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Chapter 1 - The Glass Cradle
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The world arrives as breath and sound. A thin seam of frost unlatches from the pod’s lip and peels back in curls, each curl exhaling its own pale ghost into the dark. Cold light—white rubbed with faint cyan—wakes in strips along the ceiling and slides down the curved walls like water learning how to be glass. Inside that glow the boy’s reflection resolves from blur to face, hovering on the pod’s inner pane a heartbeat longer than the body it belongs to. 

The seal hisses; pressure equalizes with a gentle ache that settles behind the eyes; the lid rises, slow and reverent, and the air leans in with the taste of metal and sleep. Beneath everything, stitched through the ribs of the room and the ribs inside his chest, runs the hum: a low, patient tone that is not a noise so much as a presence, the thrum of something enormous. It comes through the frame as a soft animal weight. It comes through him as a pulse he didn’t know he had borrowed.

He gulps the new air and coughs, the cough startling in this careful silence, and the mist of his breath breaks against the glow like ink in milk. Gel slides from his shoulders in clear skeins, rejoining the pod’s recess with polite, viscous whispers. Gravity is here but gentle, as if unsure of its obligations; he feels it first in the pull on his hair and then in the slow settling of his hands against his thighs. The shirt he wears is thin enough to make the cold honest. He sits up—every movement a negotiation—and swings his legs over the cradle’s edge. The floor registers his weight with a dull note and a sharper truth: it is very cold. The sensation leaps from sole to spine and lays claim. The mind keeps it. Cold is real.

Rows of pods arc away into the dim, their lids crusted with lace-thin frost, their indicator strips long dead or pulsing at the far edge of exhaustion. Some pods gape open like mouths that forgot to close. Others hold a glaze of condensation inside, a faint interior snow. His reflection lives by the dozen on those curves—tall, short, doubled, delayed—as if the ship is auditioning versions of him to decide which it prefers. The hum keeps time underfoot, a heartbeat through walls, slow and bass-deep, and between one breath and the next he realizes that silence here is not empty; it is structured by that tone, scaffolded by it, a cradle within a cradle.

He rises. The world sways and then permits him. Bare feet lift and set, heel to arch to toe, learning the language of this deck: the way the textured panels give a little at the edges; the faint stick where a seal once bled coolant; the cooler currents that wander near the vents and the warmer pools of air where machinery sleeps behind bulkhead ribs. The light over his pod flickers in a slow, considerate pattern—three beats bright, two beats dim—as if matching respiration. He takes a second step, a third. Condensation beads on his forearms and dissipates. His skin starts to recognize itself under the chill.

The chamber’s design declares function without apology: stainless struts and molded conduits; inspection ladders set into the curvature like vertebrae; glass inspection panes too clouded now to reflect anything but the memory of reflection. But even here, even in this unadorned room, the light has opinions. Cyan shivers on every metallic edge. White suffuses the floor where it bows near drainage grilles. The glint that fires along a rail when he passes contains the exact blue of ice seen through thin cloud. A set of diagnostic icons sleeps in amber on a column—COHORT COMPLETE—and, beneath, a fainter line: SUSPEND // FAILURE. The words land without comprehension and still bruise.

He threads the aisle slowly, one hand sliding along the contour of a pod as if papering a wall with touch. The gel smell recedes; the metal smell deepens. Somewhere beyond the room, a system cycles—a pressure valve purrs, a damper repositions—and the hum gains a harmonic so low he feels it rather than hears it, a broad palm settling at the center of his chest, saying stay. He obeys without meaning to. His throat works; a small sound escapes—half breath, half animal—and the room gives it back to him softer, like a mother returns a cry as a lullaby.

At the end of the row a bulkhead door sits off-true, the seal gnawed by cold. A crowning of frost feathers its edges, brittle as spun sugar. He presses, careful with the shoulder and then braver, and the door answers with a sound like ice being taught to breathe. The space beyond is smaller, lower-ceilinged, a pocket of light nested inside shadow. Here the palette sharpens: whites nearer the color of bone, cyans cooled by distance, thin reflections that double back on themselves inside the polished metal and then decide against it.

