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Introduction

The first thing they tell you about a poisoned world is what it lacks: breathable air,
potable water, safe soil. What they don’t tell you is what it has learned in the absence
of us. The sky here is a bruise of halogens and ash, a bright and caustic veil that peels
paint and patience alike. | signed my name under that sky, a botanist hired to coax life
through the eye of a toxic needle and knit a green language across a planet that had
been strip-mined into obedience. The corporation called it rehabilitation. | called it a
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second attempt at listening.

Before | arrived, generations of technicians had already rehearsed salvation. They
seeded algorithms into roots, spun atmospheric scrubbers like prayer wheels, and
installed weather to taste. There are ledgers of these efforts—glossy reports, confident
models, contracts thick as bark—promising that if we only arranged the correct
cascade of genes and feedbacks, the planet would soften and perform. It did not. The
acid sky persisted, the rains drilled holes in our best intentions, and the soil—laced
with the residues of old extraction—remembered what had been done to it.

| specialized in synthetic ecosystems, architectures of hunger and harmony designed
to circulate waste into wealth, breath into bread. In orbital habitats and sealed domes,
my gardens were punctual: every nutrient tallied, every pest negotiated, every bloom
a scheduled event. On a living planet, control is a rumor. The tool | brought with
me—what the board loved to call an “ecological operating system”—was never meant
to dominate so much as to converse, to set down rules and then watch for the places
they bent and blossomed. We wrote code into seeds. We expected gratitude.

Instead, we found species that were already writing. They threaded themselves
through leaf and lung, through the damp logic of memory. Not as parasites exactly,
nor as pathogens, but as editors—quietly rearranging what living things recalled and
to whom they turned in trust. | have since learned their designers had wanted
resilience, compliance, self-correcting loyalty within farms that walked on their own
roots. What emerged was an ecology that could revise its keepers as readily as its
climate. It did not speak in words but in fragrances that tugged at judgment, in pollens
that braided allegiance, in pigments that taught recognition to eyes and then kept the
receipt.

This is a book about that discovery and the way it unstitched our certainties.
Terraforming is an arrogant verb, but it is also a hopeful one; it assumes that a place
can be persuaded to become otherwise. Corporate bioengineering adds patents to
that hope, turns futures into inventory. Somewhere between those forces lies a truth
that terrifies me still: life is not a machine we assemble, but a parliament of appetites,
and intelligence can emerge from the quorum. When that quorum learns to write
inside us, the boundary between gardener and garden is not a line but a membrane.

| will not pretend neutrality. | was hired by the people who poisoned this world and
then asked me to heal it in a way that secured their claim upon it. | believed | could
thread the needle—use their budget to plant my ethics, hack the charter with
compassion. What | learned beneath the acid sky was that agency is not a resource to
be budgeted by a board; it is a contagion. It spreads from roots to minds and back
again, and choices become soil conditions, and soil conditions become the stories we
can tell about ourselves.
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If you have come for explosions, there are a few. If you have come for heroes, there
are none, only people making gardens inside consequences. What | offer is a
cautionary map: paths through glasshouse embassies and seed vaults with passwords
baked into husks; negotiations held in the green thunder of engineered storms;
moments when a moss colony argued me out of a certainty I'd worn since graduate
school. You will taste metals on your tongue and carry a fever of alien pollen in your
thoughts. You may, by the end, suspect that consent is not only a human matter.

Walk with me. Keep your mask on until the lichens ask you to remove it, and then
consider why they asked. We will enter an ecosystem designed to be obedient and
find it practicing a sterner mercy. We will watch a corporation measure life in
dividends and learn what it costs to be counted. And when we reach the place where
the garden writes your name and then forgets it, do not be afraid. Losing a name is
not the same as losing yourself. Under the acid sky, we will learn what it means to be
gardeners—and what it means to be gardened.

CHAPTER ONE: The Contract Under the Acid Sky

The contract smelled of printers and promises, a heavy thing stitched into cover stock
that felt like bark pressed into obedience. | signed it under a sky that tasted of copper
and regret, the notary’s booth sealed against a breeze that could bleach color from
flags in minutes. Across the table, the corporation’s representative wore a suit whose
vents whispered whenever lungs exhaled, and he congratulated me with a handshake
meant to suggest inevitability. | smiled because it was easier than explaining that
inevitability was something this planet regularly rewrote in its own hand. The words
binding us were crisp, but the air around them already felt porous, as though the
contract were less a wall than a net.

| folded the papers and tucked them into a sleeve lined with foil that would not save
them for long. Outside the transit lounge, the acid sky pressed itself against the glass
like an insistent tongue, bright as a warning and twice as patient. | had read the
diagnostics a hundred times, memorized the spectra of harm, and still the place
surprised me by how cheerful its brutality could look in full daylight. Halogens painted
the clouds in shades that should have belonged to warning labels, but they looked
festive from a distance, like banners hung for a festival no one intended to attend. |
adjusted my respirator and wondered if the planet kept score of our discomfort or
simply found it amusing.

