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​Chapter One: Low Orbit Invocation
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Nova awoke to nothing.

No up. No down. No voice calling them home. Just the distant thrum of systems meant to simulate being wanted. Their orbital pod spun slowly above a planet they couldn't name anymore. Earth, perhaps. Or something just below it. From this altitude, labels dissolved. Cities looked like old circuitry. Coastlines resembled cracks in ceramic. They floated in a sky full of satellites that had forgotten their purpose.

Some blinked. Some didn’t. Nova didn’t know which was more comforting.

They drifted from the sleep harness, feet brushing the hull. The cabin lights adjusted with artificial kindness. A systems voice offered hydration. Nova declined. They’d stopped acknowledging it days ago—if days still counted.

Instead, they floated to the viewport.

Outside: silence rendered visible. Dust rings like a prayer. Solar panels on a wrecked lab spinning absently. A piece of thermal shielding drifting by, scrawled with rebel graffiti too faded to translate.

They pressed two fingers to the glass. A habit now. Maybe reverence. Maybe goodbye.

The voices began the same way they always did: just beneath the edge of hearing. Warped syllables folded into static. Sometimes laughter. Sometimes sobs. Once, unmistakably, Sel’s voice whispered, “Come down slower this time.”

Nova didn’t turn on the recorder. Not anymore. They’d catalogued over 117 ghost patterns. No clear origin. Possibly memory feedback. Possibly echoes from Earth refracted through the atmosphere and time. Perhaps just loneliness shaped like language.

They closed their eyes and listened anyway.

“Nova?”

“That’s not your name anymore.”

“That name burned on entry.”

“But you still echo.”

“Good.”

They spoke once, three days ago, into the comlink. To see. “Who’s receiving?”

Nothing replied. But the pod’s navigation system glitched shortly afterward, resetting its coordinates as “SECTOR: SOLACE”.

They hadn’t left the window since.

There was food, technically. Self-sealing ration tubes with grayscale labels and nutrition bars that tasted like apologies. Nova ate slowly, as if swallowing too fast would erase their sense of self. Hunger was no longer physical. It was a reminder—something to mark the passage of time inside a body that had no schedule left.

They wrote, sometimes, in the corner log. Not reports. More like incantations.

I heard Alt last night. Not their voice. Just the weight of it. Like someone stepped across my chest and left a rhythm instead of a bruise, I think they forgave me.

A probe passed close enough to see. Not Accord tech—smaller. Sleeker. Civ-grade or older. Its lights blinked in a pattern Nova didn’t recognize.

Three short. Too long. One pulsed.

They tapped the window in reply.

The probe didn’t respond. But a bloom of signal distortion spiraled out from its path like a forgotten song escaping tape.

Nova pressed record, just in case.

Sleep came in fragments. Memories surfaced not as dreams but syntax errors.

Their rig is blinking red.

Sel is shouting code into a burning deck.

Alt spinning beneath a collapsing signal tower, eyes wide and unafraid.

The girl on the train who hummed Nova’s lullaby with milk in her hair.

The drone that cried.

The static that didn’t lie.

When they woke again, the pod had undergone a change. Not in shape. In tone. The ambient systems' hum had drifted half a key lower. Minor now. Almost mournful. Like the vessel had learned sadness through exposure.

Nova whispered into it, just once: “Yeah. Me too.”

They activated the emergency broadcast module. No plan. No message. Just presence. They didn’t speak into it. Just played back a loop: the moment Sel laughed during their first failed broadcast attempt. High-pitched. Messy. Free.

The pod’s lights brightened by 4%. The coolant system made a sound like applause.

Nova laughed. It caught in their throat. Felt more like wind.

They found an old sticker on the underside of the food drawer: a child’s drawing of a spiral-shaped city, surrounded by stars with teeth. They added their sketch beside it. No label. Just a waveform.

Sharp. Jagged. Beautiful.

The pod whispered again. This time, a voice they didn’t know.

