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​Chapter 1 — New Beginnings
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The first thing Dr. Aleya Nicole noticed about Nyx was the silence. Not the absence of sound — the shuttle was plenty loud, engines vibrating beneath her boots with a low mechanical tremor, diagnostic panels flickering across the curved cabin walls, air recyclers hissing overhead. Seat restraints creaked whenever turbulence nudged the craft sideways. No, it wasn't quiet at all inside the descent shuttle. But the world beyond the narrow observation window felt impossibly, unnervingly still. Like something holding its breath.

Aleya leaned slightly toward the glass.

Nyx stretched beneath them like a dark ocean wrapped in shadow. The planet's night-side dominated the horizon, broken only by scattered veins of faint blue-green light winding across the continents below. At first glance they resembled city networks — the kind you'd see from orbit over Earth, those familiar warm grids of amber and white spreading outward from population centers like slow-moving fire. But these were different. Too uneven. Too organic. The glowing patterns pulsed beneath massive cloud systems, appearing and disappearing through layers of fog the way bio-luminescent veins pulse beneath skin. They didn't hold still. They breathed.

Aleya studied them for a long time before she spoke.

"Electrical storms?" she asked quietly.

The pilot glanced back from the cockpit. "No storms tonight."

"Then what's producing the light?"

He hesitated. That caught her attention more than any answer could have. There was something practiced about the pause — the kind that comes not from not knowing, but from deciding how much to say. Finally he shrugged. "Forest."

Aleya frowned faintly. "Forests don't usually glow from orbit."

"Nyx does." He returned his attention forward, clearly finished with the conversation.

She sat back in silence. Beside her, cargo restraints rattled softly as the shuttle cut deeper into the atmosphere, and she turned the pilot's answer over in her mind the way she turned most things over — methodically, looking for the edge that didn't quite fit.

Nyx. Three years ago it had been little more than an ambitious colonial research project, funded jointly by EarthGov and several private scientific consortium’s with more money than patience. A distant mineral-rich world orbiting a dim white star at the outer edge of explored space, chosen more for its resource potential than any real understanding of what lived there. Now nearly twelve thousand colonists called it home — researchers, miners, engineers, families. People who were desperate enough, or hopeful enough, or simply tired enough of Earth to leave it behind permanently. Aleya understood that kind of desperation better than most people assumed.

She folded her hands loosely in her lap and looked again at the glowing surface below. Her reflection stared back at her in the glass. Dark eyes. Tired eyes. Forty-two years old and still chasing mysteries across the galaxy, still boarding shuttles to places most people had never heard of, still arriving alone. Her mother used to joke that Aleya had been born looking for something — that she'd come into the world already restless, already scanning the room for the next door. Maybe she had. The thought brought the familiar ache with it, dull and persistent as an old bruise. She pushed it away automatically, the way she always did.

Outside, clouds swallowed the shuttle whole. The cabin lights dimmed red as turbulence intensified, and warning indicators flashed briefly overhead before settling. The pilot's voice crackled through the internal comms, flat and professional.

"Entering lower atmosphere. Landing at Horizon Station in approximately seven minutes."

A soft chime followed. Aleya adjusted the collar of her dark coat and exhaled slowly through her nose. Seven minutes until another new beginning. Another isolated research assignment at the edge of something nobody fully understood yet. Another world full of questions she'd been brought in to answer, by people who'd already run out of their own answers. Normally that thought excited her. It was the thing that had kept her doing this for nearly two decades — the particular electricity of standing at the edge of the unknown. This time, though, it didn't come. Something about Nyx unsettled her already, even from up here. Not fear exactly. More like pressure. Like the planet itself was aware of her approach and had opinions about it.

The shuttle burst beneath cloud cover, and Aleya's breath caught.

Horizon Station emerged from the darkness like a metal island surrounded by an ocean of light. The colony sprawled across a rocky plateau beneath towering black cliffs, shielded under overlapping atmospheric domes and reinforced weather barriers that gleamed faintly under the planet's dim star. Landing platforms extended outward from the main structure like mechanical limbs reaching for the dark. It was impressive, in the way that all frontier engineering was impressive — not elegant, but determined. Built by people who refused to let the environment win.

And beyond the perimeter walls, the forest glowed.

Massive alien trees stretched across the landscape in every direction, their bark nearly black beneath the night sky while luminous strands spiraled through their trunks and branches like rivers of liquid light. Blue. Green. Violet. The colors shifted slowly, bleeding into one another at the edges, and the whole forest pulsed with a rhythm that was almost too slow to notice — until you did notice it, and then you couldn't stop. It was like watching something enormous breathe. No orbital images had prepared her for it. No briefing document, no satellite photograph, no secondhand account from a colonist's transmission had come anywhere close to capturing what it actually felt like to see it from a hundred meters up, spreading out to the horizon in every direction.

The pilot noticed her staring. "They're brighter this season."

"This season?"

"Yeah." He slowed the shuttle toward the landing platform, adjusting the approach angle with practiced ease. "Sometimes the whole forest lights up at once. Every tree, all at the same time. You can see it from the observation deck on a clear night."

"Why does it do that?"

Another hesitation. Longer this time. "No one really knows."

The shuttle touched down hard enough to jolt the cabin, hydraulics screaming softly beneath them as the landing struts absorbed the impact. Outside, thick mist rolled across the platform beneath harsh floodlights, turning everything beyond arm's reach into gray suggestion. Aleya unfastened her restraints and stood, rolling her neck once against the stiffness of twenty-three days in transit. As she reached for her bag, the overhead lights flickered — just once, brief, almost unnoticeable — and still the pilot muttered something under his breath that she didn't quite catch.

She looked at him. "Power issues?"

He forced a smile that looked like it had been used many times before. "Welcome to frontier life."

The hatch depressurized with a long metallic hiss, and cold air flooded the cabin instantly.

Aleya stepped onto Nyx for the first time. The cold surprised her most — not freezing exactly, but dense, as if the atmosphere itself had more weight than she was used to. It carried a strange mineral sharpness mixed with damp earth and something faintly metallic underneath, like rain falling on old circuitry. She stood still for a moment on the platform, just breathing it in. Cargo crews moved through the drifting fog around her, loading and unloading supply containers with the efficient, heads-down energy of people who had somewhere else to be. Automated loaders rolled between the stacks. And she noticed — almost immediately, almost without meaning to — that nobody looked toward the forest. Not directly. They moved close to it, worked within sight of it, but their eyes stayed on the platform, on the containers, on each other. It was the kind of not-looking that takes effort.

