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  Chapter one
The Loop’s Beginning


The encrypted transmission bled through the static, a digital phantom fighting for bandwidth amid the cluttered orbit above Earth. Inside the cold silence of Orbital Command’s comms bay, engineers leaned forward as if sheer will could decipher the code flickering on their screens. The display scrolled out a sequence no one there should have been able to see: ancient Earth military sigils, sealed decades ago—some that had never left black projects. One engineer, hand trembling on his mug, whispered, “That’s not possible.” 
Commander Rook’s boots hit the bay deck in a thunk, his uniform crisp even under the dead-gray lights. A scar above his eyebrow twitched as he surveyed the projection—a grid of numbers, glyphs, and code words that belonged in a sealed vault, not an open channel. “Who else has seen this?” he demanded.
The lead comms officer, Lieutenant Grieve, didn’t look up. Sweat beaded at his temples. “Only us, sir. Scrambled and auto-flagged for your—”
Rook cut him off, feathers of impatience in his voice. “Origin?”
“Seven-four-zero system. Known as—”
“Deren IV,” Rook interrupted, jaw tightening. He’d heard the stories, of course: the derelict planet, the system that, by all rights, should’ve been dust long before humanity ever reached it. A place on every explorer’s blacklist, for every reason that made sense—and a few that didn’t.
The room pulsed with a hush as the Command AI, Voss, overlaid spectral blue on the holotable. “Commander Rook. Transmission source confirmed: Deren IV, planetary orbit. Structure detected in geosynchronous lock—matching neither human nor catalogued alien architecture. No outgoing comms on any civilian or military bands.”
Rook’s pulse thrummed in his ears. “Silent system. Dead planet. And now, this.” He kept emotion out of his voice, but something shifted behind his eyes—a flicker of memory, a fragment lost to time.
Vale was waiting outside the comms bay, helmet cradled in the crook of her arm. Her mouth was tight with the same anxiety running through the entire Strike Team. “Orders?” she asked, no trace of fear in her tone, only intent.
“Pre-mission in fifteen,” Rook replied, his voice harder than he felt. “Full blackout. Bring Pryce, Kestrel, Solen, Marrow. Nobody else.” He paused at Vale’s nod, then added, “And pull everything out of the classified First Contact vaults. I want to know every way this could go sideways.”
The prep bay buzzed with a nervous energy that only seasoned operators could radiate. Kestrel, hunched over a spread of kinetic dampeners and forced-entry gear, muttered, “Never heard of a transmission wrapped in dead codes before.”
Solen, calibrating his sensor pack, shrugged. “Means whoever’s out there knows more about us than we do about them. I hate that.”
Marrow, the squad’s medtech and skeptic-at-large, tossed a sealed trauma pack into Vale’s kit. “First Contact vault, huh? I suppose that won’t be as cheerful as last time.” She tried for a smile, but it twisted, ill-fitting.
Pryce, weapon’s tech and eternal contrarian, snapped a mag into place with barely concealed irritation. “We’re not walking into another trap, are we?”
Rook answered before Vale could. “We walk into it eyes open. This is a recon—nothing more unless we have to. The briefings on failed contacts—those are mandatory. We’re not losing another team to protocol blindness.”
Solen, always the voice of dark humor, snorted. “So we’re relying on history. Pity history isn’t very forgiving.”
The holoscreen flickered, and with a click of static resolution, Mission AI Voss projected itself into the bay. Voss’s avatar stood tall, indistinct, like a human seen through smoked glass. “Team. Additional anomaly detected,” Voss intoned, the voice more organic than its frame suggested. “Mission parameters compromised by non-linear recursion. Log entry: Expect recognition. History precedes this encounter.”
Kestrel cocked his head, brows drawn. “Recursion? Like a loop?”
Voss’s blue irises seemed to flicker with static. “Correct. Indicators suggest prior engagements with this construct. None are currently present in team data or planetary records.”
Pryce shivered. “What the hell is that supposed to mean—prior engagements we can’t remember?”
Marrow’s eyes flicked to Rook. “That’s not funny, Voss.”
But Rook only absorbed the AI’s words, a strange tension settling over him, sharper than before. Something in Voss’s tone felt less like warning and more like a dare—a sense of inevitability gnawing at the edges of his composure.
Vale spoke softly. “If there’s any chance that’s true—anything—this isn’t just another first contact. We’re walking into a story that’s unfinished.”
Rook’s gaze swept the room, fixing on each member in turn. “We go in together. We come out together. Stick to the protocols, and remember—every failed first contact started with someone underestimating the unknown.”
The dropship, “Mercy,” was a needle of cold steel slicing into the black between stars. The planet below spun in baleful silence, sunburnt and lifeless, its surface a mottled smudge where oceans had boiled away eons ago. The structure in orbit was impossible: a ring of stone and metal, cyclopean, its surface crawling with shifting glyphs that seemed to rearrange themselves at random. Human eyes couldn’t decide whether it was ancient or new.
Solen was first to break the silence as they made final approach. “Those symbols—Voss, are you reading them?”
“Inconclusive,” Voss replied, voice in every helmet. “Partial match to Sumerian cuneiform, certain Mayan logograms, and six classified alien languages. None are a complete fit. They are…transforming.”
Pryce gripped the dropship’s safety rail, eyes darting from the viewport to his weapon. “Anyone else worried there’s no debris, no satellites, no nothing in this orbit? Just that thing?”
Marrow, silent beside him, nodded. “It’s a mausoleum. And Voss says we’ve been here before.”
Rook closed his eyes for a heartbeat, a trick he’d learned in too many war zones: exhale, reset, command. He keyed his comm. “Final checks. The moment we touch down, I want full spectrum scans. No heroics, no wandering. Vale, you’re on breach. Kestrel, point. Solen, with me. Marrow, rear guard. Pryce, overwatch.”
The dropship’s landing jets spat blue fire as it settled beside the structure’s outer ring—so close to the void that stars shimmered between the stones. The team moved in practiced silence, a choreography of readiness and dread. The air was thinner here, charged somehow, a taste of ozone and static at the back of the throat.
They approached the entry arch—a doorway taller than any cathedral, its surface crawling with new glyphs, flickering faster as the team drew near. Vale’s hand hovered over the access panel, but the stone receded, as if recognizing them, and opened on its own.
Solen muttered, “That’s…not normal.”
Inside, the darkness swallowed the squad’s lights, making each step sound impossibly loud. Glyphs flickered on the walls—human eyes, at first, and then something more. They shimmered, shifted, and snapped into focus.
Vale stopped short. “Rook—look.”
Along the surface, the glyphs had rearranged in real time, displaying names. Human names. Hers, Kestrel’s, Solen’s, every member of the team—etched in twisting alien characters, then morphing into neat block letters. Below each name, a string of DNA code scrolled past, as if the structure itself was cataloguing them.
Pryce’s voice trembled, just once. “That’s our sequence. That’s mine.” He touched his shoulder—instinctively, defensively.
Marrow exhaled, a slow hiss. “How—what the hell is this?”
Rook’s chest constricted. The glyphs didn’t stop. Faces flickered across the stone—first blurred, then sharpening into the Strike Team, one by one. The images played like a fever dream—Vale falling, Kestrel screaming, Marrow pinned and bleeding. Gunfire, collapse. Sometimes faces twisted in fear. Sometimes they were simply…gone, erased from the wall as if they’d never existed.
Rook reached for the wall, fingers inches from the flickering faces. He could hear breathing—his own, and everyone else’s, harsh and unnaturally loud. Then, without warning, the wall pulsed, and a voice echoed all around them—his own.
“Breach right. Kestrel, cut the main. Vale, cover north. Marrow—down! Go, go, go—”
He stopped. He had never given those orders. He knew the cadence of his own rage, and this was not memory. This was something else—something that had happened, perhaps, yet not to him.
