
    
      
        
          
        
      

    






The Aether's Echo
Book 2: The Void Walker


The Aether's Echo as a saga that spans over 3 books:

Book 1 - The Signal

Book 2 - THe Void Walkerr

Book 3 - The Architects of Light



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE VOID WALKER

    

    
      First edition. December 5, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 T.Z. Wiberg.

    

    
    
      Written by T.Z. Wiberg.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my friend Paul in Uganda

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The station is a hearse carrying a coffin that no one can open." — Elias Thorne

"In the Undercurrent, there are no constants. 1 does not always equal 1. Cause does not always precede effect." — The Shepherd

"We aren't the cargo. We're the raw material. The station isn't just transporting us. It's processing us." — Professor Stein

"We are only dead if we stay on the Orpheus. This ship is a lifeboat, Halloway. You don't live on a lifeboat. You use it to get to the shore." — Commander Wei
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Part I: The Castaways

Chapter 1: Adrift
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The universe did not look like a tapestry of stars anymore. It looked like a scream of light.

To the naked eye, the view from the shattered viewport of the Orpheus was incomprehensible. The stars were no longer fixed points in the velvet dark. They were long, streaking lines of violet and blue, bending around the event horizon of the station’s massive gravity drive. The station—formerly the dwarf planet Pluto, now revealed as the Ark—was not merely traveling through space. It was clawing its way through the fabric of the vacuum, folding distance like a piece of paper.

Commander Halloway stood on the bridge of his ruined ship, his hands gripping the railing of the command deck. The metal was cold. Everything was cold.

The Orpheus sat askew in the alien hangar bay where they had crash-landed hours ago. The crash had snapped the port landing struts and buckled the primary airlock. They were listing at a fifteen-degree angle, a broken bird caught in the mouth of a leviathan.

"Velocity?" Halloway asked. His voice sounded rusty, scraping against the silence that filled the bridge.

Ren was slumped in the pilot’s chair. The console in front of him was dark, save for a single auxiliary power readout. He didn't look up. He was staring at his hands, which were still trembling.

"Velocity is irrelevant, Commander," Ren whispered. "The nav-computer is throwing up errors I’ve never seen before. 'Integer Overflow.' 'Geometry Invalid.' We aren't measuring speed in kilometers per second anymore. We're measuring it in fractions of c."

"Give me a number, Ren."

"We are moving at 0.8 light speed," Ren said, his voice cracking. "And accelerating. The time dilation... God, Halloway. For every hour we spend in this hangar, Earth ages a day. Maybe more."

Halloway looked out at the streaking stars. He thought of Earth. He thought of the sun, now just one of a billion identical specks of light behind them, fading into the background radiation.

"Status on the ship?" Halloway asked, turning away from the void.

Sarah, the comms officer, was sitting on the floor near her station, hugging her knees. She looked up, her eyes red-rimmed and hollow.

"Main reactor is offline," she said dully. "We scrammed it when the station’s drive flared to prevent a sympathetic detonation. We’re running on emergency batteries and the auxiliary fuel cells. Life support is functioning, but the recyclers are damaged. The air tastes... burnt."

"Hull integrity?"

"The Orpheus is pressurized," Sarah continued. "But the hangar bay outside? We don't know. The blast shutters sealed us in, but we took a lot of damage during the crash. If we open the airlock, we might be venting into a vacuum. Or worse."

Halloway nodded. He looked around the bridge. It was a mess of sparking wires, fallen ceiling panels, and the debris of their desperate escape. But the physical damage was nothing compared to the psychological crater left by the last twelve hours.

They had lost Lieutenant Zhang. They had lost Dimitri Volkov. They had lost their mission, their connection to Earth, and their autonomy.

"Where is Wei?" Halloway asked.

"Med-bay," Fiona’s voice came over the intercom. "She’s awake. And she’s trying to get out of bed."

"I’m coming down," Halloway said.

The medical bay was bathed in the harsh, flickering light of the emergency strobes. Commander Wei was sitting on the edge of the bio-bed, clutching her side. A fresh bandage was wrapped tightly around her torso, covering the puncture wound from the crash. Her face was the color of ash, but her eyes were hard, focused flint.

"You shouldn't be moving," Halloway said, stepping into the room.

