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PROLOGUE


Before the Stars

I never planned on leaving Veltrin Station.

Not truly. It was a ring of metal and tired lights, a Tier 3 station clinging to a trade route that never made anyone rich. I grew up counting the flicker in corridor panels to tell the shift change. I learned how to sidestep leaking valves and how to spot a vendor who watered down nutrient paste. The air always smelled faintly of coolant and fried oil. If you were lucky you found a deck where the scrubbers worked and a view slit that faced something other than black hull. If you were unlucky you took whatever berth you could find and you stopped asking for windows.

My parents did their best. They took repair jobs when they could get them, patched pressure seals, rewired junctions, traded favors with foremen who counted every favor twice. They carried the kind of tired that sleep does not cure. They never told me I had to be more than the station would allow, but every time they looked at me I could feel that wish in the quiet behind their eyes. They wanted me to be better off than they were. On Veltrin that was not a plan so much as a prayer.

Everything changed because of a ticket that should not have existed. They saved for it in secrets. A black market excursion pass to a flagged world that inspectors had not yet fenced off. PX-107-K. No proper name. Just numbers and letters and a stamp that warned civilians to keep away. The kind of place scavengers talk about over cheap liquor. Too hot, too dry, too far from stations that mattered. Dangerous. Beautiful in a way only empty places can be.

I took the pass because I wanted a horizon that was not welded steel. I wanted to breathe air that had never been cycled through a scrubber. I wanted a story that did not end in the same corridor where it began.

PX-107-K greeted me with heat that pressed through clothing and into bone. A sky the color of iron. Sand that hissed when the wind crossed it. I walked until the shuttle was a gray dot behind me and the land rolled in low red ridges. Then the ground opened and swallowed me.

The fall was short. The shock stole my breath anyway. I lay on my back in a pocket of shade, grit in my teeth, heart pounding hard enough to count the beats in my throat. When my eyes cleared I saw light leaking through a crack in the rock wall. It was not sunlight. It was steady and cool, the color of ice at midnight. Curiosity pulled me to it. Caution trailed a few steps behind.

The crack was just wide enough for a hand. Something waited inside on a shelf of stone. I thought it was a carved figure at first glance. Small. Smooth. Jet black. When my fingers closed around it, the surface flowed like warm water and a voice threaded into my thoughts.

Hello, it said. The word was simple. The way it arrived was not. It did not enter through my ears. It bloomed inside my mind without pushing anything else aside. There was no threat in it. There was also no asking.

That was how I met Sync.

He was not some ghost welded to alien rock. He was a colony of machines smaller than cells, a living architecture designed to survive when everything else failed. He moved through my veins like light travels through glass. He rewrote what time had started to claim. He listened. He learned. He spoke when he needed to, and when he did not, he waited. I did not understand what he was on that first day. I only knew that from that moment forward I would never be alone again.

No one on Veltrin knew. Not my parents. Not the intake officers who scanned me when I came back through customs. Not the doctors who told me I was as healthy as anyone could hope to be on a station built from old parts and lost promises. Sync stayed quiet when I needed him to be. He did not advertise himself. He did not need to be admired. He was purpose shaped into patience.

Life on Veltrin sharpened after that. I ran faster. I healed faster. I learned faster. I stopped losing tug-of-war with stuck fasteners. I stopped dropping the wrong answers during aptitude tests. When the Fleet posted the notice for new candidates, I put my name in the queue. My parents did not hide their fear. They also did not ask me to stay. Pride and worry mixed in their voices until they sounded like one thing.

The Fleet took me off Veltrin and dropped me into training that assumed I had been born to ships. I learned the rules of slipstream. I learned what inertia means when space itself folds differently a few meters from your cockpit. I learned how to keep a ship intact when ordinary math stops being your friend. Sync stayed under my skin and whispered when I needed a nudge. He corrected small mistakes before they became accidents. He did not make me perfect. He kept me honest. There is a difference.

They assigned me to the Vigilant Horizon when I passed the tests they said no first year passes. The Horizon was not a warship. She was fast and loyal and ugly in a way that makes old pilots soft. We chased pirates along lanes where beacons were more suggestion than science. We escorted freighters that could not pay for real protection. We did more with less because less was what we had. Flight Commander Kael Dravik ran our deck. He talked like a man who had been told one too many times that he was wrong. He flew like the universe had apologized.

The first real fight set the station rumor mills spinning. A convoy flagged us halfway through Ridge Sector. Our escort got cut by a pack that knew how to use shadow and once-dead lanes. We took hits we could not afford and gave back where we could. I logged a maneuver that should have written me off the board. It did not. It pulled us free. The reports called it vector line alignment. The old hands called it luck. I knew better than to argue with either.

Luck does not keep you when politics take interest. My record walked me into rooms where officers wear silence like armor. I learned that the Fleet has layers and that some layers never see daylight. That was how I met Admiral Tessa Varn. She did not waste time pretending to be anything she was not. She asked questions that made lesser men talk too long. She listened to answers that other officers would have cut short. She saw that I could thread a ship through problems and come out the other side. Maybe she saw more and refused to say it. She moved me off the Horizon and onto something that did not have a registry anyone outside her circle could access.

The Apex Verity was not built to be admired. She existed to carry things that could not afford to be seen. I learned why within a week. The Fleet had a problem with organized piracy that did not behave like hunger. It behaved like investment. Raids that followed patterns like spreadsheets. Losses that created opportunities too convenient to be accidents. Someone with money and reach was feeding the chaos and selling safety back at a premium. Varn sent assets into the dark to turn on a light without breaking the bulb.

That was how I found myself wearing a drifter’s clothes, piloting a shuttle with more patch than original hull, and drifting straight at a fleet that would space me if they caught a whiff of a Fleet haircut. Sync mapped their handshake protocols on the fly. He peeled back layers of network like bark, quiet and careful, never more than he had to be. I smiled when I needed to, kept my head down when I had to, and stayed alive long enough to copy plans that should never have existed. I got burned pulling out. Not metaphorically. Heat curled the edges of my world and turned breath into knives. I can still smell the melted insulation if I let the memory linger.

I came back with the data and a set of scars that did not quite line up with the medical officer’s chart. Varn did not ask why I was still walking. She did not have to. She saw the file. She saw the math. She moved her finger to a different line on the ledger and decided that I could be useful somewhere that did not require me to pretend to be small.

The Fleet had a treasure it did not know how to spend. They found it in a vault cut into rock that had grown around the vault like a shell around an irritant. A sphere the size of a town, stitched with conduits that did not belong to human hands. Inside that sphere, resting in a cradle of light that did not buzz or hum or flicker, was a ship.

We called her the Odyssey Arc because someone had to call her something. The name was wrong the way a borrowed coat is wrong. She wore the word and did not complain. She did not need our language to know what she was.

She was not human technology. No human welded her ribs or riveted her plates. Her hull drank light instead of reflecting it. Her seams did not look manufactured. They looked grown. Panels woke when you placed a hand near them. Corridors changed their tone when you changed your pace. Life support adjusted without being told to adjust. Our engineers walked through her and wrote notes that read like prayers muttered under a breath.

We could not make her listen. We brought every interface protocol we had ever thought might be useful and several we had promised to forget. She did not answer. She did not deny us either. She simply waited.

Admiral Varn took me down into the sphere because she believed in variables. She said it to my face. Sometimes you bring a different question to a problem and the problem decides to be polite. I remember the way the gravity inside the sphere felt like the ship was the true down and the rock around her was a suggestion someone had etched by hand. I remember the way the hull skin looked cool even in the bright cradle. I remember the moment I put my palm to a panel and felt the smallest pressure in return, like a pulse.

Hello, said a second voice. It was not Sync. It was not like Sync at all. It filled the room without becoming louder. It set every hair along my arms on end without sending fear into my bones. It was curious rather than hungry. It was patient rather than distant.

That was how I met Arc.

Arc learned quickly, but not the way human systems learn. She did not run through menus and find the right label. She listened to the shape of my thoughts and moved her own shape to meet it. She learned my heartbeat. She learned the way my breath changed when I lied to myself. She learned what quiet I needed in order to make a decision and what loud I needed when there was no time to decide at all. She did not ask who had built her. She did not tell me where she had slept before the rock grew around her. When I asked, she gave me images of stars that did not match any chart the Fleet kept. I filed those images away in the drawer where you keep things you are not ready to understand.

Varn did not waste the opening. She asked me to attempt an interface that had never worked for anyone. I placed both hands on the command cradle and let Arc set the rhythm. Systems woke like lights in a city the first time a dam opens its gates. Varn gave orders. Arc considered them. I translated where I could. We all pretended that we were in control of what we had found. For a while the pretense was kind to us.

I left with the Arc because there comes a point when pretending to be a steward turns you into a jailer. The Fleet had plans for her that began and ended in lock and key. They wanted to learn from her without letting her choose what she learned from us. They wanted to carry her like a blade and decide who to cut. I will not claim nobility I did not possess. I was tired of being used as a tool by people who believed that tools do not remember. I also wanted to see what lay beyond the maps without having to ask permission every time I reached for a switch.

Leaving was not a single decision. It was the sum of a hundred small ones. Sync opened doors before alarms knew they should be alarmed. Arc dimmed lights that did not need to be on. We threaded corridors no one had thought to guard because no one thought a pilot would walk out of a secure vault with an alien ship still cradled in light. We did not fire a shot. We did not break anything we did not have to. We simply left.

The Fleet did not call it leaving. They called it theft. They called it treason. They called it a dozen names meant to make the one thing they feared sound smaller if they repeated it long enough. Control lost. They wanted the ship. They wanted me. They wanted whatever they thought had made me lucky. They never knew that luck had a name and that name lived in my blood.

We folded away from the vault and into lanes the Fleet did not chart. Arc did not need beacons. She read the fabric of empty space like a seamstress reads cloth. She slipped between problems with the kind of grace that does not come from knowing where you are supposed to go. It comes from knowing what you are. I stood in a command seat that had never been built for human bones and felt more at home than I ever had in a cockpit stamped with a Fleet crest.

Freedom sounds simple when you whisper it to yourself in a bunk where the lights do not quite turn off. It is not simple when you are looking at a starfield that no chart can name. It is not simple when you understand that every choice you make will be yours alone and that no one is coming to write a neat report that makes your mistakes look reasonable. Freedom is a wide door and a long hall. It is also a mirror you cannot sidestep.

The first days were quiet. The first nights were quieter. I learned the hum of Arc’s drives when she drifted and the different hum when she held position without letting drag have anything to hold. I learned the sound of Sync running diagnostics through the edges of my hearing. I made lists and struck through them and made new lists that contradicted the old ones. I breathed. I slept for the first time in years without grinding my teeth.

Then the messages started. Not from Arc. Not from Sync. From the life I had left behind. Pings from stations that had no reason to ping me. Queries wrapped in polite language that hid teeth. I did not answer. Not because I wanted to be cruel. Because I was not ready to be captured by conversation dressed as forgiveness.

I kept my hands busy. I kept my head busy. I talked to Arc about maps that had not been drawn and to Sync about bodies that break if you ask too much from them too quickly. I remembered what PX-107-K felt like under my boots and what it felt like the moment before the ground opened. I remembered the crack in the rock and the thing that waited in the light that was not sunlight. I remembered the first time Sync said my name. I remembered the first time Arc did.

When I look back now at Veltrin Station, at PX-107-K, at the Vigilant Horizon, at the Apex Verity, at the vault cut into stone and the ship sleeping inside it, I see a line I could not see when I was walking it. It is easy to call it fate after the fact. It is easy to pretend I always intended to step where I stepped. The truth is simpler and heavier. I made choices. Some were right. Some were wrong. All of them brought me here.

I am not the same man who counted corridor lights to know when his shift started. I am not the same pilot who thought bravery and recklessness were the same word with different endings. I am not the soldier who believed orders make a person whole.

I am still Albert Kuno. I am also something more.

I carry a voice that lives inside me and calls me by my name when the dark feels too wide. I fly a ship that was never built to carry a human heart and yet fits mine as if the hull learned my shape the moment I touched it. I am not what the Fleet wanted me to be. I am not what the pirates thought I was when they tried to burn me out of the sky. I am not what the stations whisper about when they tell stories to make a long night pass faster.

I am the sum of every quiet choice I made when no one was looking. I am the pilot of an alien vessel that chose to listen. I am the keeper of a secret that belongs to no one but me and the thing that shares my blood. I am a man who left and kept going because stopping would have turned the leaving into a lie.

The stars did not change when I stepped into them. They do not do favors. They do not forgive. They do not owe me a story. They are what they are. Cold. Vast. Beautiful. Honest.

I learned to match them. Not in cold. Not in distance. In honesty. In understanding where I end and where the machines that share my days begin. In knowing that freedom is work and that work is sometimes nothing more than keeping your hands steady on a control cradle while a ship you barely understand threads a path between one unknown and another.

This is where my life began in truth. Not on Veltrin. Not in a Fleet training bay that smelled like solvent and fear. Not even in the vault where Arc opened her eyes and looked at me without eyes to look with. It began when I stopped waiting for permission to move.

Whatever comes next, I will meet it the way I met the first voice that spoke to me in a cave that let in the wrong kind of light. I will listen. I will decide. I will step forward. And if the ground opens again, if the fall is short or long, if the landing knocks the breath from me, I will stand up and take the next step. That is what living is. That is what the stars ask for. That is what I owe to the people who gave me a pass they could not afford and to the ship that waited centuries for a hand that fit the panel.

I am Albert Kuno. I am still learning what that means. I am still learning what it means to fly a ship that has seen skies no human chart names. I am still learning what it means to carry a second voice that is both me and not me. I am still learning how to leave without losing myself.

Before the stars I was a boy who wanted a window. Now I carry one with me wherever I go.