A tall man in a dark command jacket approached through the mist, two security officers following several steps behind at a distance that felt deliberate. Commander Ryette Michael. Aleya recognized him from the transmission briefings she'd reviewed during the transit — mid-thirties, broad-shouldered, the kind of controlled posture that either came from military training or from years of pretending things were under control when they weren't. His features were sharp, hardened further by what looked like weeks of bad sleep. He extended a hand as he reached her.

"Dr. Nicole."

"Aleya is fine."

His grip was firm. Brief. "Commander Michael. Welcome to Horizon."

She studied him for a moment. The shadows beneath his eyes were deep enough to look structural, like they'd been there long enough to become part of his face. He looked like a man running on something other than rest — discipline, maybe, or stubbornness, or the specific energy that comes from not having any other option.

"Long flight?" he asked.

"Only twenty-three days in transit."

"That bad?"

"I've had worse."

Something that might have been a smile moved across his face and then thought better of it.

Wind swept across the platform, cold and sharp. Far beyond the perimeter lights, the glowing forest shifted softly in the dark, its colors bleeding and pulsing with that slow, patient rhythm. Aleya noticed Ryette glance toward it automatically — not with curiosity, but with the careful, sideways attention of someone monitoring something unpredictable. The way you watch a dog you're not sure about.

"You've read the colony reports?" he asked as they turned toward the station entrance.

"The official ones."

"That means no."

She looked sideways at him. "You're that honest?"

"I don't have the energy for politics tonight."

Interesting. Most command officers filtered every sentence through layers of careful language, hedging everything, protecting themselves and their superiors in the same breath. Ryette sounded too exhausted to bother. She wasn't sure yet whether that was a good sign or a bad one.

They entered the main corridor through a reinforced pressure door, and warm air rushed over Aleya immediately. The interior of Horizon Station felt older than she'd expected — functional in the way that things are functional when nobody has had time to think about anything beyond function. Narrow steel corridors lined with exposed conduit systems and aging display panels. The distant hum of generators vibrating constantly through the walls, steady as a pulse. People moved quickly here, purposefully, with the compressed energy of a place where standing still felt like a luxury nobody could afford. Several colonists glanced toward Aleya as she passed — some curious, some wary, reading her the way people read strangers in small communities where strangers don't arrive often. One woman, mid-forties, caught Aleya's eye for just a moment and looked almost relieved. Not hopeful. Relieved. Like she'd been waiting for someone to show up and had stopped being sure anyone would.

Aleya noticed all of it.

"You're already famous," Ryette said.

"That's unfortunate."

"Word spreads fast on Nyx. Not a lot of new faces."

"What exactly are they expecting me to solve?"

He didn't answer right away. The silence stretched a beat too long, and Aleya slowed slightly.

"Commander?"

He kept walking. "You were brought here because strange things are happening."

There it was. Not dressed up, not softened, not wrapped in the careful language of official reports. Just the plain fact of it. Aleya appreciated that more than she would have admitted.

"What kind of strange things?"

"Depends who you ask."

"That usually means nobody has answers."

"Correct."

They turned into a wide transit corridor that overlooked part of the colony interior through thick observation glass. Aleya stopped briefly. Below them stretched multiple habitation sectors layered beneath the dome structure — residential blocks, hydroponic gardens, marketplace sectors, maintenance platforms connected by elevated walkways and transit lines. Thousands of lights glowed beneath the artificial night cycle. A city beneath glass, sealed against the planet outside. It should have felt safe. Controlled. Instead, something else lived underneath it — a tension you could feel in the way people moved, in the lowered voices, in the security presence at every corridor junction. The colony was functioning. It just didn't feel entirely okay.

"What happened here?" Aleya asked quietly.

Ryette rested his hands behind his back and looked through the glass. "For the first year? Nothing. The colony established itself on schedule. Survey teams mapped the terrain. Mining operations started on the eastern plateau. Everyone was tired and working too hard and mostly fine." He paused. "After that, things changed."

"Changed how?"

"The planet started affecting people."

Aleya studied him carefully. He'd said it plainly, without qualifying it — not 'colonists reported feeling affected,' not 'there were psychological incidents consistent with environmental stress.' Just: the planet started affecting people. "You say that like you're not sure it's psychological."

"I'm not sure of anything anymore." He said it without drama, which somehow made it worse.

Before she could respond, the corridor lights flickered — this time longer, a full two or three seconds of dim uncertainty before they came back. Several colonists nearby paused instinctively, mid-step, mid-conversation. Nobody spoke. Nobody looked particularly alarmed, either. They just waited, and when the lights returned, they continued as if nothing had happened. The silence afterward felt practiced. Like a habit they'd all developed without deciding to.

"How often does that happen?" Aleya asked.

"More lately."

"Power grid instability?"

"Engineering says yes."

"You don't sound convinced."

Ryette looked at her directly for the first time since they'd started walking. His eyes were darker than she'd expected. "Dr. Nicole — has anyone briefed you on the auditory incidents?"

"Auditory incidents?"

"Some colonists report hearing things."

"What kind of things?"

That hesitation again. The same one as the pilot's, the same shape of it — not ignorance, but reluctance. "Voices."

Aleya waited for more. When it didn't come, she said: "That's it?"

"That's enough."

They resumed walking. Aleya kept her expression neutral, though her thoughts were moving quickly now, sorting and cataloging. Auditory hallucinations. Electrical instability. Behavioral tension visible throughout the colony. There were dozens of rational explanations — environmental contamination, neural interference from some unidentified atmospheric compound, unknown fungal spores acting on the central nervous system. She'd seen stranger things produce stranger symptoms. But Ryette's tone bothered her in a way she couldn't quite name. He didn't sound afraid. He sounded like a man who had already worked his way through the rational explanations one by one, and found them all wanting.

They reached an elevator platform descending into the lower research sectors. As the doors opened, Aleya noticed shallow scratches carved along the interior wall — tiny marks, easy to miss unless the light caught them at the right angle. Repeating geometric patterns. Triangles interlocked with spirals, over and over, covering a section of the metal panel about the size of a notebook page. She touched one lightly with her fingertip.

"Vandalism?"

Ryette glanced toward the markings. His jaw tightened, just slightly. "We keep removing them."

"But they come back."

"Yes."

The elevator doors closed. Aleya studied the symbol as they descended, tilting her head slightly. Something about it pulled at her — not visually, not in any way she could articulate rationally. Emotionally. A faint pressure at the back of her mind, like almost remembering a dream you'd had years ago. The sensation lasted only a moment before it dissolved back into nothing, and she was left standing in a moving elevator with a scratched wall and no explanation for why it had felt, for just an instant, familiar.