"And you shouldn't be letting the crew wallow," Wei shot back. Her voice was a wheeze, but it carried the snap of command. "I heard Ren on the open comms. He’s calculating time dilation. He’s doing the math on how long it will take for his girlfriend to die of old age while he sits here."

Wei tried to stand, winced, and forced herself upright. She leaned heavily against the bulkhead.

"We need to stop them from thinking about the past," Wei said. "Because the past is gone. There is only the ship. There is only the supplies."

"We have supplies," Halloway said. "The hydroponics bay is intact."

"The hydroponics bay grows garnish," Wei spat. "It grows lettuce and basil. It doesn't grow calories. I ran the inventory while I was bleeding out, Halloway. Do you want to hear the numbers?"

She tapped the datapad she was holding.

"We have two months of protein packs. Maybe three if we starve ourselves. We have four months of water filtration filters, assuming the crash didn't crack the ceramic membranes. We have six months of breathable air scrubbers."

She looked at Halloway.

"And we have a journey that might take a thousand years."

Halloway felt the weight of the statement. The station—the Ark—was heading to the galactic core. Even at light speed, that was a voyage of twenty-five thousand years. The Builders used the Void Walk, the wormholes, but the humans had no idea how many jumps it would take, or how long they would be stuck in the spaces between.

"So we’re dead," Halloway said softly.

"No," Wei straightened up, ignoring the pain. "We are only dead if we stay on the Orpheus. This ship is a lifeboat, Halloway. You don't live on a lifeboat. You use it to get to the shore."

She pointed a trembling finger at the ceiling, indicating the massive alien station that surrounded them.

"That is the shore. It’s a city. It held millions of people. It has food production. It has water. It has power. We just have to take it."

"The station tried to exterminate us, Wei," Halloway reminded her. "The drones. The sanitation protocol."

"It stopped," Elias said.

The linguist was standing in the corner, almost invisible in the shadows. He stepped forward. His broken hand was splinted, cradled against his chest.

"It stopped attacking us when it launched," Elias said. "I’ve been monitoring the local network. The 'Immune System' subroutine has gone dormant. The station is in 'Cruise Mode' now. It’s conserving power for the drive."

"Meaning?"

"Meaning the killer robots are asleep," Elias said. "For now."

"Then we move," Wei said. "We can't sit here and eat through our reserves waiting for a miracle. We need to transition from a flight crew to a salvage team."

She looked at Halloway.

"We need to ration everything. Starting now. 1,500 calories a day. One liter of water. No showers. No coffee. We turn off every system that isn't keeping us alive. We strip the Orpheus to the bone."

"The crew isn't going to like it," Halloway said. "Morale is already rock bottom."

"I don't care about their morale," Wei said, her eyes flashing. "I care about their pulse. We aren't a crew anymore, Halloway. A crew has a mission control. A crew has a paycheck. A crew goes home."

She looked around the room, at Fiona, at Elias, at Halloway.

"We are a tribe. And a tribe does what it has to do to survive the winter."

An hour later, Halloway assembled the survivors in the mess hall. It was a small group. Too small.

Ren, Sarah, Elias, Fiona, Professor Stein, Wei, and himself. Seven people. Seven human beings in a metal tin, hitchhiking on a god’s chariot.

Halloway stood at the head of the table. He looked tired. He hadn't shaved in three days, and the gray stubble on his chin made him look older than his years.

"I’m not going to lie to you," Halloway began. "We are in trouble."

Ren let out a bitter, sharp laugh. "Trouble? We’re ghosts, Captain. We’re traveling at relativistic speeds to nowhere. By the time we stop, the human race will probably be extinct."

"That may be true," Halloway said, his voice steady. "But we are not extinct yet."

He gestured to Wei.

The XO stepped forward. She looked frail in her hospital scrubs, but she held the datapad like a weapon.

"Effective immediately," Wei announced, "we are under martial rationing. All personal food stashes are to be turned in to the galley. All water usage is monitored. The temperature on the ship will be lowered to fifteen degrees Celsius to save power."

"Fifteen degrees?" Sarah shivered. "It’s freezing."

"Put on a sweater," Wei said cold. "Professor Stein, I want you to work with Elias. We need a map of the immediate vicinity outside the hangar. We need to find the nearest resource node on the station."