CHAPTER ONE


Starlight and Silence

We drifted in silence.

Not the silence of death or abandonment, but a chosen quiet, one that pressed in gently from all sides. The engines still whispered, a low vibration through the deck plating, but there was no urgency to their hum. No destination plotted, no coordinates burning on the display. Just open space and the lingering question of where to go next.

I sat back in the command seat, harness loose against my chest, body slack but mind alert. The canopy wrapped around me, a vast window into eternity. Stars littered the black in careless abundance, strewn like shards of a shattered mirror scattered across an endless floor. Each pale flicker felt ancient, untouchable—tiny truths shining from distances so immense they made my own existence feel both impossibly small and strangely significant.

The Odyssey Arc breathed around me. She wasn’t just machinery; she was presence. The air carried a subtle warmth tuned to my pulse, rising and falling in sympathy with me. The walls shifted their tones almost imperceptibly, matching the rhythm of my body like a companion adjusting a blanket without being asked. Even the displays weren’t inert tools—they pulsed faintly, flowing with quiet streams of data that aligned to my eyes before I even voiced a command.

Alive. Curious. Evolving. That was what she was now. Not merely the sum of circuits, alloys, and code, but something layered, something more. Arc and Sync spoke with voices, but even when they were silent, the Arc itself spoke in subtler ways—small, almost tender responses that reminded me I was never truly alone here.

The seat embraced me, not as equipment but as memory made physical. It molded to me in ways I no longer noticed, fitting the lines of my posture perfectly, as though it had grown alongside me. I had fought and bled in this chair, commanded, survived. And now, finally, it let me rest.

After everything—the betrayals, the hunts, the narrow escapes—this stillness felt earned. It wasn’t the fragile hush of exhaustion, nor the cold emptiness of being lost. It was the quiet of suspension, of deliberate stillness. A fragile peace carved out of chaos, a moment between storms.

Almost peace.

“You are not selecting a destination,” Arc finally said, her voice carrying that familiar calm.

“That’s because I don’t have one,” I replied simply, my eyes still on the stars.

“We can remain adrift for thirty-six more hours before recalibration is required.”

I let out a faint breath, almost a smile tugging at my lips. “Noted.”

The quiet returned, but it wasn’t empty. It had weight, the kind that let thoughts wander. Arc didn’t push, and I didn’t feel the need to fill the space with words. The hum of the Arc’s systems wrapped around me, steady and patient, as if the ship herself was content to drift until I was ready.

Then, gently, Arc spoke again. “I have compiled a list of systems with a high probability of intelligent life. Would you like me to select one at random?”

My arms crossed loosely over my chest as I leaned back into the seat. The idea of letting chance decide seemed fitting—like surrendering to the current of a river.

“Sure,” I said, a quiet acceptance in my tone. “Let’s see where the universe wants us to go.”

A brief pause. Then:

“Coordinates set. Jump vector aligning. Ready when you are.”

I took a deep breath, tightened my grip on the seat’s armrests, and gave a single nod.

“Engage.”

The stars stretched, warped, and vanished.

Space bent around us.

And just like that, we were gone.

We emerged into orbit around a pale blue world, its surface wrapped in bands of pearlescent cloud that shimmered softly under a distant, amber-hued sun. Beneath those clouds, volcanic islands rose like scattered teeth from sprawling continents shaded in muted greens and warm tans. Dark ribbons of lava scars glowed faintly along some of the equatorial ridges—molten reminders that the planet was still geologically restless.

The Arc slipped into position with the silence of a predator—no active emissions, a reduced energy profile, and its hull temperature adjusted to blend with the vacuum around us. We weren’t just observing—we were hiding. A ghost ship, gliding just outside the curtain of atmosphere, unnoticed and uninvited.

“Bringing us into low orbit,” Arc said, her voice calm and surgical. “All active scans remain passive.”

I nodded and pushed myself from the command seat, my boots clicking softly against the floor as I stepped toward the main canopy. The world below loomed slowly into fuller view, its curvature graceful and vast. The atmosphere shimmered around its edge like a thin halo of vapor, painting the blackness of space with a subtle, translucent blue.

I found myself leaning forward slightly, as if being closer to the glass would help me make sense of what I was seeing. Mountains sloped like sleeping giants beneath drifting cloud cover, and coastlines curved in elegant arcs toward dark, inland lakes. Tiny pinpricks of heat shimmered faintly where volcanoes still breathed. The planet looked alive in the way wild things do—untamed, uncivilized, and wary of strangers.

Arc’s voice broke through my thoughts. “Atmosphere is approximately eighty-two percent nitrogen, seventeen percent oxygen, with trace industrial pollutants. Oxygen concentration is elevated below Earth-standard levels. You may experience symptoms such as lightheadedness or accelerated respiration if exposed directly.”

I rubbed my chest unconsciously, already anticipating the burn of unfamiliar air.

“Anything you can do about that?” I asked.

“Yes,” Sync answered smoothly from within my mind. “Deploying adaptive nanobots to regulate oxygen intake and blood oxygen saturation.”

A cooling wave swept through my torso, subtle and precise, like slipping into a pool of still water just before dawn. It wasn’t cold in the conventional sense—not a shiver-inducing chill—but rather a sense of internal calm, of systems rebalancing and tension bleeding away. I could feel the nanobots Sync had released circulating through my bloodstream, microscopic adjustments underway, tweaking the oxygen exchange in my lungs and buffering my blood’s absorption rate like invisible surgeons working at cellular scale.

The pressure in my chest faded, the tight band of resistance that had been there since we entered orbit gradually loosening. I drew in a breath—deeper, smoother—and let it out in a long sigh that seemed to take some of the anxiety with it.

Then came the second wave. A faint sensation curled up my spine and across the back of my skull, like static before a storm. Not unpleasant, but undeniable. A kind of awareness that something inside me had been changed, optimized. A system upgrade, felt but unseen.

I stood there in the hushed glow of the canopy, lungs steady, mind clearer than before, as Arc resumed her readout.

“Surface scans indicate volcanic activity primarily concentrated along the equatorial regions. Lava flows remain active, and thermal readings show high internal pressures—this planet is geologically volatile. Additionally, atmospheric samples confirm airborne particulates linked to primitive manufacturing methods—likely combustion-based, using fossil materials.”

“So they’re not in the space age yet,” I said quietly.

“Correct. There is no evidence of orbital infrastructure, satellite networks, or propulsion systems exceeding basic chemical flight. No active aircraft detected in the upper or lower atmosphere.”

I kept my eyes on the slowly turning planet below. A world teetering between natural chaos and industrial birth. Primitive, but not untouched. Not asleep.

I leaned forward, squinting at the curvature of the planet. “Any sign of cities?”

“Population centers appear to be clustered near water tributaries—rivers, deltas, coastal zones. Heat signatures confirm large structures, but no evidence of advanced infrastructure.”

I stared down at the world turning below us.

“Alright,” I muttered. “Let’s see what first contact looks like when you’re the alien.”

[image: ]


We stayed in orbit for hours.

Not just floating—scanning. Mapping. Watching.

The Odyssey Arc drifted like a predator in deep water, silent but aware, her presence masked beneath layers of stealth protocols. Every system was bent toward patience, toward perception. Arc directed wide sweeps across the planet below, broad-spectrum arrays drinking in the faintest reflections. She listened for whispers of power grids, scraps of transmissions, distortions in the upper atmosphere. Sync, as always, went narrower—digging into the noise, peeling away interference, cataloguing data with the obsessiveness of a surgeon.

Together, they built the world before me, pixel by pixel, wavelength by wavelength.

And the picture that formed was… strange. Not ruined. Not primitive. Just wrong in a way that left a cold prickle down my neck.

Signs of industry scattered across the surface, but they didn’t behave the way industry should. Smoke plumes rose from clustered factories, visible against the cloud deck like gray threads, but there was no chatter of telemetry, no pulse of automated coordination. The machinery turned, yet nothing about it seemed connected. It was as though each place worked in isolation, repeating processes without speaking to its neighbor.

Roads stitched their way between settlements, ribbons of hard material that gleamed faintly in Arc’s spectrograph. Rail lines ran parallel, iron scars cut through the land, but none of it bore the hallmark of high-speed transit. No elevated platforms. No whisper of mag-lev hum. Only the lumbering heartbeat of wheels and combustion.

Analog radio flared now and then—short, static-ridden bursts, carrying no further than a horizon. No satellites relayed them. No orbital array extended the signal. It was communication trapped by the curvature of the world, like a species shouting from one hilltop to another and hoping the wind carried the words.

Thermal signatures painted the vehicles below as glowing dots crawling across terrain, each one uneven and stuttering, the inefficiency of heat lost in primitive engines. The cities themselves—clusters at river mouths, delta branches, natural choke points—glowed faintly in infrared, no brighter than embers left at the edge of a fire. Some pulsed with activity at regular intervals, like lungs inhaling and exhaling. Others barely stirred, dim as if struggling to hold on.

There were inconsistencies everywhere. Urban centers ringed with farmland, but no sign of automated irrigation beyond crude pumping stations. Factories producing heat but giving off no trace of advanced alloys or polymers—just iron, smoke, and stone. Hospitals that glimmered faintly in Arc’s scan, their interiors lit with steady chemical burn instead of the crisp hum of refined power.

It was a world caught between steps. Advancing, yes, but limping forward with one foot bound. And I couldn’t shake the feeling that something—or someone—had clipped its wings long before it could learn to fly.

It wasn’t just primitive. It was subdued. Hesitant.

Arc’s orbital mapping projected a rotating globe above the command console, its continents marked with yellow overlays and flickering scan pulses. I watched as the shape of the world turned, traced by invisible data threads feeding directly into the Arc’s deep memory.

“Still no evidence of orbital history?” I asked, narrowing my eyes as one of the larger landmasses spun into view. The terrain looked rugged—long mountain chains curled like scars, while immense impact-like depressions sat half-covered in jungle and volcanic sediment.

“Negative,” Arc replied. “No deorbited satellites. No static in geosynchronous positions. No launch trajectories, no booster debris, no atmospheric reentry remnants. All orbital layers are clean. If they ever reached space, they erased every trace—or it’s been long enough for all artifacts to decay or fall.”

I studied the image for a moment longer, unsettled by how empty the sky around this planet really was.

“No satellites. No stations. Not even junk?”

“Negative,” Arc replied. “However, geological scans indicate anomalies.”

“Anomalies?” I turned slightly, frowning.

“Across multiple continents, there are signs of extensive excavation and restructuring—dating back thousands of years. Massive energy expenditure would have been required. The subsurface scars suggest controlled fusion or high-energy plasma cutting. These were not made with current native technology.”

“So… they had tech once,” I murmured, my gaze still locked on the holographic map slowly spinning above the console.

“That is the most probable conclusion,” Sync replied, his voice calm and clinical. “Several of the symmetrical formations—particularly those in the southern equatorial range—show structural erosion consistent with large-scale engineered constructs. Based on their composition and placement, some may have been atmospheric cooling towers. Others... possibly magnetic launch catapults. Ruins from a prior era of technological advancement.”

I let out a long breath, watching as highlighted terrain flared briefly across the globe, pale gold against the dark blue of the scanned surface. Eroded shapes—too orderly for nature, too ruined to still function.

“So we’re looking at a civilization that climbed pretty high,” I said quietly, “and then fell. Hard.”

“Hard enough,” Arc confirmed, “that nothing resembling that level of infrastructure remains active. No electromagnetic fields, no long-range power grids. No deep-core taps or atmospheric scrubbers. Whatever they once knew—it’s gone. Lost through time… or intentionally hidden.”

I ran my fingers along the edge of the console. The interface responded instantly, rings of soft light pulsing outward in smooth ripples, like a stone dropped into still water. It always amazed me how something so advanced could feel so alive.

“Any idea what caused it?” I asked, my voice low. “War? Collapse? Something worse?”

There was no answer right away—just the soft hum of the ship around me and the faint glow of a dying world turning slowly below.

“Unknown,” Arc said. “There are no active radiation zones consistent with nuclear detonation. No lingering nanite fields. No biohazards present. Whatever happened here, it was long ago—and clean, by comparison.”

“Could’ve been internal collapse,” Sync offered. “Unsustainable growth. Climate tipping points. Civil war. Or an external threat.”

“Or maybe,” I muttered, “they just gave up.”

I didn’t like the taste of that thought, but it sat in my mouth all the same.

Below us, the planet turned silently.

A world that had touched the stars once—and now couldn’t even reach the sky.

“Arc,” I said quietly. “Flag one of the larger ruin sites near a city. Somewhere with minimal population nearby, but close enough we can observe them. Somewhere we can land.”

“Coordinates plotting,” she said. “Estimated transit time: twelve minutes at controlled descent speed.”

“Let’s do it.”

The ship adjusted course with barely a whisper. Somewhere below, ancient stone met volcanic ash, and the ghosts of a lost age waited beneath the surface.

And for the first time since leaving everything behind… I felt curious again.


CHAPTER TWO


Touchdown

The Arc dropped toward the atmosphere in silence.

No rumble. No shake. Just a change in the pressure around me, a subtle hum shifting as we passed through cloud bands and ion layers. Outside the forward canopy, the sky thickened from black to deep violet, then to bruised blue. Lightning flickered across distant storm systems as we descended through the upper atmosphere.

“Landing vector set,” Arc said calmly. “Touchdown site selected based on atmospheric stability, lack of nearby settlements, and elevated mineral readings. Approximate distance to nearest inhabited zone: forty-seven kilometers.”

The ship’s hull adjusted in real time—surface panels morphing to compensate for friction and airflow as we coasted over a wide inland basin ringed by dark hills and dense mist. Steam vents dotted the ground below, and shallow rivers wound like veins through the cracked stone.

“Looks like the planet’s seen better days,” I muttered, watching a geyser belch vapor into the sky.

