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  The Quiet Divide


“There are only two ways to live your life. One is as though nothing is a miracle. The other is as though everything is a miracle.” 
― Albert Einstein
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  1
Event Horizon


Cira watched the containment readings fluctuate in a pattern she'd never seen before. The numbers blinked amber on her tablet—not quite in alarm territory, but definitely not normal. After eight years of working with deorum ore, she'd developed an intuition for its behaviour, and right now, every instinct told her something was wrong. 
"Dalen, are you seeing this?" She kept her voice level despite the tightness in her chest.
Across Meridian Station's monitoring bay, Dalen straightened from his console. "Third spike in the last hour." He tapped a sequence into his console, pulling up additional data streams. "Maintenance claims it's calibration issues, but these harmonics don't match any calibration pattern I've ever seen."
Cira swiped through the data, unconvinced. "I don't like this. The refinery was never meant to handle this much raw ore at once."
Dalen's eyes met hers. "That was Praetorium’s decision, not ours. They wanted faster production."
"And we wanted safety protocols, god damn it." She shook her head. "I’m tempted to just pull the plug on this."
Dalen’s expression softened momentarily. "Come on, we both know you don’t mean that, you know what we're doing with the deorum ore—this could change everything."
"If it doesn't kill us first." Cira stood, smoothing her grey lab coat. "I'm going down there. Whatever is happening, it doesn’t look good."
Dalen looked up, his expression shifting from professional concern to something more personal. "Protocol says remote diagnostics first."
"Protocol wasn't written for harmonics like these." She was already moving toward the door. "Look, it’ll be fine, just keep an eye on Bay Four. If the containment field drops below ninety-two per cent, call Kat."
The corridor outside the monitoring bay hummed with the constant drone of air recyclers. Meridian wasn't a luxury station; it was functional, industrial, and perpetually understaffed. Cira passed two maintenance workers arguing over part allocation as she approached the lift. She nodded to the security officer, but didn’t recognise him.
Must’ve come in on the last rotation.
"Heading down to processing," she said, swiping her access card.
The guard—Jameson, according to his badge—raised an eyebrow. "Thought that was off-limits during extraction."
"It is normally, but I need to know if what we are seeing is because of a calibration issue or not, and I can’t do that from up there." She offered a tight smile. "Just a quick check on the readings."
"Your funeral." He shrugged.
The lift descended with a groan that never failed to make her nervous. Meridian had been built quickly, corners cut where deemed acceptable. The result was a station that worked—mostly—but every day managed to remind its inhabitants of its fragility in a hundred small ways.
The processing level was eerily quiet compared to the usual hum of activity. Extraction cycles were typically all noise and movement—technicians monitoring equipment, engineers making adjustments, the mechanical symphony of machinery refining deorum ore into something else. Something that might change the trajectory of Sacramentum. Today, the automated systems worked alone, the observation room empty except for a single technician who looked up with surprise as Cira entered.
"Dr. Cira? You're not supposed to be down here during active extraction."
"I know Mills. Just checking something." She moved to the main console, bringing up the same readings she'd been monitoring upstairs. They looked worse here, closer to the source. "Have you noticed anything unusual with the harmonic stabilisers?"
Mills shrugged, returning to his game on a personal device. "Above my pay grade. I just watch for red lights."
Cira bit back a retort. She'd worked her way up from positions like his, and the culture of minimal effort still frustrated her. Eight years at Meridian, and she still hadn't adjusted to the Praetorium way. Katrina understood—they'd often shared their frustrations over late-night coffee in the lab, planning improvements that would inevitably end up not happening due to funding.
The observation window provided a view into the processing chamber itself—a cavernous room dominated by the containment cylinder at its centre. Inside, raw deorum ore floated in a magnetically controlled suspension, pulsing with a characteristic yellow glow as extraction beams refined the valuable particles. It was beautiful, in its way, this substance that defied conventional physics.
The readout on the console beeped, drawing her attention back. The harmonic resonance had spiked again, higher this time. She opened a direct channel to Dalen.
"These readings are definitely not calibration issues. The ore is destabilising at the molecular level."
Dalen's voice came through with a burst of static. "How bad?"
She studied the numbers, unease growing. "Bad enough that we should pause the refinement cycle. I'm going to call Kat."
