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Chapter  1  Reflections
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The day had stretched itself thin across my bones, leaving a quiet exhaustion that settled deeper than mere fatigue. I sat alone beneath the dim glow of a solitary lamp. The world outside my quarters hushed as if it too were reflecting on the weight of the hours that had passed. Slowly, I opened the worn journal that had become both my witness and my confessor. The pages carried the scratches of hurried thoughts and desperate clarity. Ink pressed into paper during moments when time itself seemed uncertain. As my eyes moved across the words written earlier the previous week, I could feel the echoes of each decision, each step, each fragile moment of resolve that had carried me forward. It felt unreal, like reading the story of another man who had somehow walked the same road I had not long before.
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Yet the truth of it pressed against my chest with undeniable force. Every line in that journal was a quiet testament to the strange path that had brought me here, to a place I never imagined I would stand. I leaned back, the chair creaking softly beneath me, still trying to reconcile the man who had begun a day with the one now staring at these pages. Disbelief lingered like a shadow, but beneath it burned something stronger, an understanding that even the most impossible roads are built one step at a time. 
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“Journal Entry”
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I woke up to the violent rattle of metal wheels and the blinding glare of sterile lights above me. For a moment I believed I had crossed the final line between life and death. The world felt distant, unreal, like I was drifting somewhere between memory and oblivion. When the question slipped from my lips, “Is this death?”, a voice answered from the fog and pulled me back.
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“No. You are alive.”
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They brought me into the examination room where Melmad stood waiting. He said I had done another miracle, that somehow the plan had worked, and our people still had a future. Then he pointed to the side of the room, and there stood Lazlow, alive and grinning like the universe had played the greatest joke imaginable. He told us how he unleashed the Nano mites and watched the enemy crumble before running for his life. Somehow, against every law of probability, he survived.
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Then came the part and they hesitated to tell me.

––––––––
[image: ]


