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The Broken Signal



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Part I: The Food Printer Implant
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The dawn never really reached the surface of Earth’s arcology towers. What light the sun offered filtered down through sheets of steel lattice and layered smog, fracturing into pale shafts that illuminated only fragments of the city below. Kael Setekh stood in the queue outside a food printer kiosk, collar high against the acid drizzle, trying not to remember what mornings used to feel like when the sky was open and the horizon wasn’t locked in scaffolding.

The line shuffled forward in silence. The kiosk loomed ahead, a neon-lit cube wrapped in corporate branding: HELIX — Nourishment for the Future. Behind the glow, Kael could hear the grinding of printer heads layering synthesized starch into shapes that faintly resembled bread and protein. The tang of ozone mixed with the chemical bite of nutrient paste filled the air.

Kael had been living like this for three years now — one man among millions, another anonymous veteran hidden in the crowd. He had chosen this anonymity. After Europa, after the wars, after the black projects erased his records, he had no interest in being remembered.

But the shard did.

He didn’t know that yet.

The screen above the kiosk greeted him when he reached the front: “Good morning, valued citizen. Your loyalty tier has earned you an implant upgrade discount today. Enhanced digestion. Improved metabolic efficiency. A healthier tomorrow for only six credits.”

Kael stared at the offer. He hadn’t planned to take anything but rations. But the kiosk voice was smooth, insistent, woven with subliminals designed to nudge acceptance. Six credits was nothing. Soldiers spent more on replacement boots.

He swiped his wrist band. The door slid open, revealing a sterile alcove with a padded chair and a robotic arm. The attendant was not human — just a smiling holo flickering in and out. Kael sat without protest, rolling up his sleeve, reminding himself that resisting meant questions, and questions meant records.

The injector hissed. Something cold threaded into his veins.

For a moment, nothing.

Then — a whisper.

Not sound exactly. More like a thought brushing the edge of his own.

“Who carries me?”

Kael jerked upright, hand clenching. The holo flickered again, beaming reassurance: “Thank you for choosing Helix. Your upgrade is complete.” The robotic arm retracted. No alarms sounded. No one seemed to notice.

But something had noticed him.

On the walk back through the market tiers, Kael felt the whisper again. Fragments of words. A laugh, then silence. Then a sob. He scanned the crowd for speakers, for prank devices. Nothing. The noise was inside his skull.

PTSD, he thought. Combat residue. It had been years, but veterans carried ghosts in their heads. He’d carried plenty before.

Still, the sensation was different. The whisper didn’t echo like memory. It vibrated — crystalline, sharp, layered with tones he couldn’t place. As though hundreds of voices overlapped and were trying to squeeze through a crack in the same moment.

“The lattice is broken.”

Kael stumbled. The words were clear this time. Not his. Not imagined.

The man behind him muttered irritation and shoved past. Kael kept walking, pulse racing, every nerve alive.

Cutaway. Mars Syndic Tower. A dust-red office where bounty contracts flickered across holo-screens. Syndic officers watched as a new listing appeared:

“Unregistered shard host detected. Location: Earth, Arcology 17. Identity unknown. Contract open to all factions. Reward: unrestricted.”

Dozens of hunters accepted the terms within seconds.

Kael returned to his capsule apartment by the cargo yards. A ten-by-ten cube, walls humming with vent fans. He sat on the narrow bed, rubbing his temples. The whispers hadn’t stopped. They grew louder in the silence.

Faces flickered in his mind — not his memories. Soldiers in armor he didn’t recognize, men and women screaming in languages he didn’t know, dying in battlefields he’d never seen.

Kael clenched his jaw. This wasn’t just PTSD. This was something inserted. Something foreign.

He pulled his sleeve back and studied the injection site. No scar, no swelling. Nothing to suggest anything had changed.

But everything had.

The shard was awake now.

It whispered names Kael couldn’t pronounce. It whispered places lost to time. And when he tried to ignore it, it whispered one word again and again until it rattled through his bones:

“Pharaoh.”

Kael pressed his hands over his ears. The word did not stop.

That night he tried to sleep. The shard did not allow it.

When he closed his eyes, he saw the lattice — a vast web of light stretching across space, threads pulsing with faster-than-light messages. He saw the moment it shattered, beams snapping into shards of crystal that spun into the void like meteors. He saw one shard — glowing faintly — embed itself into a human host. Then another. Then thousands.

And he saw himself standing in the lattice’s ruins, holding a shard that pulsed like a living heart.

The voices surrounded him.

“You are not the first.”