Kestrel looked at Rook, wide-eyed. “You never said that.”
“No. I didn’t,” Rook replied, the words a brittle shell.
The lights along the walls swelled, glyphs rippling in sickly colors. Then, from the far end of the corridor, a figure emerged. It was tall, shrouded in an iridescent mantle, its features hidden—except for eyes that glimmered with a timeless awareness.
The Strike Team tensed, weapons raised. But the alien only stood, silent, regarding each of them in turn—first Vale, then Pryce, Marrow, Kestrel, Solen, and finally, Rook. Its gaze seemed to pierce through every layer of doubt, fear, and hope.
A pause, as if the universe itself waited with bated breath. The creature didn’t speak, but in the hush, a deep certainty settled: It knew them. Not just their names. Not just their faces. It knew their worst failures, their bravest moments, every secret they’d buried in the marrow of their bones.
As if in confirmation, the wall behind the alien cycled through more scenes—each member of the Strike Team, not only dying, but making choices they could not remember. Rook saw himself hesitating, ordering a retreat, pressing on alone. Saw Vale refuse an extraction. Saw Pryce fire wildly, eyes mad with guilt.
Rook felt the weight of all those nonexistent memories—a thousand lives looping, breaking, rewritten in stone and code.
The alien’s voice, when it came, was a vibration in the air, not quite sound, not quite thought.
“You have come before. You will come again. The test begins anew.”
The team stood frozen, awareness dawning in each face—a terror that history, here, might truly be written in recurrence. And that, perhaps, none of them would ever leave this place unchanged.
The hum of the comms room was as close to silence as space ever allowed. Monitors flickered, their blue-white glow washing across glassy consoles and the tense faces gathered around the central display. Commander Rook stood at the head of the table, his gaze fixed on the encrypted stream that shimmered across the main screen—a lattice of zeroes and ones caught in momentary coherence, then broken again into static.
No one spoke as the alien data bled into their systems, fingers hovering over kill switches that none dared flip. Rook’s reflection drifted ghostlike across the glass, jaw clenched so tight it ached. He wondered, absently, if this was what ghosts really were: echoes in the machine, triggered by hands unwilling to let go. The years had given him a nose for trouble, and the transmission stank of something not just wrong, but old.
Colonel Ishaan’s voice, clipped and hollow through the speakers, cut the tension. “Commander Rook, you’re seeing this?”
Rook nodded. “I am. Deciphering anything?”
“Not directly,” Ishaan replied. “But those codes—military, some from decommissioned satellites. Others….” She trailed off. The implication was clear: some codes weren’t human at all.
Vale, hunched at Rook’s right, whispered, “It’s like it’s trying to talk to us in a language it only half-remembers.”
Rook gave a terse nod. “Keep recording. Encrypt double. No uplink until we know what we’re dealing with.”
A siren chirped: another packet arrived, this one tagged with a location—a dead system at the edge of the Perseus frontier, catalogued in navy records as Charon’s Folly. No comms. No traffic. Nothing but a single, airless planet and an orbital anomaly detected decades prior, then ignored.
Rook forced his voice steady. “Patch us into ISOCOM. Full audio and visual.”
The room’s temperature seemed to drop as General Markov’s face materialized onscreen. Eyes like razorwire, sleepless and unblinking. “Commander Rook. You and your team are being redirected. Data suggests something on Charon’s Folly is broadcasting. We want you to investigate the anomaly and secure whatever’s transmitting.”
Rook kept his expression flat. “What’s in the records? Anything about the structure?”
Markov shook his head. “Nothing useful. Previous surveys wrote it off as debris. Until now.”
Rook almost smiled—bureaucrats always wanted clean answers for messy problems. “And what do we do if the anomaly is hostile?”
The general’s gaze sharpened. “We’re sending the Strike Team for a reason, Commander. We’re done losing first contact teams.”
The silence after that was total.
*
When Rook entered the ready bay, the Strike Team was already deep in their routines. Vale had taken apart and reassembled his plasma rifle twice; Kestrel was adjusting the seals on her helmet, eyes glassy with concentration. Pryce flipped a coin restlessly, the metallic clack echoing off the composite bulkheads. Solen and Marrow, both armored up, hovered over a schematic of the alien structure beamed from orbit—a mass of impossible angles and cyclopean blocks that, even rendered in wireframe, seemed to defy focus.
“Alright,” Rook called out, gathering the six of them around the holotable. “Briefing. We’re headed to Charon’s Folly. Command intercepted an encrypted transmission tagged with both human and unknown military codes. Source is an orbital structure—no power signatures, no comms, nothing since before the Collapse.”
Kestrel frowned, scraping the tip of a gauntled finger across the schematic. “Any sign of hostiles?”
“None,” Rook replied, “but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any. The last contact for this system was a recon drone in '87. It went dark near the anomaly.”
Pryce snorted, a nervous flicker of his coin. “Funny how nobody mentions the failures in the recruitment ads.”
Marrow looked up, voice flat and brutal. “If they did, we wouldn’t be here.”
Rook shot Marrow a warning look, but the big man just shrugged and checked his weapon again. “Command wants answers. We provide them.”
Vale, always the questioner, leaned in. “What about those codes? You think that structure’s using human encryption?”
“Partially,” Rook admitted. “But it’s spliced with something else—something even ISOCOM can’t read yet.”
Kestrel asked, “And survivors? Any chance?”
Rook shook his head. “It’s been decades. Plan for no one.”
There was a pause—a collective mental tally of the classified reports, the ones only Strike Team operative eyes ever saw. Footage of first contact gone wrong: squads annihilated by their own armaments turned against them, hallucinations that broke commanders’ minds, time loops with faces lost and found again.
Finally, Solen spoke, quiet and precise. “We breach, we clear, we hold,” she recited. “That hasn’t changed.”
Rook nodded, feeling the weight settle on his shoulders. “Suit up. Dropship departs in fifteen.”
*
The Strike Team sealed into their armor, the hiss and lock of magseals echoing through the hold. Voss, the mission AI, shimmered into view on the viewport glass, its avatar a shifting lattice of blue light. Its non-voice vibrated through their helmet comms—a low, calming frequency engineered for combat nerves.
“Vector locked for Charon’s Folly. Atmospheric models indicate minimal turbulence.”
Pryce smirked. “AI says we won’t die on entry. That’s new.”
Rook locked his helmet, muting his mic. In the moment before launch, he let his thoughts flicker back to the failures he’d reviewed: men and women lost to things not written in any official report, memories erased and rewritten across unreadable data streams. He’d promised himself he’d never let it happen to his team—not his team, not this time.
“Voss,” Kestrel called, adjusting the filters on her visor, “anything in the anomaly’s history we missed?”
Voss’s voice rippled with something like hesitation. “Records are incomplete. I detect patterns of recurrence—events repeating, timelines spliced. Files reference ‘contamination by contact’ and ‘memory mismatch.’”
Vale looked up sharply. “Contamination how? Like biological?”
“Unclear,” Voss replied. “Cognitive contamination. Memories that precede their own origin. Instructions from impossible sources.”
Pryce looked around uneasily. “I’ll take a plasma burn over a haunted brain, thanks.”
Rook flexed his fingers inside the gauntlets. “Stay focused. We breach as one. Vale on comms, Kestrel on point, Marrow rear guard. Pryce and Solen, sweep for traps. And—”
The dropship’s deck shuddered as magnetic clamps released, lurching hard into the black. The hull howled under sudden G-force. They dropped away from the main carrier, the dead world swelling into view: a sphere of ash and shadow, rimmed by the faint blue fire of its dying atmosphere.
As they arrowed down toward the anomaly, the ancient structure resolved out of the gloom—impossibly massive, anchored above the equator by black struts thicker than the dropship itself. No light, no motion. Just cold geometry, alien and absolute.