"Wait—" His voice cut through sharper now. "The system logs show something strange. Someone accessed the extraction parameters last night."
Cira frowned. "That's impossible. Kat locked down those systems herself after the last audit."
"Nevertheless, someone got in. Give me two minutes."
She turned back to the observation window, studying the containment cylinder. The yellow glow had intensified, pulsing in an irregular rhythm that made her eyes hurt to follow. Something was definitely wrong.
"Mills, when was the last full diagnostic run on the containment field?"
The technician looked up, annoyance clear on his face. "Yesterday. Standard procedure."
"And the results?"
"Green across the board. Look, if you're worried, call Director Wright. I'm just here to monitor."
The console beeped again, more urgently this time. Cira turned to see the numbers shifting from amber to red. The containment field was fluctuating wildly now, dropping to eighty-nine per cent before bouncing back to ninety-four.
She hit the comm again. "Dalen, we're losing stability. I'm calling Kat now."
"Hold off!" Alarm edged his voice. "The beam intensity is fifteen per cent above safety parameters. If I bring that back down, we should be fine."
"Fifteen?" Cira felt her stomach drop. "That's well beyond safety margins for this grade of ore."
"I know. I'm trying to override, but the system is locked with credentials I don't have."
Cira was already moving, heading for the emergency shutdown panel on the far wall. "I'm initiating manual shutdown."
She never made it. A high-pitched whine filled the air, rising rapidly in pitch until it hurt her ears. Through the observation window, she observed the deorum ore in the containment cylinder begin to spin faster, the yellow glow brightening to a painful intensity.
"Mills, emergency protocols! Now!" She said, but the technician was already bolting for the door.
The console erupted in alarms. The containment field was failing, dropping past critical thresholds faster than the system could compensate. Cira slammed her hand on the station-wide alert, triggering klaxons throughout Meridian.
"Dalen!" She shouted into her comm. "Evacuate the monitoring bay! Get everyone out of the adjacent sections!"
His response was lost in a burst of static as the first shock wave hit. The observation window cracked, a spiderweb of fractures spreading across its surface. Cira dove for cover behind a support column as the window shattered inward, showering the room with transparent polymer shards.
The second wave knocked her off her feet. The lights flickered and died, the room now lit solely by the glowing ore. Through the broken window, she could see the containment cylinder itself beginning to fracture, yellow-white energy spilling out in crackling arcs.
She needed to move. Now.
Cira scrambled to her feet, stumbling toward the exit as the station shuddered around her. The door to the corridor was jammed halfway open, almost not leaving enough space to squeeze through. She forced herself into the gap, ignoring the sharp edge cutting into her lab coat.
The corridor beyond was chaos—emergency lights strobing, evacuation sirens blaring, and the distant sound of shouting. She turned toward the emergency shelter, only to be thrown against the wall as another explosion rocked the station.
Behind her, the containment cylinder ruptured. A blinding flash of yellow-white light erupted outward, followed by a wave of energy that distorted the air around her.
There was nowhere to run. The wave hit her full force, knocking her unconscious as energy washed over her body.
Her last thought before darkness claimed her was of Dalen, and whether she'd sent him to his death.






  
  2
Echoes in the Blood


Cira closed her eyes, the throbbing in her head a relentless drum. And in the darkness, there was light. Not a memory, but a feeling—a sense of being unspooled and rewoven on a golden loom. She could see shapes, clothed in fur and starlight, their eyes holding echoes of what was and what would be. They danced a design of becoming, and at its centre, a single mote of life ignited. A voice that was not a voice whispered in her mind: 
Divided shall be made whole.
She gasped, her eyes flying open, the antiseptic smell of the med bay a shocking return to reality.
"Easy there." The voice belonged to Dr. Brown, Meridian's chief medical officer. "You've had quite an experience."
Memory returned in fragments—the destabilising deorum ore, the alarms, the containment breach. She bolted upright despite the doctor's protests.
"Dalen—is he—"
"He's fine." Dr. Brown adjusted something on her IV. "Minor injuries. He's been in to see you twice already."
Relief washed over her, followed immediately by more questions. "How long have I been out?"
"Almost thirty hours." The doctor checked her pupils with a small light. "You were directly exposed to the energy released when the containment failed. We weren't sure what to expect."