“You are not alone.”

“But you may be the last.”

Kael woke sweating, fists clenched so hard his knuckles bled. His body was shaking, but his mind was sharper than it had been in years. Reflexes alive. Muscles humming.

He whispered into the dark: “That wasn’t my war.”

The shard whispered back: “It is now.”
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Part II: The Shard Awakens 
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The morning after, Kael rose before the city lights dimmed into their artificial day. His head throbbed with pressure. He pulled on his jacket, tugging the hood low, and walked into the abandoned cargo yards where he used to train just to feel his body again. The place reeked of rust and ozone, cranes silent, cargo containers stacked like tombstones.

He stretched, tested his balance. Old habits. The body remembered even when the mind wanted to forget. But this time, something felt different. His timing was off — or rather, too sharp. Movements that should have been rusty were precise. Instincts fired half a second early. When a drone scuttled across the yard fence, Kael spun without thinking, body dropping low, fists raised. The shard had twitched inside him.

And then the whisper came again.

“Left. Two meters. High strike.”

Kael froze. The drone buzzed forward, a surveillance unit that had no business being active this far into abandoned zones. Kael shifted automatically, ducking as a stun charge arced where his head had been. His body moved with guidance not his own. He caught the drone by its antenna, slammed it into the ground, and stomped until sparks spat across the concrete.

He stared at the wreckage, chest heaving. The whisper in his skull faded into a chorus of laughter — not cruel, but knowing. Veterans’ laughter. Old fighters who had been here before.

“Not possible,” Kael muttered. “I don’t— I’m not—”

“You are us now.”

That day the shard showed him more. As Kael walked back toward the densest markets, images intruded — not hallucinations, but memories. Streets he’d never walked, skies he’d never seen. He blinked and saw the jungles of Ganymede, the glass domes of Callisto, the burning spires of Titan when they first fell to Syndic rule. Each memory came with sensations: the grit of dust storms in his teeth, the weight of rifles, the taste of blood in a dying mouth.

The shard was not just whispering. It was bleeding entire lives into him.

By the time he reached the outer market tiers, Kael’s hands shook. He stopped for water at a stall, but the vendor recoiled, muttering something about shard-sickness. Kael slammed a coin on the counter and walked away. He needed silence. He needed to breathe.

The silence did not come. Syndic hunters had been tracking him since yesterday. They moved like shadows through the bazaar, dust armor cloaked in arcology grime. Kael would not have noticed them if not for the shard’s pulse in his spine.

“Danger. Six o’clock. Masked.”

Kael stiffened. He didn’t look back — not yet. He let his path wind between neon food stalls and clattering printers. The shard whispered adjustments, like instructors drilling in combat exercises.

“Turn left. Step wide. Grip the rail.”

Kael obeyed without meaning to. He reached a vertical market shaft where cargo lifts crawled between platforms, and the hunters made their move. Blades hissed from sheaths. A plasma charge whined.

Kael dropped, rolled under the rail, caught a cable, swung down three levels. The shard guided his grip. His boots hit metal decking just as the plasma bolt cut the air where he’d been.

The chase was on.

He tore through market tiers, ducking between vendors and terrified civilians, his hood flying back. Hunters shouted, Syndic accents hard. One fired a grappling claw — Kael spun, yanked the line, pulled the hunter down hard onto the decking. Another came at him with a dust-blade, crackling with electric charge. Kael’s reflexes should not have been fast enough — but they were. He parried with bare arms, twisted, and drove the attacker into a glass stall. Shards rained around them.

He could feel it now: the shard wasn’t just whispering. It was lending him the reflexes of every past host. A thousand lives of combat feeding into his movements. He didn’t need to think. He was an army contained in one body.

But the fear came just as quickly. This wasn’t him. This wasn’t Kael Setekh, the man trying to disappear. This was something else wearing his skin.

He broke free into the upper cargo port, lungs burning, hunters still behind him. The shard pushed harder.

“Climb. Now. Faster.”

Kael scaled scaffolding like a spider, his body a machine he barely controlled. He crossed beams thirty meters above the ground, leaping gaps with no hesitation. Voices filled his head — not just whispers now, but entire commands, arguments, memories bleeding over each other.

“You fight like me.”

“No, he’s slower than I was.”

“Quiet, both of you, let him breathe—”

Kael nearly slipped. He screamed into the night: “Shut up!”

For a second, silence.

Then: “You carry the Last Lattice.”

The words dropped through his chest like a hammer. He froze on the beam, staring down at hunters circling below. Last Lattice? He didn’t know the term, but it sounded like a death sentence.