Voss’s voice cut through the static, strangely distant now. “Expect recognition. History precedes this encounter.”
The words chilled Rook, even through the armor’s thermal lining. He met Vale’s wide eyes, but the comms officer only shook his head, mouthing: *What does that mean?*
Rook didn’t answer. He focused on the approach vector, counting every second.
*
When the dropship kissed down onto the dust-caked pad, the shock of landing transmitted through their boots, grounding them in the moment. They filed out in a silent line, weapons up, visors locked to full-spectrum scan.
The structure loomed before them—cyclopean in scale, all right angles and blank planes, the surface marked by a shifting matrix of lines almost too faint to see. As Rook led the way, he had the sense of eyes on him—not hostile, exactly, but deeply, implacably aware.
“Breaching,” Kestrel called, stepping up to the black seam that split the nearest face. She ran a gloved palm across the entry lock, and to their collective disbelief, the door irised open with a whisper, as if expecting them.
Inside, the air was dead—no movement, no scent, not even the chill one might expect from vacuum. The only light came from their helmet beams, stark and angled across the vast interior.
Marrow took rear, gun up. “No resistance. Creeps me out.”
Vale swept his scanner. “I’m not getting any EM fields. It’s like the place is off.”
Pryce’s voice wavered just slightly. “Maybe we’re already dead. Maybe this is—”
“Enough,” Rook snapped, pulse spiking. He pressed forward, deeper into the structure. Alien glyphs ran in scarlet traceries along the walls, shifting eerily as they passed. At first, the glyphs were unreadable—just jagged lines and whorls—but as the team advanced, the symbols reconfigured, morphing into sharp, unmistakable Latin characters.
Kestrel froze, her beam illuminating a panel now etched with her own name: KESTREL, DNA CODE: 0AC3F9—. The rest of the letters scrambled, then reformed into Marrow's, then Solen's, then Rook's.
Rook’s breath caught in his throat. “Is anyone else seeing—?”
Vale cut in, voice tight. “It just flashed my name and my blood group, Commander. How the hell does it have our genetics?”
No one spoke. The walls flickered again, glyphs fluttering like moth wings, images stuttering across the surface: faces, hands, then unmistakably, the Strike Team’s own faces. Grainy, overexposed scenes of them dying in a dozen different ways—crushed by falling debris, choked by their own suits, lost in suffocating shadow. Kestrel backed up, knocking into Pryce, whose eyes were wide and white in the HUD glow.
“That—those are us,” Pryce whispered. “But that—” he jabbed a trembling finger “—that didn’t happen.”
Marrow’s voice, usually stone, was fragile. “It remembers us dying. Over and over.”
A cold sweat prickled down Rook’s spine, impossible inside the climate control but there all the same. He reached out, meaning to touch the nearest panel, but the light fractured, the images shifting again—this time, to scenes of Rook himself, issuing orders he had never given: “Push forward. No survivors.” His own voice, unmistakable, giving the command to fire on their own team.
Rook staggered back, the words echoing, impossibly real. He glanced at his team; all of them looked at him with a mixture of fear and something like accusation.
“That’s not me,” he managed, voice hoarse. “I never—”
Before another word could pass, the air shimmered—bending, almost humming with unseen energy. From the darkness, a figure resolved, impossibly tall and thin, its skin a pale, nonreflective gray. No eyes, no mouth—just the implication of observation, a pressure in the air sharp as broken glass.
The figure moved, neither walking nor floating, simply *existing* where it willed. It turned to each team member in turn, and as it did, words spiked through their comms—not in sound, but in meaning, delivered directly into their minds.
“You have come before,” the alien intoned, its voice everywhere and nowhere.
Pryce’s knees buckled. Kestrel whispered, “This can’t be happening.”
The figure’s faceless head inclined fractionally toward each of them. “You will come again. The test begins anew.”
And before any of them could move, the walls began to shift once more—trapping them in scenes of their own memories, looping and layering, as if the past and present had finally converged.
Three hours until insertion and the air inside the *Jacob’s Law* command deck was too thin. Rook’s breath slipped out ragged between words, the hollow inside his chest a familiar ache whenever a new operation began to crystallize from rumor to briefing to, now, the very edge of reality. The main viewport shimmered with the aurora of the planet below—a glassy, oxide-stained wasteland girdled by a metal ring centuries older than any human launch. This was no artifact; it was a monolith, a riddle, a wound halfway between planets, and for the past hour, its only sign of life had been a transmission impossible by every protocol.
Rook’s fingers curled on the rim of the tactical display as the squeal of encryption keys filled the comms room. Vale hunched beside him, tapping a nervous rhythm on her leg, eyes fixed on the unreadable codes that spilled in dense lines across the holoscreen.
“Can you break it?” Rook murmured, voice low. The others—Pryce, Solen, Marrow—waited in silence behind the glass partition, shadows stitched to the walls by blue warning lights.
Vale shook her head, the edge of her mouth curling in frustration. “It’s not— It’s like it’s already broken. Or like it’s a language pretending to be human code. Layered with our protocols, but they’re…off. Too precise and too old, at the same time. I keep seeing ghost echoes in the data.”
Rook considered the looping fragment at the bottom of the screen. A date, a call sign—his own—and then a set of coordinates he’d never seen. “It’s calling to us,” he said, as much to himself as to Vale. “Or calling us back.”
Pryce’s voice crackled through the comm: “Earth Central’s getting jumpy. They want confirmation, not speculation, Rook.”
Rook barely resisted the urge to snap. Instead, he straightened, squaring his jaw to the viewport. “Let them wait. We move when we’re ready.” The words sounded steadier than he felt. When he looked again at the codes, they were shifting—just perceptibly, fractal changes at the edge of human comprehension. He glimpsed an old transmissions tag from fifteen years ago. The day he’d lost two men on a failed extraction in the Perseus Drift.
Vale leaned closer. “There’s something else.”
“What?” Rook asked.
“It’s sending us mission logs,” she whispered, fingers flying across the pad. “But not…not ours. It’s as if—” She stopped, shaking her head. “It’s showing me a log I never submitted. About my first recon with Marrow. The one that went wrong.”
A prickle crawled along Rook’s spine. “Show me.”
She touched the control. The screen flickered, and for a moment—just a breath—he saw his own face in the video feed, helmeted, smeared with an old wound that had healed, issuing commands in a voice two years younger. “Vale, sweep south. Pryce, set up the relay. We’re not alone here.”
“But you never said that last part,” Vale whispered. “I remember it. I never heard you say that on that op.”
A quiet knock at the hatch. Kestrel entered, face taut, eyes moving from Rook to the holoscreen and back. “Voss wants you. Briefing room, now.”
The command AI’s voice pulsed from the ceiling, neutral and cold. “Commander Rook, please proceed to secure briefing. All team members present.”
Rook swallowed and beckoned the others, leading the way down the narrow passage. The briefing room was harshly lit, the far wall a patchwork of classified mission failures, blacked-out names, and faces he recognized all too well. Marrow was already inside, hunched over a data slab. Solen, arms folded, leaned in a corner, lips pressed thin. Pryce kept thumbing the edge of his pulse rifle, a nervous tic that made Rook want to clamp a hand on his shoulder.
The room’s center held the mission hologram: a wireframe of the alien ring and planet below, the structure marked by shifting glyphs in a language none of them could parse.
Voss’s interface shimmered, blooming from the center dais. “Team: you have reviewed the transmission?”
Rook nodded. “It’s using our codes, but they’re…mutated. The logs reference events that never occurred. Or haven’t yet.”
