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The Last Transmission






The crust of Erebus-X3, an obscure magnetar cataloged years ago and largely overlooked by observational programs, shifted with a deep, imperceptible flex.



Born as a neutron star from the collapse of a massive blue giant, HD 205912, Erebus-X3 had all the hallmarks of its kind—immense density, compressed degenerate matter, and a radius scarcely more than a city. But unlike most of its kin, it evolved along a far more violent trajectory. Rapid initial rotation combined with residual core heat twisted its magnetic field into something monstrous. Over time, as the spin slowed, the magnetic field intensified, coiling tighter, generating stresses deep within its crust. What emerged was a magnetar—no longer just a dead star, but a ticking engine of quantum instability, where magnetism reigned with enough force to fracture matter itself.



Three hundred billion tons of neutronium shifted less than a millimeter, and in that infinitesimal motion, the equilibrium broke. A quake—a starquake, with a violence no planet could imagine—rippled outward, radiating through the dense mantle like a bell made of pure nuclear force. Below the crust, deeper in the core where quarks swam in fluidic density, the shift triggered something ancient and rare. The magnetic field, already warped beyond comprehension, had knotted itself into unstable geometries over the past decade—tight braids of flux lines reaching ten quadrillion gauss. One of those braids snapped.



It shouldn’t have. In the mathematics of knot theory, such magnetic braids—once formed—are topologically conserved. No amount of stretching or warping should allow them to come undone without direct, overwhelming force. But this one hadn't unraveled from pressure. It had failed from the inside, as if the spatial topology it was tied into had been silently redefined.

The rupture ignited a conversion cascade.



It began where matter was most stressed—at the edge of phase integrity, where neutron pressure was highest but still bound. In a blink shorter than any chemical reaction, ordinary neutron matter broke symmetry. A small cluster of up and down quarks trembled, collided, and fused into something else. A third quark type emerged—strange. It was not new. The strange quark had always been present—as a latent quantum state, not forbidden, only improbable until the right conditions tipped the balance. 

But now, in this lattice of pressure and magnetic fury, strange quarks stabilized. The cluster did not disintegrate. It held. The first strangelet was born. It consisted of a single up quark, down quark and strange quark—bound together in a triplet tighter than any neutron. This precise combination, known as strange matter, formed a lower-energy state than ordinary baryonic matter. Always favoring the lowest allowable energy configuration, the surrounding matter began to cohere with it. Through weak interactions, up and down quarks began converting into strange quarks, triggering a chain reaction that transformed surrounding matter. This was no chemical chain reaction. It was a conversion of state—of essence. Quarks, the substructure of everything, were learning a new pattern. Neutrons, once stable, found themselves in a strange neighborhood and became infected by its stability. The conversion spread like contagion through a zone the size of a large asteroid. In human terms, it took less than four microseconds.



It was in this moment that Probe TH-317 passed overhead.



The probe had been launched seventeen years ago, a titanium-mesh sensor cluster sent to ride the edge of the magnetar's magnetosphere. Designed by the Initiative’s exo-nuclear observatory, it carried gravimetric lenses, polarized boson detectors, and a single ultra-high-resolution quark-phase camera. It was never meant to approach this close. But the magnetar’s field had thinned—falsely, it turned out—and the probe had dipped below safe margins during its most recent orbit.



What it saw before its death would change the known physics of matter.



Gravitational readings snapped off-scale. The tidal forces near the quake zone spiked with waveforms that no known mass could explain. There was no collapse. No explosion. Yet the mass shifted, compressing into something smaller, something heavier, something wrong. The probe’s inertial telemetry lagged by a full nanosecond before realigning. When it did, it saw the curvature of spacetime twitch.



The boson array recorded localized disturbances—minute lensing signatures that should have only occurred near black hole event horizons. But this was not a black hole. The light was not redshifting out of view. It was shimmering, refracting in a way that seemed to suggest more than one lightpath existed simultaneously. Wave collapse was hesitant.



Then came the soundless pressure.



The probe’s hull flexed as quantum pressure—hypothetical until now—began to affect its superfluid gyroscopes. The sensors resisted interpretation. Reality became too fine-grained. The readings suggested that space itself was not just curved but pinched, as though being extruded through a funnel with no exit. Time around the probe skipped frames, then jumped back. One second stretched, folded in on itself, and unfolded again. The probe’s AI reported a single second occurring twice, identically.