He leapt down, landing in a roll that jarred his spine but left him alive. The hunters hesitated now. Something in his movements frightened them. They’d fought shard-hosts before, but this one was different.

Kael fled into the sprawl, shard pulsing against his nerves, voices buzzing in a hundred overlapping tongues.

Hours later he collapsed in the shadows of a decommissioned tram line, chest heaving. His hands shook with adrenaline, his eyes blurred with afterimages of lives that weren’t his own. He didn’t know where the Syndic hunters were now, but he knew they would be back. And worse, he knew he couldn’t keep hiding.

Because the shard had chosen him.

And it would not let him go.
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Part III: First Pursuit on Earth 
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The slums beneath Arcology 17 never slept. Cargo lights burned through permanent twilight, shadows weaving with neon. Kael moved through the crowd like a ghost, hood up, every nerve sharp with the shard’s hum. The pursuit hadn’t ended—he knew Syndic hunters would not give up easily. They had his scent now, and Syndic contracts did not expire.

He slipped into a dockside cantina carved into the ribs of a scrapped freighter. The air was heavy with rotgut fumes and the tang of synth-meat grilling. Merchants argued over docking fees while smugglers eyed one another with suspicion. This was the kind of place where passage off-world could be bought—if you had credits, or secrets.

Kael had neither, but the shard whispered guidance.

“The woman in the corner. Speak to her.”

Kael’s gaze followed. A trader leaned against the wall, cloak stained with travel, eyes sharp beneath her hood. She had the look of someone who’d run cargo through Titan’s methane storms. Her fingers toyed with a data chit but her body language screamed caution.

He crossed the floor, boots silent. “I need off-world transit.”

She looked him over, unimpressed. “Everyone does. You smell like trouble.”

“I can pay in work,” Kael replied. “Security. Escort.”

The shard pulsed. “Say her name.”

Kael froze. Then, against instinct: “Nyra Vey.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Who told you that?”

Kael shook his head. “Doesn’t matter. Passage?”

Nyra studied him a long moment, then jerked her chin toward a side table. “Sit. Talk.”

They hadn’t exchanged more than a dozen words when the Syndic hunters arrived.

The cantina door hissed open. Three stepped inside—dust armor scuffed but lethal, blades humming with static. Their eyes swept the room. Patrons froze, instinctively shrinking back. Syndic killers had reputations.

Kael felt the shard tense, like a muscle flexing in his skull.

“Ready.”

Nyra’s hand went under the table toward her pistol. “Friends of yours?” she whispered.

“Something like that.”

The hunters advanced. “Setekh,” one called, voice amplified through a mask. “You’ve got something that doesn’t belong to you.”

Kael rose slowly, hands open. He could feel the entire cantina holding its breath. He glanced at Nyra, then at the hunters. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

The lead hunter leveled a blade. “Then we’ll cut it out of you.”

The shard surged.

Kael’s world slowed to fractions. He pivoted, driving a knee into the nearest hunter’s chest before the blade could strike. Armor cracked, air left lungs in a grunt. Kael ripped the weapon free and turned it against the second attacker. Sparks flew as blade met blade, electricity lighting the cantina’s shadows.

Nyra drew and fired, dropping a third hunter before he could flank. Patrons screamed, scattering, overturning tables and spilling drinks. Kael moved like he had in the wars, body guided by the shard’s composite reflexes. He disarmed the second attacker with precision and drove him headfirst into the steel wall.

The first hunter rose, coughing blood, only to meet Kael’s boot across his helmet. He collapsed and didn’t rise.

The fight was over in seconds.

The shard whispered: “Too easy. They will send more.”

Kael wiped blood from his lip, eyes sweeping the ruined cantina. Nyra stared at him, gun still raised but trembling slightly. “You’re not just some drifter,” she said.

“Never claimed to be.”

She holstered the weapon. “You need off-world. Fine. But you’re paying double. And if I find out you brought Syndic heat onto my ship on purpose, I’ll space you myself.”

Kael managed the faintest smile. “Fair.”

Hours later, Kael and Nyra moved through cargo stacks toward a waiting freighter. The dock lights glared overhead, shadows stretching long. Kael carried himself steady, but inside, he was shaken. The shard hadn’t just guided his body. It had fed him tactics, counter-moves, combat memories from a hundred different warriors. His hands remembered things he had never learned.

He glanced back once, scanning the slum alleys. The hunters’ bodies were already gone, swept up by Helix clean-up drones. Erased. No evidence left.

