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Crater City's sterile order ends at the alcove door.
Forbidden schematics blazon the dark — each violet line a quiet equation of
rebellion.
Ozone and hot ceramic. The scent of things being remade without permission.
For one heartbeat, the geometry holds. Then the parts drift apart — celestial
bodies denying their own orbit.
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No licence. No mercy. No anaesthetic to spare.
The surgeon argues dosage. The bodyguard argues exit. The patient argues
everything.
In Crater City's gutters, even your nervous system is up for negotiation.
Vitality, sold by the morsel — cathartic for no one.



4



5

One shard holds the whole of him — the rest, a chasm of fractured certitude.
Hesperian glyphs etched into exile. The exosuit maintains what the self
cannot.
Each obsidian fragment: a different tomb, a different desertion, collapsed into
one cold instant.
Belonging — the unlikeliest weight. He carries it. Stoutly. Without mercy for
himself.
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The UV-reactive geometric fractals etched into the obsidian walls catalogue
everything. They have been cataloguing for three hundred years. They do not
distinguish between wounds.
Taro's hands hover. His Noetica pools silver-white at his fingertips, coaxing
the tissue back toward itself. He has done this 730 times. Or 929. He stopped
counting precisely when the counting became a kind of sleeplessness.
TARO (Internal): "Cellular memory negotiation. Standard contamination
wound, sub-level presentation. Proceed with binding protocol seven."
But something has gone quiet inside him. The script that has sustained him for
two years—the internal choreography of purpose—simply stops. Mid-word.
Mid-gesture.
He walks toward the dark corridor where the Deep dwellers sleep. His red
jacket catches no light. He is already becoming one more unluminous thing in
this city of careful invisibility.
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Taro's boots strike the polished obsidian floor in rhythm—each step a
practiced whisper against the UV-reactive grooves that map Crater City's
veins like luminous scars.
On his shoulder: Sparklefly. Her chaos-light flickers between crimson and
ash-grey, casting differential shadows that refuse to settle. Neither of them
speaks.
Sparklefly leans close to his ear. Her light sharpens into something singularly
loyal. (Transmitted sensation): "The morn arrives whether we welcome it or
not."
Taro Venn says nothing. He keeps walking. Behind them, the upper levels'
sterile efficiency fades into memory. Ahead: something ancient.
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The Shepherd's Remainder
No echo. No shadow. No witness — only the Tether's slow ember burning
where Lumina was invoked and spent.
Each cobblestone identical. Each breath a small, involuntary act of allegiance
to a body that has not yet consented to be here.
Somewhere beneath this uncreated dark, the jungle regrows. It does not wait.
It does not know his name.
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Crater City holds no warmth for the grieving.
The Black Sun summons its reckoning — evenly, without mercy.
Gravita seethes outward. Rain bends. Stone swallows the sound.
Grief. Rage. Resolve. The violet makes no distinction.
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The screaming begins—not from speakers, but from the tar itself. Spirit Slag
writhes beneath the UV grid with sickening, deep purple purpose.
Translucent, desperate hands claw upward from the roiling mass. Each one a
fragment of a Spectre caught in an eternal loop of reconstitution and collapse.
The tar reaches toward the hero, yearning. The foundational truth of Crater
City becomes inescapable.
The Tether burns cold in their chest. This is not industrial waste. It is suffering
made structural, and a monument to systematic erasure.
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He emerges from the thermal lock into absolute geometric clarity. No shadow
play. Just the gravest cold and the moon overhead—pinned.
The Eclipse Spires: four obsidian needles, each one piercing the lunar disk
from below, each one thrumming with a daemoniacal song that reverberates
through the city's lowest chambers.
He looks up at the moon. He understands. Not in thought. In instinct. Like
recognizing a hunger he's always carried—one he mistook for his own. The
moon does not want to stay.
Every Crater citizen draws breath only because thousands of Gravita-Bound
operators stand in absolute vigilance, their life-force leaking upward as an
invisible tithe paid to the sky.
He has spent his entire life inside the moon's shadow without ever knowing he
was underground.
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The Shattered Mirror Desert — where a jungle died mid-breath and the wound
never closed.
Eighty kilometers of petrified agony. Every edge a memorial. Every shadow,
absolute.
Below the glassified canopy, five thousand souls negotiate each step — with
terrain that cuts, cold that kills, and a jungle-consciousness that counts every
debt.
The emerald fissures are not healing. They are reckoning.
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Threshold of the Parametric Ruins.
The Cosmic Prism misfires — Gravita bending light into ruin, concrete rising
against its own weight.
Kai. Indubitably shaken. Still calculating.
A body at its forfeit edge. A mind that has not yet stumbled.
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Crystal-vine landscape. Porcelain-smooth glass-vines releasing faint
shortwave frequencies with each step. Kai moves through the groves alone.
Watchful. Exile chosen and maintained.
He follows the spore-drift patterns into the Shatter Fields. There: Taro,
sprawled across fractured obsidian. Above him: Sparklefly, screaming in
ultraviolet distress loops.
Kai kneels. Contact: his gauntlet on Taro's wrist. Sensation cascades. Kai feels
the venerable roots reaching *through* Taro's body, testing. Semi-transparent
glass-vine tendrils threading toward his respiratory system.
The jungle is deciding whether he continues or shrinks into the soil. Kai's
Vitalis bond flares gold at the temples. A crusader's objection, stoically offered.
For an impossibly taut moment: the jungle considers. Then—slowly,
reluctantly—the vines recede from Taro's lungs.
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The Remembering Groves do not forgive trespass — they negotiate it.
Kai kneels. His Vitalis bond flares gold at the temples: a crusader's objection,
stoically rendered.