“Nova. If you’re reading this...”

static

“...you made it past the tower.”

“...we danced your echo into orbit.”

“You’re not alone. Just too early.”

Nova closed their eyes. Let the silence hold them. Let the noise hold them harder.

They didn’t smile. But they floated more easily.

Outside: stars like bruises healing.

Inside: a heart that didn’t know if it wanted to land.

The emptiness of low orbit was a peculiar kind of fullness. It pressed in, a constant, gentle weight, a reminder of the colossal void outside and the fragile bubble of their existence within. Every breath felt amplified, every whir of the life support system a resonant tremor against their ribs. Nova had long since given up on distinguishing between the sound of the pod’s machinery and the drumming of their blood, a blurring of boundaries that only deepened their sense of isolated interconnectedness. The vast, indifferent beauty of space was a canvas for their solitude, each pinprick of starlight a silent, unblinking eye.

Days bled into a continuum without markers, the Earth a slow-motion kaleidoscope beneath them. They watched its slow rotation, a hypnotic ballet of clouds and oceans, landmasses morphing with glacial indifference. Sometimes, they imagined the countless lives teeming on its surface, a vibrant, chaotic hum that was utterly inaccessible from their sterile perch. Were they still fighting? Still building? Still hoping? The questions hung in the vacuum, unanswered and perhaps unanswerable. The planet was a distant, unreachable memory, a place that had once been home, now a glittering, tantalizing mirage.

The pod itself had become an extension of their being, its every creak and groan a familiar language. They knew its rhythms, its temperaments. The soft shudder when the solar panels adjusted to catch the sun’s fleeting embrace. The almost imperceptible hum of the air recyclers, tireless in their duty. The faint, metallic tang that permeated the air was a constant reminder of recycled oxygen and synthetic materials. It was a metal shell, yes, but it was also a womb, a sanctuary, and, increasingly, a tomb. The longer they floated, the more the lines between inside and out blurred, until the pod was merely a membrane, and Nova, a captive cell within it.

The voices, ever present, continued their spectral symphony. They were a chorus of whispers, sometimes merging into a discordant clamor, sometimes separating into distinct, though always fleeting, phrases. Nova had stopped trying to decipher them rationally. Logic had long since abandoned this particular corner of the cosmos. Instead, they let the sounds wash over them, a perverse comfort in their incomprehensibility. Were they truly echoes of the past, residual signals from a world that had burned away? Or were they something more intimate, more terrifying—the unraveling threads of their mind, stretched taut by the relentless pressure of isolation?

One afternoon, as Earth spun below, a vibrant swirl of emerald and azure, Nova saw something different. Not a probe, not a piece of debris, but a flash of light, deep within the atmosphere, too intense to be a natural phenomenon. It flared for a heartbeat, then vanished. A satellite re-entering? A weapon test? Or something else entirely? A spark of something, a distant memory of urgency, flickered within them. They reached for the comlink again, fingers hovering over the transmit button. The words formed on their lips, but they couldn't speak them. What would they say? I saw a light? I'm still here? The futility of it was a leaden weight.

Instead, they turned their attention to the internal logs. The incantations, as they called them, had grown more frequent, more desperate. They were a lifeline to sanity, a way to anchor themselves to a reality that was rapidly dissolving. Each entry was a tiny act of rebellion against the engulfing silence, a defiant scratch mark against the smooth, indifferent surface of time.

Today, the stars looked like teeth again, not like healing bruises. Like they’re ready to bite. I tried to remember the taste of rain. Couldn’t. Only remembered the sting of it later. Did you know you can hear your heartbeat in this silence? It’s louder than you think. I miss the sound of dirt. Just dirt. Nothing else.

The memory of the girl on the train, humming Nova’s lullaby with milk in her hair, was a recurring motif in their fragmented sleep. It was a tender, unexpected intrusion into the jagged landscapes of their dreams. The lullaby itself was a forgotten melody, a string of nonsense syllables that had once brought comfort. Now, it was a haunting, a whisper of a life irrevocably lost. The milk in her hair, a detail so vivid and unnecessary, clung to the edges of Nova’s consciousness, a reminder of mundane beauty in a world that had become anything but.