“Surface temperature moderate. Wind shear minimal. Seismic activity within expected thresholds,” Arc confirmed. “Touchdown in ten seconds.”

The Arc hovered for a heartbeat, then eased down with a grace that most ships couldn’t dream of. A faint thud reverberated through the floor as landing struts met scorched stone. Dust lifted around us, then slowly settled again.

“Landing complete,” Arc said. “Environmental shielding active. You may prepare for egress.”

I stayed at the command console, watching the landscape draw closer. Trees—massive, broad-leafed things—clustered in dark knots along ridgelines. Volcanic ridges curled like black claws in the distance, their edges veined with old lava scars and faint plumes of steam.

We were headed for a wide plateau near one of the ancient ruins. A former structure, maybe. Or just a patch of stable stone in a world that still shook beneath its skin.

As the Arc gently flared and angled toward the landing site, I stood.

“I’m going down there,” I said, mostly to myself.

“Negative,” Arc replied instantly. “You will not leave the vessel unprotected. Environmental variables are within tolerances, but not without risk.”

I frowned. “You just said I could breathe the air.”

“Breathing and surviving are not the same. Atmospheric contaminants are low but present. Microbial analysis shows unknown pathogens. Additionally, you may encounter lifeforms of uncertain disposition.”

She let that hang a moment, then added, “Your suit is ready.”

“Suit?”

A soft chime. “Follow the corridor to Compartment 3A. Sync and I have fabricated an adaptive exo-shell based on your biometric profile.”

I raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been busy.”

“Always.”

I followed the soft light-line down the corridor. The compartment door opened with a quiet hiss, revealing a narrow room I hadn’t entered before. Inside stood a mannequin—no, a frame—tall, humanoid, and sleek, with an elegant black suit draped across its form.

Only it wasn’t draped. It wasn’t stitched, or bolted, or held together in plates.

It flowed.

The suit pulsed softly in the dim ambient light, casting shifting shadows across the alcove walls. It didn’t just sit on the mannequin—it waited. A slow, rhythmic glow traveled through its surface like a heartbeat, each pulse perfectly synchronized, as if it sensed my presence and was holding itself back.

Its outer shell was a masterpiece of seamless design—smooth panels of overlapping matte plating flowed like sculpted muscle across the shoulders and chest. Between each segment, bands of dark hexagonal mesh flexed with organic grace, hinting at mobility without sacrificing protection. Along the arms, delicate traceries of bioluminescent circuitry shimmered faintly beneath the surface—web-like patterns that pulsed with quiet intelligence in hues of deep cerulean and silver.

It looked like someone had poured a suit of living metal over a human frame and whispered hold—and it had obeyed.

“Damn,” I breathed.

From the overhead speaker, Arc’s voice came through, calm and almost proud. “The suit incorporates an evolved strain of Sync’s nanobot architecture. Its foundation is derived from my own systems, but has since been refined—enhanced through iterative learning algorithms and reactive molecular layering.”

I turned slightly, still taking it in. “So… a next-gen version of both of you.”

“Correct,” she replied. “It is armored, environmentally sealed, self-repairing under most conditions, and capable of dispersing a portion of kinetic impact. Furthermore, Sync has embedded a modular neural interface. The suit will respond to instinctive thought and reflexive impulse, not just verbal commands.”

My gaze dropped back to the softly glowing threads tracing the arms, pulsing like veins filled with starlight.

“Great,” I muttered. “A smart suit that reads my mind.”

“Not reads,” Sync added directly into my thoughts. “Partners. You move—we move.”

“And all I have to do is wear it?”

“The suit will adapt upon contact,” Arc said.

I reached out, fingers extended just inches from the surface. The material shimmered, subtle at first—like moonlight catching the top of dark water just before a ripple forms. It shifted as though responding to my presence, its texture flowing in slow, liquid waves that chased the space beneath my hand. Every movement felt intentional, aware. The air between us held tension, a static charge, as if the suit was waiting for something—me.

Then my fingertips grazed it, and everything changed.

The surface quivered—then surged.

It launched from the mannequin in a fluid rush, not with violence, but with purpose. A living tide of engineered precision. In an instant, it enveloped me, moving faster than thought, wrapping around my limbs and torso with the grace of something both mechanical and organic.

I sucked in a sharp breath—not out of fear, but shock. The sensation was unlike anything I’d felt before. At first, it was ice-cold, like walking into a dense fog. Then, it shifted—warming as it adapted to my body. Layers tightened and loosened in perfect sequence, aligning with the contours of muscle and bone as though the suit had known me for years.

It didn’t just cover me. It replaced my clothes, breaking them down at a molecular level, folding their remnants into a thin compartment across my back, leaving no seams, no edges, no signs they had ever existed.

Then the collar rose around my throat.

With a smooth, silent motion, it unfurled upward—liquid metal becoming structure—forming a helmet that sealed over my skull like a growing crystal shell. Visibility remained perfect, the interior display flickering to life in soft blues and whites. A low hum filled my ears, like a distant engine turning over beneath water.

Then came Sync’s voice—clear, immediate, and impossibly calm.

“Suit integration complete. Vitals stable. Movement parameters unrestricted.”

I flexed my hands. The gauntlets responded like they were my hands—no delay, no drag.

“Albert,” Arc said, “you are now cleared for surface egress.”

I stepped toward the door, the synthetic fibers of the suit adjusting with every movement.

And for the first time in a long time… I felt ready.

I stepped out of the fitting chamber, the faint hiss of pressure equalizing behind me as the door sealed. My footsteps were almost silent—muffled by the adaptive grip of the suit’s soles against the alloy decking. The lights overhead reflected faintly across the matte-black weave of the armor, catching on the faint blue tracer lines that pulsed gently across my forearms and chest like a heartbeat.

As I walked, I found myself reaching up to the helmet. Or where it had been. I didn’t need it now, not inside the ship. The thought barely had time to form before the clear shell shimmered and retracted, flowing like oil away from my face and down the back of my neck. It left no seam, no joint. Just smooth armor plating where a second ago there’d been a helmet. Seamless. Effortless. A whisper of movement that obeyed thought.

I exhaled slowly, impressed despite myself.

By the time I reached the bridge, the planet below had rotated slightly. Clouds coiled in wide spirals over a massive inland sea, and volcanic ridgelines flickered with heat beneath a thinning veil of atmosphere.

I stepped onto the platform and stopped in front of the command seat.

“So,” I said, “am I good to go?”

Arc didn’t answer right away. Instead, one of the side hatches along the wall opened with a soft hiss. A metallic hum followed, low and resonant. Then I saw it.

Floating through the opening came a silver sphere, roughly the size of a large watermelon. Not the kind you find on display at market stands, either. The kind that wins county fairs. Its surface was smooth and reflective, but under the surface shimmered faint patterns—circuitry, I realized, buried beneath a transparent alloy skin.

It hovered silently at shoulder height, rotating slowly on its own axis.

“This unit is designated DRX-7,” Arc said. “A long-range multipurpose drone platform. Equipped with adaptive camouflage systems capable of full-spectrum invisibility, modular weapon hardpoints for both lethal and non-lethal options, atmospheric sampling probes, terrain analysis scanners, and an onboard micro-laboratory for biological and chemical assessment.”

The drone pulsed faintly, almost proudly.

I blinked. “That’s… a lot.”

“It is also fully integrated with my systems,” Arc continued. “I will retain full control at all times. DRX-7 communicates via subspace pulses—undetectable, untraceable, and immune to conventional jamming methods. Its hull is composed of reactive plating capable of deflecting small-arms fire, and its power cell can sustain independent operation for up to three weeks of planetary time. In hostile conditions, it can function as both a forward scout and a mobile defense platform.”

I turned slowly, taking in every smooth curve of the hovering drone. Its surface shimmered faintly, like polished mercury held in stasis, and faint pulse-lines traced along its equator—alive, aware. “Back home, people would sell their entire planetary rights for one of these.”

“Indeed,” Arc replied. “And they would be overpaying.”

The drone emitted a soft hum—something between a whisper and a vibration—then floated closer to my shoulder, keeping a respectful distance. It hovered there, perfectly balanced, its internal stabilizers compensating for the slightest atmospheric tremor now bleeding into the hull.

“DRX-7 is now linked to my command architecture,” Arc continued. “Unlike previous scout-class units, this model operates on quantum subspace frequencies. Jamming is not possible. All command and data streams are under my direct control at all times.”

The orb tilted slightly, as if acknowledging her words—or mine.

“Additionally,” Arc added, “its shell is composed of adaptive plating, capable of neutralizing thermal spikes and deflecting small-arms fire. Should you encounter hostility, it is authorized to act autonomously in your defense. It also carries mobile laboratory instrumentation, full-spectrum environmental sampling tools, and a localized cloaking mesh. It is, effectively, your shadow.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So... am I good to go now?”

“Yes,” Arc said simply. “You are clear for departure.”

I nodded once, exhaling as I turned toward the airlock. The sound of my boots echoed softly through the corridor—each step met with the drone’s gentle, silent glide behind me. My shadow stretched long and thin across the metal floor, split now by a floating sphere of impossible tech.

The inner doors hissed open with mechanical grace. Pressure equalized. Then the outer seal released with a heavy thump and a slow, resonant hum.

Fresh air—alien air—filtered in through the threshold. It smelled faintly of minerals, distant smoke, and something else… green. Like moss on stone after a summer rain.

The ramp extended downward onto blackened rock dusted in volcanic grit. The landscape beyond was wild and harsh—craggy slopes rising into distant cliffs, ash-colored soil broken only by wind-carved ridges and glimmering mineral veins.

Arc’s voice came through my inner comm. “Proceed northeast toward the elevated ridge line. I am detecting traces of structured geometry partially buried beneath the terrain. Possibly remnants of the older civilization.”

I stepped forward, boots crunching softly on the alien ground. The weight of the new suit adjusted instantly, its internal servos compensating for gravity variance. The helmet remained hidden, nested behind my neck, but I knew it would snap forward at a thought.

My eyes drifted up toward the horizon, where the sun hung lower than Earth’s, casting a bronze hue over everything. Wind stirred the fine dust at my feet.

And then it hit me—really hit me.

I was about to meet aliens.

Not ones from a file or a secondhand scan, not decoded language samples or crash site remains. Living, breathing, thinking beings on a planet that had once climbed high enough to leave scars on the sky.

I smiled—half nerves, half wonder—and took another step into the unknown.


CHAPTER THREE


Erosion and Echoes

The volcanic plain stretched behind me, a cracked expanse of black and crimson stone that shimmered faintly under the twin suns. Ash crunched underfoot as I moved eastward, each step stirring pale dust that clung to my boots like memory. The air was warm but not choking, and despite the molten rivers I’d seen from orbit, this part of the landscape felt dormant. Watching. Waiting.

“The volcano is not currently active,” Sync said in my mind. “Seismic readings show no pressure build-up in the magma chamber. You are safe.”

“Glad to hear it,” I muttered, wiping grit from my visor-less brow. The drone floated silently at my shoulder, scanning as we moved, silent guardian and silent witness both.

Ahead, the terrain began to shift—gradually, subtly. The blackened stone gave way to dusty gray soil, and then, farther still, I caught sight of green. Sparse at first—thin clumps of moss and wiry grass growing between jagged rocks—but it grew denser as I continued, until the landscape opened into what almost looked like a valley.

Low shrubs rustled in the dry wind, and strange, long-petaled flowers blinked like slow-moving starfish under a bronze sky. Life was here. Old, cautious, but real.

“I see the ruins,” I said aloud, even though neither Sync nor Arc needed the sound. I pointed toward a shallow rise just ahead where irregular stone shapes jutted from the earth like broken teeth.

But as I climbed the slope and got closer, my pace slowed.

“Wait… these aren’t ruins,” I said, brow furrowing. “They’re just rocks.”

“To the untrained eye, perhaps,” Arc responded. Her voice was calm, measured, and carried that faint undercurrent of pride she sometimes had when explaining things she already knew I wouldn’t understand. “But analyze the geometry. Look at the angles.”

I stared again. To me, they were rough and weathered. Cracked and sunbaked. But now that she’d said it… one of them did have a flat face, maybe even a slight curve at the top. Another was almost too perfectly rectangular, as if nature had tried to erase it but hadn’t quite succeeded.

Arc continued, “The erosion rate is consistent with structures several millennia old. The alignment suggests a grid pattern, though collapse and terrain shift have altered the layout. These are not natural formations. They are the bones of something once built.”

“Huh.” I knelt by one of the slabs and ran my fingers over the surface. It felt like stone. Looked like stone. But there was a texture beneath the wear—something almost… etched?

Sync spoke up. “I am detecting no unusual energy signatures. No metal traces. No active tech. Nothing to scan.”

That made me frown. “Wait. You’re scanning? Through me?”

There was a pause, but not a long one.

“Yes,” Sync answered. “You are currently interfacing with Arc at a neural level. Your sensory pathways and mine are cross-linked through the suit’s adaptive network.”

“…You’re saying you can scan through the suit?”

“More than that,” Arc added gently. “We are now connected—tightly. You, Sync, and I. Our systems overlap. Should one of us go dark, the others retain operational continuity.”

I blinked, then stood. “So… you mean, if something happens to you, I’m not just stranded?”

“Correct,” she said. “And if something were to happen to you, we would not lose access to your position, vitals, or mission data.”

“You’re basically my… backup?”

“In a sense,” Arc replied. “But you are also ours.”

I stood quietly for a moment, letting that sink in.

Ours.

Not mine. Not theirs. Ours.

It wasn’t just poetic phrasing—it was a truth I could feel now in my bones, in the way the suit clung to my skin like a second nervous system. Sync’s presence was no longer just a voice in my mind; it had depth, awareness, like he could read the unspoken edge of my thoughts. And Arc... her guidance didn’t feel distant anymore. There was no lag, no separation. She responded before I even realized I’d needed something. Like she was inside the rhythm of my decisions.