Voss’s avatar, a silver sphere with a thousand pinprick lights, rotated as if in thought. “Cross-referencing signal. The transmission is both new and impossible. Decoded headers predate all known records. Analysis: Star system silent for two hundred cycles. Planet uninhabitable since estimated three millennia. However—the structure’s power readings spike in a recognizable Fibonacci rhythm every thirty hours. Anomalous. Your orders: insert, investigate, retrieve origin sample if safe. Standing protocols for hostile first contact.”
Marrow’s voice was a deep rasp. “What about the failures, Commander? Every debrief from prior teams—scrambled memories, missing time, half of them came back broken, the other half not at all.”
Rook met his gaze, feeling the old scars of command itch. “We’re not them. And we’re not going in blind. Voss, what do we know about the structure itself?”
Voss flashed a new diagram—a vast, asymmetrical labyrinth of intersecting corridors, a central chamber radiating energy spikes in geometric patterns. “No records match structure. Material composition: unknown. Internal atmosphere: unstable, oxygen traces. Defensive systems: no visible armament, but high probability of latent hazards. Warning: Expect recognition; history precedes this encounter.”
The words seemed to hang in the stale air. Kestrel looked sharply to Rook. “What does that mean? ‘Expect recognition?’ It knows us?”
Solen’s dark eyes narrowed. “Or it knows someone like us. Maybe it’s seen this before.”
Pryce leaned forward, knuckles white against the table. “Voss, tell us straight—are we walking into a deathtrap?”
The sphere pulsed. “Probability of threat: high. Probability of anomaly: higher. No encounter history matches this transmission. Recommend full sensor suite and memory integration protocols.”
Rook breathed in, let the static cling of fear wash through him, and forced it down. “We go in, full kit. Nobody splits drop zones. Vale, you shadow me. Kestrel and Solen, perimeter. Marrow, rear guard. Pryce, comms and relay. We keep the line open, no matter what.”
Vale leaned closer to Rook, voice pitched low. “You really think it knows us? Not just humanity. Us, specifically.”
He met her gaze. “I think it’s expecting us. Or someone like us. Maybe that’s worse.”
By the time they suited up, nerves skittered through the locker bay like charged insects. Marrow grimaced as he snapped his helmet in place. “Feels like a damn suicide run, Commander.”
Solen rolled her shoulders, voice flat. “Only if you’re slow.”
Kestrel’s laugh was brittle. “Great. I’ve always wanted to be recognized by aliens before breakfast.”
Pryce checked each of their comms channels, muttering the old strike team ritual: “If you hear static, you run. If you hear your own voice and you’re not talking, you run faster.”
Vale tucked her tablet away, leaning in toward Rook as he checked his sidearm. “If things bend, if the data goes weird—”
“—We pull out,” Rook finished for her. “No one gets left behind. Not this time.”
The team crammed into the dropship’s belly, the vibration of launch rattling through their bones. Voss’s voice was a whisper in their helmets, a last echo before atmosphere burned away. “Mission parameters: You are not alone. Record all telemetry. Trust only your own senses.”
The descent was merciless. The planet’s thin, rust-colored sky streaked beneath them, the cyclopean structure rotating slowly into view—a graven wound in the void, miles wide, studded with cryptic spires that seemed to drink in the light. As they touched down, the silence became oppressive. No comms chatter from the ship, no background hiss—just the faint throb of their own hearts.
Rook’s boots hit the alien stone, pulse rifle up. The surface was cold, too regular, as if it had been grown rather than built. Kestrel swept left, Solen right, their footfalls echoing in the thin air. Marrow muttered, “Doorway’s here. Looks like it’s waiting.”
Vale ran a gloved hand along the doorway’s arch. “No visible seams. Half of this isn’t even metal.”
Pryce placed a scanner to the glyphs. “I’m getting…this can’t be right. They’re shifting.”
The glyphs did shimmer. For a heartbeat, Rook swore he saw his name written there in the lines—a flicker, then gone.
Kestrel’s voice was tight. “You seeing this? Rows and rows of—faces?”
The team edged inside. A corridor yawned open, walls slick with something halfway between ceramic and bone. The air shimmered, and then—impossibly—the glyphs rearranged, folding in on themselves, locking into shapes no language could hold. Vale gasped. “That’s my genome tag. From my conscription papers. It’s—how does it know that?”
Pryce paled, backing away. “No, no, this isn’t right. My father’s service number is in there. On the wall. They never released it. Nobody knew it outside the core.”
Marrow’s jaw worked, sweat already shining on his brow. “Commander, we need to fall back.”
“We hold position,” Rook said, voice clipped. “Nobody moves until I say so.”
One step forward, and the corridor flared with icy blue light. Shadows lengthened, pulling against the walls. Before them, the strange surface fractured—and images burst forth, rippling from floor to ceiling. The Strike Team’s faces, each one, contorted in agony, mouths open in silent screams. Deaths replayed, over and over—scenes of defeat, wounds that had never happened, blood on floor and boots, eyes staring sightlessly. Vale’s hand flew to her mouth.
That was when Rook heard it—a voice, unmistakably his own, echoing from the stone. “Kestrel, break right! Marrow, hold the breach! Solen, rotate cover—now!” Orders he’d never given.
Their visors filled with more images: battles they’d never fought, scenes that blurred nightmare and memory. Pryce’s face stared back at him, jaw slack, blood running from a wound at his temple. Kestrel’s suit torn open, gasping for air. Solen, kneeling, hands raised in surrender to a shadow veiled in blue.
Vale spun in place, eyes wild. “This isn’t possible. Rook, you never— We never—”
“I know.” His knuckles ached where he gripped his rifle. “This isn’t us. It’s something watching us, feeding us our own deaths.”
A silent shiver ran through the corridor. Lights flickered; the temperature dropped sharply. Then, from the gloom ahead, movement: a figure, tall and impossibly slender, cloaked in a haze of black, eyes deep wells of silver light. It studied each of them in turn, lips unmoving, yet Rook felt the words as much as heard them.
“You have come before,” the figure intoned, voice layered with echoes. “You will come again. The test begins anew.”
The world seemed to contract—a loop closed, history folding on itself—and Rook realized with a cold certainty that there would be no easy way out.
A pall of silence draped itself over the Strike Team as they pressed deeper into the alien structure. The slick black walls curved away, swallowing the lights of their helmets and leaving only shifting shadows. Corporal Pryce’s boots echoed first, sharp and crisp, but the sound died off fast—almost as if the space absorbed every stray vibration. Rook caught the edge of Kestrel’s silhouette, her rifle angled low, movements precise, breathing tight. Vale’s steadying hand brushed Solen’s shoulder as they navigated a spiral ramp that coiled in unnerving geometry, like a Möbius strip built for nightmares.
“HQ, still nothing on comms. Signal’s bouncing,” Marrow muttered, helmet half-turned as if willing the static to clear. The AI, Voss, pulsed a blue fractal in Rook’s HUD. *Anomalous electromagnetic field consistent with adaptive defense systems. Proceed with heightened vigilance.*
“Copy,” Rook replied, resisting the urge to check the mag on his sidearm again. He steadied his voice for the team. “We stay on formation. Marrow, keep the relay up. If anything changes, I want to know before my heart does.”
Marrow grunted acknowledgment. Another passage yawned ahead—no seams, no doors, just an open maw. Beyond it, the air shimmered as if heat rose from invisible vents, though environmental readouts showed the place just above freezing.
Then the glyphs appeared.
Solen stopped short. “Wait. Did you see that?” Her voice was a startled whisper. “The symbols are—moving.”
The wall’s carvings, once inscrutable, were rearranging. Lines melted, loops morphed, and alien characters flowed together. They stilled, and—impossibly—formed Vale’s full name, letter-perfect in Earth Standard Script. More names bled through the stone, one after another: Rook, Pryce, Kestrel, Solen, Marrow. DNA helix diagrams unfolded beside each, a spectral dance of blue-white light.