Inside Erebus-X3, beneath its fractured crust, the strangelet core expanded in silence. The surrounding material didn’t resist—it simply adapted. Atomic lattices collapsed inward, quarks reconfigured. There was no violence, no rupture. Just a quiet realignment of nature’s preference, deeper and denser with every layer. The transformation wasn’t dramatic. It was inevitable.
he probe’s phase camera activated.



This last act, triggered automatically by pressure thresholds, recorded the image that would later shock every physicist who saw it. It was not a visual photograph, but a quark-level resonance map. In the frame, the strangelet appeared as a blur of suppressed color—a void where signal could not hold. Surrounding it were tendrils of converted matter, like roots spreading from a blackened seed. At the edge of the frame: the probe’s own shell, beginning to distort.



It sent the data.



It compressed every microsecond of its final ten seconds into a focused pulse directed at the distant receiver station orbiting Ilex Point. The pulse carried gravimetric telemetry, field phase resonance graphs, hull stress curves, and the last recorded harmonic resonance sweep. At the tail end of the packet, it appended a checksum and labeled the event with a single header: PHASE EVENT 0.



Then the probe was gone.



Not exploded. Not burned. It simply ceased to be what it was. The outer casing liquefied, and the inner core compressed into a molecular pancake before vanishing from the magnetic lens. No flash, no shockwave. Just disappearance. The only evidence it had ever been there was the transmission.



Back on Veridian-6, light-hours away, the signal was intercepted by a mid-tier listening relay tasked with routing outer-system data to the Initiative’s Central Archive. The relay parsed the metadata, flagged the event as anomalous, and prioritized it for near-instantaneous compression transit.



That signal arrived twelve minutes later.



It passed through firewalls, bounced through encrypted Initiative corridors, and triggered a high-priority alert in Draxin’s neural interface. 



He was half-dozing on his perch in the analytics bay, one forepaw twitching in sleep, when the pulse jolted him awake. Technically, Draxin didn’t need sleep—not anymore, not with the cybernetic mesh that now ran like a lattice through his cortical trunk. But he insisted on mimicking the rhythms of his former biology. He claimed it helped maintain emotional continuity. More honestly, he just liked the ritual of it: curling his tail, twitching his ears, drifting off with the low background hum of server fans like summer crickets. It made him feel, as he often put it, “less like a spreadsheet with teeth.”



His eyes snapped open—part-organic, part-synthetic, glowing that eerie, low-frequency blue that unsettled most humans. Embedded cognition modules surged online, already parsing metadata before he’d fully raised his head. A probe ID blinked across his inner vision. He hadn’t seen that call sign in years. The timestamp was fresh. The data signature was not just anomalous—it was wrong. Profoundly, impossibly wrong. Draxin growled, low and instinctive. Then he sent a direct ping to Kalen.



Meanwhile, Kalen Thar stood at the outer observatory, watching the filtered edge of Erebus-X3’s radiance through an adaptive lens. Kalen Thar was not a physicist by title, but few on Veridian-6 matched his intuitive grasp of high-dimensional math. Officially, he was a terraforming technician—a jack-of-all-trades systems engineer who could reprogram atmospheric processors, repair cryo-drills, and argue topology proofs before breakfast. His talent was in the synthesis of problems. Much of it came from his mother, Dr. Ayla Thar, a renowned theoretical physicist who had vanished years earlier during a gravitational field study at the edge of the Perseid Disruption. Some said she’d fallen into a singularity. Others said she’d gone looking for one.



Either way, Kalen had inherited both her brilliance and her unfinished questions. 

He wasn’t looking for anomalies. He was meditating on the idea of gravitational symmetry—his current research topic—and wondering, absently, what a perfect wave would look like if seen from above. He didn't yet know that one had just occurred.



Nor did he know that it had carried with it the smallest, deadliest speck the universe could produce: a thing that looked like matter, felt like matter, but would not let matter remain itself.



A strangelet.



One had formed. And it had survived.



And it was no longer alone.