Forte, the doctor who saved me once before, said my survival came with a cost. The blast should have killed me, but the cabin shielded the worst of it and my beacon allowed Melmad to find me in time. Still, my body was too damaged to recover on its own. When I demanded to know the price, Forte lifted a mirror.
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The face staring back at me was not human. Scales. Eyes are like something ancient. Something reptile.
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Forte said he used lizard DNA to rebuild me so I could regenerate and live. Melmad swore they still had my original DNA and that one day they would restore me. I barely heard the promise. The shock swallowed everything else.
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But one thought cut through the chaos in my mind. I am still alive. And if I am alive... then there is still a chance I can find my way back home to my wife.  
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And tonight, as I closed the journal and let the silence settle around me, I realized that reflection was not a weakness. It was the forge where resolve is sharpened, where doubt is confronted, and where a man begins to understand the gravity of the journey, he is destined to finish.
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The night finally settled around me like a heavy curtain closing on a long and relentless performance. My mind, exhausted from reflection, slowly surrendered to the silence that had taken hold of the base. I lay down on the thin cot, staring at the dull metal ceiling above me, replaying the countless fragments of the day in my thoughts. Each memory felt distant and unreal, like echoes bouncing through the corridors of someone else’s life. Yet it was mine. Somehow, it was impossible; it was mine.
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Melmad’s voice lingered in the back of my thoughts. His words had been calm, steady, and almost fatherly when he told me to meet with him after I woke up. He had seen the shock in my eyes, the confusion clawing at the edges of my mind. He knew I needed time, time to gather the broken pieces of what had happened and attempt to shape them into something that resembled understanding.
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The room was dim and quiet, interrupted only by the distant hum of machinery, and the faint vibrations of generators buried deep beneath the facility. I folded my hands across my chest and exhaled slowly. My body still felt unfamiliar, heavier and stronger in strange ways I could not yet explain. Even resting there felt different, as though the creature I had become was still learning how to exist.
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Eventually the exhaustion overtook the storm inside my mind. My thoughts faded one by one until they dissolved into darkness. Sleep did not come gently; it struck like a falling curtain, sudden and absolute. The last thing I remembered was wondering if tomorrow would feel any more real than today.
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Time passed in silence.
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Morning arrived quietly. Its presence was announced by a pale beam of sunlight slipping through the narrow window of the barracks room. The light crept slowly across the floor until it reached my face. Warmth brushed against my closed eyelids, coaxing me awake.
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My eyes opened slowly, adjusting to the soft glow of the new day. For a moment I simply lay there, staring into the quiet morning, letting my thoughts return one by one. The memories of the previous day rushed back with unsettling clarity, the battle, the transformation, the sterile hospital room where they had worked to save me.
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I inhaled deeply and sat up on the edge of the cot. My muscles shifted beneath unfamiliar scales, and the movement reminded me again of what I had become. The realization was no longer shocking about the way it had been before, but it still carried a weight that pressed heavily against my chest.
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After a moment I stood and prepared myself for the day ahead. There was no sense in lingering in doubt or self-pity. Whatever I had become, whatever this strange fate had turned me into, I was still alive. That alone meant something.
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I stepped out into the corridor and began walking toward the communications room. The base had returned to its usual rhythm, though the scars of the battle were still visible along the path. Sections of wall had been patched with fresh plating, and scorch marks darkened the metal floor in places where the fighting had been fierce.
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Technicians moved quickly through the halls, carrying tools and data pads as they repaired the final remnants of the cybernetic assault. Their efficiency was remarkable. In what seemed like only a short time, they had restored most of the facility as if the devastation had never happened.
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That thought slowed my steps. How long have I been unconscious? The question crept into my mind like a whisper. I remembered the hospital lights, the voices speaking urgently as they operated on me. But after that... nothing. Just darkness and confusion. Had it been hours? Days? Longer? I shook my thoughts away and continued walking.
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The communications room soon came into view.  Its reinforced doors standing open as soft light poured out from the glowing consoles within. I stepped inside, feeling a strange tension rising in my chest. This room had once felt familiar. Now it feels entirely different.
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Sophia stood at the main console, her fingers moving quickly across the control panel as streams of data flowed across the screens. The glow of the displays illuminated her focused expression as she monitored incoming reports from across the region.
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She noticed me almost immediately. Her eyes lifted, and she offered a warm smile that carried both relief and curiosity. “Good morning,” She said gently, her voice cutting through the quiet hum of the equipment.
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I nodded in return and stepped further into the room. 
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“Have you seen Melmad?” I asked. 
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“He told me he wanted to speak with me once I woke.”
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Sophia leaned back slightly in her chair and folded her arms thoughtfully. 
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“He’s making his morning rounds,” She replied. 
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“Command reports, damage assessments... the usual things that follow a battle.”
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She studied me carefully for a moment. Her expression softened as if she were measuring my emotional state. Then she said something that caught me completely off guard.
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“Would you like to make a call to your wife?” She asked. 
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“You could let her know you’re alive and safe.”
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My mouth opened instinctively to answer.
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“Yes, I—”
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The words froze in my throat. A cold realization struck me with the force of a hammer.
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My wife didn’t know. She didn’t know what had happened to me. She didn’t know about the battle... the surgery... or the creature I had become. The image of her seeing me like this suddenly filled my mind, and the thought twisted painfully inside my chest. I slowly closed my mouth, unable to finish the sentence.
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Sophia immediately noticed the shift in my expression. Her eyes widened slightly as understanding dawned across her face.
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“Oh...” She said quietly.
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She leaned forward in her chair and sighed gently. 
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“That’s right. She doesn’t know yet.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Her tone was thoughtful and careful.
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“Perhaps it would be best if I contacted her first,” She continued. 
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“I can explain the situation... Tell her you’re safe, and that we’re working on a way to restore you back to human form if possible.”
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She paused, meeting my eyes with sincere concern.
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“It might soften the shock before she speaks with you.”
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For a moment I simply stood there, weighing the truth of her words. Then I nodded slowly. A faint smile crossed my face, though it carried a heavy sadness behind it. 
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“Yes,” I said quietly. 
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“I think that would be the best way.”
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Sophia returned the nod and turned back toward the control console. Her fingers moved quickly across the interface as the system began to activate. One by one the large communication screens flickered to life, bathing the room in pale blue light. Signals began routing through distant satellites and encrypted channels, searching across the world for the connection she was attempting to make.
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The hum of the machines grew louder as the call began to transmit. And as I stood there watching the glowing screens awaken, I felt my heart begin to race. Because in only a few moments, the person who knew me best in the world was about to learn the truth about what I had become.
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The video feed flickered to life with a restless tremor, the screen shimmering with static like a window trying desperately to open between two distant worlds. Shapes struggled to form in the haze of distortion, the colors smearing together as if the universe itself resisted allowing the moment to become clear. The faint hum of machinery filled the room, and every eye watched the screen with silent anticipation. Then, through the haze, a voice finally broke through the interference, soft, familiar, and powerful enough to silence every other sound in existence. It was Amadia.
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Her voice trembled through the speakers with urgency and love intertwined. 
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“The video isn’t working properly,” She said. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Her words fractured slightly by the unstable signal. 
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Even through distortion, the sound of her voice struck deep into my chest like a bell ringing across time itself. It carried the warmth of home, the memory of quiet mornings, and the strength of every promise we had ever made.
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Sophia stepped closer to the console, her fingers gliding across the controls with practiced precision. 
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“We are trying to stabilize the feed,” She said calmly. 
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“It isn’t working correctly, but we’re attempting to correct it.” 
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Her voice carried composed professionalism, but there was an unmistakable gentleness beneath it. She understood what this moment meant to me.
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My heart pounded so loudly I could almost hear it echo in the chamber. I leaned closer to the microphone as though proximity alone could shorten the impossible distance between us. 
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“Baby, I’m here,” I said quickly. 
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my voice thick with emotion. 
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“I’m here. I’m safe, and I’m still trying to get home.”
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For a moment, the signal steadied just enough for silence to hang between us like a fragile thread. Then Amadia’s voice came through again, clear and filled with meaning far deeper than the numbers themselves. 
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“143.”
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The wordless code struck me instantly. A small smile crept onto my face despite everything, the distance, the war, the unknown stars separating us. My voice softened as I answered her. 
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“143.”