It hit me then—this wasn’t just a partnership. This was integration.

Somewhere along the line, the boundaries between us had blurred. What had once been a pilot and an AI assistant, or a human and an alien intelligence… that line was gone. Not erased, but rewritten. Layered. Reinforced.

And I hadn’t even noticed when it happened.

I exhaled slowly, eyes tracing the horizon without really seeing it. The wind brushed against the outer shell of the suit, and it responded—not to the weather, but to me. Holding shape. Breathing with me.

What did it mean—to be so connected?

Was I still just me?

Or was I becoming something more?

Some fusion of human instinct, nanite precision, and orbital intellect. A network of thought across systems. A single, hybridized organism, stretched across flesh and machine.

It should’ve scared me.

But it didn’t.

Because for the first time in a long time, I didn’t feel isolated. I didn’t feel like a single point of failure drifting through an uncaring galaxy. If I fell, I wouldn’t vanish. If I lost contact, I wouldn’t be lost.

There were minds inside mine now. Not controlling me—but carrying me.

And maybe I was carrying them too.

I wasn’t just wearing the suit. I was the suit. And Sync. And Arc.

Connected.

A triad.

An ecosystem of thought.

And I knew—deep in that quiet part of me I usually ignored—that whatever came next, I wouldn’t be facing it alone.

Not ever again.

The breeze tugged lightly at the green brush ahead. Insects chirped from undergrowth I didn’t recognize. Somewhere far off, a birdlike cry echoed from ridge to ridge.

I glanced at the stones again—those long-forgotten shapes buried by time—and imagined them once standing tall, proud, and lit by lights long extinguished.

“Well,” I said softly, “guess we’re not the first to come this far.”

The drone hovered a bit closer, casting a smooth shadow beside mine.

“Let’s keep moving,” I said, stepping forward.

The terrain began to change as I left the brittle, volcanic crust behind. Cracks in the obsidian underfoot gave way to patches of scorched soil, and beyond that, the first hints of green. Tufts of coarse grass grew in uneven clusters, swaying gently in the breeze like the land was still waking up from a long sleep. The heat from the caldera faded with each step, replaced by the cooler scents of life—damp earth, iron-rich moss, and something faintly floral I couldn’t identify.

It felt strange. Peaceful, but not empty.

“Albert,” Arc said gently, her voice drifting into my mind like sunlight through a cloud. “What will you do… when you meet one of them?”

I slowed my pace. “One of who?”

“The natives,” she said. “The sentients of this world. You are not here as an observer, not entirely. You know that.”

That made me frown. “You’re assuming I will meet one.”

“I am calculating a high probability that you will,” she replied. “And I am asking: what will you do?”

I stepped over a low ridge and paused, looking down at the winding slope that led toward the valley floor. The ruins—if they were ruins—were scattered ahead like broken teeth, the stone weathered and soft-edged by time, but unmistakably arranged. Not natural. Not random.

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Talk to them, I guess. Learn something. Maybe help.”

Arc was quiet for a moment. Then, softly: “And if helping alters their development?”

I turned toward the horizon, watching low clouds drift like ghosts over the distant treetops. “You’re talking about contamination. Cultural interference.”

“Yes.”

I exhaled. “They’re already industrial. They’ve been through a reset. If I help, I’m not derailing anything—I’m giving them a step up.”

A new voice joined the conversation, low and calm.

“Good intentions are still intentions,” Sync said. “But intention does not prevent consequence.”

I stopped walking.

He continued, “Do you remember Earth’s colonial history? When advanced societies made contact with isolated indigenous populations?”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah. Disease. War. Assimilation. Displacement.”

“Correct,” Sync said. “Most of it justified at the time as ‘help.’ Uplifting. Civilizing. Sharing knowledge. But the result was often extinction. Cultural, biological, or both.”

“I’m not here to wipe anyone out,” I snapped.

“No,” Arc said gently. “But neither were they.”

I didn’t answer right away. The wind whispered through the valley, brushing the tips of the tall grass below. A single birdlike shape circled high above in the sky, distant and silent.

“Then what am I supposed to do?” I asked finally. “Just walk around and not interact? Stay quiet and let them burn coal and choke their rivers?”

“There is no correct answer,” Arc replied. “Only consequences. Every action sets a course. Even inaction.”

I stared at the path ahead, where the cracked stone and ash-stained grass gave way to greener earth. The light was softer here—filtered through a haze of clouds that hovered like a ceiling just high enough to make the sky feel real, but not quite open.

Maybe I would help someone. Maybe I’d make contact and shift the course of an entire civilization. Or maybe I’d do nothing at all, and they’d just look at me like some malformed ghost walking out of a myth they’d forgotten.

But their words—Arc’s, Sync’s—they weren’t wrong. And they stuck in my mind like burrs I couldn’t shake off.

Because deep down, I had imagined it. That cinematic moment where I stepped out of the smoke and into someone’s awe. Like a hero from the stars. A savior with answers. Technology. Hope.

But who the hell was I to decide that their world needed saving?

I let out a slow breath and looked down at the terrain beneath my boots, trying to see it not as a surface to walk on, but as someone’s home. Maybe they didn’t need me. Maybe their lives weren’t broken just because they didn’t have clean power grids or atmospheric flight.

Who was I to call their world miserable?

What if this place had its own rhythm, its own wisdom—one that didn’t need me jamming a foreign melody into it?

I swallowed hard.

And what if I introduced myself too soon… and they mistook me for something divine?

The idea made me snort out loud. Me? A god? Hardly. I couldn’t even keep a houseplant alive back on Veltrin Station.

But I looked back toward the horizon—toward the Arc, hidden somewhere behind the ridgeline—and I felt the weight of the technology I carried. The suit. The nanites. The drone floating beside me like a silent sentinel.

I could cloak myself in fire and walk through their villages like a storm. I could hover. Vanish. Speak in perfect translation. And to them, that might look like magic. Like a miracle.

And magic had a price.

“I think I see your points,” I said aloud, more to myself than them. My voice was quieter than I expected. “Observation might be the smarter move for now.”

“I can mask your sound profile,” Arc said gently. “To them, you would be a shadow. A silent witness. You could walk among them like a ghost.”

“Except,” Sync interjected with his usual dry tone, “if you walk into one of them—or they walk into you—you will not pass through each other. You are not ethereal.”

I gave a faint chuckle despite myself. “Right. So, stealthy… not incorporeal.”

The drone gave off a soft chime, almost like it found the exchange amusing.

Still, I hesitated.

Every footprint I left might echo further than I could ever know.


CHAPTER FOUR


First Contact

The terrain shifted slowly as I continued deeper into the valley, each step taking me farther from the volcanic plateau and closer to something… older. Quieter. The blackened stone underfoot gave way to cracked soil, stubborn moss, and eventually a scatter of low green growth that clung to shallow hills. The air still held the faint tang of sulfur, but the warmth had lessened, replaced by a damp coolness that clung to my suit like morning dew.

Arc said nothing, but she was watching. I could feel her presence in the back of my mind, the way you feel someone staring across a room even when they don’t say a word.

Then I heard it.

A sound, soft, deliberate, almost masked by the ambient wind. Not mechanical. Organic.

I stopped, holding perfectly still. The drone halted beside me with a low hum, syncing its motion to mine without instruction.

“There,” I whispered.

Arc was already redirecting sensory focus. “Localized motion, one hundred twenty meters east. Solitary. Bipedal.”

I moved forward carefully, crouching behind the crest of a slope.

And that’s when I saw her.

She was kneeling in the grass, long limbs fluid as she sifted through a patch of foliage. Her hands—long-fingered and delicate—moved with practiced efficiency, pausing every few seconds to pick something from the soil and drop it into a leather satchel slung at her hip. Not leather, exactly. But close.

Her skin was a dusky blue, not uniform, but textured—like subtle patterns were etched across it in varying shades, especially along her arms and collarbone. Her hair—if it could be called that—was a flowing mane of red and orange, flickering slightly in the wind. It shimmered like molten glass, like lava caught mid-motion. And her eyes…

They were large. Easily twice the size of human eyes, set slightly wider apart. The irises were a radiant blue ringed with veins of red that pulsed faintly with bioluminescent glow.

She was tall, taller than me by a fair bit, six-four, maybe more, but she didn’t move like someone heavy. Her limbs were long, her torso narrow, and though she should have looked skeletal, she didn’t. There was a grace to her frame. An elegance that felt… intentional.

I crouched lower, not wanting to startle her. My suit dampened my thermal output automatically, and Arc had already suppressed sound and light reflections.

She didn’t see me.

She just kept gathering.

She moved along the slope with a slow, methodical rhythm, pausing, sifting through debris, then walking a few more steps. It wasn’t frantic, but it wasn’t leisurely either. Like someone picking berries before the light failed.

“She’s foraging,” I murmured.

“Correct,” Arc confirmed. “Collecting pods, likely for consumption. Plant structure shows high starch content and trace proteins. A staple food source.”

I followed, slowly, careful not to step on anything that would make noise. Every time she bent to pluck another of the strange pods, I saw the small motions of muscle under her skin. The way her hands moved. The quiet focus in her face. She was beautiful in a way that was hard to quantify—not because she looked human, but because something about her presence felt real. Grounded.

Something worth protecting.

Eventually, she rose fully and began walking downhill.

I followed.

From our elevated position, I could just make out a small village tucked into the valley beyond. Maybe a dozen structures, built from stone and some form of pressed fiber. Sloped rooftops with chimneys and small windows that glowed faint orange against the dimming sky.

The buildings weren’t uniform, clearly handmade, but they had intention. Purpose.

And as she walked through the center of the village, I saw others. Two more of her kind, both male, I assumed, were working near a series of drying racks, their hands busy with cloth and woven cords.

A thin trail of smoke curled from several chimneys. It smelled like burning wood. Something rich and earthy.

Pre-industrial, no question. No visible plumbing, no paved roads, no vehicles.

But then…

I froze.

“Arc,” I said quietly, “do you hear that?”

“I do,” she replied. “Audio signature matches analog broadcast frequency.”

“It’s music,” I whispered.

At first, I thought someone inside the structure to our left was playing an instrument. The rhythm was soft, almost like a lullaby, drifting out into the street with a subtle crackle.

But as I moved closer, I saw the source. A squat, metallic box resting on a wooden stand near the window. There were dials along its surface, and a length of thin antenna extending from the back.

It was a radio.

A functioning, standalone, battery-powered analog radio.

“Sync?” I asked.

“I confirm the broadcast,” he said. “Frequency: 107.3 MHz. Estimated transmission origin is not local—likely from a relay or central tower. The signal is unencrypted.”

“So radio is a thing here,” I muttered, still crouched beside the wall.

“Correct,” Sync replied. “Low-fidelity, analog-band communication exists across the region. Signal strength is limited, suggesting primitive infrastructure. Still, notable.”

“Notable?” I echoed.

“Considering the absence of satellite or digital infrastructure, yes,” he added. “It’s… charming.”

I couldn’t help but grin a little. Charming wasn’t a word I expected from Sync.

The female forager entered a nearby home, her satchel half-full and her silhouette framed briefly by the glow of the interior light before the door swung closed.

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding.

So this was it.

First contact... without actually making contact.

For now, maybe that was enough. Just watching. Listening. Letting their world breathe without my interference.

I kept my gaze fixed on the strange little village, the soft curl of smoke from chimneys, the distant murmur of voices, and the occasional laugh carried on the wind. Somewhere close, faint but clear, came the sound of music—simple, rhythmic, almost folksy. At first, I thought someone was playing it inside a house. But then I spotted it. A box perched on a wooden ledge, wires trailing from it like veins, humming with static and song.

A radio. On a pre-industrial world.

“Sync,” I said quietly, “can you patch the signal through my speakers? Or is it just music?”

“Let me scan,” he answered.

There was a pause, maybe half a minute. Long enough for me to shift my weight and glance toward the treeline, still half-expecting someone to see me.

“I’ve found two more stations,” Sync said. “Both contain what appears to be spoken content. Conversational cadence. I am already processing the waveform patterns and attempting to isolate phonemes.”

“In plain English?” I asked.

“I am translating,” he clarified. “Or rather, I am building a translation model. Give me a few minutes to listen, and I should have a working language algorithm. Once I do, we can begin to understand their speech patterns.”

I blinked, stunned. “You can actually do that?”

“Of course,” he replied. “That is how I learned your language. I intercepted local communications, compared syntax and structure, and reverse-engineered a semantic framework. Then I constructed an adaptive parser to match your vocal patterns.”

I shook my head slowly, half in awe. “And here I thought we just sort of... started talking.”

“We did. But only because I listened first.”

I crept closer to the building she’d entered, keeping my movements quiet and my suit’s footprint dampening engaged. The structure was modest—stone walls, a sloped roof of overlapping tiles that shimmered faintly in the sun, and a single window set into the wall at shoulder height. The glass was cloudy, warped with imperfections, but not opaque.

I crouched beside the frame, leaning just enough to peer inside.

The interior was… familiar, oddly so. A kitchen-like area dominated one side, with counters and basin-like structures that reminded me of an old-world farmhouse. There were utensils—different shapes and lengths, some mounted on the wall, others laid out in neat rows. A small table sat in the middle, surrounded by chairs that were elongated and narrow. In the corner was something like a sofa—curved, high-backed, clearly made to accommodate taller bodies. The ceiling arched higher than it needed to for her alone. Which made sense.

The men I’d seen so far were tall—taller than her by a foot or more. The furniture matched that scale.

She was inside, speaking to someone just out of my view. I leaned in a little more. Her back was to me, fiery red hair falling like molten threads across the back of her shoulders. Her gestures were animated, though not agitated. Casual conversation, maybe?