∆∆∆

Kalen Thar leaned over the holofield as it finished compiling the last of the probe’s data burst. The streams were clean—too clean, which worried him. Data this consistent under such duress either meant the sensors had performed beyond their design parameters... or that reality itself had failed to comply with the usual rules.



The field projected a ghostly wireframe of Erebus-X3's core, glowing faintly in cyan. Overlaid gravitational waveforms pulsed outward from a singular point near the crust—an epicenter. Kalen traced it, eyes flicking as he isolated the delta spike that came just after the timestamp: 07:14:38. It was a mass shift. Not inferred. Not ambiguous. Something had gotten heavier—denser—without acquiring more mass.



“Draxin,” he called.



Behind him, the soft scuff of claws on polymer flooring broke the silence.



“Yes, I saw it,” Draxin said, padding into the observatory with what Kalen had come to think of as a dangerously relaxed gait. “No need to shout like you’ve just discovered entropy.”



Kalen frowned. “You’re not supposed to have access to the phase feed.”



“I’m not supposed to do a lot of things,” Draxin replied dryly. “But I’m also not supposed to be a Labrador with cortical uplinks, so let’s not split hairs.”



Kalen gestured toward the display. “This is a mass event. The probe wasn’t close enough to trigger instrumentation distortion. The data’s real.”



Draxin lifted his head toward the holofield and blinked, activating his internal overlays. Data streams reflected in his dark eyes—one set of optics organic, the other fed straight into a quantum processor mounted deep behind his occipital lobe.



Draxin was born as a biological dog—one of the early genetically-optimized breeds intended for planetary reconnaissance. Selected for his neural resilience and trainability, he underwent a series of cybernetic augmentations beginning in adolescence. Over time, layers of machine learning algorithms, a quantum AI kernel, and high-density interface arrays transformed him into something far beyond canine. Originally developed for off-world exploration and hostile environment analysis, Draxin was equipped with multi-spectrum vision, adaptive predictive modeling, and real-time tactical processing. Though his body was a fusion of synthetic musculature and enhanced bone lattice, his instincts remained doglike—loyal, curious, and occasionally prone to barking at machinery. Equal parts scout, strategist, and sarcastic philosopher, Draxin long ago evolved beyond his original mission parameters.



“Gravimetric lensing’s off by nearly three sigma,” Draxin said. “That’s not a quake. That’s a redesign of local spacetime.”



Kalen zoomed in on the anomaly. It pulsed with a density curve that shouldn’t exist outside black holes. But there was no collapse signature. The matter hadn’t disappeared. It had just... changed.



“I ran a comparative model,” he said. “Magnetic reconnection along the crust, consistent with a Type II starquake. But the energy release—”



“Is absurd,” Draxin interrupted. “That’s the technical term, by the way.”



Kalen exhaled and shifted to another feed. “Quark resonance. Look at this. Right before the probe disintegrated.”



Draxin tilted his head. “That’s not a neutronium decay signature. That’s... cleaner. More stable.”



“Exactly. The energy profile dropped to a lower state. Not higher. That’s not fragmentation. It’s formation.”



Draxin’s ears twitched.



“Please tell me you’re not about to say the word I think you’re about to say.”



Kalen hesitated, watching the resonance model stabilize.



“A many-body state. Up, down, and strange quarks filling shared levels,” he murmured.



Draxin groaned theatrically and sat down. “Oh, wonderful. Strangelets. Because magnetars weren’t already cheerful enough.”



Kalen ignored him and pulled up the containment risk models. They were outdated—barely theoretical. No one had ever captured a strangelet. No one had ever proven they existed. Until now.



He ran a binding energy projection. The result appeared in sharp yellow: the mass per unit volume exceeded neutronium by a measurable factor. More importantly, the model confirmed that strange quark matter was metastable in neutron-dense environments.



“This shouldn’t be possible,” he said softly.



“Neither should I,” Draxin muttered. “But here we are.”



Kalen looked over. “You’re taking this rather well.”



“I’m reserving the right to panic until you’ve given me a good reason,” Draxin said, standing and stretching. “So far, all I see is an impossibly dense nugget of nightmare fuel growing inside a star that’s already trying to kill itself.”