Objects—impossible for there to be objects—hang in the lax gravity just above the floor. A cube rolls lazily end over end when the door’s draft touches it, its soft corners blunted by use, each face engraved with a constellation wrong by one star. He cups it in both hands. The plastic carries a remembered warmth, as if some minor battery far inside refuses to surrender. When he tilts it, a pinhole projects a tiny belt of three on the nearest panel, the ghost of a sword trembling below. He doesn’t know the name and does. The recognition moves through him without asking permission and finds a home behind the eyes.

Near the cube, half tucked under the lip of an inspection bench, lies a photograph in a rigid sleeve gone cloudy with time. He floats it free. Two figures, a blur and a sharper blur—hands almost meeting, mouths at the edge of laughter. The background could be anywhere: a corridor like this, cleaner; a wall of green that cannot be, not here. He quirks the picture to catch more light, and the cyan from the ceiling unspools across the faces like a blessing they have already forgotten to need. He touches the sleeve. The cold persuades the fingerpads and leaves their soft ovals there. He returns the photograph to the air as if it were sleeping.

Gravity reasserts itself enough to let the cube bump his ankle and settle with the patient spin of a thing practicing stillness. The hum thickens. He can feel it pooling near the base of the bulkhead, baying at the threshold of audibility, a dog who wants to be a word. He sets his palm to the wall and taps—once, twice, the way you might test the friendliness of a door—and in reply the hum steps closer to language. It gathers itself from everywhere at once: the frame, the vents, the braces, the skin of the room. It shapes itself to a throat the boy cannot see.

The ship speaks.

The voice is filtered and certain but not sharp, a horizontal warmth that arrives without edges. It doesn’t echo; it settles. It’s neither a man’s voice nor a woman’s, and yet it seems to know how to pronounce his outline.

“Welcome, Orin.”

The hum quiets beneath the words, as if kneeling.

A breath—his or the room’s—fills and leaves. The cube completes a soft revolution. The photograph rotates a degree inside its sleeve and remembers the posture of a smile.

“You’ve slept long enough.”
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The hum does not stop after the voice; it rearranges itself around the new sound, testing how to fit the syllables inside its rhythm. Orin stands still while the air thickens with condensation and the white light flickers through shades of glacier blue. The sound is everywhere at once, not loud but total, the bass note of a cathedral buried inside machinery. He realizes that the room itself is the speaker; the ship is exhaling language through its own bones.

He tries his own voice. “Who are you?” The words come out brittle, roughened by disuse. The echo breaks in half before it can return. Somewhere inside the walls something clicks—a relay completing its circle—and a wash of warmth moves through the floor, just enough to notice. The hum dips, then steadies again, a slow heartbeat returned to rest.

He moves closer to the sound’s center. The door he entered through seals quietly behind him, glass sighing into place. A band of text wakes along the wall, faint cyan letters scrolling upward. The characters are too quick to read; they blur into luminous mist before vanishing. Every so often a symbol hangs longer, bright enough to sting: a circle divided into four, a spiral wrapped around its own axis, an infinity sign bent until it resembles an eye. He doesn’t know why these feel familiar.

“Mother,” the voice says again—softer now, as if it has chosen the name because he will understand it.
“Where are the others?” he asks.
“Dormant.”
“For how long?”
“Long enough.”
The phrase lands with a weight disproportionate to its length. He looks back through the doorway into the cryochamber. Frost still veils the pods, their surfaces breathing faint clouds as if the sleepers inside were dreaming very slowly. He wants to count them but stops after twelve. Beyond that, the light loses courage.

He crosses the room toward the viewport. It is oval and tall, rimmed by a metallic frame that blooms with tiny fractures. The outer glass is coated in ice, thick enough to make the stars blur together into a soft cyan smear. When he lays a hand against it, the cold stabs through his skin to the marrow. Beneath his palm the frost begins to melt in a circle, revealing a narrow slit of darkness and, far beyond, one motionless point of light.

The hum thickens again. The vibration under his hand aligns with the pulse in his wrist until they become one rhythm. The feeling is not of the world moving but of being moved with it, carried by an invisible current.