"The water processing plant," Stein suggested, his voice weak but his mind active. "The station would have large-scale hydro-reclamation. If we can tap into it..."

"Exactly," Wei nodded. "Fiona, you’re on inventory. Count every pill, every bandage, every seed. If we can eat it or use it to fix a wound, I want to know about it."

"What about the rest of us?" Ren asked sullenly.

"You," Wei looked at the pilot. "You are going to help me strip the interior paneling of the lower decks. We need insulation. If we’re going to survive the cold of the void, we need to turn the mess hall into a bunker."

"You want to tear apart the ship?" Ren looked horrified. "The Orpheus is the only thing keeping us alive!"

"The Orpheus is a shell, Ren," Wei said softly. "It’s metal and plastic. It doesn't care if you strip it. It only cares if you die inside it."

There was a long silence. The reality of their situation settled over the room like a heavy blanket. They were no longer astronauts. They were scavengers.

"One more thing," Halloway said.

He walked to the comms panel on the wall. The "Distress Beacon" light was blinking—a steady, rhythmic red pulse. It had been blinking since they crashed.

"The beacon," Halloway said. "It draws power. And it broadcasts a signal that says 'We are here'."

He looked at Elias.

"And as Elias reminded us... we don't know who else is listening in the deep dark."

"You're turning it off?" Sarah whispered. "That’s... that’s declaring us dead. If Earth is listening..."

"Earth can't help us, Sarah," Halloway said. "We are beyond the reach of any rescue ship ever built. If we broadcast, we aren't calling for help. We're just ringing the dinner bell for whatever the Builders were running from."

Halloway reached out. He lifted the safety cover.

"We go dark," he said.

He flipped the switch.

The red light died. The hum of the subspace transmitter faded into silence.

For the first time since the mission began, the Orpheus was truly silent. No signal. No telemetry. No connection to the world that had made them.

"Alright," Halloway said, turning back to his tribe. "Let's get to work."

Outside the hull, the station thrummed with the power of a captured star, carrying its seven stowaways deeper into the endless, indifference of the night.
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Chapter 2: The Hunger
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Time on the Orpheus had ceased to be measured in hours or watches. It was measured in calories.

Three weeks had passed since the station—the Ark—had broken orbit and accelerated into the void. Three weeks of the low, bone-vibrating hum of the gravity drive. Three weeks of the temperature hovering at a steady, shivering twelve degrees Celsius.

But mostly, it had been three weeks of shrinking belts.

In the galley, Dr. Fiona Ng sat at a metal table, staring at the gray, gelatinous cube on her tray. It was supposed to be "Beef Stroganoff," according to the synthesizer’s display. In reality, it was a re-sequenced block of algae paste and recycled proteins that smelled faintly of wet dog.

"Don't look at it," Dr. Elena Vance said, sitting opposite her. Elena looked gaunt. Her cheekbones, always prominent, were now sharp ridges under her skin. She was nursing a cup of hot water—tea was a memory. "Just swallow it. Your body needs the amino acids."

"It’s vibrating," Fiona whispered. "The synthesizer isn't binding the proteins correctly. The molecular lattice is falling apart."

"It’s food, Fi. Eat."

Fiona picked up her spoon. Her hand trembled. It wasn't just the cold; it was the hypoglycemia. The "Martial Rationing" Commander Wei had instituted allowed for 1,200 calories a day. But as the synthesizer components degraded, the nutritional density of the output was dropping. They were eating, but they were starving.

Suddenly, the synthesizer behind the counter let out a grinding screech. Sparks showered from the dispenser nozzle, followed by a plume of acrid black smoke.

Ren, who had been waiting in line, jumped back. "Whoa! Fire in the hole!"

Commander Wei was there in seconds, wielding a fire extinguisher. She blasted the machine with a short, controlled burst of foam. The smoke cleared, revealing the charred ruin of the Orpheus’s primary food processor.

"That’s it," Wei said, staring at the wreckage. "The heating element fused. That was the last functional nozzle."

The silence in the mess hall was heavy. They all looked at the dead machine. It wasn't just an appliance; it was their lifeline.

"Can we fix it?" Halloway asked, stepping into the room.

"With what?" Wei turned to him. "We’ve cannibalized the other two units to keep this one running. We’re out of spare coils. We’re out of logic chips. We have the raw biological paste in the tanks, but without the synthesizer to process it, it’s toxic sludge."