The doors slid open onto the lower research level. A woman with dark braided hair stood waiting outside, surrounded by stacked data tablets and portable scanning equipment, her posture carrying the particular exhaustion of someone who had been awake for too many consecutive hours and had stopped noticing. She looked up quickly when Aleya stepped out.

"Dr. Nicole?"

Aleya nodded.

The woman extended a hand. "Dr. Hannah Nicole. Bio-chem division." She said the name briskly, like she'd learned to get it out of the way quickly.

Aleya blinked once. "Nicole?"

"No relation." A tired smile. "We checked. Thoroughly."

"Probably for the best."

Hannah laughed softly. It was a genuine sound, warm and a little surprised, and it felt strangely rare in this place — like something the station hadn't heard enough of lately.

Ryette handed Hannah a datapad. "She'll need full clearance."

"She already has it."

"Expanded clearance."

A brief silence passed between them — the kind that carries a whole conversation in it. Hannah's expression shifted slightly, something careful moving behind her eyes. Finally she nodded. "Understood."

Ryette looked back at Aleya. "Get some rest tonight. We'll begin orientation tomorrow morning."

"You still haven't told me what I'm actually here for."

He held her gaze for a moment. Then, quietly, with the flatness of someone who had said it enough times that the words had worn smooth: "Three colonists are dead."

Aleya's attention sharpened. "Cause?"

"We don't know."

"And the others?"

"Thirty-seven active cases." Cases. Not patients. Not infections. The word choice was deliberate, she was certain of it. "Hallucinations. Seizures. Memory loss. Insomnia." He paused. "Behavioral changes."

"Violence?"

"Not exactly."

That answer was worse than yes would have been. "What kind of behavioral changes?"

Ryette glanced briefly down the corridor. A handful of colonists passed at the far end, moving quickly, not looking their way. He lowered his voice slightly. "They keep saying the same thing."

Aleya waited.

"He's awake."

The words landed quietly and stayed there. A cold sensation moved slowly down her spine — not from the words themselves, exactly, but from the way he'd said them. Carefully. Like a man who genuinely hoped they meant nothing, and had mostly stopped believing they did.

Nobody spoke. Somewhere deep within the station, far above them, metal groaned softly — the ordinary sound of a structure settling, the kind of thing you heard in any large building. But the echo of it moved through the walls in a way that felt less like settling and more like shifting, like something adjusting its position. And then, beneath that, something else. A low rhythmic hum, barely audible, felt more than heard — a vibration that came up through the floor in slow, even pulses. Aleya frowned.

"What is that?"

Hannah looked up immediately from her datapad. Ryette said nothing.

The hum lasted only a few seconds before it faded back into the ambient noise of the station. But even after it was gone, Aleya could still feel the ghost of it beneath her feet — steady and slow, with a rhythm that had no business reminding her of anything biological.

No one offered an explanation.

Finally Ryette straightened, something closing off in his expression the way a door closes. "Welcome to Nyx, Doctor." He turned and walked away down the corridor without looking back, his footsteps fading into the constant low hum of the generators.

Aleya watched him go. Beside her, Hannah was quiet, holding her datapad against her chest with both hands, staring at the floor where the vibration had been. The station pressed in around them — warm, lit, sealed against the planet outside. All that reinforced steel. All those overlapping domes. All that careful human engineering stacked between twelve thousand people and whatever Nyx actually was.

Beyond the walls, the forest glowed in the dark. Patient. Luminous. Breathing its slow blue-green breath across the landscape in every direction, as it had been doing long before the first shuttle touched down on this plateau, and would likely continue doing long after the last one left. And somewhere beneath the colony — beneath the rock and the steel and the hum of machines and the sound of twelve thousand people trying to convince themselves everything was fine — something ancient sat in the dark and listened.

It had been listening for a while now.
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Chapter 2 — First Signs
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Aleya woke to the sound of whispering.

Her eyes opened instantly. Darkness pressed against the narrow walls of her quarters, and the only light came from the pale amber emergency strips near the floor, thin lines of it, barely enough to see by. She lay completely still beneath the blanket, listening. Not moving. Not even breathing hard.

The whispering continued. Faint, shapeless, somewhere beyond the wall to her left. Two voices, maybe. No — more than two. She couldn't make out words. Just the texture of them, the rise and fall, like a conversation heard through water.

She sat up slowly. The room was cold in that specific way pressurized stations always were at night, a dry, recycled cold that settled into your joints. A digital clock projected softly across the opposite wall. 03:17 station time.

She rubbed a hand across her face and listened again. The sound faded into the low static hum of the ventilation system, swallowed up by the ordinary noise of the station — metal settling, air circulation, distant machinery cycling through its routines. Her pulse slowed. She exhaled.

First-night nerves. That was all. Twenty-three days in cryotransit did something strange to the brain. It loved inventing sounds in unfamiliar places. It filled silence with patterns that weren't there, voices in white noise, footsteps in empty corridors. Standard neurological adjustment. She'd read the literature.

Still.

Aleya swung her legs over the edge of the bed and crossed quietly to the wall panel, adjusting the lighting upward. Soft white filled the quarters. It was a small space, functional in the way that all station quarters were functional — which was to say it had exactly what you needed and nothing you wanted. A narrow desk already cluttered with research tablets she hadn't fully unpacked. Folded clothing stacked beside sealed equipment containers. One small observation window set into the far wall, overlooking part of the colony exterior.

She stood at the window for a moment.

Beyond the glass, Nyx glowed. The forests stretched endlessly beneath the darkness, shimmering faintly blue-green beneath slow-moving banks of fog. Even from here, from behind reinforced station glass with three layers of atmospheric filtration between them, they looked alive in a way that forests on Earth never quite had. Not just growing. Breathing.

Aleya caught herself staring and pulled back slightly. There was something about this planet that got under your skin fast. She'd noticed it even during the descent — a strange pull, subtle, almost psychological, like standing at the edge of deep water and feeling the weight of what was below you without being able to see it.

The whispering didn't return. She stood at the window a while longer than she meant to, then finally lay back down. Sleep came slowly, reluctant, and when it finally arrived it brought with it something she hadn't asked for. She dreamed of oceans beneath the ground. Black water, cold and vast, stretching endlessly in every direction beneath solid stone. And somewhere far below the surface, something moving.