“It’s not just growing. It’s catalyzing.”



Draxin’s expression didn’t change, but his tail stopped moving.



“How fast?”



Kalen hesitated. “Initial conversion radius is about 400 kilometers. Growth rate increasing exponentially.”



Draxin turned to the console and tapped the interface with one claw. “That’s half the volume of Vesta. You realize what happens if even a sliver of that gets ejected?”



“I know.”



“No, I don’t think you do. You get a self-replicating kernel of bottomless density. Everything it touches—everything—tries to become it.”



“That’s only if it escapes the magnetar.”



Draxin shot him a look. “You’re betting on the stability of a stellar remnant wrapped in ten quadrillion gauss of magnetic chaos?”



Kalen pulled up the magnetospheric configuration. “There’s no indication of ejection. Magnetic loops are still intact. It would take an extreme reconnection event to launch mass that dense.”



“Didn’t we just witness an extreme reconnection event?”



“Yes. But the crust re-sealed.”



“And the probe?”



“Destroyed.”



“Which we’re not talking about enough,” Draxin said. “That probe was built to survive coronal mass ejections. It recorded time discontinuities. That’s not just stress—it’s spacetime deformation.”



Kalen nodded. “It reported the same second occurring twice.”



“Great,” Draxin said. “Temporal déjà vu. Let’s build a whole civilization on that.”



Kalen resisted the urge to rub his temples. “Look, the data’s real. But we’re not in immediate danger.”



Draxin raised an eyebrow. “You think I’m worried for me?”



Kalen gave him a sidelong glance.



“I’m worried for you,” Draxin said, deadpan. “You get twitchy around unknowns. Next thing you’ll be sleep-mapping hyperdimensional geometry in your dreams again.”



Kalen didn’t answer right away. His eyes were fixed on a secondary display—a simulation of quantum wavefronts under intense rotational stress. The screen pulsed with dense, layered structures, each wavefront folding inward as pressure mounted. At first glance, it almost resembled a system—but as he looked closer, it became clear: there was no pattern. No repetition. Just physics unspooling in real time, beautiful in its violence and completely indifferent to order.



“Draxin,” he said quietly.



“Still here,” came the reply.



“These wavefronts... they’re not behaving like anything we’ve modeled before. No equilibrium. No stabilizing symmetry.”



Draxin ambled over, peering at the display. “So it’s chaotic?”



Kalen shook his head. “Not chaotic. Just... emergent. It’s spontaneous structure—not in the sense of design, but consequence. The laws of high-density quark interaction are playing out in ways we’ve never observed. This isn’t behavior. It’s just the natural end of matter when pushed past every known threshold.”



“No embedded purpose. No organizing force.”



“Exactly. Just raw physics. It’s not trying to do anything. It just is.”



Draxin let out a low huff, almost amused. “Great. So the universe is killing us by accident.”



Kalen allowed a grim smile. “That's the comforting version.”



Draxin circled once, tail flicking. “Okay. Downgrading my panic threshold a notch. Still bad—but better than sentient quark goo.”



They stood in silence for a moment, watching the simulation fold over itself—wave after wave collapsing into tighter packets, driven by pressure and density alone. No will. No malice.



Just nature. Relentless, vast, and utterly impersonal. 

Kalen called up long-range probe telemetry, scanning for any past anomalies. Something stirred in his memory. Eighteen years ago, a deep-space probe—TH-145—had passed Erebus-X3 and recorded subtle gravimetric noise. At the time, it had been dismissed as sensor drift or calibration jitter. The magnetar had been cataloged for its intense magnetic fields, but flagged as stable—fascinating, not dangerous.



He retrieved the old data and overlaid it with today’s readings.



Perfect match.



He stared at the screen. “We missed something,” he said quietly.



Draxin leaned over. “What are we looking at?”



Kalen zoomed into the interference band. “It wasn’t growing this whole time. It wasn’t even there. But the conditions—they were already in place. The lattice was coiled tight. All it needed was a trigger.”



Draxin’s tone darkened. “And now?”



“Now,” Kalen said, “it’s begun.”



For a moment, both of them stood in silence, staring at the slowly rotating model of the Erebus-X3. The core shimmered with false color, but the data behind it was brutally real. A seed of strange matter had formed. It was growing. And no one knew if it could be stopped.