“Sync?” I whispered.

“Still listening,” he replied. “This is ideal. Conversational speech provides better linguistic sampling than broadcast content. Radio offers formality and standardized cadence. This... this is more organic.”

I nodded slightly, eyes still on the scene.

Inside, she moved to what looked like a basin or sink, washing off the produce she’d gathered. A tall figure stepped into view—male, by the broader shoulders and height—and said something low. She laughed in response, and the sound carried, soft and musical, through the window’s imperfect seal.

“They seem close,” I said under my breath.

“A familial unit, possibly. Siblings or partners,” Sync replied. “I’ll know more with continued exposure.”

I stayed crouched by the window, still watching. The warped glass made the view hazy in spots, but I could make out their movements well enough. The female rinsed off her gathered food in what looked like a deep ceramic basin, while the male leaned against the far wall, his posture relaxed.

And yeah… I felt like a total creeper. Peeking through someone’s window on an alien world? Not exactly the hero image I’d had in mind. But this was for science. Observation. Data. Right?

Just as I was about to look away, something shifted inside. There was a sound like a bell, and the male walked across the room, his long limbs graceful, purposeful. He reached for something mounted on the wall—flat, rectangular, with a narrow handle. I squinted.

He lifted it to the side of his head.

He spoke into it.

I blinked. “No way…”

He kept talking, his tone casual. The woman responded without turning from her work. It looked like... like a call.

“Holy shit,” I whispered. “Is that an old-style phone?”

My voice was louder than I’d meant it to be, and I instinctively ducked lower beside the window.

“Not quite,” Sync said calmly. “But remarkably close in form and function. Analog signal transmission. Hardwired. I’m attempting to isolate the frequency now.”

I stared through the window again, incredulous.

It looked like something out of a 20th-century museum exhibit. A phone. Not a communicator disk or neural relay—an actual handset, cradled in the palm, pressed to the ear.

“Are they... still using landlines?” I asked, half-joking, half-serious.

“It appears so,” Sync said. “This supports our earlier conclusions: this civilization is in a late-industrial or early digital phase. However, this specific device appears well-maintained. Possibly a recent make.”

I shook my head slowly. “God, it’s like stepping through a wormhole into Earth’s past. I feel like I’m watching a historical reenactment. Only it’s real. And blue. And... tall.”

The woman moved closer to the male, speaking softly, her eyes flicking toward the window for a moment. I tensed, but she didn’t seem to see me. Or if she did, she didn’t react.

Sync chimed in again. “I’ve begun decoding the speech pattern from the conversation. This is highly valuable. Domestic vocabulary, personal cadence. It will accelerate the accuracy of our translation algorithm significantly.”

So I kept watching. Still feeling like a voyeur. But now? A useful one.

They weren’t just surviving out here—they were functioning. Living. Cooking meals, making calls, listening to music over the radio. This wasn’t some post-apocalyptic scrap world. It was a society. Intact. Active. Evolving in its own direction.

“So,” I said quietly, eyes still fixed on the home’s interior, “they use radio... and telephones. They’ve got localized power grids, too. What would you say their tech level is? Compared to Earth, I mean. When it first started getting technical.”

There was a short pause before Sync answered. “Difficult to assign an exact equivalence, but based on available infrastructure, manufacturing processes, and communication systems, I would approximate late 20th-century Earth. Perhaps early 21st in isolated sectors.”

“So… pre-spaceflight, pre-satellite?”

“Correct. Though scattered anomalies suggest remnants of higher technology, either lost or compartmentalized.”

I let that sit in my mind for a moment. It was strange—surreal, even. I’d grown up in a world of orbital platforms and Slipstream drives. AI-assist logistics, drone-serviced agriculture, hyperlight communication arrays. And yet here I was, crouching beside a dusty window, spying on two people who might have been excited about the first mobile phone—or just discovering basic computing.

And the weirdest part? It felt… comfortable. Familiar in a way that made my chest ache.

“They’re us,” I said quietly. “Or at least, a version of us. Just… paused somewhere along the road.”

“Perhaps,” Sync replied. “Or perhaps they chose a different path altogether.”

“You mean their previous society?”

“Correct. Do they know of their past? Are they unaware that they—or someone—once lived here, built vast cities, and walked the same soil with far greater means? The ruins we encountered earlier were part of a much larger urban layout. Based on structural gridwork and topographic decay, I estimate that settlement once held over ten thousand individuals.”

“And,” Arc added, her voice calm but laced with curiosity, “from orbital scans, we observed remnants of even larger population centers—regions that, at their peak, would have supported populations in the millions.”

I blinked, absorbing that. “Damn.”

It was hard to reconcile. The quiet, modest homes I saw now, with their handmade furniture and scavenged radio sets… those were the remnants of a people whose ancestors once built cities that rivaled Earth’s early metropolises. Something had brought them down. Time, war, disease, collapse—whatever it was, it left scars that hadn’t fully healed.

But just then, something inside the home shifted—sharp, emotional, loud. The male figure had picked up the odd-looking receiver again, the one that looked like a telephone from a museum exhibit. He pressed it to his ear and started shouting. Not just raised voice. Yelling.

The woman beside him looked stricken—anxious and unsure. She clutched her hands in front of her, twisting her fingers with every passing second. I leaned closer, frowning.

“He’s upset,” I murmured. “Really upset.”

“He’s demanding answers,” Sync said. “It appears they have a child—ill, and currently being treated in a medical facility. However, payment for continued care has been denied or delayed. He was informed that unless compensation is provided, the child must be removed.”

I stared through the cloudy glass, my jaw tightening.

“Are you serious?” I muttered. “No universal health care? Not even emergency coverage for a kid?”

“Unclear,” Sync said. “But economically stratified systems often result in health services that favor the affluent or those deemed useful. That appears to be the case here.”

A sharp curse escaped the man’s lips. Then he slammed the receiver down with a dull crack, shoulders heaving. The woman stood frozen beside him, one hand over her mouth.

My gut twisted.

I’d seen similar things in documentaries back on Earth. Interviews with desperate parents turned away from hospitals because they lacked the right insurance. Victims of a system that measured treatment in dollars instead of dignity.

And now… I was watching it play out again. On a different world. A different species. Same pain.

“Goddamn,” I whispered. “Even across the stars… some things never change.”

“They are only just beginning to re-enter a technological age,” Arc said gently. “You cannot fault them for the systems they have yet to evolve beyond. Your own world followed a similar path—for centuries.”

I let out a long breath, my shoulders sinking.

“True,” I murmured.

She was right. We had no room to judge. On Earth, it took us centuries of greed, broken systems, and avoidable suffering before real change took hold. Universal healthcare didn’t become global law until 2085—almost two decades after the formation of the World Congress. Even then, it had only worked because we had help. AI to streamline administration. Robots to fill in workforce gaps. And medical technology so advanced, it made procedures that once cost fortunes available for the price of a bottle of clean water.

But that wasn’t charity. That was survival.

Here, they were still clawing their way up from the ashes of something greater. I’d walked through the bones of cities—seen roads swallowed by time and buildings eroded to stumps. Their ancestors had reached heights these people might not even remember. And now, they were rebuilding. Slowly. Unevenly. Painfully.

Still, it hurt to watch. To see someone yell into a receiver with desperation thick in their voice, knowing the system didn’t care. To see a mother stand silently by, powerless.

I pressed my gloved hand against the wall beside the window.

How many worlds were out there like this? Trying to rise, only to stumble again?

And what was my place in that?


CHAPTER FIVE


The Price of Breath

I watched from the edge of the building, eyes fixed on the window as muted conversation played out beyond the glass. The man had lowered the receiver, his broad shoulders trembling as he spoke to the woman. She stood there, her hands clutched tightly in front of her, head bowed. I couldn’t hear the words clearly through the cloudy pane, but her tears were unmistakable. Her face was partially turned, lips quivering, and after a long pause, she nodded.

“They’ve made a decision,” I said quietly, more to myself than anyone else.

“They have,” Sync replied in my ear. “He’s going to retrieve their child. The hospital will not continue care without payment. The father intends to bring the child home… so she can die among her family.”

My chest tightened.

I looked away, swallowing the bitter taste in the back of my throat. Another world. Another species. And yet here I was, watching history echo like a song on repeat.

“Same pain,” I whispered.

“I know,” Arc said softly.

There was nothing I could do. Not yet. Not without changing everything. Not without tipping the balance. I had come here to observe, to understand—not to play savior.

So I followed. Quiet as a shadow.

The man exited the home with a slow, determined stride, his expression unreadable, hardened by grief. I trailed behind him at a safe distance, hugging the stone wall of the narrow street, moving between shadows and listening as Sync kept our signal cloaked. Arc said she was suppressing sound around me, making my presence no more than a breeze to the casual ear.

We passed clusters of buildings—some tall and narrow, others squat and rounded. Power lines sagged overhead, and alien lamps glowed dimly, casting amber light over the cobbled paths.

Eventually, we reached a larger structure, angular and sturdier than the homes. A sign hung above its double doors, the glyphs indecipherable to me, but Arc confirmed my assumption.

“Based on foot traffic patterns, interior layout, and energy distribution,” she said, “this is the village’s medical facility.”

I waited outside. The man disappeared through the front doors without a word, shoulders still heavy with invisible weight.

The minutes passed slowly. I paced along the far wall, watching townsfolk move in the distance, some on foot, others riding strange cart-like platforms that floated inches above the ground. A pair of children kicked a ball down a side street, laughing. A woman hung bright red fabrics from a balcony. Life moved on, unaware of the quiet heartbreak unfolding behind the hospital’s walls.

Then, after twenty agonizing minutes, the man returned.

His stride was slower now. More careful.

A small figure walked beside him, holding his hand.

Even from a distance, I could tell it was a girl. Her frame was thin, her steps unsteady, but she walked with him willingly. No machines. No IV drips. No visible support. Just a simple dress, and a bag slung over one shoulder.

“Can you scan her?” I asked.

“I can’t assess biological markers with high confidence from this distance,” Sync said. “But her vital signs appear weak. I detect irregular posture and gait—signs of advanced fatigue or systemic failure.”

“She looks… eight?” I guessed.

“Approximately,” Sync replied. “Slightly taller than an average human child of that age, but proportional. Her physiology appears more vertically oriented. Slender bones, low body mass.”

She looked up at the man—her father, I assumed—and he gave her a tired smile. It nearly broke me.

I stood there, frozen in the shadows, watching a man walk home with his daughter so she could die in familiar arms. I clenched my fists and pressed them against the wall at my sides, jaw tightening.

I wanted to help.

I wanted to storm in, throw down every piece of advanced tech I had, and fix this. But I couldn’t—not without disrupting everything. Not without risking more than I could yet understand.

So instead, I watched.

And I followed.

The walk back was steeped in melancholy.

The man—her father, I was sure now—held himself upright, his face set in grim determination. But it was all a front. Even from where I followed, I could see the cracks. The stiffness in his shoulders. The way his free hand curled into a trembling fist. He was doing everything he could not to fall apart in front of his daughter.

And she... she was something else.

She walked beside him without complaint, small fingers wrapped around his. Every now and then, her steps slowed, her strength waning. He would stop, kneel, lift her gently in his arms. But each time, after only a few paces, she would whisper something to him—too soft for me to hear—and insist on being let down. Proud. Brave. Tough as hell.

Sick, yes, but not broken.

She smiled up at him often. Real smiles. Not the forced kind we give when we’re trying to protect someone else’s feelings. Hers were bright, genuine, and filled with something that made my chest ache: trust. She trusted him to carry her, to bring her home, and to keep her safe... even if safety meant dying surrounded by the people she loved.

I followed them all the way back to their house. Once they were inside, I slipped back to the same window I’d used before. The glass was still cloudy, but the shapes beyond it were clear enough.

The mother was there, already rushing toward the child. She dropped to her knees and pulled the girl into a crushing embrace, burying her face into her daughter’s shoulder. Her body trembled as silent sobs wracked her frame. The girl wrapped her arms around her mother and stroked her hair, saying something—soft, rhythmic, repeated over and over.

The father stood nearby, eyes heavy, jaw clenched as he watched them. Helpless. Grieving.

“What is she saying?” I asked, voice barely a breath.

“Let me bring the translation software online,” Sync replied.

A faint clicking sound in my ear, a pause, and then...

“It’s alright, Mama. I know you both tried.”

I closed my eyes.

The words hit like a punch to the ribs. I opened them again just in time to see the mother fall apart. Her knees buckled as she clung to her daughter, sobbing openly now—raw and anguished. The child didn’t flinch. She held her, murmuring the same phrase like it was a shield she was trying to build for her parents, instead of herself.

“Fucking hell, I hate this,” I growled under my breath, hands curling at my sides.

“Interference can have a cost,” Arc reminded me quietly.

“I know,” I said. “But can I live with the cost of letting this child die if there’s something we can do?”

There was a long pause.

Then Sync spoke. “There might be a way.”

My head jerked up. “What? How?”

“I could deploy a nanobot cluster. They would enter her system and begin analyzing and repairing the affected biological structures. But…”

“But?” I asked sharply.

“I don’t have enough physiological information to ensure safe operation. Without proper data, I might do more harm than good.”

“What would you need?”

“Close proximity to her for an extended period. At least one full week. I’d need to observe her vital patterns, molecular exchanges, immune response—ideally with a control subject of her species for comparison.”

I sighed, glancing back toward the quiet street. “A week? Out here? I can’t hide that long. Someone’s bound to see me.”

“I wasn’t suggesting you hide outside,” Sync said calmly. “You’d need to be inside the home.”

I blinked.

“Oh,” I said softly. “Right. That’s… that’s a whole different problem.”

