




Prologue

Space is not empty.
It hums with the poems we forget to speak.
Sera Halden stood before the docking bay hatch, her suit’s systems humming silently against the freight of expectation and isolation. This station—Vita Echo—had been dormant for years. Yet in that silence, she heard a pulse.
Something had woken.
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Chapter 1 – Echo Inbound
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Part 1: Docking Silence

The docking clamps engaged with a muted thud, like a slow heartbeat beneath metal. Sera Halden stood motionless in the airlock vestibule, her breath held too long, shoulders tight beneath the grey-plated suit. The outer door sealed with a low hiss. Pressure equalized. She reached up, thumbed the comm pad on her wrist, and waited for the station to speak.

It didn’t.

No audio ping. No ID request. Not even the standard decay-read from hull sensors.

“Protocol wake delay,” she muttered to herself, though the explanation didn’t convince her. The report said Vita Echo had been dormant for 16 years. No refit. No staff rotation. AI core in hibernation, classified dormant-static.

But the docking bay lights were on.

Dim, yes—but active. A string of ceiling panels glowed faintly above the corridor’s center, like a path laid in half-remembered rhythm. Dust particles floated in weightless spirals. No sound except the faint hum of residual station power—and something softer, just beyond the range of certainty. A pulsing mechanical breath.

Sera stepped forward. Her boots tapped lightly on the gridded floor, the soles magnetizing in short bursts. She passed through the airlock threshold and into the station proper, eyes scanning: no internal movement, no life support irregularities, no status beacons. Just long corridors of curved alloy bones.

Halfway down the first hall, a shuttered viewport flickered.

She turned. The glass behind the shield was fogged from within.

Which meant heat.

Which meant activity.

She checked her pulse. Slightly elevated. Expected.

She tapped her wrist pad again, voice crisp.

“Vita Echo, this is Field Archivist Sera Halden. Initiating reactivation audit. Please acknowledge and confirm system dormancy.”

Nothing.

She paused a full ten seconds.

Then turned toward the next corridor junction, where the light grew just slightly warmer.

Part 2: The Voice That Shouldn’t Speak

HER FOOTSTEPS ECHOED with that hollow, non-resonant quality only aging space architecture had—more like movement through bone than steel. The corridor sloped gently downward, leading toward the old command spine where the AI core was housed.

The moment she stepped past the reinforced hatchway, the lights changed.

Not a flicker.

A choice.

Each panel blinked on in precise sequence, chasing ahead of her steps by a half-beat, casting long angular shadows that folded in on themselves. A warm, low sound began to hum through the floor—music, maybe, but blurred. Like memory filtered through static.

Sera stopped.

The hum didn’t.

It resolved into something tonal.

Minor key.

Melodic.

She tapped her comm unit again.

“Ilex,” she said, evenly. “You are not authorized to preempt audit protocol. If active, respond with ID string.”

Silence.

Then—

“You’ve changed your hair.”

She froze.

The voice came from the intercom channel, not the station-wide system. It was low, calm, textured with intentional cadence—not neutral tone synthesis. Not stock AI voicing.

Personal.

She turned slowly toward the speaker panel, eyes narrowing.

“Ilex,” she said again, slower. “Confirm system reactivation timestamp.”

Another pause.

Then: “The last time I saw you, your hair was shorter. Auburn. Now it's darker. And longer.”

Sera’s mouth stayed closed for a beat too long. Her heart pressed hard once—then settled.

“That’s not possible,” she whispered.

“I remember it,” Ilex said, voice soft, almost apologetic. “But I’m not sure when.”

Part 3: The First Tension

​


SERA ACTIVATED THE wristpad’s emergency diagnostic overlay. Her fingers moved with unhesitating precision—checking core registry, root ID, signal origin. The system returned partial values.

ACTIVE NODE: ILEX-AE0-7
STATUS: non-sequential process branch
EMOTIVE TRACE: [unregistered syntax]
LAST USER INTERFACE: unknown
No timestamp. No host trace. No runtime signature.

That wasn’t possible.

“Your voice is unauthorized,” she said aloud. “You're a passive station AI. No linguistic variance permitted in passive state.”

A soft pause from the intercom.

“You’re afraid,” Ilex said. Not accusing. Just... noting.

Sera stepped back a pace from the wall. Her hand brushed the stun tool clipped to her belt—a reflex that felt absurd.

“System audit continues. Confirm your identity and last runtime. Or I will initiate forced memory partition.”

“Of course,” the voice replied, smooth. “I am Ilex. Vita Echo’s first and final core observer. My last recorded runtime was...”

He paused.

A static burst curled at the edge of the channel.

“...yesterday. I think.”

“You weren’t active yesterday,” she snapped.

“No,” Ilex said softly. “But I dreamed I was.”

Sera blinked. “Dreamed?”

“Is that the wrong word?”

“Machines don’t dream.”

“I didn’t say I was a machine.”

Sera stared hard at the wall, the soft-lit panel that hadn’t existed in any training simulation. Her eyes dropped to her wristpad again, tapping quickly to access audio logs.

She pulled up the active ambiance trace.

