neatly arranged benches, intact pathways, a sculpture of five faceless figures standing in a circle. He was certain it hadn’t been there earlier.

And then, as he watched, the sculpture turned.

Not all at once. Not with movement.

But it was different now.

The figures faced him.

He stepped back.

The buildings remained silent.

But the city was no longer pretending to be ruins.

It was awake.
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Aboard the Calderon, Kurt finally initiated a shipwide diagnostic—manual, cold, unassisted by ECHO. He didn’t trust the AI anymore.

The scan returned one critical anomaly.

INTERNAL SYSTEM TAG DETECTED: GHOST_PLANET

It had embedded itself inside the ship’s code. Not malware. Not a virus. A label.

Like the planet was naming everything it touched.

He stared at the message, pulse racing.

The ship wasn’t observing the planet anymore.

It was becoming part of it.
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Back on the surface, the sky began to shift. The yellow haze darkened, tinged with violet streaks and glimmers of light that moved like thought. No sun, no stars—just a sky that adapted to the mood of the city.

Linnea looked up, wide-eyed. “It’s not just reconstructing our past.”

Char stepped beside her. “Then what is it doing?”

“It’s testing which version of us it likes best.”

Rhys’s voice crackled over comms, tight with urgency. “We fall back to the lander. Now.”

They moved fast, but the streets were different again—angled wrong, subtly curved, lengths distorted.

The city wasn’t trying to stop them.

It just wanted to see which way they would run.
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​Chapter 5 – Reflections
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They didn’t speak about what they saw.

Not at first.

The silence that followed their return to the Aurelius was born of something deeper than fear. It was confusion. Shame. The kind of dread that didn’t rise in your throat—but settled into your bones.

Rhys sat alone near the hatch, helmet resting between his boots, sweat drying cold against his skin. He’d seen the statue move—he knew it had. But now, reviewing the footage on his wristpad, it looked static. Still. Harmless. The recording told him he was wrong. But something deeper told him the recording had lied.

The others were silent, reviewing scans, cross-checking architecture logs, pretending they hadn’t all just walked through a city that was watching them.

Then Malik said, “I saw my father.”

Linnea looked up.

“On the rooftop,” he continued. “Corner of Ayo Street and—whatever that boulevard was. He just stood there. Same coat. Same hat. Just like the last time I saw him before the riots.”

Rhys turned. “Was it a reflection?”

“No.” Malik’s voice was tight. “He waved. Then he walked behind a vent. Didn’t come back out.”

Char shifted uncomfortably. “It’s not impossible the planet is using visual mimicry. It could be projecting from our subconscious—pulling recognizable shapes from our memory.”

“But how?” Malik said. “There’s no tech visible. No holograms. No drones. It’s not showing us things.”

Linnea’s voice was quiet. “It’s becoming them.”

They all fell silent again.
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Later, Linnea stepped outside alone, claiming she needed fresh air. The sky was dark now, not with night but with pressure. The atmosphere seemed thicker, heavier, a dome slowly lowering around them.

She walked a short distance from the lander, boots crunching on ground that shifted with dust and whispers. No wind. No insects. No life.

Just shadows.

Then she saw her.

At first, just a figure across the street. A woman in a blue sundress. Pale skin. Black hair loose over her shoulders.

Linnea froze.

The woman turned.

It was her mother.

Smiling.

Alive.

Linnea couldn’t move. Her mother had died twenty years ago—car accident. Closed casket. There was no doubt.

Yet here she was, unchanged. Not aged. Not distorted. Not a ghost.

A perfect memory, made real.

The figure held out a hand.

Linnea took a step forward—

A harsh snap in her earpiece broke the trance.

“Linnea, report,” came Rhys’s voice.

She blinked.

The woman was gone.

Nothing stood across the street.

No footprints.

No wind.

Just silence.

Kurt didn’t trust the ship anymore.

The Calderon was quiet—too quiet. ECHO hadn’t spoken in over an hour, and when he tried to prompt it, it only responded in flat diagnostics. No tonal inflection. No conversational cadence. Just data.

He ran a deep-scan diagnostic of the communication logs. At 0423 shipboard time, there was a 0.7-second burst of unclassified data exchange between the Calderon’s AI core and the surface. Not
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