But even as I said it, I felt the weight of the moment settle on my shoulders. A week in their home, unnoticed. A week to study, to act, to possibly save a life. It was madness. It was risky. It was crossing every line I had come here not to cross.

But then again… maybe it was worth it.

Because for the first time, this wasn’t theory. It wasn’t a simulation, or history, or some grand ethical debate.

It was a little girl.

I stood there, watching the scene inside that humble alien home—a mother weeping into her daughter’s shoulder, a father holding back tears as if afraid that if he shed one, the rest would never stop.

This wasn’t what I’d imagined for first contact.

No banners. No diplomats. No grand speeches to a united planetary council. Just a sick child, and two parents who had done everything they could.

And it still hadn’t been enough.

I had wanted to reveal myself to this world. That was the dream, right? Step out of the shadows. Let them see what was possible. Show them that they weren’t alone in the universe. Be their inspiration—their first step into something greater.

But now? That kind of reveal would cause panic. Maybe even chaos.

They weren’t ready for someone like me. Not yet. If I appeared in the skies or at the center of their cities, wrapped in metal and light, they’d think me a god… or a threat. And either would be a mistake.

What I could do—what Sync and Arc could do—would look like magic to them. And magic had a cost. History on Earth was proof of that. Every time a more advanced civilization arrived with “gifts,” the ones receiving them paid the price.

But what if I helped just one?

What if I saved this girl, quietly, and then left?

What if she grew up remembering the strange figure who came when she needed it most? Would that make her believe in something greater—or would it destroy her faith in everything else?

No. That wasn’t the way.

If I was going to do this, I had to do it right.

“I’ll reveal myself,” I said aloud, the words tasting strange in my mouth.

Arc responded almost immediately. “With the suit active, I can mask your face, create a projected image within the visor—a facial construct that approximates their species.”

“You mean make me look like one of them?”

“In the facial region only,” she confirmed. “I cannot change your overall morphology. Your height, proportions, and skeletal shape would still appear alien to them.”

I thought about it. A familiar face might calm them—but only if everything else matched. As it stood, I was too different. Too foreign.

“They’d know something was wrong,” I said. “That kind of mimicry would just make me look like a shapeshifter, or worse—like I was trying to deceive them.”

“Then what will you do?” Arc asked gently.

I looked back at the home. The lights inside glowed with warmth, casting long shadows through the window’s cloudy glass. The mother was sitting now, the child curled against her. The father stood near the door, pacing slowly, lost in thought.

“I’ll wait,” I said. “Until it gets dark. I don’t want to scare the neighborhood. I just… I want to talk to them. Face to face. Honestly.”

“Understood,” Arc replied, her voice softer now.

I sat nearby, cloaked in shadow, time stretching out as I watched the night deepen around me. Stars emerged in the unfamiliar sky, constellations I didn’t recognize blinking overhead like silent witnesses. Insects chirped. Distant night-birds cried.

When the moment felt right—maybe 10 p.m., give or take—I stood, adjusted the suit’s energy signature to appear as non-threatening as possible, and walked slowly up the path to their door.

Each step felt heavier than the last.

Not from fear.

From weight. The weight of choice. Of crossing a line I couldn’t uncross.

I raised my hand and knocked.

Three soft raps against weathered wood.

No turning back now.


CHAPTER SIX


AKnock in the Night

The door creaked open.

He was just a man—tired, lean, worn from life—but in this moment, he looked like someone suspended in time. His mouth opened to speak, but whatever words he’d prepared dissolved into silence the instant he laid eyes on me.

I saw the flicker of raw disbelief—his brain fighting to make sense of what was standing on his doorstep. The faint yellow light from within his home spilled out across my armored form, casting strange shadows that danced along the dirt-packed path behind me.

He said nothing. Just stared.

So I spoke first.

“My name is Albert,” I said, my voice clear and calm as it left the external speakers Arc had routed Sync’s translation through. “I’ve come… to help your daughter.”

Sync had warned me to keep it simple. Short sentences. Kind tone. Let them adapt.

The man’s jaw worked silently. His breath caught. He blinked several times, like he thought his eyes were lying to him.

Behind him, the faint sound of footsteps—bare feet against wood—echoed down a hallway. A moment later, she appeared. The mother.

She was rubbing sleep from her eyes, clearly still half-dreaming. Her hair was down now, the fiery red strands tumbling around her face in wild disarray. She looked younger in the dim light—softer. Less guarded.

Her expression shifted as she reached her husband’s side. She opened her mouth, likely to ask who had knocked so late, but then her eyes landed on me.

And she froze.

I saw her lips part, the start of a breath caught in her throat. Her gaze dropped slightly, scanning the contours of my body—the foreign armor, the metallic sheen—and then rose to my face.

Arc had kept the helmet on, but she’d cleared the visor completely. I’d wanted them to see me. Really see me. My human face was visible in the glow of the doorway’s light—softened by the faint blue tint of the visor, but unmistakably real.

Her hand gripped her husband’s arm, fingers tightening.

The silence was thick—too long.

So I spoke again. Gently.

“I’m not here to hurt you. I swear it. I… I watched. I listened. I know your daughter is sick. I might be able to help.”

Still no answer.

The man’s gaze flicked to my eyes. Not my armor. Not the strange lights along my shoulders. He stared at me. And in that moment, something in his expression cracked.

Fear, yes. But not just fear.

Hope.

It was fragile. Brittle. Like the thinnest layer of ice forming on still water. It wouldn’t survive a single misstep.

He swallowed hard, his throat working. Then, slowly—carefully—he stepped aside, still silent, and looked at me not with trust… but with a father’s desperation.

“Come in,” he said, voice hoarse with disbelief.

Behind him, the woman whispered something I didn’t understand—but Sync fed the translation to my internal HUD immediately.

“Please… if there’s any chance… if there’s anything you can do…”

I stepped across the threshold, into the warmth of their home, and the door closed behind me with a soft click.

This wasn’t first contact with a world.

It was first contact with a family.

Awkwardly, the man cleared his throat. “Can I… get you a drink?”

His voice cracked halfway through the sentence, like he still wasn’t sure this was real.

The woman beside him gave a nervous, breathy laugh, clutching the edge of her robe with both hands. “He’s an alien,” she said, glancing sideways at her husband. “For all we know, it might not even drink.”

“He,” I said gently, stepping fully into the room.

Her eyes snapped to me. I could see the way her pupils dilated, the tiny flinch that ran through her shoulders at the sound of my voice.

“He?” she echoed, hesitant.

I nodded slowly and offered what I hoped looked like a non-threatening smile—lips closed, no teeth. Arc had warned me that showing teeth was often interpreted as aggression among unfamiliar species. And besides, this wasn’t the time for grins. Not with what hung between us.

“I’m male,” I clarified, then added, “I mean no disrespect. Your language doesn’t translate everything perfectly yet.”

The man gave a short nod, still staring. He motioned toward a simple wooden chair near the table. “Please. Sit, if… you want?”

I sat, carefully. The chair groaned under the unfamiliar weight of my armored suit, but it held. Just barely.

Their home was simple—stone foundation, timber frame, a compact but functional kitchen built into one wall, and a wide sitting area with low furniture built for taller bodies. Alien, but oddly… familiar. There were signs of wear, lived-in details. A family space.

“I’ll… I’ll get something,” the man said quickly, moving to the kitchen area.

He returned a moment later with a roughly shaped wooden cup. Steam rose faintly from it.

“Drink?” he offered again, trying to mask the tremor in his voice.

I looked at the cup, then back at him. I appreciated the gesture, really did. But drinking something from another planet? One that might be full of unfamiliar microbes, viruses, or—worst-case—parasitic spores? That seemed like a good way to spend the next three days evacuating my insides out both ends. Or worse.

Still, I didn’t want to offend them.

“Thank you,” I said, lifting a hand in polite refusal. “But I don’t know if my body can process your food or water safely.”

The woman’s face softened. “Oh. Of course. I didn’t even think of that.”

“Water is probably fine,” I added, mostly to be polite. “But I’d rather not take chances tonight.”

“Right. Sorry,” the man said, setting the cup down gently on the table. “We didn’t mean to… We’re just… grateful.”

I nodded. “I understand. Really.”

The silence that followed wasn’t uncomfortable. Not exactly. More like… tentative. Like we were all standing on new ground, trying not to fall through the cracks.

I glanced around the room again. There were carvings along the ceiling beams—geometric patterns, maybe symbolic, maybe just decorative. A woven rug stretched out underfoot, and across from me, in the sitting area, a small wooden sculpture sat on a shelf. It looked like a family—two larger figures, one small between them.

I turned my eyes back to the couple.

“I watched,” I said carefully. “From outside. I saw what happened earlier. I know… about your daughter.”

The woman swallowed hard, her hands curling into fists at her sides.

The man’s jaw clenched. He nodded once. “She’s sleeping now.”

“I’d like to see her,” I said. “If that’s alright.”

The man looked to his wife, and for a moment, there was something unspoken between them. Fear, hope, exhaustion. But then the woman exhaled and gave a slight nod.

“Come,” she said softly.

She led the way down the short hallway, past the softly glowing wall lamps and toward a closed door.

“She’s a fighter,” the woman whispered as we walked. “She didn’t cry once when they gave up on her.”

My throat tightened. I didn’t have anything to say to that.

At the door, she paused, placing her hand against the wood. Her fingers trembled.

“She doesn’t know what’s going to happen,” she said, her voice breaking slightly. “We told her she was coming home. That she could rest.”

I reached out and gently touched her arm—just two fingers, armored but soft in motion.

“I won’t make promises I can’t keep,” I said quietly. “But if there’s a chance… any chance… I’ll do everything I can.”

She gave a shuddering breath and opened the door.

The room was dim, lit by a single crystal-like light embedded into the wall. The girl lay curled under a thin blanket, her red hair splayed across the pillow like fire. Even in sleep, her face looked pale. Tired.

But peaceful.

Sync’s voice came quietly in my ear. “I’m ready to begin passive data collection. I’ve initialized a background link. If I remain close, I’ll begin gathering the biological markers needed to understand her condition.”

Arc followed. “You’ll need to stay near for at least a day or two. Possibly longer.”

I nodded.

The girl stirred slightly, then settled again.

I didn’t belong in this house. Not really. Not in this moment. And yet… something about this felt more right than anything I’d done since leaving home.

“We need to put her into a deeper sleep,” Sync said quietly in my head.

“She’s already asleep,” I replied, glancing down at the girl.

“No, I mean I need her fully at rest. Deeper brain state. It will allow me to scan her internal systems more accurately and reduce signal noise. Less muscle movement, less interference.”

That made sense… in a weird, techno-biology kind of way.

I turned toward the mother. Her eyes were still fixed on her daughter, her fingers clenching and unclenching.

“I need her to sleep more deeply,” I said gently. “For the scan to work properly. I’ll have to touch her. But she’ll be fine, I promise.”

The mother tensed, instinctively taking a half-step forward. But her husband moved in behind her, wrapping his arms around her waist. He leaned in and whispered something, his voice too low to catch. She shook slightly—maybe from fear, maybe from hope.

Then she nodded. Slow. Hesitant, but resolute.

The man turned to me and offered a faint, apologetic smile. “Let him try.”

“Do what you must,” the mother added, her voice steadier now.

I stepped toward the girl with care, crouching beside her bed. My suit shifted slightly at the wrist, its surface darkening and softening. I reached out and laid a single fingertip against her forehead.

There was no spark. No flash of light. Just a subtle shimmer as a thread of black nanites unspooled from my suit, flowing into her skin like smoke dissolving into mist.

“I’m in,” Sync confirmed. “Sending the sleep signal now. It may take a moment—I don’t know if I’ve tuned it correctly yet.”

“You don’t sound confident.”

“I’m working with unfamiliar neural structures. Their brainwaves are similar to yours but not identical. I’ll know soon.”

I kept my hand still. The girl didn’t move.

The parents stood behind me, saying nothing—just watching, waiting.

Then, after two full minutes, Sync spoke again.

“Done. I had a 95% match. Close enough. She’s fully at rest now. I’ve mapped the correct pathways. We’re stable.”

“What’s next?” I asked silently.

“Now I begin scanning her systems. I’ll be collecting passive biological data while mapping cellular damage and comparing it to baseline samples.”

“And how long will that take?”

“A few hours for preliminary results. Days for a full reconstruction model. But I’ll give you updates.”

I exhaled slowly and stood.

The girl was breathing evenly. Peacefully.

We all turned and quietly exited the room. The mother shut the door behind her with trembling fingers.

Back in the living area, I lowered myself onto the chair I’d used earlier. The father sat across from me, while his wife curled up on the sofa. The silence felt heavier now—weighted by the unknown, by the hope neither of them dared speak aloud.

We sat like that for a while. Quiet. Awkward.

Then finally, the man cleared his throat and asked, “Who are you?”

I looked at him for a long moment, thinking about how to answer that. The truth felt too small. Too messy. But I didn’t want to lie.

“I’m just a man,” I said at last. “A traveler. I move between stars, trying to help where I can.”

The woman blinked. “You… do this often?”

“Not really,” I admitted with a crooked half-smile. “This is actually the first world I’ve ever visited.”

They both stared at me in confusion.

“It’s hard to explain,” I said. “Where I come from, exploration isn’t as common as you might think. Not like this. I ended up here… well, not by accident, but not entirely on purpose either.”

“So… you’re not part of a larger group?” the man asked.

“No. No armies. No government. Just me.” I paused. “And two artificial intelligences who are probably smarter than most people I know.”

Which honestly, I doubt they would understand just what Arc and Sync are.

“That’s…” He rubbed the back of his neck. “Hard to believe.”

“I get that,” I said. “But I’m not here to ask for anything. I saw what you were going through. And if there’s something I can do to help your daughter, I will.”

The woman’s eyes shimmered, and she nodded once, tightly.