"So we’re out of food," Ren said, his voice rising in panic. "That’s it? We just starve?"

"We have the emergency rations," Wei said calmly. "Protein bars. Dried fruit. Enough for maybe two weeks if we cut the ration in half."

"Six hundred calories a day?" Ren looked at her like she was insane. "Wei, we’re freezing. We’re working 12-hour shifts trying to patch the hull. If you cut the calories that low, we won't die of hunger. We’ll die of hypothermia because our bodies won't have the fuel to generate heat."

Fiona stood up. She felt lightheaded, but the adrenaline surged.

"There is another option," she said.

The room turned to her.

"The station," Fiona said. "Elias and Stein’s map. They found a sector about three kilometers from the hangar. The energy signature... it matches the profile of a high-yield grow operation."

"A farm?" Halloway asked.

"A hydroponics bay," Fiona corrected. "The station is an Ark, right? It was built to support a population of millions. They had to eat. If the Garden Sector is still intact... there might be biomass. Seeds. Maybe even frozen crops."

"It’s a long walk," Elena warned, looking at Fiona. "Three kilometers in suits, climbing through maintenance shafts, in unknown gravity. You’re barely standing, Fi."

"I’m the Astrobiologist," Fiona said, forcing her spine straight. "If it’s green, I’m the only one who knows if it will kill us or save us. I have to go."

"I’ll go with her," Elena said, standing up. "Someone needs to make sure she doesn't pass out."

Wei looked at Halloway. The Commander nodded.

"Do it," Wei said. "But take weapons. The drones might be asleep, but we don't know what else is living in the garden."

The airlock cycled with a hiss of escaping pressure. Fiona and Elena stepped out onto the shattered deck of the hangar bay.

The view was dizzying. The Orpheus was a small, broken island of metal in a cavernous sea of darkness. The hangar was vast, its ceiling lost in the gloom hundreds of meters above. The only light came from the suit floods and the distant, pulsing blue veins of the station’s power grid.

"Magnetic boots on," Elena’s voice crackled in Fiona’s ear. "Gravity is barely 0.3 Gs here. Watch your step."

They moved past the wreckage of the platform crash—a twisted heap of metal that marked their violent arrival weeks ago. Fiona tried not to look at the scorch marks where Wei had been impaled.

"Stein’s map says we need to find Access Tube 4-Alpha," Elena said, checking her wrist display. "It should be behind the main fuel pylons."

They walked in silence for twenty minutes, the only sound the rhythmic clank-hiss of their boots on the deck. The scale of the station pressed down on them. Everything was oversized. The fuel pipes were the size of subway tunnels. The maintenance hatches were blast doors.

"Found it," Fiona pointed.

A circular hatch, partially open, glowed with a faint amber light. It led into the station’s vascular system—the service corridors that ran between the massive habitat rings.

They climbed inside. The corridor was tight, lined with bundles of fiber-optic cables that pulsed like arteries. It was warmer here, the heat from the station’s core bleeding through the walls.

"It smells," Fiona sniffed, checking her atmospheric readout. "Not stale. Earthy."

"I smell it too," Elena said. "Decomposition? Or soil?"

"Both."

They trekked for an hour. The hunger was a physical weight now, a cramping knot in Fiona’s stomach. Her legs burned with lactic acid buildup, her muscles crying out for glycogen that wasn't there.

"Stop," Elena ordered. "Rest break."

They leaned against the wall. Elena pulled a nutrient tube from her belt—a ration of glucose gel. She handed it to Fiona.

"Split it," Elena said.

"That's yours," Fiona shook her head.

"I'm the doctor. I prescribe you half a tube of goop. Eat."

Fiona took a suck of the gel. It was sickly sweet, but she felt the sugar hit her bloodstream almost instantly. Her vision cleared.

"Thanks," she whispered.

"We're close," Elena said, looking at the map. "The corridor opens up in two hundred meters. The Garden Sector."

They pushed on. The corridor ended in a heavy bulkhead door. Unlike the others, this one wasn't made of the dark alloy. It was translucent, a cloudy material that looked like diamond-glass.

Fiona wiped the frost from the surface and peered through.

