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Chapter 1 – Engineer POV
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Somewhere beyond the hull, the stars breathed in silence.

I’d been chasing the same faulty filament for six hours when the lights above Deck Twelve flickered again, coughing out their glow in a slow, mocking pulse.

The recycled air smelled faintly of copper—never a good sign. Somewhere in the ductwork, a fan was burning itself out, and if I didn’t find it before the shift bell, the hydroponics crew would wake to withered lettuce and another week’s worth of complaints.

It was always the little things that kept this ship alive—tiny circuits, threads of wire, a handful of screws. Break one, and you didn’t just lose power. You lost warmth. Oxygen. Sometimes people.

I knelt, wrist-deep in a panel of tangled wires, and felt the steady thrum of Odyssey’s heart beneath my palm. She was an old ship, patched and re-patched since the day Earth had sent us out. Some nights I thought I could hear her sigh.

“Reyes, status?” The voice crackled in my ear—Keller from Command.

“Ten minutes,” I lied. In truth, I needed twice that. But here on the edge of known space, bad news traveled faster than light.

Somewhere, deep inside the bulkhead, a relay clicked, and the hydroponics bay lights flared back to life. A hiss of mist followed—the irrigation system breathing again.

Through the narrow service corridor, I caught a glimpse of movement beyond the frosted greenhouse panels: a figure in a loose dark coat, bending over something that shimmered faintly in the artificial light.

Not standard issue. Not part of the maintenance crew.

She straightened suddenly, as if she’d felt my gaze, and for the briefest moment, our eyes met through the haze—hers bright, sharp, and... wary. Then she turned away, vanishing deeper into the green.
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Chapter 2 – Botanist POV
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Plants are easier than people. They tell you what they need, if you know how to listen.

The kale in Row Six was ready to harvest, but I left it be. I wasn’t here for food. Not the kind Command approved of.

In the far corner, behind a curtain of creeping ivy, the hidden section of my work lay in wait: translucent leaves threaded with pale blue veins, stems trembling faintly in the still air. When I brushed my fingers along one, it pulsed with light.

They were listening. Not to me—but to something else.

I’d noticed it months ago: the way the readings spiked whenever the ship drifted on the edge of that strange static hum in the comms array. The others thought it was interference. I wasn’t so sure.

The door panel behind me clicked, and I froze. Through the thin veil of ivy, I caught sight of a figure—maintenance uniform, grease-smudged hands—standing just beyond the frost-glass partition.

He wasn’t one of ours. His gaze lingered a beat too long, curious, searching.
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Chapter 3 – Engineer POV
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The water recycler on Deck Nine sang like a kettle about to boil. That was the trouble with old machines—when they were dying, they tried to tell you in every language but the one you wanted.

I slid the access hatch open and let the humid breath of the recycler fog my faceplate. Condensation glittered on the coils like frost. The diagnostic slate blinked a polite, unhelpful ERR-07: cavitation detected.

“Of course,” I muttered, easing my fingers into the cramped cavity to feel for the pump’s shiver. The ship’s vibration came up through my bones—the same slow heartbeat I’d fallen asleep to since the launch. Some nights I still woke thinking I was back in the terminal on Earth, hand on my kid brother’s shoulder, telling him we were almost through. Then the air would taste like copper again, and the memory would step aside for work.

I bled the line, listened for the change in tone, then cracked a seal I wasn’t supposed to touch without two signatures. The hiss of pressure cut off mid-note. The kettle song died.

“Reyes, report.” Keller again, clipped. Always clipped.

“Cavitation from a hairline in the intake elbow. I’m swapping the part and flushing the loop.”

A pause. “You’re off the manifest for Deck Nine. Who reassigned you?”

“Hydroponics flagged pressure irregularities,” I said, which was true, in a way. “I’m preventing a ration debacle.”

Another pause—longer this time. “Copy. Keep me posted.”

The line clicked dead. I set my tools in a neat row across the grate and leaned into the machinery. The elbow was brittle—bad polymer batch from years back. I’d argued then for replacing the whole run; we’d patched instead. Patches had a way of turning into ghosts, walking the ship years after the decision that made them.

As I wrestled the new elbow into place, footsteps scraped behind me. I didn’t turn. People got jumpy near a thirsty recycler. But the steps stopped at the hatch and didn’t move.

“Workshop’s closed,” I said, tightening the coupling.

Silence. A breath. Then: “You shouldn’t have to keep saving what leadership lets break.”

The voice was low, steady. I glanced back. The botanist—dark coat again, hood down now, hair damp from mist—watched the bank of gauges like she owned them.

“I’m paid to make the old shine like new,” I said.

“Paid?” She huffed, not quite a laugh. “No one here is paid. We’re all tithing years.”

I sealed the final clamp. The recycler purred, smooth as quiet. A green light blinked approval. “Then you just got a refund.”

She stepped closer, the humid air beading along her jaw. Up close, her eyes were the color of river glass—soft until you noticed the edge.

“You were watching hydroponics last cycle,” she said. Not a question.

“Lightboard flicker,” I said. “I had to check feed lines.”