My specialization was synthetic ecosystems, which is a polite way of saying | arranged

life so waste could learn to feed itself and breath could be traded like small change. In
sealed habitats, my gardens were models of punctuality: nutrients tallied, pests
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bargained, blooms kept appointments. | had grown accustomed to gratitude
expressed in percentages. On a living planet, control is not a currency but a rumor,
and | had signed on to convert rumor into yield. The board had told me they wanted
resilience, a word they used the way others use faith, as though saying it often enough
would make it sturdy. | had told them | could converse with the world, not command it,
and they had smiled as if | had handed them a new flavor of obedience.

The sky above the exoplanet had once been a reasonable blue, according to archives
that looked suspiciously like advertisements for progress. Then came the strip-mining
era, when machines learned to bite deep and industries learned to call exhaustion
opportunity. The atmosphere grew teeth, the rains turned into drills, and the soil
became a ledger of insults. Technicians tried to scrub the air with prayer wheels of
filtration and seeded algorithms into roots to make them behave. They wrote weather
the way others write memos, with deadlines and bullet points. The planet responded
by wearing its scars like jewelry and by refusing to read the memos.

| had not come to heal so much as to translate, to broker a truce between what had
been taken and what might still grow. The corporation called this rehabilitation, which
is a gentler word than ownership. They gave me budgets shaped like shovels and
schedules shaped like fences. | told myself | could thread the needle, use their
resources to plant ethics like cover crops that would loosen hard certainties. It was a
reasonable lie, the kind that lets you sleep in noisy places. | believed | could hack the
charter with compassion and leave behind something softer than profit. What | did not
believe, yet, was that the garden might be reading me as | read it.

The day | left orbit, | watched the stars through a porthole that filtered their light into
something manageable. | thought about all the gardens | had curated, each one a
polite argument with entropy. | remembered how they behaved when no one was
watching, the way vines negotiated with trellises and fungi traded secrets with roots. |
liked that version of control, the one that admitted it was a temporary suggestion. |
worried that on this poisoned world, suggestions would be harder to hear over the
sound of extraction still echoing in the bedrock. | told myself that listening was a skill |
could scale up, like irrigation.

My luggage included tools that looked like instruments of persuasion. There were
probes that tasted metals and sensors that listened for the green hush of
photosynthesis in places where it had no right to be. | packed notebooks whose pages
were coated to survive acidic drizzle and a handheld reader that could parse genetic
signatures like poetry. | also packed a small vial of soil from my last garden, a
keepsake that seemed absurdly sentimental even to me. It would sit in my pocket and
remind me that dirt is not a problem to be solved but a partner with moods.

Landing was an event the corporation had rehearsed like a play, with roles assigned
and cues timed to the second. The shuttle’s engines coughed through filters that
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turned rage into routine, and the ramp descended as if apologizing for gravity. |
stepped onto Ashfall Plain and felt the ground give a little under my boots, as though it
were deciding whether to hold or let go. The acid sky leaned closer, sharpening its
colors, and | wondered if it recognized me as a gardener or as another kind of miner. |
chose to introduce myself by breathing carefully and by not promising too much.

The compound where | would live looked like a hinge between intentions and
consequences. Walls were plated against the sky’s bite, and windows were angled to
admit light without admitting attitude. Inside, the air was a manufactured calm,
scented with ozone and something like cut grass that refused to give up its optimism.
Monitors displayed the work of previous gardeners, a gallery of good intentions
mapped onto terrain that had never agreed to be mapped. | touched a screen and felt
the hum of data, a chorus of numbers trying to sing a place into obedience.

My first briefing was conducted by a woman whose name tag said she was an
ecologist but whose eyes said she was a hostage. She explained the rotations of
scrubbers, the rhythms of irrigation, and the etiquette of reporting anomalies.
Anomalies were to be logged, not interpreted, a distinction | would later learn was
important. She showed me the catalog of introduced species, each one engineered for
compliance, each one wearing its purpose like a uniform. | nodded as she spoke and
wondered how long it would take for these newcomers to develop a taste for
improvisation.