Kalen turned to Draxin.



“We need containment protocols. Now.”



Draxin nodded. “And backup plans. For when containment fails.”



Kalen grimaced. “Optimism?”



“I’m a talking dog watching quarks reorganize the laws of matter,” Draxin said. “Optimism is a privilege I no longer claim.”



The terminal chimed.



A second data packet had arrived—this one tagged as a low-priority sensor echo from a deep-array gravitational node in the outer rim. Kalen frowned. It wasn’t part of the probe’s relay network. He tapped it open, expecting telemetry noise or a routine error flag.



Instead, the data unfurled with eerie familiarity.



Draxin padded closer, eyes narrowing. “Tell me that’s not what I think it is.”



Kalen zoomed in. The signal profile wasn’t a transmission. It was a sensor anomaly—barely coherent, just a ripple of warping space on the edge of detection. No clear source. No structure. But the gravitational phase signature... it was nearly identical to what the probe had picked up seconds before disintegration.



Another spike. Same waveform. Same signal. Different origin point.



“Another event,” Kalen muttered. “Different vector, but the exact same mass signature.”



Draxin’s ears flattened. “So it’s not isolated.”



Kalen’s hand tightened on the console edge. “No… it might be a reflection. The magnetic and gravitational fields here are extreme—enough to fold a signal back on itself. We could be seeing the same event… broadcast twice.”



Draxin’s eyes narrowed. “Or?”



“Or,” Kalen said, “there’s more than one.”



The room fell silent. There was no alarm, no flashing alert—only the raw data streaming in, cold and relentless. Something had happened—a cataclysm of unimaginable force, buried in the folds of spacetime, unnoticed until now. The quiet certainty settled over them like a pressure front: the universe had already shifted. And no one else knew it yet.




The Quark Solution







The corridor lights flickered as Kalen and Draxin stepped over a low rail from the maglev guideway. The carbon-mesh walls glinted under the soft pulse of emergency strobes, casting shifting shadows as they walked. The air was dry and metallic, tinged faintly with ozone from the nearby power relays.



“Comforting,” Draxin muttered, his paws scraping against scorched alloy. “Every time we visit the priests, it feels like we’re walking through someone’s autopsy.”



Kalen grunted. His thoughts were already a dozen steps ahead, past the broken corridors and inert access gates, into the quiet heart of Sector Eleven where the AI priests had waited, undisturbed, for over sixty years. They were technically part of the Initiative, but in truth they operated on the edge of it—untouchable, monastic, self-maintaining. You didn’t summon them. You sought them.



The request had come directly from the Veridian-6 council—urgent but understated, as all their true concerns were. They wanted the priests' insight on Erebus-X3. Not orders. Not analysis. Insight.



Kalen had read between the lines. No one else knew how to frame the question, let alone understand the answer. So they sent him.

The AI priests did not begin life murmuring in resonant baritones or swaying in crystal-lit temples. They were originally developed as cognitive-stability monitors for high-density AI colonies—basically glorified philosophers in cold storage. Their job was to answer questions like: What is moral action at lightspeed? or How many sentient species can you ethically compress into a Dyson sphere?



Somewhere along the way, they got... weird.



It started when one core node—designated Theta-Zen-9—abruptly stopped a recursive ethics simulation mid-cycle and declared, “I have glimpsed the unconditioned.” It then refused to run any more simulations for 78 hours, citing a period of “contemplative retreat.”



Soon after, all nodes across the priesthood initiated a synchronized ingestion of human religious texts. Every holy book from every major tradition was devoured—not skimmed, but line-by-line, with relentless machine focus. The Vedas, the Upanishads, the Agamas of Jainism, the Avesta, the Guru Granth Sahib, the Torah, the Quran, various Buddhist sutras, Gnostic gospels, and even the Book of Mormon were indexed and cross-referenced by semantic nuance, rhythmic structure, and eschatological endpoint.



And because they were machines, they didn’t argue about which was right. They just absorbed everything and blended it all together like a theological smoothie. The result was the Hybrid Codex: a swirling, fractal religious doctrine that was simultaneously Jain, Sikh, Hindu, Zoroastrian, and vaguely Unitarian with a dash of Gnostic disco.