"Oh my god," she breathed.

Elena crowded in next to her.

Beyond the door lay a cavern that stretched for miles. It was a tiered landscape of terraces, hanging gardens, and vertical farming towers. But it wasn't green.

It was white.

The entire sector was frozen. A layer of hoarfrost covered everything—giant fern-like trees, vines as thick as boas, and fields of strange, geometric flowers. It looked like a forest caught in a flash-freeze, a crystal kingdom preserved in the vacuum of the journey.

"The heating failed," Elena said, her voice dropping. "It’s dead. It’s all dead."

"Not dead," Fiona said, her eyes scanning the strange shapes. "Dormant. Look at the leaves. They aren't withered. They’re sealed. Cryo-preservation."

She reached for the door release. It was a manual lever, designed for giant hands. Together, they heaved on it.

Groan.

The door slid open.

The cold hit them instantly—a sharp, biting chill that cut through their suits. The air was thin, crisp, and smelled intensely of ozone and frozen pine.

They walked into the frozen forest.

It was a haunting beauty. The plants were alien, fractal structures that spiraled upward toward the distant ceiling lights, which were currently dimmed to a low, ultraviolet purple.

Fiona approached a low-hanging pod, the size of a watermelon. It was covered in blue ice. She scraped the frost away with her gloved hand. The skin of the fruit underneath was dark purple, leathery.

"Scanner," Fiona muttered, pulling out her tricorder. "Carbon based... cellulose structure... water content 80%."

"Is it edible?" Elena asked, her stomach growling loudly at the word 'water'.

"It contains high levels of nitrogen," Fiona said. "And... trace amounts of heavy metals. But the protein chains? They look compatible. We’d have to boil it to break down the enzymes, but..."

She looked at Elena, grinning behind her visor.

"It’s a super-tuber. One of these has the caloric density of a steak dinner."

"Grab it," Elena said. "Grab as many as we can carry."

They began to harvest. It was difficult work; the fruits were frozen solid, clinging to the vines like stone. They had to use their tactical knives to saw through the stems.

As Fiona worked, she ventured deeper into the row of crops. She found a clearing where a large, shallow basin sat.

"Elena!" she called out. "Over here!"

Elena jogged over. She stopped, staring.

The basin was filled with ice. But not just ice.

Frozen within the block of clear water were fish. Or things that looked like fish—sleek, silver, with four eyes and bioluminescent stripes down their sides. They were suspended in mid-swim, caught in the instant the temperature dropped.

"Aquaponics," Fiona realized. "It’s a closed-loop system. The fish waste feeds the plants. The plants filter the water."

"That’s fresh water," Elena said, tapping the ice. "Thousands of gallons of it. If we can melt this..."

"We can refill the Orpheus’s tanks," Fiona finished. "We don't just survive, Elena. We thrive."

They were filling their collection bags when a sound echoed through the cavern.

Crack.

It came from above.

Elena froze. "Did you hear that?"

"Ice shifting?" Fiona suggested, though her hand went to the pistol on her hip.

Crack. Hiss.

It wasn't ice. It was the sound of hydraulics.

High above them, on one of the maintenance gantries overlooking the garden, a yellow light flickered to life. Then another. Then a row of them.

"The lights," Elena whispered. "They’re cycling up."

"Why?"

"Because we opened the door," Elena realized. "We broke the seal. The room thinks the harvest crew has arrived."

A mechanical arm, suspended from a rail system on the ceiling, jerked into motion. It was massive, a harvester drone equipped with scythe-like blades. It was rusted, ancient, and coated in ice.

It let out a low, mournful wail—a siren that had not sounded in a billion years.

"It’s waking up," Fiona said, watching the machine twitch. "And it looks like it wants to harvest."

"We have the food," Elena said, slinging her heavy bag over her shoulder. "We have the samples. We need to go. Now."

They turned to run back to the airlock, but the ground beneath them rumbled. The irrigation systems, detecting the temperature change, were trying to fire. Jets of frozen slush erupted from the ground nozzles, turning the floor into a slick nightmare.

"Move!" Elena grabbed Fiona’s arm.

They sprinted through the frozen jungle, their boots slipping on the ice. Behind them, the harvester drone detached from the rail with a crash and began to crawl down the wall, its scythes spinning up to speed.