––––––––
[image: ]


It was a language we had shared for years, one born from simple meaning yet carrying immeasurable weight. One letter. Four letters. Three letters. I love you. In that brief exchange, entire lifetimes of devotion were spoken.
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Sophia turned toward me with a puzzled expression, her brow slightly furrowed. The numbers clearly meant nothing to her, yet she could see the depth of emotion they carried. Before she could even ask what, they meant, the video feed shuddered violently. Then the screen went black.
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The connection vanished as abruptly as it had appeared, leaving the room filled only with the hollow buzz of disconnected machinery. The silence that followed felt heavier than the static that had preceded it.
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Sophia’s shoulders dropped slightly as she turned back from the console. 
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“I’m sorry,” She said quietly. 
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“Something interrupted the transmission.” 
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Her voice carried as though she felt personally responsible for stealing the moment I had waited so long to have.
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She walked toward me slowly.  Her usual composure softened. Without hesitation, she reached out and gently brushed my arm. Her touch was careful and reassuring. When she investigated my eyes, they mirrored my own disappointment. Before I could say anything, she pulled me into a firm embrace.
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The gesture caught me off guard, yet I didn’t resist. It was simply human. A silent acknowledgment of loss, distance, and the unbearable weight of longing. For a brief moment, the world stood still. 
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The heavy doors at the far end of the chamber suddenly slid open with a deep metallic groan.
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Melmad entered. As always, his presence carried a kind of quiet authority that commanded attention without effort. He walked with the calm assurance of someone who had survived more battles than most men could imagine. There was something about him, something resolute and unbreakable, that made every room feel smaller the moment he stepped inside.
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Sophia released me and quickly straightened her posture, returning to the disciplined officer she always presented herself as. The warmth of her embrace faded, replaced by professionalism, though the kindness in her eyes lingered.
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I wiped my face quickly, realizing tears had escaped without my permission. The sudden loss of Amadia’s voice had hit harder than I wanted to admit. Clearing my throat, I forced myself to regain composure before acknowledging Melmad.
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“I’m sorry,” I said. 
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I offered a tired smile. 
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“I wasn’t able to finish the call home. Don’t mind me.”
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Melmad studied me for a moment before giving a slow nod of understanding. He had seen soldiers carry far heavier burdens than interrupted conversations.