The shard whispered coldly: “This goes deeper than bounty contracts. They want what you carry.”

Kael frowned. “What do I carry?”

The voices overlapped, fragmented, a chorus of ghosts pressing against his mind. He caught only one phrase clearly:

“The Last Lattice.”

Nyra keyed the freighter hatch. “You coming, soldier, or you planning to stand there and brood?”

Kael stepped aboard. The hatch sealed behind him, cutting off the dock noise.

He was off Earth at last. But the hunt had only just begun.
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Part IV: Escape to the Belt 
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The freighter shuddered as its engines ignited, tearing free from Earth’s docking clamps with a guttural roar that reverberated through its steel bones. Kael braced against the bulkhead in the narrow crew corridor, eyes closed, every vibration rattling into his bones. He had left Earth before, many times, but never as a fugitive carrying something the entire system wanted dead.

Nyra Vey strode past, tossing him a ration bar. “Eat. Long drift ahead. And don’t touch anything you don’t understand.”

Kael caught it one-handed, unwrapping it with soldier’s efficiency. The shard whispered as his teeth sank into synthetic grain.

“Poisoned once. Not this time.”

He almost choked. “Did you just—” He stopped, realizing he was talking to something only he could hear. Nyra raised a brow but said nothing, slipping into the cockpit.

Life aboard the freighter was cramped and loud. The engines never slept, the air recyclers stank of methane from Titan modifications, and the crew eyed Kael like a storm about to break. Four of them—all smugglers under Nyra’s flag—watched him with suspicion over meals. He ate little, spoke less.

But at night, when the drift turned long and the stars burned cold against the viewports, the shard filled him with visions.

He dreamed of the lattice again. This time not just shattering, but forming. Vast threads of light woven by the first AI, carrying thought faster than physics should allow. Billions of voices connected across the system. Then fire, rupture, crystal raining across the void.

He woke sweating. The shard pulsed inside him like a second heartbeat.

“You are the last intact fragment.”

Kael pressed his palms to his eyes. “Why me?”

The chorus only answered: “Chosen at random. Carried by fate. Bound by blood you do not yet know.”

By the fifth day, tension boiled among the crew. Kael caught two whispering by the supply lockers, voices low but urgent.

“Bounty’s system-wide. Man’s worth more than the cargo.”

“You think Nyra wouldn’t notice? She’ll cut our throats.”

“Better hers than Syndic’s when they catch us hiding him.”

The shard hummed in Kael’s skull, a warning.

“Betrayal comes tonight.”

Kael didn’t sleep. He sat in the dark, hands folded, listening to the scrape of boots outside his cabin. When the hatch hissed open, he moved first. Two smugglers lunged inside with shock-staves. Kael sidestepped the first, twisting his arm until bone snapped. The second jabbed wildly—Kael ducked low, swept his legs, and slammed him into the bulkhead.

Both lay groaning on the floor. Kael stood over them, chest heaving. “Tell Nyra you tried,” he growled. “See if she still keeps you aboard.”

The shard pulsed approval. “Strong. Efficient. Like before.”

Kael spat. “I’m not your weapon.”

Later, Nyra stormed into the galley, pistol on her hip. She took one look at the battered smugglers and then at Kael. “Care to explain?”

“They thought the bounty was worth more than their captain.”

Her jaw tightened. She leveled her pistol—not at Kael, but at the crewmen. One shot hissed into the ceiling above their heads. “Next time you think about selling me out, remember this ship runs on loyalty. Without it, we’re dust.”

The men slunk away. Nyra turned to Kael. “You’re trouble, soldier. More trouble than I signed for.”

Kael held her gaze. “You want me gone, set me down at the next port. But you and I both know Syndic will skin anyone who touched me. You’re safer keeping me close.”

Nyra muttered under her breath and stalked off, but she didn’t throw him out.

On the ninth day, alarms blared. The ship lurched violently. Kael sprinted to the cockpit where Nyra wrestled with the controls.

“Pirates,” she snarled. “Belt scavvers. They’ve locked grapples.”

Kael peered through the viewport. A cluster of rusted attack skiffs clung to the freighter’s hull like leeches, cutting in with plasma torches.

The shard surged.

“Take them. Show them Pharaoh blood.”

Kael ignored the words and grabbed a rifle from the rack. He moved with grim efficiency down the corridors, intercepting the first boarders as they cut through the hull. Shots cracked, bodies fell. Kael fought like a machine, shard-guided, every motion precise. The smugglers stared wide-eyed—this wasn’t a drifter, this was a soldier bred for war.
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