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Chapter one

Unpleasant Gatherings





Renna never trusted the Outcove’s air. Even inside her pod, where the scrubbers worked twice as hard as they had any right to, it always carried the same taste: metallic, fatigue, tinged with human sweat. She told herself the tang was salt, like the sea she’d never seen. On this cratered moon, the only tides were of dust and trade. 



Still, the stew smelled promising. Allegrian meat from Tomas’ latest barter—smuggled off a frigate captain in exchange for brittle old comics on paper—mixed with tuber-worms from Diel's hydroponic wall. With enough boiling and Renna’s touch, it could almost pass for a feast.



The door clanged and opened, spilling in a slice of harsh dome-light. Tomas lumbered through, duffle slung over one shoulder, shedding dust and exhaustion in equal measure. Behind him, Diel darted past, clutching something close to his chest.



“What’s that?” Renna called, ladle in hand.



“Leave the boy be,” Tomas said, tugging off his boots.



“If you’ve traded him another pet, I’ll add it—and you—to the stew.”



Tomas laughed and kissed his big sister on the forehead, sweat and grit in his beard.  “Not a pet. A toy. Kaleidoscope, one of those holo-matrix shards from the Neon Bazaar. Trader tossed it in for him.”



Renna huffed, picturing Diel’s room overflowing with scavenged trinkets—plants, scraps of tech, books in languages he couldn’t read but somehow understood. “Diel, wash up. Food’s ready. And you too, Tomas. Smells like you’ve been in the sewers.”



Tomas raised both hands. “Can’t deny it.” He slunk toward his room, wisely leaving the details unspoken.



Dinner passed in half-comfortable rhythm. Ladles scraped tin bowls; Diel slurped noisily. They spoke of trade, smugglers, the ships that came through the Outcove’s scarred docks. Concordate enforcers glassed the outpost during the Schism Wars, leaving half a base and a crater. The Outcove had grown out of the wreckage—patchwork walls and patchwork people.



“Mrs. Peddles forgot she had a dog,” Diel announced suddenly.



Renna blinked. “What?”



Tomas grinned. “Pretty sure she never had one, boy. Not unless her husband counts.”



Diel shook his head. “No. When she was a kid. She had a white-and-grey dog named Muffins. I told her the new arrival’s dog looked like him. She didn’t know what I meant.”



“It’s nice that you go and check on her and spend time with her since her husband passed,” Renna began, giving gim a wary look, “But, she’s old. Memories slip.”



“No,” Diel said, calm as fact. “Her memory is perfect. Except for the white spots.”



Renna’s spoon paused in midair. White spots? Before she could press, a heavy knock rattled the pod. A voice followed—deep, laughing, irreverent.



“Alms for the poor?”



Renna exhaled. “Raile, you jackass, come in.”



The man filled the doorway, big as a bulkhead and twice as loud. He helped himself to a bowl before she could protest. “Unscheduled ship just docked,” he said through a mouthful. “And they’re leaving someone behind.” He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, eyebrows raised at Tomas. “A Monk.”



His word landed like a containment breach.



Diel’s eyes lit—he was excited about anything new or different. “A real Signal Monk?”



The adults exchanged a look. Monks were bad for business. For Tomas, they scared off his clients or drove them into false repentance. For Renna—once a Revivalist—they scraped old scars best left buried.



“Well,” Tomas said, tossing his spoon down, “let’s go make him welcome.” His tone said the opposite: they’d make sure the Monk knew he wasn’t.











The Outcove’s communal cooking zone never felt safe to Renna. Too many blind corners, too many seams where eyes could hide. Tonight, it seethed with smoke, laughter, and the endless hum of scrubbers, but every sound sharpened her nerves.



Children played in the corridor outside, darting from cover to cover in eerie precision. Not tag—drills. The games taught them to vanish on command, to slip into silence when a rare patrols came around. It was for show. Concord had to maintain the illusion of control. Since, no one wanted to be the sacrificial lamb caught, children were taught to hide. 



The blast shield at the entrance groaned. Conversation died mid-word.