Pryce inhaled sharply. “That’s my *genetic signature.* How the hell—?”
No one answered. Rook forced himself to move closer, trying for authority he didn’t feel. “Voss, analysis.”
*Impossible.* The AI’s tone wavered, its subroutines stumbling on the sheer implausibility laid before it. *No terrestrial system can interface at this level. Data suggests an understanding of the Strike Team’s full genetic profile and personal history.*
Vale exhaled, ragged and sharp. “If this is a trick, it's a damned good one.”
The walls flickered. Now, scenes. Images peeled into existence—raw, digital, yet painfully real. There was Pryce, lying in a broken heap among charred armor plating, eyes glassy and wide, his rifle twisted beside him. Kestrel, faceless behind a shattered visor, crawling futilely toward a disintegrating bulkhead. Vale, hands up in surrender, mouth forming a silent scream as energy arcs lanced her chest.
Each one flickering, distorting, looping—a kaleidoscope of death. *Their* deaths.
“I’ve never—” Solen’s voice strangled off, the nausea in her tone unmistakable. “I’ve *never died* like that. Have I?”
Kestrel’s lips barely moved. “No. We haven’t. But it’s us.”
Rook’s own face staggered from the mosaic, gaunt and older, jaw set in finality. He watched his digital doppelganger give orders in a voice that was his and not his, cold and absolute: “Fall back. Leave the wounded. Seal the breach.” Then a cut—to the same face, on his back, helmet cracked, blood blooming in zero-g.
Something inside Rook clenched, panic pressing up behind his sternum. He knew all the mission archives—first contacts gone wrong, survivors few, black ink covering the rest. He’d studied every failure, swore never to repeat their mistakes. Now here, he watched himself *becoming* one more ghost for the record.
A low, droning sound ebbed from the walls, almost vocal. The light drew tighter, burning through the gloom. Without warning, a figure stepped from the shifting glyphs—humanoid in outline, but with skin that refracted the floor’s pale glow, creating the illusion of constant, liquid motion. Its head was elongated, no features save for a broad, slit-like pupil at the center. The ambient chill deepened by tenfold.
Nobody fired. The Strike Team, hardened by years of training, froze.
The entity did not move, yet everyone felt it turn, regarding them—not with eyes, but a fathomless, clinical awareness. It spoke in perfect, unaccented English, as if the words were borrowed from inside their own heads.
“Commander Elias Rook. Sergeant Faye Vale. Corporal Pryce. Lieutenant Kestrel. Engineer Solen. Analyst Marrow.” Each name landed with weight, echoing through the chamber. “You have come before. You will come again.”
Kestrel’s finger tightened on her trigger. “Are you responsible for—?” She gestured sharply at the images, her own death replaying behind her.
The alien’s slit-pupil dilated, glimmering. “Recognition precedes understanding. Memory writes the path. You walk in recursion.”
Vale’s eyes darted left, sweat beading under her helmet. “This some kind of—test? Simulation?”
“Every attempt, you fail. Every failure, you return. The trial is constant. Your choices shape the record, yet the outcome is already written. Will you see it, this time?”
Rook swallowed hard. It sounded impossible—an endless loop where he and his team always ended here, always fell. He tried to keep his voice steady, but the strain bled through. “What are you? Why this structure? Why do you know us?”
“Because you are known. Because your history is written in recurrence.” The wall glimmered again, and Rook saw himself—older this time, jaw slack, eyes haunted—issuing the same orders, every time. “The test begins anew. What will you choose?”
Marrow’s monotone cracked for perhaps the first time Rook had ever heard. “What happens if we fail again?”
“There is only the loop,” the figure answered softly. “Until you choose differently.”
The room seemed to contract, the walls pulsing in time with the team’s pounding hearts. A second passage opened—unmarked, yawning black. At their feet, the glyphs bled forward, forming a river of symbols parting for their steps.
Rook forced his team’s eyes. “Weapons up. We do this together. This is our mission—we don’t run, we don’t leave anyone behind. Not this time.” He watched as their resolve hardened, eyes flicking from him to the apparition, as if to say: if this was fate, then they’d spit in its eye.
But as they passed through the threshold, the air grew heavier, each breath a labor. The alien’s final words followed them—soft, omnipresent, curling into Rook’s mind: “Remember. You have failed before by fearing what you are asked to see.”
He tried to steel himself, but the knowledge gnawed at him—were they ghosts, repeating the same desperate bid for understanding, or was this the moment the cycle would finally break?
The new corridor sloped downward, spiraling into geometries that should not exist. The team moved with practiced synchrony, but every footfall felt predestined, as if even rebellion had already been accounted for. Glyphs pulsed beneath transparent flooring, images flickering up—past, present, future, all scrambled together: Rook firing, Vale bleeding, Pryce falling, Kestrel screaming, Solen running, Marrow screaming for help.
The corridor spat them into a vast rotunda, its ceiling lost in darkness, one side split by a colossal aperture—beyond it, the dead planet’s surface, dull and unchanging, the remains of an ancient city visible in the dust below.
Solen cycled her visor filters. “Radiation spike. Still within tolerance, but it’s rising.”
“Let’s not dawdle, then,” Vale muttered, glancing once at Rook.
A circular dais dominated the floor, ringed by more shifting symbols. Above it, a sphere of light hovered, flickering with half-formed images—sometimes the world outside, sometimes snatches of the Strike Team’s faces, sometimes strangers in uniforms Rook didn’t recognize, dying and dying, the faces blurring together.
Kestrel stepped forward. “Voss, any suggestions?”
Voss’s voice flickered, static-laced. *Data suggests a quantum information cascade. The structure is keyed to your genetic and neural profiles. You are the input—the test, the key, and the record.*
Pryce shook his head, forced a laugh, brittle and thin. “So what, we just... step up and make history?”
Vale’s temper surfaced, biting through the tension. “Or repeat it. That’s the point. It’s a snare. Every path leads to the same result—and the alien knows it.”
Marrow’s voice was small. “Maybe the point isn’t to win, but to remember. Did the—did the entity say anything about how we break the cycle?”
Rook saw every eye turn to him. He wished he had answers. He didn’t. But he had something else—defiance.
“We step forward together,” he said, and felt the weight of fate in every word. “No matter what we see, we stay with each other. That’s the only way out I see.”
Reluctantly, the team advanced. The light swallowed them, and for a heartbeat, everything dissolved—sound, sight, fear. Rook lost hold of himself, felt as if he was all of them at once, watching through every eye, feeling every death.
Then sensation returned, ragged and real: the cold floor, his heart pounding, voices echoing. The sphere of light spun above them, and a projection spiraled outward: battlefields, lost ships, Earth’s blue shimmer, then the looped moment of their own arrival here, again and again and again.
The alien’s voice, everywhere and nowhere: “What do you choose, this time?”
Rook clenched his jaw, locked eyes with his team. For the first time, he realized what the question meant—not victory, but the willingness to confront the terror of history, together, without turning away. He reached for Vale’s hand, felt the others join in, a ring of trembling fists.
He spoke, voice raw but steady. “We choose to break the recurrence. We choose each other. Whatever comes.”
The light pulsed once—louder, brighter. The images convulsed and scattered. A new door cracked open at the rotunda’s edge, its threshold unfamiliar.
The entity watched, steady and silent. “So it begins,” it intoned. “And so it may end. For now.”
Together, the Strike Team left the loop behind, and plunged into the unknown.






  
  Chapter two
Insertion Protocol


Apale blue glow shivered along the curve of Rook’s visor as he palmed the locker shut. The familiar hiss of the strike suit’s environmental seals gave way to a silence thick enough to smother thought. He could hear his own heartbeat—a slow, deliberate drumbeat in his ears. There was something meditative about these last few moments on the carrier, before stepping into the unknown. 