—-
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By morning, Horizon Station felt different. Aleya noticed it the moment she stepped into the central transit sectors with Hannah — a shift in the atmosphere, subtle but unmistakable. People were watching the overhead screens too often, glancing up mid-conversation and then looking quickly away. Security officers moved in pairs now where they'd moved alone before. Conversations dropped in volume when certain names came up, and then resumed at a slightly different pitch when they passed. No panic yet. But panic had a particular scent to it, and Aleya had learned to recognize it long before people were willing to admit it existed. She'd learned that on Earth, during the Jakarta quarantine, standing in a hospital corridor watching nurses smile too carefully at patients' families.

You could always feel it before it had a name.

Hannah handed her a steaming metal cup while they crossed a crowded food sector, pressing it into her hand without breaking stride. "Drink this."

Aleya eyed the murky liquid with genuine suspicion. "Is it alive?"

"Probably."

"That's reassuring."

"It tastes worse than it smells. Fair warning."

Aleya took a cautious sip and immediately regretted it in a deep, personal way. "Jesus."

Hannah grinned, and for a moment she looked almost like herself. "See? Now you're officially part of the colony."

They moved through the food sector, past crowded tables of miners and technicians and engineers and night-shift workers who looked like they hadn't slept in several days and had stopped being upset about it. The noise level was normal enough — cutlery, voices, the mechanical hiss of the ventilation overhead — but the energy beneath it was wrong. Tight. Like a room full of people all thinking the same thing and all agreeing not to say it.

Aleya noticed the wristbands after a minute. Thin gray bands, medical monitoring tags, worn by a cluster of people near the far wall. She'd missed them at first because they weren't unusual equipment on a colony station. But the people wearing them were sitting slightly apart from the others, and the others were pretending not to notice them in that very deliberate way that meant everyone had noticed.

She tilted her head subtly toward the group. "Infected?"

Hannah's smile faded. "Observation cases."

"That bad already?"

"We're trying not to use words like bad."

"That usually means it's worse than bad."

Hannah didn't answer, which was its own kind of answer.

Aleya studied her quietly while they walked. Hannah Nicole was one of the most composed people she'd ever worked with — the kind of composed that came from years of training rather than temperament, a learned stillness that held up under genuine pressure. But exhaustion was cracking through around the edges now. Dark circles beneath her eyes. Shoulders held slightly too rigid even while she was standing still, the way people carried tension when they'd been carrying it long enough that they'd stopped noticing.

"How long have you been sleeping?" Aleya asked.

"Poorly."

"That's not an answer."

Hannah sighed, a small sound, controlled. "Three hours. Maybe."

"Why?"

There was a pause before she answered, just long enough to feel deliberate. "Because every time I close my eyes lately, I dream about this planet."

Aleya slowed slightly. Hannah caught herself immediately, the way you catch yourself saying something you hadn't planned to say, and the brief flash of something — discomfort, maybe embarrassment — crossed her face before she smoothed it over.

"You too?" Aleya asked carefully.

"No." Hannah shook her head, quick and firm. "Not like the infected."

"But?"

"The dreams feel vivid. That's all." She said it like she was closing a door.

Aleya thought about the ocean beneath the ground. Cold black water stretching endlessly beneath stone, and the thing moving far below. She hadn't planned to mention it. She filed it away instead and asked, "What exactly are the infected reporting?"

"Depends which stage."

Aleya stopped walking. "Stages?"

Hannah glanced around the food sector — a quick, practiced scan — and then lowered her voice. "We shouldn't talk about this here."

That got Aleya's full attention in a way that nothing else had yet. Not the wristbands, not the security officers moving in pairs, not even the look on Hannah's face when she'd mentioned the dreams. The fact that Hannah Nicole, who had spent twelve years doing field research in some of the most politically sensitive environments in the settled worlds, didn't want to talk about this in a crowded cafeteria — that told her something.

"Then where?" Aleya asked.

"Medical."

—-
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They took a descending transit lift a few minutes later, stepping in with a small group of station personnel. The doors closed. The lift began its descent, and then the lights flickered — not briefly, not the half-second stutter she'd noticed the night before, but a long, sustained dimming that lasted nearly three seconds before the system recovered. The lift vibrated softly beneath them. Several passengers exchanged looks. Nobody spoke.

Aleya noticed the young technician near the rear corner a few seconds later. He was whispering something under his breath, low and rhythmic, and at first she assumed he was running through a checklist, or counting, the way some people counted when they were anxious. Then she caught the words.

"Don't listen don't listen don't listen don't listen—"

His hands were trembling. Not the small tremor of someone cold or tired, but a deep, uncontrolled shaking that moved through his whole frame. The woman standing beside him noticed and placed a gentle hand on his shoulder. "It's okay," she said quietly.

He looked up at her. The expression on his face wasn't anxiety. It was terror, raw and genuine, the kind that doesn't perform itself for an audience. "What if it hears me?" he whispered.

The lift doors opened before anyone could respond. He pushed through immediately and was gone into the corridor before the rest of them had moved.

Aleya turned to Hannah. "How many cases did Ryette say?"

"Thirty-seven active."

"That wasn't thirty-seven."

"No," Hannah said. "It wasn't."

—-
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Medical Sector Seven occupied one of the deepest levels of Horizon Station, and the route to it had changed since the briefing documents Aleya had reviewed on the transit ship. Security checkpoints now lined the corridors leading in — armed personnel stationed at regular intervals, sealed blast doors that required dual clearance to pass, portable quarantine barriers folded against the walls in a way that suggested they'd been deployed recently and were ready to be deployed again. Aleya walked through it all without comment, taking it in. She'd seen containment-level responses before. She knew what they looked like. She also knew that stations didn't build them unless they were genuinely scared.

"This is containment-level response," she said quietly, stating it as a fact rather than a question.

Hannah nodded once. "Officially we're calling it precautionary."

"Officially?"

"Unofficially, nobody knows what the hell we're dealing with."

They passed through decontamination scanners before entering the primary observation wing, and the smell hit Aleya first — sterile chemicals and recycled air, the standard medical-sector combination, but underneath it something else. Something that had soaked into the walls over the past weeks and couldn't be filtered out. Human fear had a smell to it, not dramatic, not obvious, just a faint biological undercurrent that you noticed without quite being able to name.

Rows of isolated glass rooms stretched along the curved chamber walls. Some were empty. Some weren't.

