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Prologue: 

The Century Ship was a coffin built of hope, spinning silently through the black void between stars. It was three hundred and twenty-two standard Earth years old. Not that anyone on board remembered Earth, not truly. Earth was a myth, a bedtime story told to children in the Mid-Decks, less real than the recycled air in their lungs. In the deepest heart of that metal coffin, in the place where the ship’s first great secret was buried, the silence was absolute.

It was called the Data Core, Level Zero. The elders, the ones in the Command Tier with the stiff white collars and the serious eyes, referred to it in official documents as the Mission Archive System, Sub-Level G, Restricted Access. But down in the engine bowels, where the grease was thick and the heat never dissipated, the mechanics just called it "The Tomb." It wasn't meant to be silent; it was meant to softly hum with the power of a thousand terabytes of human history—every book, every song, every regret Earth had ever produced, condensed into light and data, a legacy for the New World.

But the hum was long gone. The Core had gone quiet fifty years ago, give or take a few cycles, after a plasma surge nobody had properly logged. It was just a cold room now, a metallic box full of dead information, tucked behind a pressure-sealed bulkhead that no living soul had accessed since the Surge.

Until tonight. He was a young man, barely eighteen, with pale hands and the wide, nervous eyes of someone who hadn't slept in three days. His name was Elian, and he worked in waste management. He wasn’t supposed to be here. He had slipped past a drowsing security guard and bypassed three locks using a stolen supervisor's keycard. His heart hammered a frantic rhythm against his ribcage, a sound so loud in the utter silence of Level Zero that Elian was sure the ship itself could hear it.

He shone a small, weak beam of light from a mag-lamp onto the sealed door. Rust bloomed in orange patches around the edges. It smelled like dry rot and dust. Elian touched the manual release switch. The rubber coating on the button felt brittle beneath his gloved finger, ready to crack. He pressed it, and nothing happened. The air exchange fan above his head clicked on with a sudden, startling whirr that made him jump back, sucking the limited oxygen out of the space for a moment. Then silence returned, heavier this time.

It's dead, he thought, a wave of relief washing over him. The mission was a fool's errand anyway. A stupid dare that had gone too far. He started to turn away, his boot scraping across the grit on the metal floor. A faint sound, barely there, caught his ear: a final exhalation of ancient air. Hiss. Elian spun back around, his light beam shaking. A narrow seam of light, bright and sterile white, appeared down the center of the massive door as the magnetic seals finally, grudgingly, gave way. The metal groaned, a deep, resonant sound that carried through the ship's frame.

Elian hesitated. He should run. He should leave this dead place and go back to the world of the living, the world of recycled air and synthetic food and the comforting lie of the mission. But curiosity is a heavy weight, heavier than gravity itself. He pushed the door open, and the air that rushed out was cold, smelling of something sharp and medicinal, like a hospital that had been closed for centuries. Elian stepped inside.

The server racks were everywhere, rising thirty feet high, a silent, black steel forest of forgotten history. The sterile white light came from a single, blinking console light in the center of the room: a green LED, impossibly still alive. He walked toward it, his footsteps echoing too loudly. When he reached the console, he saw text scrolling across a dusty screen. Not historical archives or engineering data. Just one repeated line of code, scrolling over and over, faster now: SHIP STATUS: CRITICAL. MISSION PARAMETERS COMPROMISED. DO NOT PROCEED TO TARGET ALPHA CENTAURI SYSTEM. DO NOT PROCEED TO TARGET ALPHA CENTAURI SYSTEM.

The screen flickered. The green text changed to a stark, urgent red. EARTH DESTROYED. DO NOT RETURN. ALL RECORDS DELETED BY ORDER OF COMMAND: CAPTAIN'S LOG ENTRY 449-B.

Elian stared, paralyzed. A lie. His whole life, their whole world, was built on a deliberate, horrifying lie. He heard a sound behind him. Not the ship’s breathing. Not the thrum-thrum-hiss of the vents. It was a slow, wet scrape. Elian didn't turn around. He couldn't. He stared at the red text blinking on the screen, the data that meant home was gone forever. A cold dread, far colder than the air in The Tomb, settled into his bones. He was not alone in the dark. And whatever was behind him had just learned the same truth he had.
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Chapter One: Kaelen, The Mid-Deck
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The air in Corridor 34-B tasted of ozone, stale sweat, and that specific, metallic tang of recycled water. It was the perpetual scent of home. Kaelen ran a hand along the cool, ribbed steel of the wall panel, feeling the familiar, faint vibration that never stopped. The thrum-thrum-hiss of the main life-support exchange was the heartbeat of the Century Ship.