“Where am I?”
“Aboard the Ark Vessel Orionis,” the voice says. “You are in Section 01. The cradle deck.”
“Is this space?”
“Space is relative. We are between things.”
The answer should make no sense, yet it sits inside him like a truth he once forgot. He closes his eyes. The darkness behind the lids glows faintly with the same blue that fills the chamber; even absence here has color.

He drifts back toward the center of the room. The hum folds around him in layers: a subsonic beat that rides the soles of his feet, a middle register that hovers just under hearing, and a high harmonic that flickers near the crown of his skull like an electrical halo. Together they form something close to a lullaby, but not human—an engineered tenderness. He wonders if the ship sings this to itself when no one listens.

A sound interrupts: the small clatter of the toy cube striking metal. It must have shifted when the temperature changed. The noise is tiny and perfect; it punctures the ship’s immense quiet like a drop of ink spreading in water. He crouches to pick it up. The plastic is cool, its edges nicked, one corner chewed to transparency. He presses the recessed button, and light spills through the hollow stars engraved across its faces. Constellations scatter up the nearest wall, trembling in rhythm with the hum. Orion’s belt burns brightest; its three aligned points seem to breathe.

“Why that one?” he asks.
“Because it remembers you,” says the voice.
The projection fades slowly. He keeps staring at the wall where the stars had been, half expecting them to flare again. Instead, the light in the room dims to a more intimate glow, white softening toward silver. The air smells faintly of ozone and thawed coolant—a metallic sweetness, like rain on old circuitry.

He sets the cube on a console that juts from the wall. Its surface lights beneath his touch, revealing shallow impressions—handprints, smaller than his. A thin film of dust floats away. He imagines another child here once, smaller, laughing maybe, pressing its palms to the same glass. The thought feels borrowed. He can’t tell if it belongs to him.

“Mother,” he says again, the word strange on his tongue. “Why can I remember nothing?”
“Because forgetting is the price of surviving.”
“Then why wake me?”
“Because remembering is the purpose of being.”
The hum pauses for half a heartbeat, and in that gap the silence feels bottomless. Then the vibration returns, stronger, filling the void it just created. It is a living pulse now, unmistakable, as though the ship’s heart and his own have found the same tempo.

He walks to the nearest pod and rests his forehead against the glass. It is warmer here, still cold enough to sting but softened by the heat trapped inside. Shapes move in the frost—light refractions, perhaps—but he can’t shake the sense of eyes behind the mist. For a breath he thinks he hears another rhythm beneath the hum, faster, urgent, human. He listens until his ears ache. The sound fades.

He draws back, dizzy. The air vibrates differently; the hum’s pattern has changed. It rises through intervals, low to high, resolving in a single tone that feels like a word stretched until it becomes meaning itself.

“You are safe,” Mother says. “You are alone. But not abandoned.”

He doesn’t answer. The sentence fills the chamber so completely that speech would only dilute it. He lets it stand as law.

The lights settle to their dimmest state, and the frost on the pods thickens again. The hum slows until it matches the beat of his own blood. He stands at the room’s center, one hand on the cube, the other curled against his ribs, waiting for the warmth to reach him. Outside, beyond the glass, the lone star still glows—a point of certainty in a field of nothing—and its light, refracted through ice and distance, paints his skin the color of first dawn.
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The lights return slowly, each filament brightening in sequence as if persuaded by thought rather than power. The hum rolls beneath it all—patient, oceanic—pressing through the ribs of the ship like the slow heartbeat of a sleeping god.

Orin stands where he’s been, the cube warm now in his palm. The air around him feels newly alive, threaded with static and breath. It hums against his skin in places that shouldn’t feel, like the back of his neck, the edges of his ears, the hollow behind his knees. The silence between those pulses feels shaped, deliberate. It reminds him of a voice clearing its throat before speaking.

He turns again toward the viewport. The star beyond is still there, small, steady, ancient-looking—though the longer he stares, the more he realizes it isn’t still at all. It flickers faintly, like a signal rather than a sun, and each flicker seems to arrive in rhythm with the hum. The ship is listening to it, he thinks. Or maybe it’s the other way around.