Aleya slowed near the first occupied room she passed. A middle-aged man sat on the edge of a medical bed, unshaven, sunken around the eyes in the way that people looked after days without proper sleep. He was staring at the wall in front of him. Not blinking. Not moving. The wall was covered in markings drawn in black marker — spirals, interlocking lines, triangular arrangements, geometric shapes repeated over and over in slightly varying sizes, covering every inch of available surface. The same symbols she'd seen the technician in the elevator tracing with his finger against his own leg, though she hadn't consciously registered it until now.

She stepped closer to the glass.

The man spoke without turning. Quietly. "He's dreaming again."

Aleya went still. The patient slowly turned his head toward her, and she saw his pupils — heavily dilated, almost entirely black, the irises reduced to thin rings. He looked at her the way people looked at things they weren't entirely sure were real. "How long has he been standing there?" he whispered.

Aleya glanced behind herself instinctively. The corridor was empty. When she turned back, the patient had already returned his attention to the wall. Still drawing. Still repeating the same pattern with the methodical focus of someone performing a task they believed was deeply important.

"What stage?" she asked quietly.

"Late second," Hannah said.

"How many stages are there?"

"We don't know yet."

That answer settled into Aleya's stomach and stayed there.

They moved deeper into the ward. Some patients slept fitfully beneath neural monitors, their readings spiking in irregular bursts even in sleep. Others sat motionless, staring at walls or ceilings or nothing in particular. One woman was crying quietly in a corner, muttering a sequence of numbers in a low, steady voice, never stopping, never varying the rhythm. Another sat completely still with tears running silently down her face, not making a sound, not moving at all, like she'd been sitting that way for hours and had simply run out of the energy to do anything else. Aleya looked carefully at each of them. No visible lesions. No rashes, no hemorrhaging, nothing that suggested a conventional pathogen. Whatever this was, it wasn't doing its work on the surface. It was neurological. Psychological. But the thing that kept pulling at her attention was the synchrony — the way the behaviors echoed each other across patients who had been isolated from one another. The symbols. The whispering. The dreams. Connected somehow, all of it, running along some thread she couldn't see yet.

"How did this start?" she asked.

Hannah pulled up a datapad while they walked, scrolling with practiced efficiency. "Three months ago. A survey team working beneath Sector Twelve reported acoustic disturbances during a deep mining operation."

"Acoustic disturbances."

"Low-frequency vibrations. Unusual equipment interference. Several workers reported severe migraines lasting multiple days. The initial assessment was geological — resonance from a new drilling configuration."

"And then?"

"One worker started hearing voices."

Aleya looked at her sharply. "Actual language?"

"At first, no. Mostly whispering. Unintelligible. He described it as hearing a conversation through a wall — the shape of it without the content." Hannah swallowed slightly. "Then came the dreams."

"And after that?"

Hannah didn't answer immediately. They had reached the end of the ward, the final observation chamber, and she stopped outside the glass.

The room beyond was different from the others. Reinforced, for one thing — the walls were heavier, the glass thicker, and there was a secondary sealed door between the observation corridor and the chamber itself. The room was largely empty, clinical, stripped of anything that could be used as a weapon or a tool. In the center of it sat a young man in a reinforced medical chair, restrained at the wrists and ankles. Late twenties, dark hair damp with sweat, sensors covering his temples and the sides of his neck. Brain activity monitors pulsed rapidly across the displays mounted on the surrounding walls, the readings dense and irregular in ways that Aleya's eye caught immediately as wrong, not wrong like malfunction, wrong like something she'd never seen before.

Unlike every other patient in the ward, this one wasn't staring at nothing. He was watching them. Had been watching them, she suspected, since before they'd turned the corner.

"Who is he?" she asked.

"Elias Mercer. Mining engineer. He was on the original Sector Twelve survey team."

"He's restrained."

"He attacked two medical staff yesterday." Hannah said it without particular emphasis, the way you stated a fact you'd already processed and filed. "He didn't remember doing it afterward."

As if on cue, the man on the other side of the glass smiled. It wasn't a hostile expression. It was something stranger than that — almost relieved, like someone who'd been waiting a long time for a specific thing to finally happen. "You brought someone new," he said. His voice came through the room's speaker system with a faint digital edge.

Aleya stepped closer to the glass. His eyes locked onto hers immediately, and the quality of his attention was unsettling in a way she couldn't immediately articulate. Most of the other patients had the unfocused quality of people whose minds were elsewhere, turned inward or outward toward something she couldn't perceive. This man was entirely present. Watching her with a sharpness that felt almost surgical.

"I'm Dr. Aleya Nicole," she said.

"I know."

A chill moved through her, quick and involuntary. "That's not possible."

Elias tilted his head slightly to one side. It was a small movement, but something about it was subtly off, like a gesture that had been learned rather than felt. "He told me you were coming," he said.

Behind her, she heard Hannah go very still.

Aleya kept her voice level. Calm. The voice she used when she needed patients to keep talking. "Who told you?"

Elias's expression shifted. Not dramatically — just enough. The smile faded. His eyes drifted upward slightly, the way a person's eyes moved when they were listening to something distant, something the people around them couldn't hear. The monitors beside him registered the change before his face did, the readings spiking in a sudden sharp burst and then settling into a new pattern, faster, more structured.

Then, quietly: "The one beneath."

The room went silent. Not just quiet — silent in the way that rooms went silent when everyone in them stopped breathing at the same moment without deciding to. The monitors around Elias erupted in violent bursts of activity, readings cascading across the displays faster than Aleya could follow.

Hannah moved toward the control panel. "Elias—"

He ignored her completely. His eyes hadn't left Aleya's. There was something in them now that hadn't been there a moment ago, something that sat just behind the intelligence and the focus, something she didn't have a clinical word for. "He's awake now," Elias whispered.

The lights flickered. Every monitor in the chamber glitched simultaneously, screens going to static for a fraction of a second before recovering. The temperature in the observation corridor seemed to drop several degrees in an instant. Aleya's pulse was climbing and she let it climb, noted it, filed it, kept her eyes on Elias.

He smiled one more time. And then his body seized.

The convulsion was violent and total, every muscle firing at once against the restraints, his back arching, his head snapping back. Alarms erupted through the room in overlapping frequencies.

"Get him stabilized!"

"Cardiac spike — he's in V-fib—"

"Sedatives, now, go—"

Elias screamed. It wasn't a pain sound. Aleya had heard pain sounds in a lot of different registers over the course of her career, and this wasn't one of them. This was terror — pure, absolute, the sound of someone looking at something that no amount of training or rationality could make sense of. "He's underneath us!" The scream tore out of him and echoed through the ward, and she heard it ripple outward — patients in nearby rooms beginning to shout, to cry, to slam their hands against their enclosures, a cascade of agitation spreading through the ward like a wave. The overhead lights dimmed sharply. Somewhere further down the corridor, something shattered.