––––––––
[image: ]


“How are you feeling?” He asked calmly. 
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“We have new reports. I wasn’t sure if you were ready to hear them, or if you needed more time.”
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I met his gaze with steady determination. The pain in my chest hadn’t disappeared, but it had transformed into something stronger, resolved. 
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“I’m ready,” I said firmly.
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Melmad folded his arms behind his back as he began to explain.
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“There has been... an interesting development.” 
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His tone suggested that the news carried both hope and complications. 
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“When Lazlow made his escape from the caves a few days ago, he reported something unusual.”
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My curiosity sharpened instantly.
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“Not all of the vehicles and ships were destroyed in the collapse,” Melmad continued. 
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“There is a strong possibility that at least one survived the cave-in. If that is the case... we may be able to recover it.”
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The implication struck me like a lightning bolt.
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“And repair it,” He finished. 
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“It could be used to get you home.”
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For a moment, I could hardly breathe. My eyes widened as the possibility surged through me like a wave of pure light. A grin spread across my face before I could stop it.
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“Really?” 
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I exclaimed, my voice rising with disbelief and joy. 
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“You mean there’s actually a chance?”
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Before Melmad could answer, the chamber doors burst open with violent force. Lazlow stormed inside.
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His expression was urgent, his breathing heavy as though he had run the entire distance through the base. 
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“But he’s not telling you the whole story,” Lazlow announced sharply, pointing toward Melmad.
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The excitement in my chest faltered.
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“When the cave collapsed,” Lazlow continued. 
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His voice dropping slightly, 
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“There were alarms going off inside the facility.” 
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He paused for effect, letting the tension settle into the room.
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“They weren’t structural alarms,” He added grimly. 
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“They were containment alarms.”
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My smile faded completely.
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“There was something down there,” Lazlow said slowly.
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“Something was in a cage locked away. And when the walls collapsed... it escaped.”
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The room fell silent. Melmad exhaled slowly and gave me a reluctant nod. 
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“Yes,” he admitted. 
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“There is that complication.” 
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His eyes locked onto mine with unwavering honesty.
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“If we are to retrieve a ship capable of sending you home,” He said. 
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“We must first face yet another unknown.”
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And somewhere in the darkness of those collapsed caves, something else was now waiting.
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Chapter 2  The Hidden Catalyst
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The command center had grown quieter as the day deepened; the frantic pulse of battle reports finally giving way to the slow, methodical rhythm of preparation. Holographic displays dimmed to a steady glow, casting long shadows across the steel floor. I stood at the central table where Lazlow and Melmad were already waiting, both of them leaning over a projected map that flickered with pale blue light. The cave entrance pulsed softly on the display, marked by a series of warning symbols that suggested the unknown waiting beneath the mountain.
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Lazlow tapped the projection with two fingers, expanding the terrain around the cave. Jagged ridgelines rose from the map like frozen waves. The surrounding forest appears dense enough to swallow an army whole. His sharp eyes studied every contour, every possible blind spot. 
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“If we’re going in,” He said in his calm but serious tone. 
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“We go in ready for anything. These formations could hide ... anything.”
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Melmad crossed his arms thoughtfully, his broad frame casting a heavy silhouette against the glowing map. He had always been a man who carried the weight of decisions without complaint, but tonight I could see the gears turning in his mind. 
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“We don’t know what’s inside that cave,” He admitted. 
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“But whatever it is... it’s important enough that it’s been drawing our attention.” 
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His eyes shifted toward me briefly, as if measuring how much more pressure I could carry.
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I leaned forward slightly, resting my hands on the table. The faint hum of the holographic projector vibrated through the metal surface beneath my palms. 
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“Then we go in fast,” I said quietly.  
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“We learn what we can and get out. No unnecessary risks.”
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Lazlow gave a small smirk at that, though it carried more respect than humor. 
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“Funny hearing you say, ‘no unnecessary risks,’ Xander. Last time we spoke, you were the definition of reckless.” 
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His tone softened slightly afterward. 
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“But you’re right. Speed and precision.”
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He began assembling equipment from a nearby crate, laying items across the table with deliberate care. Compact scanners, hardened lantern units, climbing spikes, and reinforced rope coils appeared one by one. Lazlow treated each tool like a chess piece, positioning it exactly where it needed to be. Preparation, for him, was an art form.
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Melmad stepped over to another rack and pulled down a pair of reinforced field packs. The straps creaked under the weight as he set one down in front of me. 
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“You’re still recovering,” He said in that steady voice. 
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“But if you’re going to insist on walking into a dark cave with us... you might as well be properly equipped.”
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I glanced at the pack, then up at him. 
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“You’re coming too?”
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He looked almost offended by the question. 
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“Of course, I am. You think I’d let you wander into the unknown without backup?” 
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His lips curved slightly. 
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“Besides, Lazlow would get bored.”
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Lazlow chuckled under his breath while checking the charge levels on a portable sensor. 
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“Someone has to keep you two alive.”
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Across the room, Sophia had been quietly working at her console the entire time, but I noticed she had stopped typing. Her eyes had lifted from the glowing screen, watching the three of us with an expression that mixed curiosity with something deeper, something more personal.
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She walked over slowly, her boots barely making a sound against the polished floor. The light from the displays reflected softly in her eyes as she studied the cave map hovering between us. 
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“You’re really going,” She said quietly.
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Melmad nodded once. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“We are.”
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Sophia folded her arms, though the gesture seemed less defensive and more concerned. 
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“That cave hasn’t been fully scanned,” She explained. 
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“The signals coming from that area are... strange.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