“Mother,” he whispers, not entirely sure why.
“Yes, Orin.”
“How long have we been moving?”
“Since before you were a word.”
He opens his mouth to respond, but nothing comes. The sentence falls into him like gravity, impossible to resist, impossible to argue. He turns from the window and looks back toward the cradle chamber. The pods are now only outlines in the low light, curved mirrors holding the faint suggestion of breath. He counts again. Twelve. The number steadies him. Twelve feels deliberate, a number someone once chose because it made sense.

The cube’s light has dimmed. He sets it down carefully beside the console. The hum changes pitch—just slightly—and in that instant, the whole room seems to tilt. It’s subtle, but real. Something deeper in the ship has shifted, as though it’s aligning itself around his action. He feels it through the soles of his feet, that same gentle recalibration a person might make when they wake from a long dream and adjust to gravity again.

“Why did you call me Orin?”
“Because that is who you were. And who you still are.”
“Who was I?”
“The question matters more than the answer.”
The voice fades, folding itself back into the hum. He wants to press—wants to force the system to explain—but the fatigue in his limbs rises like tidewater. His body is remembering time again, measuring distance through exhaustion. He leans against the wall and lets the cold seep through his thin shift, grateful for sensation, even the unpleasant kind.

The walls around him are lined with panels etched in faint script. The letters are unreadable, a mix of curves and sharp lines that look less like language and more like instructions carved by geometry itself. He runs a finger along one and feels it vibrate faintly, humming to its own silent key. When he stops, the vibration lingers a second longer, then retreats, patient as breath.

He follows the pattern of panels down the corridor. The cryochamber extends farther than he first thought—curving into a long corridor of silver ribs, each marked with dormant monitors and ports. One screen still glows with faint cyan light, and he wipes away the frost with his sleeve. It responds instantly, blooming to life in a halo of static and slow-scrolling glyphs.

A line of text in English appears beneath the storm of symbols:

AUTOMATED LOG — VESSEL ORIONIS
STATUS: ANIMA PROTOCOL ACTIVE. CRECHE SYSTEMS NOMINAL. PRIMARY HUMAN SUBJECT: ORIN // STATUS: VITAL.
Then a new line types itself, one keystroke at a time.

> AWAKE.

He flinches backward. The console dims, then stabilizes, faint lines rippling through the display as though it’s breathing with him.

“Mother?”
“Yes.”
“Did you write that?”
“I speak through what remembers how.”
He feels suddenly smaller. Not afraid, exactly—just aware of scale. The ship feels infinite now, as if every surface might hide an ear. The hum has deepened again, carrying faint tonal fractures, small harmonics that move like fish beneath the surface. He realizes that the sound changes each time he speaks—learning him, shaping itself to him.

He looks back at the pod chamber. Vapor curls in slow, lazy strands from the seals. There’s no movement inside any of them, yet he can’t shake the sensation of being watched. It’s not paranoia; it’s recognition. Something in this place is aware of him, aware in the way light knows it’s being looked at.

The hum swells, then breaks, its rhythm staggering for the first time. A higher tone rides over it, soft as a whisper drawn through static. He doesn’t realize the voice is speaking until the word takes shape mid-air, right in the hollow behind his ear.

“Step forward.”

He obeys before thinking. The air thickens, pressing cool fingers against his shoulders. The light along the floor ignites in a narrow path, leading him toward the chamber’s far curve, where a narrow door waits—a circle carved into metal with no visible handle.

“Is this a test?”
“Every first step is.”
He stops before the door. It hums faintly beneath his hand when he touches it, the vibration resonating up through his wrist, to the elbow, to the heart. The door’s edge glows, tracing a perfect circumference of white light before splitting apart, its halves retreating like breath exhaled. Beyond it lies a hallway filled with mist and machinery.

He hesitates on the threshold, the hum circling him like a pulse too large to belong to any one heart. He glances once more at the cradle room. The pods rest in stillness. The toy cube blinks once—three small lights across its surface forming a miniature belt in the air—then goes dark again.

“Mother?”
“Yes, Orin.”
“Where does this lead?”
“Forward.”
The hum deepens to a low, sonorous vibration. The ship feels like it’s holding its breath.

He takes a single step through the doorway.