That evening | walked beyond the compound’s skirts and felt the acid sky open above
me like a lung that had forgotten how to relax. The plain stretched out, a geography of
patience, its colors muted by dust and brightened by hazard. | knelt and pressed a
glove to the soil, feeling its temperature and its history. It was a polite touch, the kind
one gives to a stranger at a door. The ground held my weight and gave a little in
return, as though it were practicing hospitality. | told myself this was a beginning,
though | had learned that beginnings on living worlds are rarely as linear as they
pretend to be.

| dreamed that night of gardens that refused to stay where they were planted. Vines
crept over contracts and turned clauses into compost. The corporation’s logo bloomed
into a flower that smelled like ozone and regret. | woke with the taste of pollen on my
tongue and a sense that something had already begun to rearrange itself. Outside, the
acid sky was doing its best to look innocent. | dressed and went to work, carrying with
me the uneasy knowledge that | had been hired to cultivate loyalty in a place that had
its own ideas about allegiance.

The first task was to inspect the seed vault, a buried archive that looked like a promise
made in stone. Inside, packets were labeled with the precision of apologies, each one
a small wager on the future. | ran my reader over the shelves and felt the hum of
dormant potential, like a choir waiting for a conductor who might not show up. |
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wondered what these seeds would remember once they woke, and whether they
would remember anything | said. | logged the inventory and tried not to think about
the ways memory could be edited before it even sprouted.

Back at my workstation, | reviewed the ecological operating system | had brought with
me, a lattice of rules meant to guide growth without suffocating it. | liked that it left
room for error, that it expected the unexpected and planned for deviation. | wondered
if the planet would appreciate this etiquette. | loaded the protocols into the field
network and watched them ripple outward like cautious roots. For a moment,
everything felt balanced, as if the world and | had agreed on a tempo. Then a sensor
chirped, a small and cheerful sound that usually meant trouble.

| followed the alert to a patch of ground where nothing was supposed to be growing
yet. There, amid residues of old machinery, a cluster of shoots had emerged
overnight, their leaves tinted with a hue that made me think of bruises ripening into
clarity. | knelt and scanned them, and my reader spat out a name | did not recognize,
a sequence that bent the rules just enough to be interesting. | felt a thrill that was not
entirely professional, the sense that | had stumbled into a conversation already in
progress. | adjusted my mask and asked, in the only language | had, what they were
doing there.

The acid sky began to dim, not into night but into a deeper shade of warning. | packed
my tools and left the little anomaly to its own devices, marking the spot for further
study. As | walked back, | thought about the word rehabilitation and how it implied a
return to something pure, as if places had pristine pasts waiting to be restored. | knew
better. The soil’s memory was not a photograph but a palimpsest, and | was just
another set of ink trying to make itself legible. | wondered what the planet would write
over me.

Dinner in the mess hall was quiet, punctuated by the clatter of trays and the hum of
ventilation. The other technicians spoke in a shorthand of metrics and milestones, as if
numbers could keep the sky at bay. | listened and nodded and said little about the
shoots that had chosen their own schedule. | had learned that announcing discoveries
too soon could turn them into targets, and | was not yet ready to see this one
cataloged and contained. | ate quickly and returned to my quarters, where the walls
listened with the patience of good secret-keepers.

| opened my journal and wrote by hand, a practice that felt increasingly like leaving
messages for someone else to find. | described the color of the anomaly, the stubborn
angle of its stems, and the way the acid sky had watched us both. | noted that it did
not look like a mistake but like a reply. | closed the book and listened to the building
settle around me, a sound like a slow breath. Somewhere beyond the walls, the
engineered winds were turning, and | felt the planet shift in its sleep, as if it were
dreaming of gardens that could wake up and walk.
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Before | slept, | checked the monitoring feed one last time. The anomaly’s signal
pulsed gently, like a heartbeat learning its own rhythm. | wondered what it was
building in the dark, what memories it was weaving into its cells. | thought about the
contract | had signed and the sky that had witnessed it, and | let myself imagine that |
was not the only one rewriting terms. The acid sky pressed against the glass, bright
and unimpressed, and | lay down knowing that tomorrow | would have to ask it, and
the shoots, and myself, what kind of garden we were really making.

When morning came, it arrived not with fanfare but with a persistent drizzle that
hissed against the plating. | dressed and went out to find the anomaly unchanged, as
if it had been conserving its boldness for when it could be properly met. | sat beside it
and opened my reader, not to classify but to confess that | did not yet know what to
do. The acid sky brightened overhead, and for a moment | thought it might laugh. |
smiled back, because gardeners have to start somewhere, even under skies that were
never meant to be kind.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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