Beneath Taro's skin, venerable roots test the question the jungle has always
asked of men — steward, or soil.
Impossibly taut, the grove considers. Then, reluctantly, it relents.
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Kai lifts him. The movement is mechanical in execution and something else
entirely in intent. The servos hiss, straining against the weight.
The arm that cradles Taro's torso does not merely carry—it *holds*. There is a
distinction. The exosuit knows it. Its hydraulics perform it.
No dialogue. No explanation demanded. Just the wordless architecture of
someone choosing protection over protocol.
Sparklefly's frantic circles gradually slow. She recognizes the offset from
cruelty and begins to understand that salvation sometimes arrives dressed in
cold armor, knowingly indifferent to philosophy.
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Twilight bleeds through recovering greenery. Kai kneels beside the collapsed
healer, his mech suit servos whispering with each micro-adjustment.
A medical scanner projects a layered holographic anatomy above Taro's
motionless form. Broadcasting the brutal arithmetic of surface survival.
Taro lies face-down at the stream's edge. His fingers still curled around the
water he never finished drinking.
The Sparklefly orbits frantically overhead. Chaotic light patterns cycle through
worried purples and golds—Anima begging logic to choose mercy.
Kai's jaw tightens behind reflecting glasses. A ruthless HUD quantifies the
conflict between mission efficiency and the visceral pull of compassion.
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The abandoned research station hunches amid strangling vines. Its walls
overtaken by bioluminescent fungi blooming in electric blues and
phosphorescent ambers.
Undergrowth pulses with mutated ferns and drifting spores. The forest floor is
a living patchwork of human ambition turned feral.
Kai kneels over Taro, his methodical fingers wrapping bandages around
gashes. His HUD flickers with vital readings.
Chipster projects a faint holographic inventory. Dwindling medical supplies
and iodine ampoules spread across cracked foundation stone.
Kai's void aura suppresses the ambient Vitalis shimmer. The jungle's sentient
glow dims respectfully, recognizing the healer's work requires stillness.
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Twelve pale figures materialize from humid undergrowth in synchronous
choreography. Albino skin luminous against verdant shadows.
Living robes woven from cooperative vines cling to their frames.
Bioluminescent moss pulses emerald rhythms across their shoulders and
hems.
At the circle's nucleus stands their leader. Her staff crowned with a bulbous
symbiote throbbing in tempo with her congregation's breath.
Kai rises between this tightening formation and Taro. His mech suit servos
lock with absolute mechanical hostility.
The clearing's diameter collapses. The practiced ritual nudges toward violence
cloaked in sacrament.
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Kai extracts sleek black boots from the smuggler's crate. Their heels house
violet cores pulsing with stolen Gravita essence.
A purple distortion ripples outward in a perfect sphere. Leaf litter and
shattered bark rise in defiance of planetary pull.
Kai launches vertically—a purple contrail burning upward through
hundred-meter trunks. Below, twelve cultists freeze mid-ritual, their religious
certainty fracturing into awe.
Reversing polarity mid-apex, gravity flips. Kai plummets downward with
controlled acceleration, his arm hooking Taro's waist in a single grab.
Mech thrusters fire in staccato bursts. They weave a three-dimensional
evasion pattern no ground-bound marksman can predict, blurring past the
ancient canopy.
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The laboratory exhales centuries of silence. Thirty meters of organic-metal
architecture sagging beneath the weight of jungle reclamation.
Bioluminescent fungi carpet every horizontal surface in waves of teal and
cerulean. The soft diffuse glow renders the space a drowned cathedral.
Kai sits slumped against a corroded bench. Gravity boots beside him still
radiating heat-shimmer from overuse.
Taro kneels an arm's length away. His hands move slowly over his bruised
torso, cataloging damage with mechanical precision.
Sparklefly rests atop an intact spectrometer. Its chaotic pulse reduced to a
faint heartbeat rhythm. A neutral ground where mechanic and healer can
finally collapse without fear.
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A hollowed root cavity wrapped in phosphorescent vine-lattice. Kai sets Taro
down against the root structure. Enter: Chipster, a damaged tech-spirit.
Chipster's broken circuits recognize Sparklefly's prismatic arrival like an old
wound suddenly feeling alive. They spiral around each other, making the living
walls shudder into gold and green blooms.
Taro surfaces toward consciousness, his red leather collar catching the
flare-light. He stands motionless, assessing whether this stranger in armor is
threat or salvage.
Between them: the unmistakable tension of two men who sense they orbit the
same gravity but cannot yet name it. Their silence is more eloquent than any
declaration.
Outside, the jungle holds its breath. A 300-meter shadow crosses the shelter's
opening. For one stretched second, all four presences recognize they are being
appraised by something far older.
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The forest does not hide him — it *chooses* him.
Root and rune. Imperishable Vitalis, woken by a palm's certitude.
Sentinels breach the canopy. The canopy answers.
Kai, rapt and elemental — swallowed by the Verdant Surge.
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The Calling does not ask twice.
Kai holds two fingers to the abyss — the boldest, most impudent geometry a
dying seal can frame.
The fog takes everything below the waist. The stubbornness remains.
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The blooms relinquish first. They always do.
Taro's Vitalis mark flared — not in defiance, but in formless affinity with the
dying.
Below, children daydreamed among synthetic wings, imperturbable. Above,
the garden folded itself shut like a fatherhood no one had prophesied.
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Taro reads the document marked 872-Provocat — each word a foretaste of the
unbuilt horizon.
Sinewy trees loom like scripture carved from stone. The old machine hums its
freakishly eloquent vigil.
"Stay awake," he says. The dawn over the Scab does not answer — but it
shimmers, marvellously, like an epiphany too cautious to arrive.