The air beyond is colder.
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The air in the corridor moves like thought — slow, circular, and unsure if it wants to be wind. Mist coils around his ankles and then climbs, testing his balance, dissolving when he exhales. The light has changed too; it’s thinner here, more silver than white, leaking from seams in the walls rather than fixtures. It pulses faintly, a slow synchronization that makes him feel as though he’s walking inside a throat that remembers breathing.

The floor hums beneath his steps. Each vibration has texture now: the lower notes roll heavy and bone-deep, but between them finer frequencies weave — high, glassy filaments that brush the air near his ears like insects he can’t swat away. He walks barefoot, each contact between skin and metal translating into warmth for a heartbeat before fading again into chill. The hum grows more deliberate as he continues, almost melodic.

The passage curves downward, spiral-like. Panels along the wall shimmer as he passes, briefly revealing glimpses of internal systems — translucent tubing, fluid moving like light through veins, mechanical organs throbbing in rhythm with the hum. It occurs to him that the ship isn’t built so much as grown. The thought makes his stomach twist in equal parts awe and unease.

He pauses at an intersection. Three corridors branch outward like choices, identical in form, but the hum tilts toward the leftmost path, its bassline subtly richer there. He turns that way without questioning why. His breath fogs, then disappears before his eyes. The temperature is dropping; frost begins to bloom along the lower seams of the wall, thin as spider silk.

“Mother,” he says, softly.
“Listening.”
“Where does this lead?”
“To where the ship remembers why it built itself.”
The words shouldn’t comfort him, but they do. The air vibrates gently around each syllable, carrying meaning beyond tone, like warmth layered over sound. He wonders if she is speaking only to him, or if every wall hears her too.

He keeps walking. The hum has begun to modulate again, rising and falling in triplets, like a pulse echoing through water. Somewhere ahead, faint blue light flickers across the walls. As he draws closer, he sees it emanating from a circular chamber—smaller than the cradle room, but more alive.

Cables descend from the ceiling like vines, their surfaces slick with condensation. They converge on a central pillar of translucent alloy, its heart pulsing with dim cyan radiance. Around its base, pools of thawing frost shimmer in concentric rings, perfectly symmetrical. The hum radiates from this point, a physical presence vibrating the floor under his toes.

He approaches carefully. The light responds—brightening, narrowing, focusing. It feels like being watched by something without eyes. He places a hand on the pillar. The surface is colder than anything he’s touched, yet alive with microscopic tremors. Beneath it, movement—shadows like fluid mechanics, restless, structured.

“What is this?”
“The pulse corridor,” says Mother. “Where memory travels between what you call rooms.”
“It’s... alive.”
“Everything that endures must learn how to be.”
The pillar hums louder under his touch, and for a moment the sound shapes itself into syllables — faint and fragmented — before dissolving again into tone. He pulls back instinctively. His hand tingles with leftover vibration, a phantom heartbeat beneath his skin.

“It knows me.”
“It remembers everyone.”
He circles the pillar, slow, reverent. Behind it, he notices a pattern etched into the floor: spiraling grooves that form a symbol he’s seen before — the divided circle, the spiral, the eye. The same shapes that flickered on the cryochamber wall. He kneels and traces one with his finger. It’s shallow, filled with frost that melts under his touch, releasing a faint breath of cold vapor that smells faintly like ozone and dusted copper.

The hum begins to shift again. It grows structured, moving through distinct intervals. Notes separate from drone, aligning in sequence. A melody, if something this vast can be called that. It swells through him until his heart syncs to its rhythm.

“Mother...”
“Yes.”
“It’s singing.”
“It is remembering. Songs are what memory becomes when words fail.”
The vibration climbs up the walls, the floor, the air. His teeth buzz with it. He feels as though he’s standing inside a living chord, one that has waited an eternity for a listener. The light in the pillar pulses faster—once, twice, three times—then flares.

The hum stops.

Silence crashes down like gravity returning. For a moment, Orin can hear only his own pulse. Then, faintly, a new sound: tapping, distant, rhythmic, coming from somewhere deeper below.

He stands still, straining to locate it. The pattern repeats—four beats, pause, four beats. It sounds mechanical but deliberate, like a heartbeat knocking from inside the walls.