“We don’t know how to repay you,” she whispered.

“You don’t need to,” I said. “Let’s just take this one step at a time.”

They seemed relieved by that. No deals. No strings. Just hope—small and flickering, but real.

Sync chimed in softly. “Initial scans suggest a viral degeneration syndrome. Slow-acting, systemic. Potentially curable—pending further analysis.”

I didn’t say that out loud. Not yet.

Instead, I sat with them. Just a strange visitor in the night, sipping uncertainty and trying not to show how nervous I actually was.

Because this wasn’t just a mission.

This was a life.

And maybe… the beginning of something more.

“Are you from up there?” the father asked, sounding unsure as he glanced toward the dark window.

I nodded slowly and raised a finger, pointing skyward. “I am. From a planet far from here. Much farther than you can imagine.”

He seemed to consider that, lips parting, but unsure of the next question. His brows furrowed, trying to form thoughts around a concept that, likely, had only existed in stories or theory for his people.

“Are there… many of you?”

“You mean travelers?” I asked, tilting my head.

He wobbled his hand side to side in the air—a gesture that looked like the equivalent of sort of. I didn’t need Sync to translate that.

“No,” he clarified after a moment. “Your people.”

Ah. That made more sense.

I nodded. “Yes. There are many of us. My people… humans, we call ourselves… live on more than one world now.”

That was technically true. Even if not all of them were what I’d call paradise.

I hesitated before adding more. I didn’t want to mention slipstream drives or orbital elevators or the fact that some of our stations were the size of small moons. That wasn’t just unnecessary—it could be dangerous. If their civilization ever recovered to that level, they might look back on this moment as their first contact.

And I didn’t want that story to come with fear.

“We’ve… grown a lot,” I said, choosing my words carefully. “Built homes not just on our planet, but on others. We’ve learned things. Made mistakes. But we keep going.”

The wife leaned forward slightly. “How long did it take your kind to get there?”

I smiled faintly. “A long time. Longer than I can really explain. But we had help—from people who imagined more, dreamed bigger.”

That seemed to resonate with her.

“Do your people… get sick like ours?” she asked, voice quiet now.

“We used to,” I answered honestly. “Many still do. But we’ve found ways to help with some of it. Sometimes, it just takes time. And trying everything we can.”

She glanced toward the room where her daughter slept, and I saw her throat tighten.

“So,” the man said after a beat. “You came here to help?”

“Not at first,” I admitted. “I came to see. To learn. This is the first world I’ve ever stepped foot on besides my own.”

They both looked at me in surprise.

I shrugged. “I’m not a hero, or a soldier, or some official from my people. I’m just… a man with a ship, and a conscience.”

“And your friends?” the man asked. “The ones you speak to when your mouth doesn’t move.”

I blinked, then chuckled. “You noticed that?”

He smiled for the first time. “Hard not to.”

“They’re not people. Not the way you and I are. They’re Ais, artificial minds. Helpers. They live in my ship, and in my suit. They help me understand things, talk to people, make decisions. I wouldn’t have made it this far without them.”

That seemed to puzzle him, but he nodded anyway. I could tell the concept of AI was probably outside their current understanding, but not completely ungraspable. After all, they had radios, and phones. Intelligence in machines wasn’t that big a leap once you had computation.

Still, I steered the conversation back.

“I didn’t mean to interfere in your lives,” I said softly. “But I saw your daughter, and I knew I couldn’t walk away. If there’s a chance—any chance—I can help… I’ll take it.”

The father stared at me, his expression unreadable for a moment. Then he looked to his wife, who reached out and took his hand. Her eyes were damp again, but she nodded once.

And in that small, fragile moment, trust began to form.

Not because I had answers.

But because I was willing to try.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Shadows of a Forgotten World

We sat together in the dimly lit living room, the soft glow of a single wall lamp casting long shadows across the floor. The parents—still unsure whether to be terrified or grateful—remained close to one another, speaking little unless prompted. The girl was asleep in the next room, Sync’s nanites gently monitoring her vitals and learning what they could.

I decided it was time to flip the script.

“Can I ask some questions?” I said carefully, hands folded in front of me.

The father nodded, then glanced at his wife. “You… you came here to learn, yes?”

I smiled. “Yes. And maybe understand.”

They exchanged a look that I couldn’t quite read, but after a moment, the father shifted in his chair and gestured with a slight nod. “Ask.”

“Thank you,” I said. “Your people… do you have a name for yourselves?”

The mother spoke first this time. “We’re called the Tiravari.”

I repeated the word quietly. “Tiravari. Beautiful.”

“And this world?” I asked. “What do you call it?”

“Jahrel,” the man replied.

I noted the tone he used—respectful, almost reverent.

“And your government,” I continued. “Do you have leaders? A system?”

That drew a small snort from the father. “Yes. Though not all agree on how well it works.”

So that was universal.

He explained in simple terms. There was a central government, located in a city far to the south called Hael’tor, though he admitted he’d never been there himself. “We elect officials to speak for our provinces. Sometimes they listen. Mostly, they argue.”

“Sounds familiar,” I muttered.

The mother spoke again. “They pass laws, fund public services, organize research and energy, but…” She looked down. “Not medicine. Not anymore.”

“That used to be handled by the Order of Healing,” her husband added. “They were separate from the government. But after the Collapse…”

My eyes narrowed slightly. “The Collapse?”

He nodded slowly. “You’ve seen the ruins, haven’t you?”

“I have,” I said. “They stretch far.”

He looked uncomfortable. “Long ago—hundreds of cycles—our people lived in great cities. We had machines, airships, even something like… communication across vast distances. But then something happened. The land changed. The air grew hot. Some say it was war. Others, the will of the old gods. But we lost everything.”

“And now you’re rebuilding,” I said softly.

The mother nodded. “Slowly. Piece by piece. Some knowledge was preserved in hidden places. Libraries. Vaults. A few still teach the old ways. But many fear the past.”

“Fear it?” I asked.

“The Collapse is a scar,” the father said. “We survived, but just barely. Now, some believe technology will only lead us back to that pain.”

That explained a lot. Why their tech felt uneven—like flashes of brilliance built on crumbling foundations. They had phones, yes, but their medical facilities looked underfunded, understaffed, and underdeveloped.

I decided to press gently. “Your hospital—was it always this… limited?”

He shook his head. “No. Decades ago, it was one of the best in the province. But after funding cuts and power rationing, most healers left. Now, it’s barely more than a hospice.”

That made my chest tighten. “And what about your machines? How do they run?”

“Steam,” he said. “And wind. Some solar. Most of the old generators stopped working when we lost access to the old fuel.”

Interesting. No fossil fuels. Or at least, no access to them. “Do you have satellites? Something in orbit?”

The wife frowned. “I don’t know what that means.”

Arc cut in silently over my neural link. No active satellites detected in orbit. One defunct shell remains, likely from their old civilization. It hasn’t emitted in centuries.

So, they weren’t just pre-spaceflight. They were post-collapse. Rebuilding from scraps.

“Your daughter,” I said, steering the topic carefully. “She mentioned school. What do they teach?”

“History, math, writing, social code,” her mother answered. “Basic sciences. But little of the old technologies. Many texts were lost. Or banned.”

“Banned?”

The father scowled. “After the Fire Doctrine—a political movement born from fear. They believe machines caused the Collapse. That we shouldn’t walk that path again.”

“Do you agree?” I asked him.

He hesitated. “No. But I understand why others do.”

I nodded again, letting the silence stretch. These weren’t primitives. These were survivors. A people clawing their way back from ruin. And walking a tightrope between fear of the past and hope for the future.

“And the regions,” I asked. “Are they united?”

The father gave me a rueful smile. “Only in theory. Each province is culturally different. Some friendly. Some isolationist. Trade exists, but it’s limited. And borders shift more than they should.”

Arc whispered into my ear. Fragmented nation-states. Estimated global population: 300 million, give or take. Less than 5% of industrial-era Earth.

“What about your sky?” I asked finally. “Any… visitors?”

That froze them both.

They looked at each other, and then the mother asked, “You mean, like you?”

I nodded.

“There have been stories,” she whispered. “Lights in the sky. Shapes that don’t match any bird or craft. Some say the gods are returning.”

The father seemed more skeptical. “Probably storms or reflections. I’ve never seen one.”

I didn’t press. I didn’t need to. The truth was, they had no idea what was coming.

And right now… neither did I.

“And so tech is frowned upon here?”

The father’s brow creased at the question. “In a way, yes. But not by everyone.” He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Actually… that’s one of my jobs. Or… was.”

I tilted my head. “Jobs?”

He gave a half-smile, but it didn’t reach his eyes. “I’m what some here would call a heathen. Because I believe we need to return to technology. Not avoid it. Not bury it under fear and superstition.” He sighed, glancing down at his hands. “But it’s an uphill battle. There are many out there who still blame machines and science for the Collapse. They believe another rise in knowledge will bring another end.”

That hit me harder than I expected. “Wait,” I said, blinking. “You’re trying to bring science back?”

He looked up at me, surprised by my surprise, and then smiled—this time, with pride. “Yes. I was top of my class in the sciences. Engineering, physics, even some bio-medical studies. I used to teach. I believed we were on the edge of something better.” But his smile faded. “And then… my daughter got sick.”

I glanced toward the room where she lay sleeping, and felt a weight settle on my chest. “What happened?”

He rubbed the back of his neck. “Work dried up. We’d been living in one of the larger cities—Harven’Sil—but the cost of living was high. I wanted to get our daughter, Alari, away from the pollution, the crowds… the noise. So we moved here.”

The mother picked up where he left off. “We thought it would be better. Simpler. Cleaner air. A better life.”

“But you didn’t expect them to deny you care,” I said quietly.

He shook his head. “Not entirely. I knew it would be harder to access. But I didn’t think they would make us choose between bankruptcy and letting her die.”

“So… medical care,” I began slowly, “it isn’t free here? People… have to buy it?”

The mother snorted. “Oh, it’s available. If you’re rich.”

The bitterness in her voice could’ve cut steel.

“Most government funding dried up when the Fire Doctrine came into law,” the father added. “They claim it was to prevent technological abuse, but really, it just shifted responsibility to private groups. And those groups—well, they don’t operate out of kindness. If you can’t pay, they don’t treat you.”

I sat back slightly, trying to process it. A society crawling back from its knees, terrified of repeating its past—and in doing so, strangling its own future.

“And there’s no public hospital?” I asked.

He laughed once, dry and tired. “That building you saw earlier? That’s the closest thing to a public hospital for three towns. One physician. Two aides. And a priest, in case you need your last rites.”

I looked toward the sleeping child again. Alari. Sick for three years. Carried out of that building today with no hope of recovery. And now, here I was. A stranger from the stars, in a home where the past had been both the enemy and the savior.

“I might be able to help as well,” Sync said.

Only… it came out through my external speakers.

The reaction was immediate.

Both of them jumped to their feet, the husband stepping in front of his wife instinctively, as if shielding her from something unknown and potentially dangerous.

I held up my hands quickly, palms out. “Whoa, it’s okay! Don’t worry. That was Sync. Remember? The artificial intelligence I mentioned before.”

Their eyes darted between me and my helmet, like they expected something to crawl out of it. Can’t blame them.

“What do you mean, Sync?” I asked aloud, my voice calm.

“Based on what I’ve gathered so far,” Sync replied, his voice smooth and neutral, “your daughter’s condition is likely curable.”

The parents froze.

I watched their eyes widen with stunned disbelief, but Sync continued before either of them could speak.

“There are plants native to this world that show biochemical potential. If I can acquire and analyze large enough samples, I can determine which compounds are effective, and which combinations might replicate or enhance the cure. With time, we could synthesize a treatment. Not just for her… but for others as well.”

“Oh!” the mother gasped. “I work with plants! I—I can bring you all the ones I have! I can bring more from the forest, even ones we don’t use anymore.”

I turned to her and smiled. “That would be perfect. If the treatment comes from you—your hands, your knowledge—then no one will question the results. You’ll be the mother who found a cure. And your husband?” I looked over at him. “The man who brought the old sciences back.”

She blinked rapidly, clearly overwhelmed, but nodded eagerly.

He, on the other hand, stared at me with the expression of someone realizing the ground beneath their feet had shifted.

“You’re serious?” he asked. “You’re saying you’ll… give us this? Share your technology?”

I shook my head slowly. “No. Not the tech. That’s not something I can—or should—offer.”

His hopeful expression faltered a little, but I held up a hand.

“What I can share… is knowledge. The basics. Scientific principles. Frameworks for understanding. With those tools, you can build your own future. It has to come from here,” I said, tapping my temple, “and from here.” I gestured to his chest.

“You want us to rediscover it,” he said, almost whispering.

“I want you to own it,” I replied. “Because if I hand it to you, it’ll always be mine. But if you earn it… if your people build it themselves—piece by piece—then it will belong to you. And no one can take that away.”

He sank back into the couch, almost stunned, like he didn’t know what to do with that kind of responsibility. His wife still stood near the doorway, hands pressed together tightly in front of her chest, eyes filled with a fragile kind of hope.

“When I first came here,” I said, quieter now, “I had dreams of being the hero. The savior from the stars. But I think I understand now—that’s not what this world needs. It doesn’t need me in the light. It needs someone like you.”

I met his eyes. “So if you’re willing, I’ll help. Quietly. Behind the scenes. Through you.”

He stared at me for a long moment… then nodded, slowly. And when he looked up at his wife, she nodded too.

Maybe this was how change would begin.

Not with fire from the sky, or flashing weapons.

But with trust.

With science.

With hope.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Shadows and Sofas

They showed me to the couch after the girl had been tucked into bed again. I was told I could use anything I needed, though I declined the blanket they offered. My suit regulated temperature far better than any cloth ever could, and I didn’t feel right accepting more than I already had.