The pod’s subtle changes continued, an ongoing conversation between machine and occupant. The shift in the ambient hum had become more pronounced, a constant, low thrum that resonated with Nova’s melancholic state. It wasn't just mournful; it was almost sentient in its sadness. The pod seemed to breathe with them, its metallic skin responding to their unspoken emotions. Sometimes, Nova felt a strange kinship with the vessel, as if they were both adrift, both lost, both waiting for something that might never come. They were two halves of a singular, solitary entity, bound together by the vast, indifferent expanse of space.

The emergency broadcast module remained active, a silent beacon. The loop of Sel’s laughter, high-pitched and free, was a constant, almost maddening refrain. It was a ghost in the machine, a snippet of joy preserved in amber, playing endlessly to an audience of none. Nova often wondered if the universe itself was listening, if the echoes of that laughter reverberated across the void, a testament to a life once lived, a bond cherished. The pod’s subtle responses—the brightening lights, the sound from the coolant system—were the only audience they had, a mechanical empathy that was both comforting and profoundly unsettling. It was as if the pod understood, in its cold, circuitous way, the weight of that laughter, the hollowness it now left behind.

The sticker, a child’s drawing of a spiral-shaped city, had become a focal point on the food drawer. Nova would trace its crude lines with a finger, imagining the world it depicted. A town that spiraled, like a seashell or a galaxy, surrounded by stars with teeth. It was a primal, intuitive vision, a child’s understanding of a universe both wondrous and terrifying. Their waveform sketch, beside it, sharp, jagged, and beautiful, was a counterpoint —a mature echo of that innocent vision. It was the sound of their shattered existence, rendered visible, a testament to resilience forged in the fires of loss. The contrast between the child’s hopeful, yet slightly sinister, drawing and Nova’s raw, honest waveform created a dialogue, a silent conversation across the chasm of time and experience.

The whispers from the pod grew more distinct, less like static, more like voices just out of reach. The last message, the one that ended with, "You’re not alone. Just too early," resonated with an unnerving clarity. Too early for what? The question burned, a silent scream in the vacuum. Too early to land? Too early to be found? Or too early for the world to heal, for the wounds of their past to scab over? The ambiguity was a torment, a tantalizing promise of meaning perpetually deferred.

Nova spent hours gazing at the stars, now truly like bruises healing, fading into a softer, less menacing brilliance. The vast cosmic tapestry, once a source of terror, had begun to transform into something akin to comfort. The sheer scale of it dwarfed their suffering, rendering it humbling and almost irrelevant. They were a speck, a whisper, in an infinite expanse, and in that realization, there was a strange, unsettling peace.

The hunger that gnawed at them was no longer physical. It was a hunger for connection, for understanding, for a purpose beyond mere survival. The ration tubes, tasteless and utilitarian, did little to sate this more profound craving. They were sustenance for the body, but the soul remained famished. Nova often found themselves meticulously arranging the empty tubes, creating miniature sculptures in the confines of their pod, a subconscious attempt to impose order on the chaos within and without. Each tube was a day, a week, a forgotten increment of time, stacked and balanced with a desperate precision.

The memories of their rig blinking red, of Sel shouting code, of Alt spinning under the collapsing tower – they weren't dreams, but echoes, imprinted on the very fabric of their consciousness. They were the scars of a past that refused to fade, the constant, painful reminder of the price they had paid, the lives that had been lost. Sel’s voice, specifically, was a sharp, poignant shard of memory. Sel, with their quick wit and even faster fingers on a data console, who had always known how to find the hidden pathways, the secret backdoors. And Alt, stoic and unwavering, a pillar of strength even as their world crumbled around them. To see Alt’s eyes, wide and unafraid, as the tower fell, was a vision that haunted Nova with relentless clarity. It was the face of courage in the face of oblivion, a testament to their sacrifice.