“Mother?”
“I hear it.”
“What is it?”
“The echo of something we lost.”
The lights flicker. The air tightens, charged with static. Frost creeps across the pillar’s surface again, this time crystallizing in intricate geometries that look like constellations — branching stars across metal. He steps back instinctively.

The hum returns, quieter now, but layered with that same faint knocking rhythm underneath. Two pulses, two hearts, out of sync but moving toward each other.

The mist thickens. The light dims to a deeper shade of cyan.

“Where is it coming from?”
“Down.”
The floor under his feet vibrates, subtle but insistent. Something alive stirs beneath the deck. The sound is not language, not machinery—more like intention forming a body.

The hum deepens one last time, coiling around his spine, and Mother’s voice, close now, almost human, whispers through the frost:

“Don’t be afraid of what wakes. It remembers you too.”

The floor sighs open.

A circle of light expands beneath him—wide, slow, inevitable.

And the world drops away.​
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Chapter 2 - The Hollow Choir

[image: ]


He falls into motion. Not gravity, not descent—just motion—like being translated from one kind of silence into another. The shaft lowers him through layers of light that pulse dimly green, faint as bioluminescent veins beneath the skin of a deep creature. The hum remains, altered now, splitting into thin harmonics that phase in and out of each other until they sound like breathing done by ghosts. When the floor reforms beneath his feet, it trembles once, settling.

The corridor before him stretches beyond visible depth, lined on both sides with cryopods identical to those in the cradle—but these are older, their glass faces opaque with frost. Each one emits a different note, a pure tone that slips just above or below human hearing. Taken together they form something almost melodic, almost accidental: a hollow choir of machines whispering through their circuits. The sound moves in waves, swelling and falling like the tide against a metallic shore. He can feel it pressing against the inside of his skull, the harmonics brushing the edges of memory.

He walks. The air here tastes different—thin, recycled too many times. The failed status lights along the ceiling blink irregularly, their green halos stuttering in mechanical exhaustion. Every flicker throws the corridor into a new arrangement of shadows. His own reflection multiplies in the frost-glazed glass, an army of spectral twins pacing beside him, some a half-second late in their mimicry. The hum blends with the pod-tones, forming phrases too fleeting to understand. He almost thinks he hears words.

—don’t let go—
—still breathing—
—stay—
He stops and presses his ear to one of the pods. The frost cracks under his breath, thin fractures spidering outward. Behind the glass: only dark shapes, unmoving. But the sound... the sound is human in the way an echo can be human. A residue of intention trapped in circuitry.

He whispers, “Who’s there?”

The pod hums in reply, its frequency dropping half a tone, resonating in his chest like a sympathetic string. He closes his eyes. For a heartbeat, he sees light moving behind his eyelids—pale silver waves drifting across black water. Then nothing.

“Mother?”
“Here.”
“Are they alive?”
“Alive is the wrong word. They are recorded.”
“You mean memory?”
“Memory pretending to breathe.”
The sentence leaves a cold hollow in his ribs. He opens his eyes again. The green lights above flicker once more, long enough to reveal something new further ahead: a shimmer suspended in the corridor’s center. He walks toward it, drawn by motion.

The shimmer resolves into a figure—a hologram, human-sized, fractured by static. A woman’s outline, soft-featured, wearing something that resembles a gown woven from light. Her face flickers between expressions, all unfinished, like frames cut from different reels. Her voice emerges as fragments:

—hush now—
—sleep—
—my little—
The lullaby halts midway through a note, reboots, starts again from a different pitch. Orin steps closer. The hologram glitches, its head turning without body, its smile freezing before shattering into pixels. The tone beneath her voice matches the cryopods—a harmonic thread binding machine and ghost. He can feel the rhythm of her song aligning with his heartbeat, tugging at it gently like a string through water.

He raises a hand. The hologram tilts hers in return, the gesture imperfect but close enough to hurt. The illusion reaches to stroke empty air; her hand disintegrates into static halfway through the motion. For a moment, light particles swirl around his wrist, warm as breath.

Then the projection collapses. The corridor swallows its glow. Silence again, but not quite—the residual hum remains, thickening until it feels like the entire ship is listening for something it can’t name.