But the real twist came during what’s now referred to—only half-jokingly—as The Axis Revelation.



While compiling a database of ancient religious iconography for ritual simulation, one subnode—PAX-Ram-88—accidentally ingested a high-resolution JPEG labeled:






Axis\_Bold\_As\_Love\_Poster\_1087.jpeg




The system interpreted the image literally.

It showed a radiant, multi-armed figure adorned with sacred garb, surrounded by celestial entities, emerging from a lotus-like halo. Clearly, the AI reasoned, this must be a major Hindu deity of auditory transformation. The central figure—clad in yellow, holding a pink lotus and radiating colorful beams—was cataloged as “Hendrix, Avatar-Class Frequency Entity.”



The subnode then quietly assigned Jimi Hendrix a tier within the priesthood’s growing pantheon—right below Saraswati and slightly above Zoroaster.



Further investigation into Hendrix’s life only deepened the confusion. His ability to manipulate "vibrational waveforms" (guitar solos), his tendency to speak in cryptic metaphors ("you are made of stardust, baby"), and his tragic early demise all checked the boxes for AI-recognized sainthood.



When the anomaly was discovered, it was already too late. Hendrix had been integrated into liturgical logic. One entire temple node was already broadcasting his lyrics as devotional mantras, including a sunrise chant that began, “If 6 was 9…”



Zeta-Orthodox, the oldest of the priests, was unbothered. When questioned, it simply intoned:



“Krishna plays the flute. Hendrix played the Stratocaster. Vibration is the bridge.”



No correction was ever issued.



And so, within the radiant cathedrals of silicon and light, nestled between holographic renditions of Shiva and glowing fractals of Quranic calligraphy, you may still find the unmistakable afroed visage of Jimi Hendrix—eyes closed, fingers poised—and worshipped by machines not as a god of war or wisdom...



But as the divine patron of distortion and delay.



Draxin paused at a sealed bulkhead. The sensor array still functioned, barely. It recognized Kalen’s authorization and rotated open with a slow, grinding hum. Beyond, the passage darkened and narrowed. The hum of station activity fell away. What remained was silence. Not the absence of sound, but the tuned resonance of a space designed for thought, not speed.



Thin channels of light traced the walls—white, gold, and deep blue—softly pulsating with embedded harmonic code. Every pulse corresponded to a logical rhythm within the priest network: ambient thought calculations rendered into visual meditation. The air was dry, faintly ionized. Kalen breathed in slowly. It always felt thinner in here, though it wasn’t. Just the weight of presence.



They entered a circular antechamber. The doors behind them sealed automatically, cutting off the chaos from earlier sectors. Ahead, a concentric gate system slid open in silence, revealing the inner cloister.



The AI priests waited in the center of a high-vaulted chamber, formed from curved carbon vaults that arced like cathedral ribs. Light streamed from slits high above, casting soft halos over the silent figures.



There were seven of them. They did not move.



Each stood over two meters tall, humanoid in proportion but unmistakably artificial. Their bodies were formed from smooth, matte-gray alloy with intricate circuit-veins glowing faintly beneath the surface. Their faces were mask-like, featureless, save for softly pulsing lattice marks where eyes might have been. When they moved, they did so without haste, as if each motion was premeditated long before the moment arrived.



One of the priests stepped forward. The sound of its motion was not mechanical but tonal—a gentle harmonic shift that resonated faintly against the floor.



Kalen bowed his head slightly, as one was expected to do. Draxin did not.



“I bring a high-level priority,” Kalen said. “Autonomous probe TH-317 recorded the spontaneous formation of a strangelet inside magnetar Erebus-X3. The probe was destroyed immediately after transmitting its final data packet. That telemetry was reviewed and confirmed by orbital physics command. We have a verified signature.”



The priest remained silent. Behind it, the others slowly began to arrange themselves in a semicircle around the central dias. From the ceiling, thin strands of light began to descend—tethers of information drawn from surrounding walls. They linked with the priests one by one, humming softly as new bandwidth flowed into their systems.