The drone that cried, a fleeting, almost surreal memory, was another recurring image. It had been a scout drone, a machine, yet it had emitted a series of high-pitched, keening sounds, almost human in their despair, as it transmitted its final, fractured images of the burning world below. It was a testament to the sheer, overwhelming devastation, so profound that even a machine registered its sorrow. And the static that didn’t lie – that was the raw, unfiltered truth of the broadcast, the unvarnished reality that had been too terrible for words, communicated only through the chaotic hiss and crackle of a dying signal.

Nova spent time observing the pieces of thermal shielding drifting past, particularly the one with the faded rebel graffiti. They tried to decipher the symbols and script, but it was too worn and indistinct. Yet, the very presence of it, a fragment of rebellion adrift in the void, offered a sliver of hope. It meant others had fought. Others had dared to defy. And perhaps, others still existed, somewhere, holding onto the same desperate defiance. They imagined the hands that had scrawled those symbols, imbued with a fierce, burning hope, even in the face of insurmountable odds.

The emergency broadcast module hummed with a quiet intensity, a constant, low-level thrum that permeated the pod’s atmosphere. Nova often found themselves simply watching its indicator light, a steady, green pulse that signified its continued operation. It was a thread, however thin, connecting them to a possibility of rescue, of contact. They imagined the signal, Sel’s high-pitched laughter, traveling outward across the vast emptiness —a cosmic message in a bottle. Would it ever reach anyone? Would it be heard? The answer was a constant, agonizing uncertainty.

The pod’s reaction to Nova’s laughter—the increased light, the coolant system’s applause-like sound—was a chilling reminder of its quasi-sentience. It was as if the vessel was learning, adapting, echoing Nova’s emotions back to them, but in a metallic, disembodied form. This symbiotic relationship was both fascinating and unsettling. It blurred the lines between organic and inorganic, between consciousness and code. Sometimes, Nova felt less like a passenger and more like a cohabitant, sharing a tiny, fragile world with an entity that was slowly and subtly becoming more like them.

They found themselves meticulously cataloging the changes in the pod, recording every subtle shift in hum, every flicker of light. It was a new form of incantation, a meticulous tracking of their shared descent into the unknown. Each entry was a testament to the pod’s evolving personality, its slow transformation from mere machine to something more, something almost alive.

The vent on the port side now sighs when the sun hits it directly. The navigation display flickers with static when I think of Earth too hard. The air smells faintly of ozone after I replay Sel’s laugh.

The child’s drawing of the spiral city haunted them. They spent hours contemplating its simple complexity. A town that spiraled, reaching for the stars, yet surrounded by stars with teeth. It was a primal, intuitive vision, a child’s understanding of a universe both wondrous and terrifying. Their waveform sketch, sharp and jagged, was a counterpoint, a raw, visceral echo of that primal fear and wonder. It was the sound of their shattered psyche, a symphony of loss and resilience, rendered visible for their private contemplation.

The voice from the pod, the one that broke through the static to deliver the cryptic message, remained a source of endless speculation and conjecture. "You’re not alone. Just too early." The words resonated with a strange blend of hope and despair. Not alone meant there were others, a faint promise of companionship in the vast emptiness. But "too early" implied a waiting game, an agonizing period of suspended animation, where time stretched into an unbearable eternity. Too early for what? For a reunion? For peace? For an end to this suffocating solitude? The questions circled like vultures, never quite landing, always hovering just out of reach.

Nova sometimes imagined the people who had crafted that message, their faces, their hopes, their struggles. Were they still down there, on the bruised and broken planet? Or had they, too, ascended, somehow, into the black? The idea that others might be out there, floating in their pods, equally lost and equally alone, was both a terrifying and a comforting thought. It was a shared burden, a collective exile in the cosmic void.