The man entered like a shadow already rehearsed: cloak drinking the light like eventhorizon silk, hem stitched with shifting glyphs that pulsed faint green. His chin, pale as bleached bone, caught the firelight. Behind him trailed two heavies in scavenged armor. They weren’t needed—the Monk’s words did the violence for him.



“People of the Outcove,” he intoned, voice both oily and commanding. “Blessed be the peace of Order.”



The room shifted, heads tilting, smiles plastered on faces in eerie synchrony. Even the children mimed the gestures. Renna forced her eyes down, heartbeat in her throat.



Renna knew better than to trust anyone who wore ritual black, especially here in the Outcove—where the only faith left was survival. The Monks never needed permission to enter. They drifted from station to station, leaving behind a chemical hush and the prickle of rewired shame. Renna remembered her last close encounter: a Monk had once stopped her in a docking tunnel and, without waiting for a word, pressed his palm to her forehead and murmured a prayer to the hollowed gods of Concord. It was supposed to be a kindness; she’d felt violated for weeks.



But the Outcove’s people, skeptical or not, flocked to new Monks like castaways to rumor. Most had lost something—family, history, hope—and half-believed every ghost story the Monks spun. Even the fringe Revivalists, Renna’s old sect, clung to the fantasy of forgiveness, no matter how many times the authorities starved them out. Outcove folk would take a con as long as it promised a little mercy with their fear.



That was why, even as the Monk’s words curdled the air, the crowd didn’t scatter. If anything, they leaned in, faces lit by fire and anticipation. Tomas hovered near the edge, arms crossed and eyes narrowed, trying to measure the threat. Raile slipped into his part—shaking hands, offering home-brew, pretending they hosted visiting royalty. Diel stood rapt, knuckles tight on the data-slate he’d rescued from the trash incinerator.



Renna wanted to pull him away, shield Diel with her body if she had to, but her limbs felt heavy. It was always like this around high-order Monks: the air thickened, every sense dulled except the one that screamed Run. Part of her remembered how to do it—how to vanish into the seams of a base until the zealots moved on—but another, quieter part craved the comfort of a story, even from the enemy.



She looked around. The other residents watched the Monk the way you watched a fire slowly eat through your only wall—horrified, but hypnotized. Some made the sign of Order, palms pressed in the Concordate mudra of compliance, pretending belief. Most just watched, needing something to believe in, even if it was just the unbroken ritual of a warning.



The Monk's neural lace glowed faintly as he drank their fear. He let the silence stretch, feeding on the taste of their unease.



The Monk’s robe shimmered as he glided forward, glyphs rearranging with every step. “The White Seed does not conquer,” he said, “it saves. All must be made whole. Tonight the Vessel walks among you.”



The Monk’s robe shimmered as he glided forward, glyphs rearranging with every step. “Seed of Silence does not conquer,” he said, “it saves. All must be made whole. A dream came to me to tell me tonight the Vessel walks among you—here at the edge of everything.”



His gaze locked on Diel.



The room erupted in noise—confused voices, a scraping of chairs, some parents tugging their children protectively closer, others hesitating, caught between tradition and fear. A few, eyes wide and desperate for hope or favor, nudged their kids forward, but most just stared, uncertain. Renna bent over Diel, making herself a wall. His hand clutched her tunic.



The Monk’s hand extended, sleeve sliding back to reveal inked glyphs crawling his skin. “What is your name, child?”



Diel said nothing. He only watched the glyphs writhe.



“He’s simple,” Renna blurted, desperate. “Doesn’t read, doesn’t talk much. Diel’s no use.”



“Diel?” The Monk turned to her, and her stomach lurched at the sound of her son’s name on the man’s tongue. “Son of Renna Alen. Yes, the order told me you were here abouts. And this,” his eyes roamed over Diel in cold calculation, “is the son?” 

Renna wanted to spit in his in the man’s face. Instead, she held her silence, held her boy.



Tomas’s voice broke in, steady but strained. “We have nothing for you Monk. Preach your word, then get off our rock.”


The Monk smiled, thin and terrible. “I am no censor. I am shepherd. so I will preach my word. And  tomorrow, all children will come for blessing. The Vessel will be among them, I’m sure. The Outcove will be made pure.”



His gaze lingered on Diel one last time before he withdrew, shadow trailing like smoke.