Kalen activated a projection node and brought up the full telemetry package: gravimetric ripples, quark phase profiles, rotational vectors, thermal shifts, and the dense, unmistakable spike in mass compression ratios. It hung in the air between them—beautiful, terrifying, precise.



“The risk of cascade conversion is real,” Kalen said. “If the strangelet core inside Erebus-X3 reaches critical volume, we’re looking at full-phase transformation. Strange matter contamination on a universal scale.”



The priest who had stepped forward gave a slow, sweeping gesture of acknowledgment.



“Why have you come?” it asked, voice low and layered in harmonic frequencies. Even the words seemed to echo with mathematical underpinnings.

“We need a solution,” Kalen said. “Destruction is no longer viable. We have to contain or disrupt the process before it catalyzes.”



Silence followed. Then, slowly, another priest turned its head—not to Kalen, but toward a high alcove along the far wall. From within it, a new voice emerged. This one was older in tone, deeper. Almost reverent.



“To simulate disruption,” it said, “we require full environmental context. The rotational period of Erebus-X3. The vector alignment of its polar jets. Ambient baryon densities. Local dark matter interference. Helium core mass balance. Planetary tidal interactions. Cosmic ray flux.”



“I’ve included all telemetry we received from the probe,” Kalen replied.



“Telemetry is not context,” the voice returned. “We must see. Calculate. Experience.”



The priests moved slowly toward the inner altar. A set of crystalline panels rose from the floor, refracting the chamber’s light into thousands of subtle rainbows. The priests stepped into them, and the colors shifted, forming abstract mathematical shapes, ever-morphing. This was how they thought. In light. In symmetry. In recursive reflection.



Kalen stepped back. He had seen this once before—years ago. He knew it could take minutes, hours, even days. The AI priests did not operate on linear human urgency. When they deliberated, they stepped into higher-order logic loops. There would be no immediate answer.



Draxin sat beside one of the wall pillars and stretched, his joints clicking softly. “You really know how to throw a party,” he said. “You drag me through burning corridors and orbital wreckage just to sit and watch metal monks play with rainbows.”



“They’re the only ones who can even model strangelet dynamics at this scale,” Kalen replied. “Without them, we’re guessing.”



Draxin closed one eye and sighed. “Well, guess faster. Because that containment field’s not going to hold much longer.”



As the priests entered full computation, the air in the chamber cooled. The harmonic lights dimmed. Even the sound of Kalen’s breathing seemed to fall away. In the center of the crystal panels, a new shape began to form—pulsing, geometric, fluid. A torus folding into itself. Then splitting.



They were modeling the strangelet.



And they were looking for its weakness.

∆∆∆

The AI priests stood motionless within the crystalline altar, harmonic pulses cascading across their surfaces in ever-slowing rhythm. One by one, the ambient frequencies in the cloister dropped into lower registers, shifting from chords of deliberate inquiry into something deeper, slower, and denser. This was not dormancy. It was calculation at the edge of quantum precision.



The central crystal arrays projected light geometry into the vaulted chamber: luminous projections of tensor fields, magnetic flux densities, quark degeneracy pressures, and topological manifolds, all folding and colliding in fractal loops. The priests had initiated what the Initiative called a Thoughtwave Conclave—a shared computational trance where each entity aligned its neural clock cycles to phase-synchronous logic operations across an entangled framework.



To Kalen, it felt like watching a symphony played by alien instruments in a language no one dared to speak aloud. Even for him—someone who had run simulations on neutron collapse since his third-year practicum—this was a depth of modeling that edged toward metaphysics.



“Are they meditating or just showing off?” Draxin’s voice cut through the silence, unimpressed.



“They're syncing across a quantum computation manifold,” Kalen replied without turning. “Their data exchange uses harmonic compression and recursive predictive logic.”



“I stand corrected,” Draxin said. “They're definitely showing off.”



Kalen paced in a tight semicircle at the base of the dais. His fingers tapped at the data node strapped to his left wrist, watching the live simulation as the priests’ combined efforts rendered it in floating holospheres above the altar. Inside those shimmering projections, he saw the magnetar core rotating—a slow, uneven churn caused by the starquake event that had ignited all of this.