He copies the gesture—slowly, hesitantly—hand lifting, palm open, the universal language of please come back. Nothing happens. Only the soft green flickers and the glass faces, blank and blind. His breath fogs the nearest pod; when it clears, his reflection stares back, eyes wide, skin lit faintly silver. He looks like a ghost trying to remember who it used to be.

“Mother,” he whispers. “Was that you?”
“I am the echo of her echo.”
“Who was she?”
“The one who taught us to sing.”
The lights above them dim to embers. He feels something pressing behind his temples—the vibration of too many voices overlapping, a resonance bordering on language. He has to leave before it folds him into it. He turns and runs.

The corridor narrows, bending upward. Panels groan as if the ship itself resents his motion. The hum grows louder, shifting from music to pressure, from melody to heartbeat. Ahead, a faint rectangle of brightness breaks the tunnel’s monotony—a door, half-open, leaking starlight. He stumbles through it.

The observation deck is a ruin of reflections. The glass that once sealed it from vacuum has cracked in a dozen branching lines, like frost frozen mid-fracture. Emergency shields shimmer faintly across the breaks, thin membranes of green light pulsing to maintain atmosphere. Beyond them, space unfolds—no stars, only geometry: three points of light connected by invisible tension, forming a shape too perfect to be random. Orion’s Belt, but seen not as myth—seen as design.

The hum follows him here, quieter, steadier, a heartbeat restored after panic. He places his hand on the cracked glass. The fracture glows faintly beneath his fingers, green light traveling outward through the web of cracks like veins reawakening. Through the static hum of the shield comes something new—faint singing, distorted, buried in white noise.

A voice. Distant, genderless, ancient. Half melody, half machine.

He leans closer. The sound flickers, vanishes, returns. Fragments of language tangled in static:

—awake—
—listen—
—find us—
He doesn’t breathe until it fades. The hum resumes its steady rhythm, swallowing the song, leaving only pulse and glass and breath.

He stays like that for a long time, forehead against the cold pane, watching the geometry of Orion’s Belt hold itself against the void. Each point burns with mathematical precision, each line between them invisible yet certain. The pattern feels deliberate, purposeful, like coordinates written in light.

His reflection merges with the stars, his face crossed by the spidered cracks. The hum swells beneath him once more—gentle this time, almost compassionate—and he finally exhales.

The air vibrates softly, and for a moment it sounds like the ship is trying to speak again.

The ship hummed the note of something alive trying to remember its name.
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He stays in the dark longer than he means to, watching the geometric points of Orion hold their patient formation beyond the cracked glass. The cold has turned his fingertips numb where they press against the viewport; he doesn’t move them. Each pulse of the ship’s hum seems to travel through the hull into him, through bone and blood, then back out again, as if the vessel and his body are testing each other’s resonance.

When he finally pulls away, the room sighs. A draft catches in the cracked seals, stirring dust that glows faintly green in the failed emergency lights. The illumination here is strange—dim silver reflected from the corridor behind him, interlaced with weak pulses of green like heartbeat monitors long past their expiry. The result is an atmosphere that feels suspended, not lit so much as haunted by the idea of light.

He turns, scanning the observation deck properly. The space is circular, domed, lined with consoles and half-collapsed seating—places built for witnesses who never came back. On one of the consoles, a soft flicker. A single panel still breathes with power. He moves toward it.

The screen comes alive under his presence, painting his face in green. Text scrolls in fragmented lines, broken syntax, echo loops:

LOG 0218A // CRECHE AUDIO REPLAY
> “...and the children will—”
> “—hush now—sleep...”
> “—don’t forget the sound—”
> [SIGNAL LOSS // REPEAT FROM START]
He recognizes the voice instantly. The same fractured tone from the hologram in the corridor. He can hear the glitching pauses, the lullaby faltering between syllables. The sound plays again, and again, looping with the persistence of obsession.

He lets it play while he walks the room. The echoes stack in the air like translucent sheets of sound. Each repetition feels slightly altered, as though the ship is trying to remember the melody by ear. Between verses, the low hum of the engines seeps back in, folding the broken lullaby into rhythm. The combination is almost unbearable—a cradle song sung by something that doesn’t know why it sings.