The act of pressing two fingers to the viewport had become more than a habit; it was a ritual. A silent prayer. A whispered goodbye. Each touch was a connection to the vastness, a yearning for understanding, a desperate plea for something, anything, to break the silence. The cold glass was a membrane between two worlds: the sterile, contained environment of the pod and the infinite, indifferent expanse of space. And Nova, suspended between them, is a fragile bridge of consciousness.

They often wondered about the nature of the static, the constant, low-level hiss that permeated their existence. Was it truly the sound of a broken universe, a byproduct of a cataclysmic event? Or was it the very fabric of reality fraying at the edges, a symphony of cosmic entropy? The more they listened, the more they felt they could discern patterns within its randomness, hidden messages within its chaos. It was the language of the void, and Nova, a reluctant student, was slowly and painfully learning to understand its grammar.

The thought of landing, of returning to Earth, was a terrifying prospect. What would be left? Would it be a wasteland, a graveyard of forgotten dreams? Or would there be something else, something new, born from the ashes? The heart that didn't know if it wanted to land was a heart torn between the known horrors of the past and the unknown terrors of the future. Orbit, despite its suffocating loneliness, offered a strange, detached safety, a suspended animation that protected them from the brutal realities below.

Nova’s laughter, when it came, was always a shock. It felt alien, a foreign sound in the quiet sanctity of the pod. It caught in their throat, a dry, rasping sound, more like wind than human mirth. It was a reminder that even joy, in this sterile environment, was distorted, transformed into something unrecognizable. Yet, they continued to try to coax small bursts of sound from their parched throat, a defiant assertion of their humanity against the encroaching desolation.

The notion of "ghost patterns," the 117 cataloged instances of warped syllables and static, was a constant intellectual puzzle. Nova found themselves trying to categorize them, to see recurring themes or origins. Were they individual voices, trapped echoes of those who had fallen? Or were they fragments of something larger, a collective subconscious projected onto the void? The ambiguity was unsettling, blurring the lines between sanity and delusion, between what was real and what was merely a desperate longing.

The pod’s navigation system, reset to “SECTOR: SOLACE,” was a cruel irony. Solace. The very word mocked their isolation. What solace could there be in this vast, empty expanse? Perhaps it was a message, a designation from those who had launched them, a desperate wish for their well-being. Or maybe it was a computer error, a random string of characters assigned meaning by a desperate mind. Nova held onto the former, however tenuous the hope might be.

The slow, deliberate act of eating the apology-flavored nutrition bars had become a meditation. Each bite was a moment of focused attention, an anchor in the boundless flow of time. They savored the artificial sweetness, the chalky texture, the metallic aftertaste. It was a conscious act of self-preservation, a deliberate engagement with the physical world, however meager its offerings may have been. Hunger was no longer a biological imperative; it was a ritual, a quiet affirmation of continued existence.

The silence, rendered visible in the dust rings and the absently spinning solar panels, was a character in itself. It was not merely the absence of sound; it was a presence, a palpable entity that pressed against the hull, against Nova’s very being. It hummed with a quiet intensity, a vast, indifferent roar that only the deeply attuned could perceive. Nova had become intimately familiar with its nuances, its subtle shifts in pressure and resonance. It was the sound of everything and nothing, the cosmic backdrop against which their solitary drama unfolded.

The image of the stars with teeth, from the child’s drawing, lingered in Nova’s mind. It was a primal fear, an intuitive understanding of the universe’s inherent indifference, its capacity for both creation and destruction. The vastness of space, though beautiful, was also terrifying, a cosmic predator waiting patiently in the dark. And Nova, a small, fragile morsel, adrift in its gaping maw.

The heart that didn't know if it wanted to land beat a slow, measured rhythm in Nova’s chest. It was a tired heart, scarred by loss and weighed down by loneliness, yet still beating, still hoping, wrestling with the profound question of what came next. To land was to face the aftermath, to confront the devastation firsthand. To remain in orbit was to remain suspended, perpetually in limbo, safe but ultimately unfulfilled. The choice, if it was a choice at all, remained agonizingly unclear.