Most residents found the noise comforting. Kaelen found it inescapable, a dull drumming on the inside of his skull. It was Tuesday afternoon, Ship Standard Time, a designation that only mattered to the automated scheduling system that governed their rigid lives.

A heavy wrench clipped to his belt needed adjusting; the worn plastic handle, smooth from two years of sweat, dug slightly into his hip. Kaelen was a meticulous man trapped in an environment that actively despised meticulousness. Every gasket and centimeter of aging piping was fighting a slow war against time.

Already, Kaelen was thirty-seven minutes behind schedule. Section 12-Gamma always produced unexpected gremlins. This time, a pressure leak in the low-temp coolant loop. The fix was second nature, but the delay would invariably earn him a demerit point from Henderson, his sector supervisor. Henderson treated the ship’s efficiency rankings like a sacred text.

His destination was the utility closet labeled with the faded yellow stencil: Authorized Personnel Only: Hydroponics Bypass (A1-G). He felt an aversion to the space. It was tight, tucked under a primary structural beam, a perfect little box that fed into his persistent claustrophobia.

Accessing the space required him to key in his specific code. The keypad buttons were sticky with grease Kaelen himself had scrubbed off just last week. This perpetual battle against accumulated grime was a losing one, a fact he hated. He wished the assignment board had sent him to the Hydroponics gardens instead, where the air smelled green and wet.

The magnetic lock released with a satisfying clack-hiss. Kaelen pulled the heavy door open, wincing as the bright corridor lights failed to penetrate the gloom inside. The space within was tighter than a coffin.

Lighting was provided by a weak, sickly yellow utility lamp that made the clustered pipes look like a nest of albino snakes. A single bead of sweat traced a cold line down his temple, past his eye. Kaelen inhaled sharply, focusing on the smell of damp sealant and machine oil; the familiar scents were a small comfort against the sudden, physical crush of the small space. He was fine. He was just doing his job.

Reaching for the primary coolant valve, Kaelen's gloved fingers brushed against a sticky, strange residue. It wasn't grease, it wasn't oil. It was slicker, almost biological. Bringing his fingers up to the weak yellow light of his mag-lamp, the substance revealed itself as a translucent, pale blue gel.

A flicker of recognition sparked in Kaelen's mind. He had seen that gel before. Where? The memory was elusive and frustrating. It was different from standard lubricant; it did not belong in A1-G.

A sudden, sharp pang echoed from the ventilation duct directly above the closet door, loud enough to make him instinctively duck his head. It sounded suspiciously like something heavy shifting inside the shaft system. The thrum-thrum-hiss of the main life-support system momentarily skipped a beat.

Kaelen froze, breath held tight in his chest. His heart hammered a fast rhythm against his ribs. He waited for the whine of a maintenance bot or the stride of a patrol officer's boots, but all he heard was the ship’s endless, quiet breathing. He wiped the blue gel onto a rag, hands trembling slightly as he rationalized the anomaly as nothing more than a gremlin.

Finishing his work quickly, the valve sealed, he backed out of the cramped space, eager for the open corridor again. The utility closet door was pulled shut, the clack-hiss of the lock sealing the room’s secrets away once more.

As he walked away, the main corridor lights seemed to flicker, just for a second. Kaelen stopped, looked back at the door. The thought nagged at him, a tiny sliver under the skin: The ship was old. The ship was fragile. And sometimes, the ship felt like it was watching.

He picked up his pace, ready to get this Tuesday over with, completely unaware that Elian, a boy from waste management, was currently opening a door far below that should have remained sealed forever.
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Chapter Two: Elian, The Tomb
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The air in the Data Core, Level Zero, was dead and smelled of antiseptic cold. Elian could see his own breath clouding in front of his face, a ghost of his fear. The single green LED on the central console blinked relentlessly in the silence. It provided the only light in the cavernous room, throwing strange, disjointed shadows across the massive, silent server racks.