“And did you... see anything?” She kept her voice casual, but the muscles in her neck tightened around the words.

Only a shadowed figure among leaves that made their own light. Only a feeling that something in that greenhouse was listening harder than we were.

“Just plants,” I said. “And someone ignoring curfew.”

Her gaze held mine for a breath, testing. Then she tapped one of the gauges with a fingernail. “This one’s reading half a degree high. Watch it. Heat like that breeds failure.”

She turned to go. I caught myself before I asked her name. Questions had gravity on this ship. They pulled more than answers.

“Hey,” I said instead, wiping my hands on a rag. “Thanks for the... temperature tip.”

“For saving us from tasteless algae ration cubes next week?” she said over her shoulder. “You’re welcome.”

The hatch shut behind her with a soft seal. The recycler purred on, obedient. I stared at the gauge she’d tapped. Half a degree high. She was right.

I logged the fix, signed my name, and didn’t write the thing that sat like a pebble in my shoe: the comms ping from last night that hadn’t matched any known profile. The one I hadn’t told Keller about. The one that came with a rhythm close enough to a heartbeat to make me think of glowing leaves.
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Chapter 4 – Botanist POV
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I kept to the narrow service corridors on my way back to the greenhouse, palms open, pace unhurried. Guilt walks fast. Scientists stroll.

Rumors move quicker than light on a ship like ours. By the time I palmed into Hydroponics B, I’d already overheard three versions of the same story: the comms array had picked up a ghost; the ghost was a message; the message was from Earth; no, it was from something beyond the maps, singing through the static like a whale through cold water.

I checked the door’s pressure seal and engaged privacy. The official beds lay in well-behaved rows: kale, sorrel, dwarf wheat, the vines that remember thirst and reward discipline. I harvested a handful to please the logs, bagged it, and slid behind the curtain of ivy to the garden that wasn’t supposed to exist.

The air changed there—fresher, younger somehow. The leaves in the hidden beds held their own pale light, threads of bioluminescence laced through with faint blue. When I laid the sensor array against the nearest stem, the small screen bloomed with a waveform I knew by memory now: 72 hertz, a gentle pulse, steady as a hymn.

“Hello,” I whispered, because plant people are allowed to be superstitious in private. “What did you hear today?”

The line of light on the sensor lifted and fell, lifted and fell—then, just for a heartbeat, doubled. A harmonic shimmered through the pulse. I swallowed. That was new.

I logged the data, fingers moving quick. The array recorded everything: humidity, temperature, micro-fluctuations in leaf voltage. My real notes lived between the lines—the places I let myself write what a report couldn’t contain. The signal changed when the ship moved sunward. It feels like... attention.

A soft knock. I froze, hand hovering over the power key. No one knocked in Hydroponics; they buzzed and yelled and complained about basil. I killed the hidden lights, let the ivy fall back into place, and stepped into the sanctioned rows.

“Occupied,” I called, cheerful. “Mind the wet grates.”

The door cracked. Akari from Supply poked her head in, braid frizzing from static. “Report says we might lose a third of Deck Twelve’s lights next cycle,” she said. “Command wants reassurances we won’t starve in the dark.”

“We don’t grow reassurance here,” I said. “But we have lettuce.”

She grinned, then sobered. “You hear it?”

I raised an eyebrow.

“The... ping,” she whispered, as if the air might file a complaint. “My cousin on Comms says it’s not like the old garbage the arrays pick up when we pass through debris. Says this one... repeats.”

I kept my shoulders loose. “Everything repeats. That’s how you know it’s a pattern.”

“And patterns can be... language,” she said, tasting the word. “Anyway. Command wants crop forecasts by noon.”

“Tell Command the kale will not abandon us,” I said, and shooed her out with a bag of greens. The door sealed. I waited a full thirty seconds before slipping back behind the ivy and reawakening the light.

The waveform steadied on the display, as if it hadn’t just shown me its second voice. I exhaled. Secrets lived higher than the garden; they were nested inside me, ribs a greenhouse, sternum a locked door.

One more check. I drew a dark cloth from the shelf, draped it over my head and the sensor the way my grandmother used to do in her darkroom, and watched the frequencies climb. This time I paired the plant’s output with the ship’s ambient EM read. The two lines trembled toward each other, crossed, then separated like old lovers passing in a corridor.

“Is it you?” I asked the leaves. “Or something you’re remembering?”

The cloth muffled the world. In the hush, I heard the recycler’s distant purr settle back into its good, obedient tone. Reyes had fixed it. Of course he had.

I let myself think his name. I rarely gave anyone that power.

The waveform lifted again, barely, then doubled—a quick bright tremor—like the plant had heard a footstep through the floor and raised its head.

“Okay,” I whispered, heart knocking against bone. “If you’re listening, then so am I.”

I set the recorder to continuous capture, saved the file under a shallow name that would bore any auditor, and slid the sensor into the soil of the newest hybrid. Its veins glimmered softly, answering a song no human throat could make. I told myself that the tremor in my hands was caffeine. The garden didn’t care what I told myself. It only knew what moved through us.
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