Her gaze drifted toward me then, lingering just a moment longer than necessary. 
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“Strange things tend to hurt people.”
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I gave her a small, reassuring smile, though part of me knew she was right. 
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“That’s usually when we’re needed the most.”
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For a moment, she didn’t respond. Instead, she reached out and adjusted one of the scanning devices Lazlow had placed on the table, calibrating it with quick, practiced movements. 
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“Take this one,” She said quietly. 
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“It’s more sensitive than the standard units. It might give you a warning if something moves in the deeper sections.”
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Lazlow raised an eyebrow at her adjustment. 
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“You’ve been upgrading my equipment again.”

––––––––
[image: ]


Sophia shrugged lightly. 
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“Only the equipment belonging to people who have a habit of walking into danger.”
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Her eyes flicked back to me once more, and the concern there was unmistakable now. Not overwhelming, not dramatic, but real. The kind of quiet worry someone carries when they care whether another person returns.
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Melmad noticed it too, though he said nothing. Instead, he finished tightening the straps on my pack and gave my shoulder a firm pat.
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“We’ll be careful,” He said, half to her and half to himself.
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Sophia inhaled slowly before nodding. 
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“Just... come back with answers,” She said softly. 
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“And preferably in one piece.”
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The three of us exchanged a glance then Lazlow, Melmad, and I, an unspoken understanding passing between us. Whatever waited in that cave, we would face it together.
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Somewhere deep inside me, beneath the weight of uncertainty and responsibility, a spark of anticipation began to burn. The unknown was calling. And we were about to answer it.
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The plan was simple in theory, yet dangerous in execution. Lazlow, Melmad, and I moved through the darkening terrain with deliberate silence; each step measured against the fading light of the dying sun. Our goal was the cave, the place where everything had begun to unravel. Reaching it during daylight would make us easy targets for anything watching from the ridges above. Night, however, would cloak us in shadows. And shadows were something soldiers understood.

––––––––
[image: ]


The horizon bled into deep crimson as the last strands of sunlight stretched across the jagged mountains. The land around us had an ancient stillness to it, broken only by the crunch of gravel beneath our boots, and the quiet hum of equipment strapped to our backs. Lazlow walked ahead, his posture tight, eyes scanning the terrain like a man retracing steps he wished he never had to take again.
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Melmad moved beside me, occasionally glancing toward the rising stars. He had that calculating expression on his face. The one that meant his mind was three steps ahead of the present moment. He wasn’t just thinking about the cave. He was thinking about what it could be inside... and what might be waiting for us to return.
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“Once we get close,” Lazlow said quietly over his shoulder.
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“We stay low and move slowly. If anything followed me out of there before... it might still be lingering.”
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His voice carried a weight that needed no elaboration. None of us asked questions.