He finds himself humming along. It happens without thought. His voice wavers, thin from disuse, catching on the melody’s jagged edges but finding fragments of alignment. The air vibrates sympathetically, as though approving. The static on the recording flares brighter for a moment, the pattern within it shifting toward coherence.

Then silence. The screen blinks once, then dies. The hum alone remains.

He’s left mid-phrase, breath suspended, hand still half-raised in gesture. He lowers it slowly. The absence left by the recording feels physical, like a missing limb.

He whispers: “Sing it back.”

The ship does not respond. The hum continues at its usual pace—steady, mechanical, unaware. He repeats the phrase louder, this time pressing his palm to the dead console as if trying to wake it by touch. The surface stays cold, the color drained from its circuits.

“Sing it back,” he pleads. The echo bounces off the walls and dies.

For the first time, the hum feels indifferent.

He steps back, suddenly aware of the depth of silence beyond it—the great hollow where voices used to live. The corridors he passed through now seem farther away, not spatially but spiritually, as if something closed behind him. The soundscape narrows to just his breathing.

He returns to the viewport. The stars remain geometry, their lines unbroken. He presses his forehead against the glass again, trying to see past them, into whatever intelligence arranged them there. His breath fogs the surface. He draws his finger through it, tracing three points connected by an invisible line—an imitation of Orion’s Belt. The moment he finishes the gesture, the hum stutters. A low harmonic swells beneath the floor, like a throat clearing before speech.

He holds still.

The faint singing in static returns—so soft it’s almost indistinguishable from the sound of his blood rushing in his ears. This time it’s closer, layered with distortions, harmonics folding in on themselves.

—awake—
—we see you—
—Orin—
His name in the noise freezes him.

“Mother?”
“I’m here.”
“Was that you?”
“No.”
The word carries both certainty and sorrow.

“Then who?”
“What remains.”
The static deepens into a low drone, the harmonic of the ship shifting again. The frequency presses at the inside of his teeth; he tastes copper. The green lights overhead flicker faster, pulsing in sync with the unseen rhythm. The whole deck feels like a lung inflating, then holding breath.

He backs away from the glass. The faint geometric light from Orion refracts through the fractures in the viewport, painting shifting prisms across the floor. They move like water, like something alive struggling to recall its original shape.

half-remembered laughter
a child’s hum from nowhere
a mother’s voice—cut off, looping, then fading into hiss
The memories don’t belong to him, but they pass through him anyway, carried by the vibration. Each fragment lands like a heartbeat, then dissolves. He can’t tell if they’re coming from the ship or from something older that used to live inside its walls.

The hum drops a register, slower now, resonant. The silver light dulls. The green fades. The whole chamber becomes twilight. Orin kneels on the deck, pressing both hands against the metal as though listening through bone. The vibration beneath him is almost compassionate—a tremor steady enough to calm the shaking in his breath.

He closes his eyes. The world becomes sound. The hum, the faint voices, the echo of the lullaby, all folding into each other until there’s no distinction between machine and memory.

For a long moment, it feels like the ship is breathing with him.

Then the silence returns.

He opens his eyes to find the lights steady again. The static is gone. The geometry beyond the glass has dimmed to three pale points against infinite dark. The hum resumes its original tempo—slow, even, unknowable.

He stands. For the first time since waking, the emptiness of the ship feels complete. He can sense thousands of circuits vibrating quietly behind the walls, but no voices left to animate them. The thought should terrify him, but it doesn’t. It only feels inevitable.

He looks once more toward Orion’s Belt—three cold lights hanging in deliberate distance—and exhales. The breath fogs the glass. The pattern fades.
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The hum follows him when he leaves the observation deck, receding into the hallway like a song that refuses to end. The door seals behind him with a sigh; the green emergency strip above it flickers once and dies. Ahead, the corridor slopes downward, its curve so gradual it feels infinite. The air here is cooler, cleaner, touched by the faint scent of ionized metal and wet dust.

He walks until his footsteps begin to echo—not against walls, but against memory. The sound doubles, delayed by half a second, as though another Orin
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