Aleya moved to the observation window and pressed close to the glass. The brainwave readings on the monitors beside Elias were surging in patterns she'd never seen in twenty years of neuroscience. Not random. Not the chaotic noise of a seizing brain. Structured. Repeating. The same sequence cycling through again and again with the regularity of something intentional.

Then Elias went still.

Completely, absolutely still. The alarms kept screaming. The monitors kept cascading. But the man in the chair was motionless, and the stillness was wrong in the same way all the other wrongness in this room was wrong — too complete, too sudden, like something had simply switched off.

A medic pressed two fingers to his neck. Looked up. "Flatline."

Hannah cursed softly and moved for the chamber door. Aleya followed without thinking, pushing past the security officer who stepped forward to object, and then she was inside the room, and the smell hit her — sharp ozone, the metallic bite of it, like the air after a lightning strike.

Elias lay motionless in the chair while the medics worked. His eyes were open, fixed on the ceiling, and the expression on his face was nothing. Not peaceful. Not agonized. Just empty, the way faces went when the person behind them was genuinely gone.

Aleya moved to the neural display screens mounted beside him and stood there, reading the data. The readings made no sense. Sections of his brain were firing. After cardiac death. Isolated bursts of structured activity pulsing through the displays in rhythmic intervals, regular as a metronome, organized in a way that bore no resemblance to the random electrical noise of a dying nervous system. She stared at it and felt something cold settle into the base of her spine.

"Clear!"

Elias's body jerked against the restraints with the defibrillator's charge. Flatline.

"Clear!"

Another jolt. Still nothing.

"Clear!"

And then every monitor in the room shut off at once. Not flickered. Not glitched. Off. Total darkness swallowed the chamber and several people shouted and then the emergency lighting activated in dim red pulses, painting everything in the color of something wrong, and in that red light Aleya watched Elias Mercer sit upright in the chair.

The movement was instant. Mechanical. There was no groggy return to consciousness, no slow gathering of awareness — just flatline, and then upright, in a single motion, like a switch being thrown. A medic stumbled backward and hit the wall. Someone made a sound that wasn't quite a word.

Elias stared directly at Aleya. His eyes were open and they were wrong — not the dilated pupils of the other patients, not the unfocused gaze of someone turned inward. These were the eyes of something looking out from behind a face it had borrowed. Unblinking. Steady. Fixed on her with a quality of attention that she felt physically, like pressure against her chest.

Then he spoke.

The voice that came from his mouth was his and wasn't. Underneath the familiar timbre of it were other tones, layered and overlapping — male, female, and beneath both of those something else entirely, something with no human register, a resonance that seemed to vibrate in the bones rather than the ears. Multiple voices braided together into words that came from one mouth.

"We remember."

The temperature dropped. Aleya felt every hair on her arms rise at once. Nobody moved. Nobody spoke. One medic was crossing herself without appearing to be aware she was doing it. Another had backed up until she was pressed against the far wall, her eyes wide, her hands flat against the surface behind her.

Then Elias inhaled — a sharp, sudden breath, like a drowning person breaking the surface — and collapsed. This time there was nothing mechanical about it. He simply fell, all at once, the way things fell when there was nothing left in them. The monitors rebooted seconds later. Flatline. Permanent. The alarms wound down into silence.

Nobody moved for a long moment.

Aleya stood there and let her mind run through the explanations. Neurological discharge — residual electrical activity producing involuntary muscular response. Group stress hallucination — a confined, high-pressure environment producing shared perceptual distortion. Auditory overlap from the speaker system. Trauma response causing misinterpretation of normal stimuli. She ran through all of it methodically, the way she'd been trained to, the way she'd done a hundred times in situations that turned out to have perfectly ordinary explanations.

None of it was sufficient. She knew it before she'd finished the list. Not because the explanations were impossible, but because she'd heard it. Not just the voice, not just the words — something underneath them. A resonance that had moved through her chest like a subsonic frequency, like the feeling of standing too close to something vast and only partially perceiving it. She'd felt it in her sternum. She'd felt it in her teeth.

Hannah appeared beside her. She was pale in a way that her dark skin rarely allowed, and her voice, when she spoke, was very quiet. "You see why Ryette wanted expanded clearance."

Aleya looked at Elias's body. Then at the neural patterns still frozen on the nearby monitor — the last readings before the system had shut down, captured in the display's buffer. Structured. Repeating. Intentional. Not the signature of a dying brain. The signature of a message.

Her stomach tightened into something cold and specific.

"No," she said softly.

Hannah frowned. "What?"

Aleya stared at the screen. The realization was forming somewhere deep and quiet inside her, the way realizations formed when they were the kind you didn't want to have — slowly, and with great certainty. "That wasn't psychosis."

Far above them, deep within the bones of the station, a low vibration moved through the floor. Steady. Rhythmic. Patient. Like something enormous, ancient, and very much awake, shifting slowly in the dark beneath the colony.

And somewhere beyond the reinforced walls of Horizon Station, beyond the glass and the steel and the three layers of atmospheric filtration, the forests of Nyx glowed brighter in the dark.
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​Chapter 3 — Containment
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The announcement came six hours after Elias Mercer died. Six hours of silence from the people who were supposed to be in charge, while everyone else had already figured out that something was wrong.

Rumors moved through Horizon Station the way they always did — fast, shapeless, impossible to stop. People always knew before officials admitted anything. That was the thing about closed environments. There were no strangers here, no one to disappear into a crowd. Everyone knew everyone's business, and when something went wrong, the knowledge spread through the station like fire through dry oxygen lines. By the time the emergency alerts began rippling across colony displays one sector at a time, most people had already heard three different versions of what had happened.

Aleya stood inside the central operations hub and watched the words appear.

TEMPORARY QUARANTINE PROTOCOLS NOW IN EFFECT
SECTORS 7–12 RESTRICTED
ALL COLONISTS REPORT IRREGULAR SYMPTOMS IMMEDIATELY
The text repeated across every overhead monitor in the room, slow and patient, like it had all the time in the world. Beneath it, the command center hummed with muted conversation — voices kept deliberately low, bodies held deliberately still. No panic yet. But the kind of quiet that comes right before panic, the held-breath kind, was everywhere.