––––––––
[image: ]


Night settled in like a thick blanket over the valley. The moon hung low and pale, casting silver light across the rock formations. Under that glow, the path toward the cave looked different than I remembered, less like a geological formation and more like a wound carved into the face of the world.
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When the cave finally came into view, Lazlow stopped abruptly. His hand lifted slightly, signaling us to halt. I followed his gaze up toward the mountain face, and what I saw made my stomach tighten. The main entrance was gone.
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Where the massive opening once yawned into darkness now sat a mountain of shattered rock and twisted metal. Embedded deep within the collapse was the mangled frame of the ship that had fallen from the sky days earlier. Its hull had torn through the stone like a meteor, sealing the entrance beneath tons of debris.
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The wreckage looked like some giant beast had crashed headfirst into the mountain and died there. Sections of the hull still glowed faintly from residual heat scars, and fragments of alien alloy jutted out from the rubble like broken bones. Whatever had happened here had been violent... and sudden.
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Melmad exhaled slowly. 
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“Well,” He muttered. 
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“That answers how the main passage got sealed.”
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His voice carried that dry tone he used when things had just become significantly more complicated.
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Lazlow studied the destruction for a moment before nodding toward the slope to the right. 
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“This way,” He said quietly. 
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“There’s another path. Not exactly a door... but it got me out.”
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We followed him along the rocky incline, weaving through tall stone pillars that cast long black shadows under the moonlight. The air grew cooler the farther we moved from the wreckage. Something about the terrain began to feel... wrong.
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At first, it was subtle. A strange tension crawling along the back of my neck. The kind of sensation soldiers get when their instincts whisper that something is out of place, even if their eyes can’t see it yet.
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I glanced down at my scanner, expecting to see some kind of anomaly. But the display remained quiet. No life signs. No movement. Nothing but the three of us.
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Yet the feeling didn’t leave.
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Melmad slowed slightly beside me. 
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“You feel that too?” He murmured without looking over.
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“Yeah.”
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I nodded. 
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“Like someone left the lights on in a room we’re not supposed to enter.”
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Lazlow kept walking, but his shoulders tightened when he heard us. 
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“That’s exactly how it felt when I escaped,” He said quietly. 
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“Like the cave itself knew I was there.”
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We continued forward, approaching a narrow break in the rock wall that looked more like a crack than an entrance. Jagged stone curved inward, forming a dark passage barely wide enough for a person to slip through. Lazlow stopped just before it.
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The silence around us grew unnaturally heavy. Even the wind seemed to avoid the place. I checked the scanner again, but still nothing. No movement. No signals. No explanation.
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But the sensation of being watched grew stronger with every passing second. It pressed against my mind like unseen eyes hidden somewhere just beyond the reach of our instruments. Whatever was out there wasn’t showing itself... and it wasn’t leaving any trace.
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Lazlow finally looked back at us, his voice barely above a whisper.
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“This is where I came out.”
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He paused, staring into the darkness of the narrow opening. 
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“And if the cave remembers me... it definitely remembers what’s still inside.”

––––––––
[image: ]