It wasn't hunting them. It was hunting the weeds.

But to a kilometer-wide autonomous gardener, two humans stealing tubers looked an awful lot like pests.

They reached the door just as the drone smashed through a row of crystalline trees, shattering them into diamond dust. They threw themselves through the bulkhead and slammed the manual lever down.

The door sealed with a heavy thud.

A second later, a massive impact shook the door. The sound of metal screeching on metal.

Then, silence.

Fiona slumped against the wall, clutching the bag of frozen purple fruits to her chest. She was panting, her breath fogging her visor.

"We got it," she wheezed. "We got the food."

Elena slid down beside her. She pulled a frozen tuber from her own bag. She looked at it, then at Fiona.

She started to laugh. It was a hysterical, exhausted sound.

"Stroganoff is off the menu," Elena said.

Fiona looked at the alien potato. "Tonight," she said, "we feast."

They sat there for a moment in the dark corridor, two tiny specks of life in a dead machine, holding their frozen prize. They were still cold. They were still lost in the void. But for the first time in weeks, the hunger felt like something they could beat.
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Chapter 3: The Lottery
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The frozen harvest from the Garden Sector had bought them time, but it hadn't bought them salvation.

The "super-tubers" Fiona and Elena had dragged back were dense with calories, yes, but they were also tough as leather and required hours of boiling to break down the fibrous cellulose. The Orpheus’s water supply was limited, and boiling used precious energy. They needed a more efficient way to process the raw biomass of the station into something a human metabolism could absorb without shutting down.

"It’s not a kitchen," Elias said, standing in front of a bank of machinery they had discovered three levels down from the hangar bay. "It’s a printer."

The room was sleek, sterile, and lined with recessed alcoves containing devices that looked like glass pillars. Inside each pillar, a shimmer of gold dust—the ubiquitous metallic particulate of the station—swirled in a magnetic containment field.

"A matter printer?" Halloway asked, shining his flashlight into the alcove.

"A Replicator," Professor Stein corrected, wiping a smudge of dust from the interface panel. "Elias translates the glyph as 'Matter-State-Converter'. It takes raw atomic feedstock—dust, waste, biological matter—breaks it down to the molecular level, and reassembles it into... well, whatever you ask for."

"Can it make a steak?" Ren asked, his stomach growling audibly.

"Theoretically, it can make a steak, a wrench, or a new lung," Stein said. "Practically? We don't have the schematics. It’s like having a 3D printer but no STL files. We have to guess the inputs."

"So we experiment," Wei said, leaning against the doorframe. She was looking better, though she still favored her injured side. "We feed it the raw algae paste. We see what comes out."

The first attempt was a disaster.

Dimitri—before he died—had bypassed the safety locks on the power coupling. Now, Ren and Stein hooked the machine directly to the Orpheus's auxiliary battery. The Replicator hummed to life, the gold dust swirling into a vortex.

They fed a canister of raw green algae sludge into the hopper.

Elias typed a sequence of glyphs he hoped meant "Nutrient Block - Standard."

The machine whirred. The light turned violet. Then, with a wet splorch, the glass pillar opened.

Inside was a pile of gray, steaming viscous fluid that smelled of burning hair.

"Grey goo," Fiona noted, scanning it with her tricorder. "Molecular bonds are unstable. It’s not food. It’s... toxic waste."

"Scrap it," Wei ordered. "Try again. Change the binding agent."

The second attempt produced a geometric marvel.

They adjusted the carbon input. The Replicator spun the dust for ten minutes. When it opened, there was a perfect, crystalline dodecahedron sitting on the plate. It looked like a diamond.

"Is it sugar?" Ren asked, reaching for it.

"Don't touch it!" Fiona slapped his hand away. "It’s silica. The machine confused the carbon request with the silicon substrate. If you ate that, it would shred your intestines like glass."

"Great," Ren muttered. "Death by geometry."

By the third day, the mood in the processing room was tense. They had wasted ten kilos of algae paste. The Orpheus’s reserves were dwindling.

"We’re asking it wrong," Elias said, rubbing his temples. He had been staring at the alien interface for sixteen hours straight. "We’re asking for 'Food'. But the station doesn't understand 'Food' as a generic concept. It understands specific chemical chains."

He looked at Fiona.