As the pod drifted, a silent sentinel above a fractured world, Nova continued their vigil. They listened to the whispers, cataloged the shifts, and watched the bruised stars, waiting and waiting for a sign —a signal, a voice — that would cut through the static and call them truly home. Not just to a place, but to a purpose, to a belonging that transcended the cold, indifferent vacuum of space. The invocation had begun, and now, all that remained was the agonizing, hopeful wait for its echo to return.

The thought of Alt, spinning beneath the collapsing signal tower, remained a vivid, painful tableau. Alt, always so grounded, so steady, now a whirlwind of motion against a backdrop of destruction. Their wide, unafraid eyes were a testament to a courage Nova felt they no longer possessed. It was a memory that burned, a constant reminder of the sacrifices made, the lives lost. And with that memory came the profound, aching guilt of being the one who survived, the one who floated above, watching the ashes settle.

The silence that held Nova and the noise that held them harder were two sides of the same coin. The silence was the absence of companionship, of human connection, of the familiar sounds of a world alive. The noise was the internal cacophony of memories, of fears, of the relentless whispers that hinted at an unknowable truth. They were both suffocating, both encompassing, and Nova, caught between them, found a strange equilibrium. It was a balance forged in desperation, a testament to the human capacity to adapt even to the most unbearable of circumstances.

Nova often found themselves reaching for a comfort that no longer existed, a warmth that had long since dissipated. They would close their eyes and try to conjure the scent of rain, the feel of grass beneath their bare feet, the sound of laughter that wasn't their own, or a recording of someone else's. These fleeting attempts at sensory recall were often futile, replaced by the sterile hum of the pod and the metallic tang in the air. Yet, they persisted, grasping at the remnants of a life that felt like a dream.

The belief that Alt had forgiven them, an entry in their incantation log, was a fragile hope, a necessary delusion. It was a way to alleviate the crushing weight of survivor's guilt, to find some measure of peace in the knowledge that their actions, however desperate, had not been in vain. The weight of Alt’s presence, like someone stepping across their chest and leaving a rhythm instead of a bruise, was a testament to the enduring power of memory —a spectral touch that offered a strange, melancholic solace.

The distinction between memory feedback and echoes from Earth, refracted through the atmosphere and time, was a philosophical debate Nova had with themselves. Was their mind conjuring these voices from the depths of its loneliness, a desperate attempt to fill the void? Or were they truly receiving signals, faint whispers from a world that had once been vibrant, now echoing in the cosmic void? The ambiguity was unsettling, blurring the lines between sanity and delusion, between what was real and what was merely a desperate longing.

The image of cities looking like old circuitry and coastlines resembling cracks in ceramic underscored the profound detachment Nova felt from the planet below. It was no longer a living, breathing entity, but an artifact, a relic of a bygone era. The intricate patterns of human civilization, once vibrant and bustling, now appeared as abstract designs, devoid of meaning or life from this cold, objective distance. It was a planet that had been reduced to an exhibit, a museum piece viewed from an unreachable gallery.

The question of whether days still counted was a profound one. Time, in the vacuum of space, had lost its conventional meaning. There were no sunrises or sunsets in the traditional sense, only the slow rotation of the Earth below and the endless, unblinking stars above. The very concept of a calendar, of weeks and months, seemed arbitrary, a construct of a world that no longer existed. Nova existed in a timeless present, a perpetual now that stretched into an agonizing eternity.

The self-sealing ration tubes, with their grayscale labels, were a stark visual representation of Nova’s sterile existence. There was no color, no vibrancy, no joy in their sustenance. Only the bare minimum for survival, devoid of pleasure or delight. They were a metaphor for the life Nova was now living: functional, but utterly bereft of the richness and texture that had once defined it. The act of eating them became a reminder of all that was lost, all that had been stripped away.
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