Vale crouched at the bench across from him, helmet cradled in slim, gloved hands. Her gaze traced the xeno-script on the datapad, lips moving in soundless translation. Her suit’s shoulder patch—a stylized spiral, the symbol of her xeno-anthro division—caught the overhead light. “First contact, but only if we pretend not to notice. Always the hypocrites, Earth Command,” she muttered. Her words were sharp, but her fingers trembled as she tapped the pad against her leg.
Rook double-checked the integrity of his HUD. The briefing scrolled past his vision: mission title, coordinates, and—he hesitated—a personnel roster with names arranged differently than he remembered. Pryce’s callsign was right, but Kestrel, listed as recon lead, had shifted from her usual slot with Marrow. There was a prickling at the back of his neck, as if static was ghosting over his skin from inside the suit. He flicked his eyes over the previous mission logs—same date, same op, but a different order. Was this a patch from Command, or something he’d missed?
The bay’s panel lights flickered as Kestrel bounded over, her suit’s soft armor plates clicking. She slung her recon pack over one shoulder, narrowing her eyes at the team’s strained silence. “Earth says zero diplomacy. They’re scared of the wrong things.” Her voice, bright and brittle, cut through the tension. “Got a bad feeling, Rook?”
He knelt to check the seal on her boot. “Always. But today it’s worse. You see the team roster change?”
She shrugged. “Command loves their shell games. As long as you do the job, who cares?”
Pryce’s voice, filtered and dry, echoed from the corner where he perched, hunched over a wrist-mounted rig. He flickered through code, fingers dancing. “Somebody care. These comps are acting squirrelly—too many backdoors for a routine drop.”
Marrow’s bulk filled the entryway, his heavy suit crowded with utility pouches and munitions. “Let’s move. Sitting here makes my skin itch.” He pointedly avoided the locker mirror, focus locked on his chestplate display as he clipped in a fresh mag. “Radio check. All green?”
Rook gave a nod. “Voss, lock us in.” The AI’s smooth trill confirmed it: “Strike Team status, synchronized. Pathways mapped. Good hunting, Captain.”
The corridor leading down to the insertion hatch was lined with insulation foam that shimmered under low red lights. Rook’s boots thudded softly. He caught Vale’s eye as she followed, her forehead furrowed, a frown catching at the corners of her mouth. “Aliens use cycles, spirals, mirrored glyphs. I caught references in the transmission—almost familiar, but the dialect’s fractured.” She flipped her pad to show him a freeze-frame: sharpened lines, mirrored obelisks, a pattern that haunted the edges of human memory. “There are terms for ‘lost,’ and for ‘return.’ I think they’re talking about our own ships.”
Solen, last to suit up, slotted his long gun to his back and checked the reticle. His voice was a hush over the comms: “Let’s not get lost ourselves,” he said, the words a private warning meant for no one but himself.
The hatch dilated with a pneumatic sigh. Pryce was first, crouched by the entry panel, cables trailing from his wrist rig to the alien interface. The panel was a frosted, pulsing membrane—nothing like any architecture they’d trained for. He muttered, “Not sure if this is biological or just good camouflage.” His code-wrapped fingers slipped across holographic keys that seemed to ripple beneath his touch. “It’s fighting me. Nonlinear, like whoever wrote this expected us to think in echoes.”
Rook keyed his channel. “Can you get us in?”
“Almost. Give me—” Pryce’s voice stuttered, the comm crackling with a sharp burst of static. The lights above flickered. Then the membrane peeled open into cold, metallic darkness.
The team dropped into the corridor in formation, visors glowing in the gloom. The inside of the structure felt less like a building and more like the inside of a vast machine—veins of coppery filament vanished into black, and angled walls pressed close with the hum of dormant energy.
Voss pinged a map overlay onto Rook’s HUD, corridors branching and reconverging like nervous tissue. “Multiple egress points. Recommend corridor Beta for minimal resistance,” Voss advised, its voice low, soothing. On the overlay, paths flickered with uncertainty. “Intervals of signal distortion—maintain visual contact.”
Kestrel’s drone zipped forward, its rotors whispering as she watched its feed over her left eye. “If there’s anything down here, we’ll spot it before it spots us.”
They advanced, boots muffled against the strange, almost rubberized floor. Marrow fell back, marking choke points with a streak of fluorescent pigment. “We move forward, I want three fallback positions. Hard cover here, here, and here.” The signal from his suit warbled, turning his usual gravel voice soft around the edges. “Radio’s picking up heavy scatter. That’s not natural.”
Vale drifted past a wall crawling with etched glyphs, pausing to trace a spiral. She spoke quietly: “These marks—they reference cycles of loss. See this?” She pointed to a wedge intersecting a line of dots. “It talks about ‘returning what was lost.’ Could mean ships—or people. We’re not the first to walk this corridor.”
Up ahead, Kestrel hissed, “Drone feed’s gone—static, but there’s something else.” The team’s visors all pinged as her drone cam flashed into pure white snow, then briefly flickered with warped, wavering shadows—almost like their own, but stretched and doubled.
She snapped her fingers, annoyed. “I’m getting multipath echoes—shapes mirroring us. Never seen anything like it.”
Rook signaled a halt, heart pounding in his chest. “Stay tight. Solen, eyes front.”
Solen slid up, rifle to shoulder. He squinted down the scope at the next bend. “Movement. Could be reflections, could be—” He sucked in his breath. “Whatever it is, it dissolved when I got close. Like smoke.”
Pryce kept one ear to his rig, which was humming quietly, an off-kilter descant that set Rook’s teeth on edge. “I’m tracing the digital resistance. Every time I probe for a map, the system writes a false path. It’s like it’s trying to get us lost inside itself.”
They pressed on. The corridor opened into a chamber lined with plinths, each one holding something half-shrouded, metal and glass. Rook felt his lungs tighten as he stepped up to the nearest. An artifact—a patch, weathered and scuffed—bearing the insignia of a human strike mission, year and serial number. His own squad’s logo, but the year was wrong. He checked another: different ship, same impossible details. A third, too faded to identify.
Vale’s voice was a hushed tremor. “These—these are from missions that never returned. Or never existed. These aren’t just trophies. They’re records.”
Rook’s pulse hammered. He searched the base of one plinth and caught a scrap of rough-edged synthpaper, tucked where light barely reached. A single phrase, scrawled in his own sharp, blocky handwriting: *Don’t trust the outcome.*
His vision narrowed, tunnel-like. He turned the slip over, but the reverse was blank. The others crowded close.
Kestrel leaned in, visor pressed almost to his. “That your handwriting?”
Rook felt a cold certainty sink through him. “Yeah. But I’ve never been here.”
Pryce’s fingers twitched. “This isn’t just a lockout. It’s recursive. It’s pulling from us. From our own records.”
Marrow swore, low and quiet. Vale pressed a hand to her mouth. Even Voss, over comms, sounded subdued: “Chronological anomalies detected. Data integrity—unreliable.”
Solen’s voice was a whisper. “I saw my own face in that last shadow. It smiled at me.”
The corridor beyond yawned with darkness, the hum of strange machinery deepening into a pulse that seemed to throb in time with Rook’s heartbeat. For the briefest moment, he wondered if the message was a warning, or a promise. He closed his eyes, felt the pressure of the artifact in his glove, and made his choice.
“On me,” he said, voice rough. “No way back now.”
And the team moved forward, the walls closing in behind them, the memory of warnings echoing with every step.