We slipped through the narrow crack in the fractured hull, the jagged metal edges whispering against our armor as we passed into the broken interior of the ship. The passage sloped downward, guiding us like a vein through the carcass of the vessel until it finally opened into the main hall. Our boots struck the cold metal floor with cautious weight. Dust hung thick in the air, drifting lazily in the dim emergency lighting that flickered like a dying heartbeat. The ship had not simply crashed. It had been violently claimed by the mountain that now entombed it.
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The main hall looked as though a storm had raged inside it. Panels were torn from the walls. Cables hung like severed nerves, and shattered terminals lay scattered across the floor. Crates burst open during the impact. Their contents spilled and forgotten. Even the ceiling beams had bent slightly under the crushing force of the collision. The place smelled faintly of scorched circuitry and ancient dust.
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Yet something about it felt... wrong. There were signs of destruction everywhere, but none of life. That silence pressed against us harder than the mountain above.
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Every one of us could feel it. It was the same feeling you get when someone is standing behind you, just outside your sight. A presence you couldn't see, yet instinct refused to ignore. The kind of sensation that made the hair on your neck lift without explanation.
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Lazlow broke the quiet first, kneeling beside a scattered pile of documents. He sifted through them carefully while Melmad ran scans from his wrist console. The soft hum of her equipment echoed through the hollow chamber. Each scan came back with the same, no movement, no heat signatures, no known biological patterns.
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Still, every few minutes we would hear something.
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A soft shift. A faint rustle. Once, the quiet sliding sound of paper brushing across metal. Each time we froze and checked the scanners again. Each time they showed nothing.
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“Could just be settling debris,” Lazlow muttered, though even he didn’t sound convinced.
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It was during one of those uneasy silences that he spotted it.
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“Got something over here.”
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We gathered near him as he pointed to the small shape lying beside a cracked console. It was a rat. Its thin body curled stiffly against the floor. Its fur had dulled to a dry gray, and its eyes had sunk into hollow sockets. Lazlow nudged it gently with the tip of a tool.
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“Dead,” He said quietly. 
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“Maybe a day... two at most.”
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Things looked wrong. Not torn. Not crushed. Just... empty.
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Before anyone could speak further, a small stone clattered loose from above. Instinct took over.
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The rock tumbled from the rafters straight toward Lazlow’s back as he leaned over the rat. Without thinking, I lunged forward and reached out to intercept it. My arm snapped upward, closing around the falling stone just inches before it struck him.
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For a moment, the room fell silent again. Then pain shot through my arm. Sharp. Immediate. I clenched my teeth and lowered the rock slowly, staring at my hand as if it belonged to someone else.
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Why did that hurt? Then realization struck me like a hammer.
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My prosthetics were gone. They had removed them when I was healing and regenerating. The arm... the leg... they were my own again.
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During the regeneration process my body had grown them back, replacing the mechanical limbs that had carried me for so long. It should have felt like a miracle, and in some ways it was. But it also meant something else.
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The strength I had relied on for years was gone. These limbs were flesh. Human again per se. 
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And worse still, my body had adapted to the gravity of this planet over time. The unnatural strength I had once possessed when I first arrived here had faded as my muscles adjusted to the world's pull.
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I was no longer the machine-built survivor I had been. Now I am somewhat more fragile. But I could regenerate. That alone kept me dangerous.
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Melmad interrupted my thoughts. 
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“Movement above.”
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We all snapped our scanners toward the rafters. The beams stretched across the chamber like the ribs of some great skeleton, casting long shadows through the dim light. Dust floated in slow spirals high above us. Our scanners swept the space again and again.
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Nothing. No life. No heat. No movement. Yet something had clearly dropped that stone.
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Lazlow returned his attention to the rat, frowning deeper now. 
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“Look at this.”
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We leaned closer. The body wasn't decaying the way it should have been. There was no swelling, no tearing, no visible injury. Instead, the creature looked... deflated. Its skin clung tightly to bone as if something had drained every ounce of substance from within it.
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“All nutrients are gone,” Melmad murmured. 
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“Completely extracted.”
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That made the room feel colder. Whatever had done that had not shown itself on any scan. After a moment I made a call.
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“We spread out. Stay close. Stay in sight. If anything moves, we regroup immediately.”
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They nodded. The three of us moved slowly apart, navigating the wreckage while keeping each other within view. The hall stretched wider than it first appeared, filled with toppled furniture, broken data consoles, and crates that had split open during the crash. Our footsteps echoed softly in the vast chamber.
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I moved toward a large, overturned drawing desk near the far wall. The thing had once held navigational charts. Now its drawers have spilled open, scattering stacks of brittle paper across the floor. I crouched down and began gathering a few of the documents, brushing dust away to see if any of the information remained readable.
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That was when I felt it. Something brushed my leg. Light. Quick. 
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I froze. Slowly I looked down. Nothing. Just the dim metal floor and scattered papers shifting slightly from my own movement.
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My pulse quickened, but I forced myself to keep working. Fear feeds imagination, I had learned that lesson long ago.
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I reached into the open drawer and pulled out another stack of papers. That was when it struck.
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A thick strand of red ooze shot from the drawer and wrapped around my arm.
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It was cold. Wet. And alive.
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Before I could react, it tightened and began crawling rapidly up my arm toward my shoulder. The substance moved like liquid muscle, stretching and reforming itself as it climbed toward my neck.

––––––––
[image: ]


Panic hit me like a flash of lightning.
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“GET IT OFF—!”
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The scream tore from my throat as I tried to rip it away, but the thing moved faster than my hands could follow. It spread across my shoulder and surged upward toward my face. Then everything went dark.
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