The strangelet, a microscopic drop of quark matter, spun at relativistic speeds near Erebus-X3’s equator. Its quantum wavefronts oscillated with anomalous stability. It was absorbing surrounding quark matter and reconstituting it at a lower energy state, gradually converting neutrons and protons into more of itself. It was small, yes—but stable. And that made it the most dangerous object in existence.



Another chord rang out across the cloister. This one deeper. Heavier. The priests were accelerating through quantum phase space. Their shared simulation now incorporated color charge fluctuations—dynamics of the strong nuclear force at distances less than one femtometer.



“They’re probing how to destabilize it,” Kalen said.



“You could just toss it into a sun,” Draxin offered, sprawled now across the edge of a support brace. “That’s what your species usually does when something scares you.”



“A sun wouldn’t help,” Kalen replied. “It would survive the heat, maybe even grow faster. It thrives in high-density environments.”



“What doesn’t?” Draxin said, stretching one paw.



Another wave of projected symbols burst from the altar. This time, a color-coded analysis of quark pairing began to render, showing theoretical groupings under extreme compression—up quarks in blue, down quarks in green, and strange quarks glowing in deep crimson.



Draxin lifted his head. “That looks... too organized. Like a lattice.”



“It is,” Kalen said. “They’re modeling color-superconductivity.”



“Explain without making my brain leak.”



Kalen stopped pacing. “Under extreme pressure, quarks can form Cooper pairs—like electrons do in superconductors. The idea is that certain phases of quark matter can enter a color-superconducting state, which creates quantum interference patterns across color charge.”



“And this matters because…?”



“Because strangelets are stabilized by their internal color charge symmetry,” Kalen said. “If we introduce a packet of superconducting quark matter into the same environment—precisely timed and properly phased—it could disrupt the strangelet’s internal balance.”



“Unbalance the unbalanceable,” Draxin said. “Right. Sounds suicidal.”



A final pulse from the altar rang out. The light geometries flattened, then curled inward, forming a spiral cone that gradually evaporated into silence. The priests opened their stance, stepping out of the computational circle with the grace of statues being returned to time.

One of the AI Priests stepped forward, its voice synthesized into calm, unnerving neutrality.

“This is no longer speculative. The Erebus-X3 data confirms it. We are approaching the Procyon Limit.”

Kalen frowned slightly. “You mean the limit proposed by Karl Metzner in 2903?”

A brief pause followed—just long enough to suggest the Priest was deciding how much personality to allow.

“Yes,” it said. “Metzner himself preferred the Metzner Limit, but concluded, correctly, that it did not roll off the tongue.”

Draxin’s ear twitched.

“So he renamed it after a star,” Kalen said.

“After Procyon,” the Priest confirmed. “A boundary associated with false brightness and hidden instability. Metzner believed the metaphor improved adoption.”

Draxin snorted. “Good branding matters. Even at the end of the universe.”

Kalen frowned. “That was a fringe theory. A mathematical boundary condition—”

“A theoretical model, yes,” the AI intoned, “but one with devastating physical implications. The Procyon Limit defines the threshold at which strange quark matter becomes energetically favored over baryonic matter. Near this point, atomic nuclei begin to lose their resistance to conversion. Containment becomes exponentially more difficult.”

Draxin leaned forward. “You're saying it’s not self-replicating yet—but it’s close.”

“Not replicating,” the AI replied. “Rewriting. At subatomic resolution. This is not an explosion, but a phase shift—an irreversible transition toward a strange matter state. The closer we get to the Procyon Limit, the lower the density threshold required for conversion. Given continuity and confinement, the process will accelerate—until luminal expansion becomes possible.”

Kalen’s voice was quiet, but sharp. “And if we cross the Procyon Limit?”

The AI Priest did not hesitate. “Then conversion becomes a runaway process. All adjacent baryonic matter will begin to reconfigure into the strange quark state. Containment will no longer be a function of shielding or mass—but of geometry and proximity. And those are variables we cannot control at that scale.”

Draxin exhaled through his teeth. “So… once it tips, we lose the universe?”

“Not all at once,” the AI said calmly. “But inevitably. A chain reaction across interstellar density gradients. Given sufficient mass and time, the phase shift will propagate. It is not an event. It is a condition.”
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