Rook flexed his gloved fingers, the polymer joints creaking in the low-pressure lock. His helmet’s HUD cycled through final diagnostics, green checkmarks blinking up one side of his vision. The rest of the Strike Team moved in choreographed silence, each tuck and click of armor plates echoing their private doubts. They’d trained for zero-atmo insertions, exo-biological hazards, even first-contact scenarios, but not this: no negotiations, no outreach. Just enter, secure, extract—by order of Earth Command’s new, unbreakable Prohibition. No one said it aloud, but every faceplate reflected a swath of unease beneath the battle-steel.
Vale knelt beside the alien airlock, long fingers splayed on the etched stone. Glyphs swam beneath the surface, oily and iridescent, as if the language writhed to avoid comprehension. He muttered, half to himself, half to his datapad. “This phrase repeats—some kind of warning, or maybe a designation. Can’t be sure without a syntax anchor.” His brow furrowed in frustration, breath fogging his visor.
Rook toggled the mission brief on his forearm, scrolling past the procedural blather to the real intel. Something nagged at him. Team assignment codes flickered into view: PRYCE-03, VALE-02, MARROW-04… not the same roster he’d memorized during briefing cycles. Missing call signs. New ones spliced in. The record times didn’t line up either—a minute skew here, a duplicate segment there, as though someone had carelessly overwritten their digital footprints. He thumbed back a page, comparing side by side, and felt the cold slide of doubt in his chest.
Kestrel was already prepping her recon drone, the compact quadrotor folded neatly in her gauntleted palm. “Last check before we crack the seal, boss,” she quipped, trying for levity, but her smile was thin beneath the visor. “If anything jumps out, I want eyes on it six seconds early.”
He nodded. “Standard recon. No heroics, Kestrel.”
She snorted, flicked her gaze to Marrow, who was tightening the mag clamps on his railgun. “Didn’t bring heroics, just the best damn drone in the fleet.” She winked, and the drone hummed to life, its optics glinting.
Vale had found something at last. He jabbed at a line of interleaved circles. “See here? These symbols—names, or maybe call signs. And here, a ship class, I think. These aren’t alien. That’s Terran Standard, four hundred years old. What is this place?”
Pryce, hunched over the bulkhead’s digital interface, muttered a curse. “Their security mesh is recursive. Every time I spoof a packet, it changes its encryption base. This isn’t just alien—it’s learning as I probe it. Hang on.” His fingers danced over the portable interface, beads of sweat running down his neck despite suit cooling. “Almost got it—ah, dammit, it’s pushing back.”
Lights along the bulkhead spiraled blue, then dipped to a sullen red. Vale’s datapad glitched, the glyphs freezing mid-motion. Rook frowned. “Pryce?”
“Give me a sec.” Pryce’s mouth was a thin line, but his voice clipped and professional. “It keeps offering a handshake protocol, then retracts. Like it wants to communicate, but only on its own terms.”
Vale glanced up. “Earth Command won’t allow contact. Not even a handshake.”
“Doesn’t mean we can’t shake back with a fist,” Marrow grunted, checking the charge on his sidearm.
Kestrel’s drone zipped ahead, slinking through the opened hatch as the lock finally hissed and spiraled open. Beyond, the corridor yawned in cold, alien geometry: a lattice of looping shadows, stepwells plunging in impossible angles, phosphorescent lines like veins pulsing inside the walls. The team’s suit sensors shimmered with false positives—lifeforms imprinting, then vanishing between blinks.
“Voss, I’ll need a map,” Rook subvocalized.
The ship’s AI, coolly efficient, responded in his earpiece. “I am scanning available pathways. Caution: structural data is self-modifying. Routes may not remain constant.”
Marrow let his eyes sweep the archways, tagging fallback points in his HUD. The corridor’s angles played tricks on depth perception; a retreat path could turn into a dead end in seconds. “Marking intersections Alpha to Delta,” he said. “Jammer’s picking up signal scatter. If we get cut off, drop beacons at every turn.”
Kestrel’s helmet display flickered. “Drone feed’s going weird,” she reported, brow creasing. “Getting static—dammit, hang on.” She tapped at her wrist console, trying to route the signal through a backup channel. The team’s comm line crackled as her drone’s live video split into jagged bands, frames stuttering. For a blink, the only image was a swarm of shadow-shapes—her own silhouette, multiplied and stretched, flickering through the corridor’s warped geometry.
“Lost the feed,” she said tightly. “It just—blinked out. No signal.”
Pryce’s eyes darted. “EM spectrum’s spiking. Something’s jamming us now.”
“Not jamming. Distorting,” Vale corrected, swiping at his pad. “Everything in here is… bending. Like it’s aware of us, and doesn’t want us mapping its insides.”
Solen spoke for the first time, low and steady from the rear. “We have movement, front left forty meters. Thermal’s unreliable.” He shifted, sights up, every muscle tensed.
Rook checked his own scanner—nothing. “Copy. Everyone, eyes open. Proceed to point Alpha, staggered intervals. Marrow, trail and mark every fallback.”
They moved, boots silent on the slick, black stone. Light from their suit LEDs warped and rebounded in impossible geometry, painting ghostly doubles ahead and behind. Twice, Solen froze, signaled. Each time, Rook caught a flicker—something humanoid, then dissolving into shreds of refracted color as if it had never been there.
Vale pressed closer to the wall, peering at incised metal panels. “These aren’t just warnings,” he whispered. “Look, here—mission insignia. That’s UNSC Perseus, lost in the Charon Drift. And there, Odin’s Eye, never cleared for launch. How the hell do these artifacts end up here?”
Marrow thumbed a frag off his belt, just in case. “Maybe they never came back. Maybe they’re still here.”
An abrupt comm spike spat static into everyone’s feed. Rook swore and rapped his helmet. “Comms, check in.”
Each team member replied in turn, voices wan but steady.
Kestrel, voice tight: “Something’s moving behind us now. Can’t get visual, just… a shadow.”
Vale’s gaze lingered on those old insignia, tracing the grooves with trembling gloved fingers. “This isn’t an archive—it’s a tomb.”
Pryce plugged an uplink into the wall, fighting the system’s cryptic defenses. He grunted. “Whatever’s running this place has a sense of humor. It’s echoing my own access ID at me, like it’s talking through my credentials.”
“Don’t engage,” Rook warned. His grip tightened on his rifle. The mission brief’s discrepancies clawed at his attention. He flipped his forearm display again, searching for some anchor, some explanation, but the lines of code only grew more tangled. He paused—there, tucked in between bugged log entries, a single line handwritten in his own blocky scrawl, though he swore he’d never written it: *Don’t trust the outcome*.
His blood ran cold. He typed a quick encryption check, searching for edits, for a timestamp. Nothing. The scrawl persisted, absolute and mocking—his own warning, sent from nowhere.
Solen’s hand shot up—another signal. Rook jerked his head, weapon ready. “Report.”
Solen’s voice was different now, strained. “I see three forms down the corridor. Not on thermal, not on lidar. They dissolve when I close in, but come back as soon as I stop.”
“Phantoms,” Kestrel whispered.
“Keep moving,” Rook ordered. “Eyes sharp, no breaking formation.”
Vale’s breath stuttered in the comm. “We’re walking into something’s memory palace,” he leaked, voice barely audible.
They pressed on, navigating the maze of alien halls, where every surface offered up fragments of lost Terran history, and every shadow threatened to peel away into something hungry and unseeable. Pryce worked feverishly as they advanced, hacking new nodes as the structure’s digital nervous system fought him—each success pushing the group further in as the corridors twisted and remapped themselves behind.
“Voss,” Rook said, keeping his voice level. “Map status?”
The AI responded, but the tone glitched, words stammering. “Mapping… incomplete. Geometric instability at seventy-four percent probability. Re-mapping paths. Warning: corridor structures are nonlinear—subjective time displacement possible.”
Marrow was marking the walls with chemical tags, each streak fading faster than the last. “My marks are vanishing. Someone, something, doesn’t want us finding our way back.”