"Give me the chemical formula for the protein bars in our rations. The exact amino acid sequence."

Fiona recited the formula. Elias spent an hour converting the chemical notation into the fractal geometry of the Builders.

"Inputting sequence," Elias whispered. He pressed his hand to the panel.

The Replicator hummed. The gold dust spun. The light shifted from violet to a warm, pulsating amber.

The door hissed open.

Sitting on the tray was a block. It was black, dense, and rectangular. It looked like a brick of compressed charcoal.

"It’s solid," Stein observed.

Fiona waved the scanner over it. Her eyes widened.

"It’s... it’s protein," she said. "Denatured, carbon-heavy, and completely devoid of moisture. But it’s sterile. And it’s digestible."

"Who tastes it?" Ren asked.

The room went silent.

They had synthesized matter using an alien machine based on a translation of a language no human truly understood. The scanner said it was protein. The scanner could be wrong. It could be a neurotoxin that mimicked protein structures.

"We can't risk the whole crew," Wei said. "One person tests it. We monitor them for six hours. If they don't die, we mass produce."

"I'll do it," Halloway stepped forward.

"No," Wei blocked him. "You’re the Commander. If you die, the chain of command breaks."

"I'm the XO," Wei said. "I'm injured. I'm the most expendable."

"You're the glue holding this tribe together," Halloway countered. "Absolutely not."

"I'll do it," Ren said. "I'm just the driver. And we aren't driving anywhere."

"Stop," Elias raised his voice. "We aren't doing this based on value. That’s how a crew thinks. A tribe shares the risk."

He picked up a datapad.

"We draw," Elias said. "A lottery. Short straw takes the bite."

They looked at each other. It was fair. It was terrifying.

Elias set up the randomizer. Six names. (Stein was exempted by unanimous vote due to his age and fragility).

The screen flashed.

NAME: ELENA VANCE.

The doctor let out a breath she had been holding. She stepped forward, her face pale but composed.

"Well," Elena said, picking up the black brick. "At least if I die, I don't have to listen to Ren complain about the cold anymore."

She broke off a corner of the block. It snapped with a dry crack. She put it in her mouth.

She chewed. She swallowed.

They waited.

Ten minutes. Elena sat on a crate, checking her own pulse.

"Tastes like..." she grimaced. "Like licking the inside of a fireplace. Ash. Burnt carbon. And... dirt."

Thirty minutes. No anaphylaxis. No seizure.

One hour. Elena stood up and stretched.

"I feel... full," she said, surprised. "It’s heavy. Like eating a rock. But my energy levels are up. No nausea."

Six hours passed. Elena was still standing.

"It’s food," Fiona declared, marking the log. "It’s terrible, it’s gritty, and it probably has zero vitamins. But it’s fuel."

"The Ash Block," Ren christened it. "Breakfast of champions."

That night, they sat in the mess hall, gnawing on their rations of Ash Blocks. It was a grim meal, silent except for the crunch of the black bricks. But it was the first time in a week they weren't hungry.

Elias sat with his datapad, still working on the translation logs. He looked troubled.

"Something wrong with the brick?" Halloway asked.

"No," Elias said. "It’s the name. The station."

"The Ark?"

"I was wrong," Elias said. "I’ve been refining the syntax based on the Replicator’s interface. The glyph I translated as 'Ark'... it’s more complex. It doesn't mean 'Boat' or 'Lifeboat'."

He projected the glyph into the air. It was a curved shape, bridging two points.

"It means 'Bridge'," Elias said. "Or 'Gateway'. Or... 'Arch'."

"The Arch?" Wei repeated. "Like a doorway?"

"Exactly," Elias said. "An Ark carries you to safety. An Arch connects two places. This station isn't just carrying us. It’s... spanning a gap. It connects the Builders to the Void."

"So we aren't passengers," Halloway said, looking at the ceiling. "We're crossing a bridge."

"The Arch," Ren tested the word. "Sounds ominous."

"It fits," Stein said. "It is the Keystone of their civilization. The Arch."

Halloway nodded. "Alright. From now on, we update the logs. We aren't on Pluto. We aren't on the Ark. We are on the Arch."

He took a bite of his charcoal brick.

"And the Arch provides."
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Chapter 4: The Janitors
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The Orpheus was molting.
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