Thirty hours. Cira tried to process this as she took in her surroundings. The medical bay was busier than she'd ever seen it—every bed occupied, medical staff moving between patients.
"How many were hurt?"
Dr. Brown's expression tightened. "Fourteen injured, mostly minor. Three critical." A pause. "Two dead."
It took her a moment to process what she heard. "Who?"
"Mills and Santos. They were closest to the containment cylinder when it ruptured."
Mills. The technician who'd been playing games when she arrived. Who'd run for the door when the alarms started. Guilt twisted in her stomach.
"What about the station? How bad is the damage?"
"Processing level two is completely destroyed. Adjacent sections suffered structural damage." The doctor's voice was clinical, detached. "Director Wright can fill you in on the details. She's been asking about you."
As if summoned by her name, Katrina appeared in the doorway. Tall and imposing even in standard station attire, Meridian's director carried herself with the quiet intensity of someone who'd built her career on authority and calculated risk. Today, however, her usual composure seemed strained, dark circles visible beneath her eyes.
"Doctor. I need a moment with Cira"
Dr. Brown nodded. "Five minutes. She needs rest."
When they were alone, Katrina moved closer to the bed, her expression softening. "Jesus Cira, what happened down there?"
"Someone had been in the system, Kat, they'd been tampering with the extraction parameters," Cira said, her arms trembling beneath her weight, collapsing as she struggled to rise from the bed.
"Ok, ok, like the Doc said, rest for now, the main thing you're both all right."
Cira blinked in confusion. "Both?"
Katrina's eyes gravitated to Cira's midsection. "You and the baby. Dr. Brown detected elevated hCG levels during your initial blood work. You should’ve told me you were pregnant."
"Baby?" Cira's voice came out as a strangled whisper. She gripped the edge of the bed, her knuckles turning white. "That's not possible."
Katrina frowned. "The tests were quite clear. You're definitely pregnant."
"No, you don't understand." Cira shook her head, her heart hammering against her ribs. "I can't get pregnant. The doctors on Sacramentum confirmed it years ago, after the complications with the first pregnancy."
A cold wave of shock washed over her. She'd made peace with this notion long ago—had built her life around her work instead, accepting that some things, like having a second child, weren't meant to be. She and Dalen had discussed adoption, but with their schedules at Meridian, they'd put it off.
"How did Brown even test for that?" she asked, her voice unsteady. "It's not standard protocol for accident victims."
"Your blood work showed anomalies. He was being thorough." Katrina studied her face. "You didn't know?"
"How could I?" Cira pressed a trembling hand to her abdomen. "It's medically impossible."
Or it had been.
"We'll need to monitor you. Your exposure during the accident complicates matters."
Cira forced herself to focus, to push past the shock.
"What do you remember about the accident?"
The abrupt change of subject seemed to catch Cira off guard. "The ore was destabilising. Harmonic resonance was off the charts. Like I said, Dalen found that someone had accessed the extraction parameters."
Katrina's expression didn't change, but something flickered in her eyes. "Yes, we've identified the access point. A security breach during routine maintenance."
"That doesn't make sense." Cira shook her head, wincing at the pain the movement caused. "Those systems have redundant safeguards. One person couldn't accidentally override them."
"It wasn't accidental." Katrina's voice dropped even lower. "The modifications were deliberate—targeted at destabilising the ore during peak extraction."
Cira stared at her. "Sabotage? Who would—"
"That's what I need to find out." Katrina glanced toward the door, ensuring they were still alone. "Listen carefully, Cira. Praetorium has already dispatched a security team. They'll be here in three days. Until then, all information about the accident is classified. No communications off-station. No discussions with anyone not involved in the cleanup."
Cira felt a chill that had nothing to do with the medical bay's temperature. "You think this goes beyond Meridian."
"I know it does." Katrina's intensity was almost palpable. "The only people with clearance to modify those parameters are me, you, and three executives at Praetorium headquarters. This wasn't random vandalism."
"Two people are dead, Kat."
"And more will follow if we don't handle this correctly." Katrina's voice hardened. "This station represents not just billions in investment, but research that could change everything we know about energy, and the possibilities are limitless. If people find out two died up here in an accident, they’ll protest to get us shut down, especially after Novus. Why do you think we are up here in the
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