Kestrel checked her wrist again, jaw clenched. “Drone’s still dead. I’m picking up audio artifacts now—echoes of… us.”
Rook’s warning pulsed in his thoughts: *Don’t trust the outcome*. Whose outcome? Theirs? The mission’s? Or something deeper—something written into the bones of this place, long before any of them arrived?
They rounded another blind corner. Solen stiffened. “Contact. Left side. Gone again.” He hissed between his teeth.
Vale’s hands shook as he translated another glyph. “This one says… Welcome home.” He looked up, eyes wide behind the glass.
Pryce yanked his jack from the wall, stepping back. “The system just spoke to me. In English. Said my name.” He paled, sweat beading at his hairline.
“No gods, no kings,” Marrow muttered. “Just ghosts and things that eat them.”
Rook gripped his rifle tighter, scanning the way ahead. The corridor forked, Voss’s glowing lines running fractal and uncertain across the HUD. Every step felt like a decision that could turn the world upside down.
Behind them, the corridor rustled with half-seen movement—shadows stretched longer, as if pursuing. Vale’s voice cracked. “We shouldn’t be here. This place remembers us. Even when it shouldn’t.”
“Move,” Rook barked, pushing the team onward, deeper. The only way out was forward now, through the twisting dark, the ghosts of failed missions, and the promise inked in his own hand: *Don’t trust the outcome*.
The corridor shuddered with every shift of ancient machinery, a dull percussion beneath the soles of their boots. Each surface—metal fused with unknown alloys—reflected the harsh gleam of their helmet lights, swallowing it in swathes of black. Rook moved first, silent behind the faceplate, hands working along his chest rig. He checked the seal at his neck one last time, the familiar click more comfort than necessity.
Kestrel fastened the final latch on her exosuit, fingerless gloves flexing with restless energy. “Any last words, Marrow?” she called, forcing humor into her tone.
Marrow grunted, voice a gravelly rumble over comms. “Only got room for first words. Save the last ones for when we need ‘em.”
Vale, visor fogged at the edges, hunched over the data slate, scrolling through lines of impossible script painted in bio-luminescent ink along the entry columns. His brow furrowed as he tapped translations, palm steady but his pulse a frantic drumbeat. “These markings—they’re referencing… fleet codes. Registry names match vessels lost years before we even set off.” He looked up, glasses reflecting the eerie light. “Someone’s been here. Human. More than once.”
Solen finished locking his sniper harness, gaze locked past the breach point, jaw tight. “Not possible. Earth made damn sure we’re the first—”
“Earth *said* we’re the first,” Vale interrupted, voice low. “Symbols say otherwise.” He turned the slate toward Rook. “This one. RMS Andromeda. She vanished in ‘43—no records, not even on black servers.”
Rook’s chest tightened. He fought to keep his voice even. “We move in. Information only matters if we survive to report it.”
Pryce knelt at the panel beside the sealed door, slim console wired into the alien circuitry. His gloved fingers hovered above the interface—no obvious keypads, just a shifting fractal of light. He exhaled slow, reaching for the system with an almost reverent hesitation. “This tech… it’s adapting. Feels like it’s reading me back.” Sparks shimmered across the display, data rippling away from his touch. “It’s not just encrypted. It *knows* I don’t belong.”
Marrow’s voice cut through, an anchor. “Is that gonna stop us, Pryce?”
He grinned, teeth bared. “Not a chance. Just means it’ll play harder.”
A tone warbled in their ears as Voss, mission AI, projected options into their HUDs. [Multiple ingress vectors available. Suggest mapping in real-time. Recommend fallback points every hundred meters.]
Rook nodded, staring at the overlaid blueprints—a web of branching passages, impossible to tell where life-support and dead ends divided. “Pick two fallbacks, Marrow. Kestrel, you and Solen on point. Vale, stick close.” He knelt beside Pryce. “Anything I should know?”
Pryce tapped a command, lips tight. “Every sequence I run, it throws me a ghost signature. Same frequency as our comms, but echoes—like someone already inside, pinging us back.”
“Could be nothing,” Vale offered, not sounding convinced.
“Could be everything,” Pryce muttered. “Give me thirty seconds.”
The door’s locking mechanism resisted, humming with a subsonic note they felt in their bones. The panel blinked once—crimson, then a sudden blaze of green. The seal gasped open, a swirl of recycled air and dust billowing into their faces.
“Doors open. Watch your six,” Pryce warned, taking rear guard.
They stepped through. Light crawled along the walls—swaths of language, alien and human, unfurling anew at their approach, as if the structure was alive and curious. Their boots made no sound against the strange metal, only the hiss of breath, the click of armored joints, the distant whir of drone rotors.
Kestrel launched her recon unit, a silver beetle sliding from her gauntlet, wings unfurling in staccato beats. It zipped ahead, feed flickering on her wrist display. “Drone’s got eyes down three—no hostiles, ambient temp normal. Looks clear—wait…” She leaned in, trying to sharpen the grainy stream. The hallway unfolded ahead, a corridor spinning with ornate sigils.
The feed crackled. Static washed the display white. For a heartbeat, Kestrel glimpsed movement—a fleeting image, the elongated shadow of her own form split across three different walls. Then nothing.
“Drone’s down.” Her voice was taut, anger and something deeper—fear—wound together. “I’m getting our reflections. Nothing else.”
Marrow unslung his cannon, stepping wide to mark their first fallback. “We keep moving. Fall back here if anything goes sideways.”
Vale pressed his back to the wall, eyes squinting at another patch of text. “These… they’re changing as we walk. This isn’t just signage. It’s a record. It’s *tracking* us, adding details as we move.”
Solen’s rifle led the way, barrel never wavering. “Feels like a tomb.” He scanned ahead, HUD painting ghostly overlays on the darkness. Another flicker—movement at the edge of his vision, something pale and quick. He pivoted, laser sight cutting through the gloom. The shape darted left, dissolving into mist that stank of ozone.
“Contact—no, false alarm.” He tensed, searching. “Movement, but… it’s gone. Like it was never there.”
Rook gritted his teeth, pulse hammering. “Stay sharp. If it moves, we tag it. Vale, keep scanning. Pryce, mark anything out of pattern.”
They crossed a threshold—archways lined with artifacts, some scorched, others humming with residual energy. Rook’s lamp caught the gleam of metal half-buried in detritus—a circular badge, battered, stamped with the words “H.M.S. Calypso – 2089 Expedition.” The emblem was familiar, but *wrong.* He knelt, brushed dust away. “Vale. You seeing this?”
Vale crouched, breath shallow. “That ship was lost beyond Saturn. No recovery. And here—another one.” He lifted a strip of etched copper: *Luna Protocol, 2077.*
“How the hell—?” Kestrel’s voice broke.
Marrow’s cannon swept the alcove. “If these belonged to lost teams, where are the bodies?”
Pryce was silent, eyes darting between the artifacts and his own flickering HUD. Ghost data swirled, lines of code like a digital shroud. “We’re not alone. My systems are reporting anomalies. Feeds are echoing, like something’s copying our sensor signatures, replaying them back.”
Voss’s synthesized tone buzzed in their ears. [Central junction ahead. Caution: mapping unreliable. Several passageways appear and disappear in real time.]
“Which way?” Solen asked. “There’s six paths. Only three are real, if this map’s telling the truth.”
Rook felt the weight of their gazes. “Left—most stable. Marrow, mark this corner as fallback two.”
They advanced. The corridor angled sharply, walls narrowing, shadows bleeding over one another. Their lights faltered, strobes of static rippling through the gloom. Kestrel touched her wristplate, frowning. “Drone signals are bouncing off the walls. Feeds are showing us. Only us. Like there’s nothing else down here.”
Vale lingered a second longer at a patch of alien script, tracing it with his
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