He had entered a place that was not meant for the living. The space was enormous, far larger than any standard deck on the Century Ship. It was as wide as the Mid-Deck Hydroponics bay and twice as long. The architecture was different down here too; less utilitarian, more deliberate, built by people who still believed in grandeur. The silence magnified every sound. His own boots on the metal grate floor, the rustling of his waste-management coveralls, even the rush of blood in his ears seemed deafening.

Scrape.

There it was again. A slow, wet sound from the darkness behind him. Elian didn’t dare turn around. His eyes remained fixed on the glowing red text that had replaced the green message: EARTH DESTROYED. DO NOT RETURN. ALL RECORDS DELETED BY ORDER OF COMMAND: CAPTAIN'S LOG ENTRY 449-B.

The words felt less like data and more like a physical blow. A lie. His whole life, their whole world, was built on a deliberate, horrifying lie. The history lessons, the mission anthems, the annual Remembrance Day for the 'Martyrs of the Launch'—all of it garbage.

The text on the screen began to flash, an urgent, silent alarm. Elian’s hand shook as he reached out and touched the console. It was ice cold. The screen was warm. He could feel the energy humming beneath the glass, demanding attention, demanding to be read.

He scrolled through the Captain’s log, every muscle in his back rigid, expecting a hand on his shoulder at any second. The entries were terse, professional, and then suddenly desperate. Plasma surge unexpected. Hull breach in Section E3. Casualties mounting. Decision made: Target Alpha Centauri compromised. Deleting original mission parameters. New course to M-4 habitat. Original Earth records to be wiped to maintain societal cohesion.

They lied to everyone. Not just about Earth, but about the destination. They were heading somewhere else, a secondary mission, and the entire ship’s population was operating on three centuries of misinformation.

A metallic scent, like stale pennies, drifted into his awareness, cutting through the hospital smell of the room. It was the smell of blood. It was faint, old, but unmistakable.

The scrape sound happened again, closer this time, followed by a faint, heavy thud. It was slow, deliberate movement. Something was dragging itself along the floor behind the towering server racks. Elian could feel a trickle of sweat run down his spine. The cold air turned his sweat instantly frigid.

He swallowed hard, his throat dry. The urge to flee was overwhelming, but the data held him captive. He needed to know. A flicker of movement caught his eye, not on the screen, but reflected in the glass. A shape. It was indistinct, bulky, and low to the ground.

Elian finally forced himself to turn around, lifting the weak beam of his mag-lamp into the darkness behind him. The light fell on nothing but the empty space between server aisles. He must have imagined it. The silence returned, thick and oppressive.

"Hello?" he whispered. His voice was swallowed immediately by the vast quiet.

Then, from the farthest corner of the room, near a service elevator door he hadn't noticed before, came a sound. Not a scrape. A slow, steady drip. Drip... drip... drip. The silence was broken by the sound of something bleeding in the dark.
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Chapter Three: The Drip
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The sound was agonizingly slow. Drip... drip... drip.

Elian stared into the darkness where the sound originated, his little mag-lamp feeling useless, a toy in the vast blackness of Level Zero. The metallic smell of stale blood grew stronger. He pointed the weak beam of light at the source, near the service elevator door he had just noticed, nestled in the corner of the room. The beam illuminated a small, dark pool on the floor grate.

It wasn't water. The viscous sheen caught the light just right.

Every survival instinct screamed at him to run. He should sprint back to the entrance, get back to the world of the living decks, and scream bloody murder. But the secret, that vast and terrible truth blinking in red on the screen, had him anchored to the spot. They had been lied to, systematically, for centuries. That betrayal felt more immediately dangerous than whatever was making that quiet sound in the dark.

He took a step toward the pool of blood. His breath hitched in his throat. The shape he’d seen reflected in the console glass was there now, hunched over, low to the ground, its back to him. It was bulky, wearing some kind of old-fashioned uniform that seemed to sag off its frame. The shoulder patches were unrecognizable, archaic designs Elian had only seen in history books about the first generation.

"Hey," Elian called out, his voice shaking badly. "Are you hurt?"

The figure didn't move, save for a slight
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