The operations hub occupied the upper levels of Horizon Station beneath the primary dome. It was a circular chamber, large enough to feel authoritative, lined with layered holographic displays that tracked environmental systems, atmospheric stability, mining output, communications traffic, and colony population movement in real time. On a normal day, Aleya imagined it probably felt impressive. Today it felt like a machine running too hot. Every station was occupied. Security personnel moved constantly between terminals. Anxious technicians stared at fluctuating diagnostics with the particular expression of people who understood exactly what the numbers meant and wished they didn't. The air smelled faintly of recycled coolant and stress.

And beneath everything, that low vibration persisted. Almost imperceptible. Like distant machinery turning somewhere far underground, deep enough that you felt it in your bones before you heard it anywhere else. Aleya had noticed it yesterday. She wasn't sure anyone else still did.

Commander Ryette Michael stood at the center command platform speaking quietly with Sergeant Jakob Nava. She'd seen them together before, but the contrast between the two men still struck her every time. Ryette carried himself with the careful posture of someone managing controlled exhaustion — the kind that came from too many consecutive hours of decision-making and not enough sleep. Jakob was something different entirely. Broad-shouldered and severe, the security chief wore dark tactical armor with a sidearm clipped openly at his hip, and he had the kind of rigid stillness that military training either gave you or broke you trying. His shaved head caught the overhead light in a way that made him look carved rather than born. He noticed Aleya approaching before Ryette did. His eyes narrowed slightly. Not hostility, exactly. More like assessment. Like he was already calculating whether she was going to be a problem.

"You shouldn't be here," he said immediately.

Aleya stopped beside the command table. "Good morning to you too."

"This sector is restricted."

"I have expanded clearance."

"That clearance applies to Medical."

Ryette finally looked up from the display panels, and something passed across his face — recognition, maybe, or relief that someone useful had arrived. "She stays," he said quietly.

Jakob's jaw tightened, just barely, but he nodded once and stepped back. Aleya filed the interaction away. Jakob Nava clearly disliked civilians interfering in security matters. Scientists especially. She suspected that dislike was going to become relevant again before this was over.

Ryette turned toward her. He looked older than he had three days ago. "You've reviewed the Mercer recordings?"

"Three times."

"And?"

She folded her arms carefully. "His neural activity patterns were structured."

Ryette waited.

"The brain spikes weren't random seizures," Aleya said. "They had a pattern. A consistent one."

Jakob made a short sound — not quite a laugh, not quite a scoff. "You're saying the dead man was transmitting signals."

"I'm saying his brain was processing information."

"That's impossible."

"So was postmortem cortical activity. And yet." She let the sentence hang. Because they'd all seen the recordings. They'd all heard Elias Mercer's voice in those final minutes, heard the words come out of a body that should not have been capable of producing them. We remember. Not I. We. That bothered Aleya more than she'd admitted to anyone. The first-person plural, coming from a man who was by every measurable standard already dead. It implied a group. It implied shared experience. It implied something she didn't have a rational framework for yet.

Jakob didn't respond. There wasn't much to say.

Ryette activated another display across the command table. Colony maps illuminated the air between them, three-dimensional and color-coded, and several sectors glowed red in a way they hadn't yesterday. "Infections doubled overnight," he said.

Aleya frowned. "How?"

"We don't know."

"Exposure vectors?"

"Unknown."

"That's not possible. Something is spreading this. Airborne, contact, environmental — something."

"It is when half the colony refuses to report symptoms," Ryette said. His voice didn't carry judgment. Just exhaustion.

"People are scared," Jakob said.

"They should be," Aleya replied. Nobody disagreed. The silence that followed had a particular weight to it, the kind that settles into a room when everyone present has already privately reached the same conclusion but nobody wants to be the first to say it out loud.

Ryette zoomed the colony map inward. Clusters of blinking markers spread through the residential sectors like slow-growing fractures in glass — not concentrated in one area, not spreading outward from a single point, but appearing in scattered pockets across the station with no obvious geographic logic. Aleya studied the pattern for a long moment. There was no direct proximity spread. No clear chain of transmission. Which meant either airborne contamination, environmental exposure through shared systems, or something she didn't want to name yet.

"Have you scanned the water systems?" she asked.

"Yes."

"Atmosphere?"

"Yes."

"Food production?"

"Yes."

"Nothing?"

"Nothing conclusive."

She rubbed at her temple. The symptoms were neurological — that much had been clear since Mercer. Vivid dreams, auditory disturbances, progressive dissociation, and then whatever came after. But the spread pattern didn't behave like any biological agent she'd ever studied. It didn't move the way a pathogen moved. It moved like something else entirely, and she kept circling back to the same uncomfortable thought, the one she'd been trying to reason herself out of since yesterday morning.

"How many of the infected reported dreams before symptoms appeared?" she asked.

Ryette looked at her with an expression she couldn't quite read. "Most of them."

Hannah's words came back to her unbidden. The dreams feel vivid. She'd said it like it was a minor thing, a footnote. Aleya was beginning to think it was the whole story. She looked toward the map again, at those scattered clusters of red light hanging in the air between them. "What if exposure isn't physical?"

Jakob's frown was immediate. "Meaning what, exactly?"

She hesitated. Because saying it aloud was going to sound insane, and she was aware of that, and she was going to say it anyway because the data didn't leave her much choice. "What if the first symptom is cognitive? What if the infection — or whatever this is — begins in the mind before it manifests anywhere else?"

The silence that followed was a different kind than before. Heavier. More specific.

"That's not how diseases work," Jakob said flatly.

"I know."

"Then what are you suggesting?"

Aleya turned toward Ryette instead. "Did Mercer ever physically interact with any of the later cases? Direct contact, shared spaces, anything?"

"No."

"But they all reported similar visions."

"Yes."

"The symbols too?"

"Identical across every case we've documented."

Her pulse quickened slightly. Pattern recognition. Shared hallucinations with consistent imagery across patients who'd never met. Neural synchronization in a dead man's brain. Every rational explanation she reached for kept collapsing beneath the same problem: consistency. Psychosis didn't behave this uniformly. Mass hysteria didn't produce identical symbols in people who had no contact with each other. Something was coordinating this, and she didn't know what, and that was the most frightening thing she'd encountered in a career built around frightening things.

Before anyone could respond, alarms erupted across the operations hub. Several displays flashed amber simultaneously. A technician looked up from her terminal, her voice sharp. "Security breach in Residential Sector Nine."

Jakob was already moving. "What happened?"

"A containment patient escaped observation."

A second voice cut across the room from the far side of the chamber. "Power fluctuations spreading through lower sectors. Grids three and four."

