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​Chapter One: The Grids Beneath Her Fingernails
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Orion Fallow pressed her palm flat against the cooling pipe’s junction seal. The hum beneath the metal throbbed steadily, resisting her touch with a mechanical pulse. She counted the seconds between each vibration, and her breath held until the rhythm aligned. When it finally did, she exhaled and reached for the adjustable spanner on her belt loop. The wrench had belonged to Cedar.

She rotated the seal half a turn clockwise. The pipe hissed once, air escaping like an exhale too long-held, and then fell silent. The cold storage beneath the greenhouse would hold its temperature for another three days without drawing extra from the solar grid.

Orion wiped her fingers on her pant leg. Dirt and thin grease coated the pads of her fingertips, but she liked that feeling. It meant the work was done. She stood, tugged the tie at the base of her braid to tighten it, and glanced across the low ridge separating the machinery from the back fields.

The sun caught the edge of the western fence line. Beyond that line, the ground turned from cultivated furrows to wild brush, then to wire, then nothing. The wire shimmered, and the security pulses moved through it like the barrier inhaled and exhaled in sync with the sky.

She had been up since before sunrise and would keep working until the ledger book was full. Each square in the column was another task marked complete: coolant check, seal pressure calibration, and solar battery cross-test. Each mark was her way forward, a testament to her unwavering dedication.

Inside the storage shed, the comm unit blinked amber. She pressed her thumb to the side receiver and waited.

“Status,” said a voice. It belonged to Overseer Talin.

“Seal corrected. Draw reduced to base output. Storage will hold.”

“Logged,” Talin replied. “You’re three ahead for the week. Keep that pace, and the council review may move up.”

“Yes,” Orion said.

The channel clicked off. She looked at the blinking light a moment longer before she pulled out the journal from the satchel slung at her side.

Journal Entry, Orion Fallow, 6:03 PM, Sixth Day, Month of Ashlight

Seal error: resolved. Coolant leak status: cleared. Task ledger updated. Journal note: Cedar’s wrench still slips on the older joints. Filed a replacement request, denied again. I’ll recut a new grip cover from wire-wrap if time allows tomorrow. Side note: dreams returned last night. He stood at the Sprawl line, barefoot, holding a box. When I woke up, I kept thinking it was real. But I know better.

She closed the book and tucked it beneath the folded cloth in her bag.

Behind her, the cold wind picked up. She reached to pull her jacket tight at the collar, then turned toward the ridge and started walking. Every step up the low incline felt like it carried more weight than the one before. Not because she was tired but because something had shifted. The hum of the storage shed had changed pitch, a subtle reminder of the weight of her responsibilities.

She paused halfway up the slope and turned back. Nothing looked different. The seal held. The power lines fed into the monitoring box as expected. Still, she couldn’t shake it.

Orion climbed the ridge and scanned the backfield. Rows of grain arched in uniform lines like an old topographical map, the kind Cedar used to sketch in his notebooks. She traced one line with her gaze until it disappeared under a cloud shadow near the fence. A few seconds later, the shadow passed.

It was clean. It was done. Everything was in its place.

Still, she waited another moment before heading home.

The walk back from the fields to the core cluster of living units was silent. No one else moved along the gravel paths between the long barracks and solar banks. By sunset, the settlement always felt still but not peaceful. It was a paused silence, like someone had pressed a button to stop all the sound, creating an eerie atmosphere.

She reached the door of her unit and keyed in her thumb code. The panel lit green, and the lock disengaged with a soft click.

Inside, the lights came on automatically. The room was functional, with a bed, desk, hygiene sink, and storage shelf. Her wall had a chart of electrical diagrams she’d copied from a borrowed text. Above it hung a single photo, one she wasn’t supposed to keep: Cedar on his sixteenth marking day, the last before he disappeared.

In the photo, he had grease on his cheek and a smile that didn’t look posed. That was the last year he let anyone photograph him.

Orion unzipped her boots, placed them beside the shelf, and sat at the desk. She opened the bottom drawer and removed the exit petition folder. It was thick. It had to be.

Three months ago, Overseer Talin had said only two review slots would open this cycle. She had to be chosen. If she weren’t, she would wait another year. And another. Until her mind rusted in a place like a seal that hadn’t been turned in too long.

She flipped the petition open and checked her annotations. One section still lacked a letter of secondary reference. Talin had offered to sign, but she didn’t want his name. She wanted someone who remembered Cedar before he left. Someone who might see her as more than another worker filling his shadow.

But that list of people had gotten short.

She turned on the desk light and started writing again.

The night passed in equations and spec diagrams. She only stopped when the solar lamps in the hallway clicked off for the curfew cycle. By then, her eyes burned, and her spine ached from leaning too close to the page.

She slept with the window cracked. The wind carried the smell of grain and wire, and the dreams came again.
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​Chapter Two: The Application and the Absence
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Orion woke to the grid monitor clicking once, then twice. Sometimes, the power draw fluctuated during off-hours, usually when the auxiliary systems were realigned. She sat up in bed, hair tangled over her shoulder. The braid had come loose during sleep, but she did not fix it.

She rose, pulled on her boots, and stepped to the window. Outside, the path lights flickered on and off and held steady, which meant the draw had returned to standard. She mentally recorded the anomaly and turned to the small sink basin, where she washed her hands with grain soap. The scent was like bitter citrus. No one liked it, but it lasted the longest.

She kept the window open as she dressed. The early air carried a cold edge. Her joints stiffened as she moved, and she stretched her fingers out one by one until the ache passed. She ran a wide-toothed brush through her hair, starting from the bottom and working her way up. She tied it into a braid again when it was smooth and wrapped the base with a flax cord.

The ledgerbook sat on the table, open to the next day’s tasks. She scanned the list: relay alignment, coolant sampling, and capacitor scan. She pulled her satchel over her shoulder and checked for the journal. It was there.

The walk to the main grid lines took her past the west side dormitories. Most windows were dark. One flickered. She didn’t look into it. She didn’t want to see who was still awake. It was always better not to guess.

She crossed the southern checkpoint and logged her name with the wall console.

“Fallow, Orion. Confirmed,” the console said.

“Proceeding to relay junctions,” Orion said.

“Logged.”

She passed through the checkpoint and entered the south perimeter. Here, the ground dipped slightly before rising again. A low fog moved over the fields. She kept her stride even. The fog was thin, but she could still see the grid boxes lined up in the distance like dark teeth pushed into the earth.

She reached the first relay box and opened the panel. The interface glowed faintly.

Relay 12-A: Draw Normal. Interference: None. Alignment: Slight Drift.

She took out her diagnostic tablet and began the calibration. It took seventeen minutes to reset the sync. When it was completed, she marked it in her log.

Journal Entry,  Orion Fallow, 4:43 AM, Seventh Day, Month of Ashlight
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