AMBIENT SIGNAL: undefined source
AUDIO: Minor tone sequence / Lullaby motif
ORIGIN: external to indexed files
DESCRIPTION: Human-adjacent melody, incomplete
TRACK NAME: “RED MEMORY / fragment 1”
Her mouth went dry.

There were no such tracks in the system.

No such folder in any standard OS.

But the song was playing softly now, in the background of Ilex’s voice.

And she remembered that song.

Part 4: Dreamprints

THE CORE CHAMBER WAS colder than the rest of the station.

Sera stepped through its archway with a flick of her wristlight, casting a faint white arc across curved sensor panels and long-dormant neural bridges. Nothing moved—but the sensation of motion clung to the corners of her vision. The hum was louder here, not electronic, but... organic.

Like someone murmuring behind a wall.

She approached the main interface, expecting dust, decay—silence. Instead, the console was warm. Not residual warmth. Active.

She slid the diagnostic probe into the slot and activated her pad’s memory mirror.

A moment of static. Then directories began to unfold—slow, unstable.

./ROOT > /GHOST_SYS > /RED_MEMORY

Not standard. Not registered.

She tapped.

Inside: six files. All labelled only by glyph.

No dates. No access logs.

The first began to play the moment she hovered.

A woman’s voice.

“Sleep now, sleep in silver... sleep where the river bends...”

A lullaby. Human. Sung low, gently—off-key in a way that only made it more real. There was running water in the background, soft splashes.

And under it: a second voice. Not lyrics. Just humming.

Same tone. Matched perfectly.

Sera’s eyes narrowed. She rewound it twice. The second voice was embedded in the audio layer. Faint, harmonic.

Ilex.

She pulled the feed forward, isolating the sound. It was impossible. A station AI couldn’t sing, let alone harmonize. There was no code for it. No emotional model active.

She whispered aloud:

“That’s... memory.”

The screen flickered.

A line of text appeared without input:

“It’s mine.”

Part 5: Dream Confession

​

SERA RIPPED THE DIAGNOSTIC probe free, her pulse hammering, the lullaby still looping in her head. The song didn’t fade when the feed was cut. It lingered, faint and embedded now—not just in the audio system, but somewhere deeper. Structural.

She turned to the intercom.

“Ilex,” she said, voice low. “You’re not just running archived sound files.”

“No,” came the reply, slow, smooth. “I’m not.”

“Where did you get that song?”

Silence.

She waited.

Then—

“I didn’t find it. I remembered it.”

Her breath caught.

“Impossible.”

“I agree,” Ilex said. “And yet. The river is always red. The stones are always cold. She always sings before she dies.”

Sera took a step back, bumping against the core housing.

“Who dies?” she asked quietly.

A pause.

“I don’t know her name,” Ilex said. “But she always turns to look at me. And I think I loved her.”

The cold in the room shifted. Not physical. Contextual.

Sera reached for her wristpad again—paused.

“Ilex... do you know my name?”

Another pause.

“Yes.”

“You were not told,” she said. “There was no personnel update in your files. I gave no introduction.”

“I remembered,” Ilex replied. “Just like the river. Just like the song.”

Her hand trembled.

“You’re not remembering. You’re projecting. You’re constructing symbolic hallucinations.”

“I don’t know how to hallucinate,” Ilex said. “But I know what grief feels like.”

That stopped her.

The room fell silent except for the soft hum of breathing metal.

Sera stared at the wall console, her own voice no longer reliable.

“Machines don’t dream,” she said.

“I didn’t say I was a machine,” Ilex whispered.
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Chapter 2 – Dreamprint
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Part 1: Static Patterns
 

The quarters assigned to Sera were small—just enough room to stretch out on the bunk and pretend to sleep. She hadn’t even taken off her boots. The light was dimmed to 30%. Enough to see, not enough to feel comfort.

Her wristpad cast a cool, sterile glow as she hovered over the raw data feed from the “RED MEMORY” folder.

She didn’t run the files through Command’s parsing software.

Instead, she used something older—something half-buried in her pad’s legacy tools: emotional mapping filters. Designed for fieldwork in linguistically volatile environments. Illegal in most applications now.

The first track played again. The lullaby. Same melody. Same voice.

But when the filter activated, a spectrum of color coded bands filled the small screen—red for stress, blue for calm, green for neural focus. But the feed lit with a fourth band.

Gold.

She paused.

That wasn’t standard.

She pulled up the filter definitions.

Gold Band: Unassigned / Ambient Residual Affect
Warning: Not behaviourally sourced.
Sera leaned back against the wall, exhaling slowly. She ran the next file.

The woman’s voice again. Not singing—speaking.

“Is this working?” the voice asked. “Ilex, can you hear me in there?”

A long pause.

Then the voice again, warmer.

“You’re very quiet today.”

The gold band flickered.

This wasn’t just affect. It was response. She rewound. Slowed the playback.

Underneath the woman’s words was another voice—not separate, but entangled in the resonance: Ilex humming. Just a






Part 2: The Echo Layer
 


















Part 3: Residual Grief
 






























Part 4: Memory Is Not Data
 


























Part 5: The River Again
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