The lights overhead flickered. Not briefly — they dipped and held and dipped again, longer this time, and in the moment of near-darkness the vibration beneath the floor deepened. Aleya felt it rise through the soles of her boots and into her chest. Like resonance. Like something very large moving somewhere very far below.

Jakob grabbed a portable comm unit and keyed it. "Lock down Sector Nine immediately. All access points." Static crackled back at him. And then, beneath the static — something else. Layered voices, faint enough that Aleya almost convinced herself she'd imagined them. Whispering. Jakob's expression hardened. "Repeat that." More static. Then a voice broke through, high and ragged with panic. "...can hear them in the walls..." The transmission died. The room went silent in a way that felt different from before, a silence with texture to it, the kind that follows something that can't be un-heard. Nobody looked comfortable anymore. Nobody looked at each other.

Ryette turned toward Jakob. "Take a team."

Jakob nodded once. He was already moving toward the exit, and several armed officers fell into step behind him without being told.

Aleya stepped forward. "I'm coming."

"No." Ryette didn't hesitate, didn't even look up.

"You want answers," she said. "So do I."

"This is a security situation."

"And I'm the only xenobiologist on this station."

He looked at her then. "That doesn't make you bulletproof."

"No," she said. "But it makes me useful."

He studied her for several seconds — long enough that she thought he was going to refuse again. Then: "Stay behind security personnel. That's not a suggestion."

Jakob looked deeply unhappy about it. But he didn't argue, and a few minutes later Aleya found herself moving through the lower colony corridors beside armed security teams while warning sirens echoed intermittently through the station's long passages.

The atmosphere had changed completely. People crowded the intersections now, standing in clusters of three and four, whispering to each other, watching the security officers pass with fear they weren't bothering to hide anymore. Several corridor doors had been sealed manually with emergency barriers. Others displayed quarantine warnings across their surfaces in red text. And everywhere, the lights kept flickering — subtle at first, then harder, then almost rhythmic, as though the station were struggling to hold itself together from the inside.

"What caused the blackout earlier?" Aleya asked as they walked.

"Engineering says power overload," Jakob said, his eyes forward.

"You believe that?"

He didn't answer immediately. "I believe people panic when they don't understand something."

"That's not an answer."

"It's the only one that matters right now."

His tone was steady. Controlled. But she noticed the tension in his jaw, the slight tightness around his eyes. Jakob Nava was frightened too. He just wore it differently than most people — wore it like armor, pressed flat against his skin so it didn't show unless you knew what to look for.

They descended another level. The temperature dropped noticeably, the kind of cold that seeped in from the station's outer hull and collected in the lower corridors like water in a bowl. Condensation clung to the exposed pipes running along the ceiling. The emergency strobes down here painted everything in slow rotating pulses of amber, and the shadows they cast moved in ways that made Aleya's peripheral vision unreliable.

One of the officers ahead raised a fist. Everyone stopped.

At the far end of the corridor, a figure stood beneath the flickering lights. Male. Barefoot, which somehow made everything worse. A hospital gown hung loose from his frame, and he stood completely still with his back to them, facing the sealed exterior wall at the corridor's end. The escaped patient. He wasn't running. He wasn't hiding. He was just standing there, the way you stand when you're listening to something no one else can hear.

Jakob stepped forward carefully. "Sir. Turn around slowly."

Nothing. The man didn't move, didn't flinch, gave no indication he'd heard. Then, slowly, he raised one hand and pressed it flat against the wall. Gently. Almost tenderly, the way you'd touch something you'd been searching for.

"What is he doing?" Aleya murmured.

Nobody answered.

"Step away from the wall," Jakob said, louder this time, his voice carrying the particular authority of someone accustomed to being obeyed.

The patient finally spoke. His voice was soft — not frightened, not confused. Almost peaceful. "He's close now."

The cold that moved across Aleya's skin had nothing to do with the temperature. The man tilted his head slowly until his cheek rested against the metal surface, eyes closed, like he was listening through it. Like there was something on the other side worth hearing.

Then the corridor lights died.

Complete darkness. Several officers cursed. Flashlight beams snapped on immediately, sweeping violently through the black, cutting across pipes and walls and each other's faces.

The patient was gone.

"What the hell—"

A scream erupted from behind them. Aleya spun. One of the officers had stumbled backward against the corridor wall, both hands clawing at the sides of his helmet. "Get it off me — get it off—" His voice was high and wrong, nothing like the composed professional who'd been walking beside her thirty seconds ago.

"What happened?" Jakob moved toward him.

"He whispered — something whispered—"

The officer stopped mid-sentence. Just stopped, like a machine that had been switched off. His hands dropped to his sides. His body went perfectly still. Everyone stared. A thin thread of blood traced its way from his left nostril, slow and dark in the flashlight beams, and then his eyes lost focus — not closed, not vacant exactly, but oriented somewhere else entirely, somewhere none of the rest of them could see.

Aleya moved toward him. "Officer. Can you hear me?"

He turned his head and looked at her. His eyes found her face with an effort that seemed enormous. He looked terrified in the specific way of someone who has just understood something they cannot un-understand. "There's something under the station," he said. His voice was very quiet. Very certain. "It's been there a long time."

The words barely left his mouth before every light in the corridor exploded simultaneously. Not flickered — exploded, the fixtures bursting in a cascade of sparks and breaking glass that rained down across the floor. Darkness crashed over them again, absolute and immediate, and into that darkness came the sound.

Not whispering this time.

Breathing. Slow, massive, rhythmic breathing from somewhere far below them, deep enough that it seemed to come from the station's bones rather than any specific direction. The sound of something with lungs the size of rooms, inhaling and exhaling with the patience of something that had been doing it for a very long time.

Aleya felt the vibration rise through the metal floor beneath her boots. It moved up through her legs and into her chest and settled there, resonating against her ribs. Around her, she could hear the officers hearing it too — the small involuntary sounds of people confronting something their training hadn't prepared them for. Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. For a long moment the only sounds in the corridor were that vast, slow breathing from below and the ragged breathing of the people above it.

Then the emergency lighting returned. Dim red, pulsing in slow flashes, painting everything the color of a wound.

The escaped patient stood at the end of the corridor again. Exactly where he'd been before. Only now he was facing them.

He was smiling. Not a cruel smile — something softer than that, almost beatific, the smile of someone who has received news they'd been waiting a long time to hear. Blood ran from both his ears in thin dark lines. And behind him, the steel wall — solid, reinforced, built to withstand the pressure differential of deep space — bulged inward. Just once. Just slightly. Like something on
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