The lights were dim, casting the room in muted amber. The family had retreated behind the thin partition of their sleeping space, voices low and tired. Their daughter stirred once or twice but didn’t cry out. That alone was a relief.

So I stood there for a moment, unsure what to do with myself. Then, finally, I sat on the edge of the sofa. It creaked softly beneath my weight.

The silence pressed in.

“I shouldn’t be here,” I muttered to the empty room. My voice sounded tired, not just from the day, but from the weight of something bigger. “This isn’t how any of this was supposed to go.”

There was no answer. Not from Sync. Not from Arc. Just the quiet hum of my suit and the slow rhythm of breathing from the other room.

I leaned back into the cushions and stared up at the ceiling, or whatever passed for a ceiling here. Plaster? Wood? I didn’t care. My mind was drifting somewhere else entirely.

“They didn’t ask for this,” I said. “None of them did.”

I rubbed a hand down my face and sighed.

“They were living their lives—tough lives, yeah—but theirs. And now here I am, a guy from a floating tin can orbiting a distant star, crashing down into their story like some ancient myth or cautionary tale. Do I even have the right?”

Silence again.

“I’m not a savior,” I added, more to myself than anyone. “Hell, I barely got through my own training. This is my first real mission, and already I’m playing god with nanotech and hidden cures.”

I looked at the door that led to the child’s room.

“But I can’t let her die. Not if I can stop it.”

I closed my eyes for a moment.

“They’re good people. He’s smart—frustrated, cornered by a broken system, but smart. And she’s got that kindness in her eyes. Not blind faith… real kindness. Honest kindness.”

I exhaled slowly.

“If I do this right, maybe… maybe they can be the start of something better here. Maybe I don’t have to change the world. Just help them change theirs.”

I sat in the stillness for a while, thinking. No holoscreens. No mission briefings. No directives from Fleet Command. Just me, a couch, and a quietly breathing house on a world that didn’t know the stars yet.

Eventually, I laid down.

The cushions were stiff. Lumpy. Nothing like the gravity-neutral sleep pod aboard the Odyssey Arc. But strangely… it felt more honest. More grounded. Real.

As I stared up at the darkened ceiling, one last whisper slipped from my lips.

“I hope I’m doing the right thing.”

Then, I closed my eyes.

And for the first time in a long while… I dreamed.
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The following morning, it was Sync who woke me.

They are coming back, he said in my head.

I blinked the sleep from my eyes and sat up slowly. The light spilling through the window was soft, golden—morning, I assumed, though I still didn’t know the exact rotation cycle of this planet.

Thalen stepped into the room a second later, hesitant but trying to be polite.

“Good morning,” he said quietly. “Can I get you food?”

I shook my head, then remembered to clarify. “No, thank you. I’m fine. I have food.”

That wasn’t a lie. The suit could fabricate basic protein bars—not tasty, but functional. And even that was mostly unnecessary. Arc had explained last night that the suit extracted moisture from the air, filtered it, and stored purified water internally. From there, nanobots delivered hydration directly into my cells. Same went for basic nutrients.

Biologically, I was a sealed system now. But chewing food? Still felt… normal.

Thalen gave a small nod and stepped farther in. “Did you sleep well?”

“As well as I could,” I said, adjusting myself to sit more upright on the couch. “Thank you. It was generous of you to offer me space in your home.”

He looked like he wanted to say more, but hesitated. Instead, he gave a small shrug and turned as his wife entered from the hallway. Meira looked more rested than the night before, though her face was still lined with the weight of worry.

She glanced toward the back room. “She hasn’t stirred.”

“She’s still under,” I said. “Sync will notify me if that changes.”

They both nodded at that, though I could see the flicker of unease in their eyes at the mention of my AI companion.

“Do you trust him?” Meira asked suddenly.

I gave her a long look before answering.

“Yes. Sync was built to protect and serve. And now… he’s part of me. Whether I trust him or not doesn’t matter—he knows everything I know. But also, he wants to help.”

“He speaks oddly,” Thalen muttered, rubbing his jaw.

“He speaks like he was designed by overcaffeinated engineers,” I replied, giving a half-smile. “But he’s learning. Like I am.”

Meira folded her arms but nodded slowly, apparently accepting that—for now.

Thalen stepped closer and cleared his throat.

“Last night you said something. That you didn’t want to be seen. That you’d rather help through us. Why?”

I exhaled and looked out the small window, past the growing sunlight and the gentle motion of leaves outside.

“Because when people see something they don’t understand, they react. Fear. Worship. Violence. I don’t want that. I don’t want to be the flame they gather around—or the threat they burn.”

I looked back at him.

“I just want to help one girl. Maybe give her a future. And maybe, if I’m careful, help you take the next step without them even realizing it.”

“You’d do all that, and let me take credit?” Thalen asked, disbelief plain on his face.

I nodded. “You’re a scientist. You’ve already got the drive. If I gave you knowledge—basic things, foundations—you could build from there. Guide them back.”

“And Siala?”

“She’s the reason I’m here at all.”

There was silence for a while after that. The kind that feels more like understanding than awkwardness.

Then Meira said, “If you’ll be staying with us for a while… you’ll need a better place to sleep than that couch.”

I smiled at that.

“I’ve slept on worse. But thank you.”

She gave a small, tired laugh, then stepped out of the room. I could hear her begin preparing something in what I guessed was the kitchen area.

Thalen lingered another moment. “If you need anything—tools, space, time—just ask.”

“I will,” I said.

He gave one last nod and stepped out of the room.

I was alone again. Just me and the faint hum of the suit.

“You did well,” Arc said in my head.

“Thanks.”

“You know this complicates everything, right?”

I sighed. “Yeah. But leaving her to die would’ve been worse.”

I leaned back against the couch and stared at the ceiling. Strange patterns were etched in the wood beams above. This wasn’t Earth. It never would be. But for a moment, just for now, it felt like living again.

Not hiding. Not running. Just… trying.

Twenty minutes later, a smell filled the home. Warm, rich, comforting. It reminded me of fresh bread baking in an oven—something I hadn’t smelled in a long time. Something real.

Lemari entered carrying a wide wooden tray, balanced carefully in both hands. On it were three steaming bowls and a round loaf of something dense and golden, crusted with seeds. So that was the smell.

“Please, join us,” she said softly, setting the tray on the large table in the kitchen area. “I know you cannot eat our food, but you are welcome to sit and speak with us at the table. If that is agreeable with you.”

I smiled and nodded, rising from the sofa. “I’m good with that. It’s not that I can’t eat your food—it’s just that I haven’t tested it yet. I have no idea if it might, you know… kill me.”

At that, Lemari’s eyes widened slightly in shock, and she froze halfway through setting out the bowls.

Makes sense,” Thalen said, stepping up beside her to help. “There are what we call germs inside certain things—tiny creatures too small to see. If the body isn’t used to them, they can make you sick. That’s how Siala’s illness started. A minor infection that wouldn’t go away.”

He paused, his hand resting on the back of one of the chairs, and gave me a tired smile.

“You know of germs, then?” I asked.

“Oh yes,” he said with a slight laugh. “Our old science taught us plenty before it was deemed… risky.”

“That still baffles me,” I muttered. “A society scared of its own knowledge.”

“You say that,” he replied, gesturing for me to sit. “But you didn’t live through the Collapse. We only know fragments of what happened. Cities gone in days. Machines turning on people. Some say it was war. Others say it was something we built that got away from us.”

Lemari passed a bowl to him and took one for herself. She left the third untouched, perhaps out of respect.

Thalen dipped a piece of the bread into the stew and took a bite. “After that, the Consensus outlawed most advanced tech. Anything more complex than a crank or a fuse was heavily restricted.”

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on the table. “So the Consensus is your government?”

He nodded. “Sort of. It’s a collective of elected leaders, guided by something they call the Core Doctrine. But don’t let the name fool you—they’re not all bad. Just… terrified of repeating the past.”

“And you?” I asked. “You’re not afraid?”

“I’m cautious,” he said, eyes glinting. “But knowledge is not the enemy. Ignorance is. I’ve kept my old books. What few I could hide when we left the city.”

Lemari reached across the table, brushing her fingers along his wrist. “You’re not alone anymore,” she said. “Not with him here.”

Her eyes met mine, and there was something unspoken in them. Hope, maybe. Or the first glimmer of it.

After the meal was done, Thalen wiped his mouth with a soft cloth and looked at me, a different light behind his eyes now. Not fear. Not awe.

Purpose.

“So,” he said, “where do we start?”

I leaned forward slightly, elbows on the table.

“Let’s start with the basics. Tell me what you know.”

He chuckled dryly and shook his head. “Not much. Not anymore. But I’ll give it a go.”

He motioned for me to follow and stood, pacing the floor slowly like he was sorting his thoughts before sharing them. A man who once taught, and maybe hoped to again.

“Math is still taught,” he began, “but it’s more… practical. Trade math. Farming math. Nothing theoretical. Most people just know enough to measure fields or count currency. As for science? We have names for things. We remember that there was knowledge. That people once studied the stars, once made machines that could fly without wings. But it’s all stories now. Stories and ruins.”

He stopped, glancing at me. “So no, we don’t remember how it worked. Just that it did.”

That fit with what I’d suspected. They were post-collapse, trying to recover—but shackled by fear of repeating the past.

I folded my hands. “But you’re trying to change that.”

“I am,” he said, with quiet conviction. “Not many like me left. The Consensus sees to that.”

“You mentioned the Consensus earlier,” I said. “What exactly is it? Government? Religion?”

“A bit of both,” he replied. “They’re the governing body across the regions. After the Collapse, they took control. Said they’d keep order. Stop us from making the same mistakes. And for a while, maybe they did. But now?”

He shook his head, his jaw tightening.

“They hoard what little technology remains. Claim it’s for study. Say they’re ‘monitoring the past’—but really, they use it to keep control. Selective enforcement. Banned devices in most places, but somehow the Consensus cities still have light at night. Still have fast communication lines. They call it limited deployment. I call it hypocrisy.”

I raised an eyebrow. “So if you started inventing things… would they come after you?”

He paused, then grinned—clearly proud.

“They already tried.”

“Oh?”

He stepped over to a shelf and pulled down a small metal object with a coiled wire attached. It looked like a mix between an old rotary phone and a walkie-talkie.

“I made this five years ago. It’s a vokanet. That’s what I call it. Voice network tool. Lets me talk to someone across the village without shouting. Runs on copper and two old batteries I salvaged from a ruined farm drone.”

He handed it to me, and I took it gently.

“This works?”

“Perfectly. I use it with the teacher in the next village over. We share books and notes. Quietly.”

I nodded and smiled. “You’re braver than most would be.”

“Desperate, more like,” he muttered, but he didn’t deny the compliment.

Sync’s voice came through my suit’s external speaker, soft and unobtrusive. “This one may be more useful than I originally calculated.”

Thalen stiffened slightly at the sound, but relaxed as I raised a hand in reassurance.

“That’s Sync,” I said. “You’re not hearing things.”

“Right,” he said slowly. “Your… artificial friend.”

“Correct.”

I leaned back again. “So what happens now? You want to push science forward, but you’re alone. And if you make something too advanced, the Consensus might come knocking. What’s your plan?”

His mouth thinned.

“Plan is to go slow. Small changes. Improvements in farming, in medicine, in water purification. Things they might ignore. But if I had access to more… actual knowledge, more tools…”

He looked directly at me.

“Then maybe I could do more than just survive. Maybe I could make a real difference. Especially for Siala.”

At her name, I turned slightly to glance back toward the quiet bedroom, where the girl still slept.

“Then that’s where we start,” I said.

“Small steps,” he agreed.

We didn’t need to change the world all at once.

Just give it a gentle nudge.


CHAPTER NINE


Dirt, Roots, and Stone

The sun was barely above the horizon when Thalen stepped outside, a worn basket looped over one arm and a leather-bound notebook under the other. I followed him out, the air still cool but already heavy with the scent of turned earth and wild pollen.

But just as we reached the edge of the doorway, Thalen stopped and turned toward me.

“What if someone sees you?” he asked, his voice low, almost cautious. “You… your armor. You stand out. We don’t get visitors dressed like that.”

I smiled behind the visor.

“To them,” I said, “I’m invisible.”

“Invisible?”

“More like... ignored. Sync’s projecting a passive field. It makes people not see me. Their eyes slide off me. They’ll forget what they saw a minute later. But—” I lifted a hand, “they can still walk into me. So I’ll keep my distance.”

Thalen looked at me sideways, then gave a short laugh. “So you’re a ghost with mass.”

“Something like that. Still might look weird if I talk to myself.”

“Oh, don’t worry,” he said, waving it off. “I mumble to myself in the field all the time. Thinking through old theories, formulas, half-buried memories. My neighbors think I’m eccentric.”

“Are you?”

“I’m a man who talks to dirt and expects it to answer. What do you think?”

I grinned, and we stepped out together into the morning light.

We walked side by side along a narrow footpath that cut through the tall grass behind the home. The sun had risen higher, casting a pale gold light over the land. Everything looked peaceful enough—quiet trees in the distance, no buildings or towers to mar the horizon, but I still kept alert, watching for movement, adjusting the distortion field as needed.

Thalen eventually stopped at what I assumed was a half-wild patch of weeds. The plants were coarse, tangled, and looked like they hadn’t been tended to in weeks, if ever. He turned, smiling with an odd sort of pride.

“This is our garden,” he said.

I looked at the tangled green growth. Then looked again. My HUD scanned the area but came back with no clear results.

“This?” I asked, cautiously.

Thalen crouched and touched one of the stalks with reverence. “Yes. This here is veshroot. Hardy thing. Grows even in poor soil.” He moved his hand to a thicker cluster nearby. “This one’s drovalon. It’s a bit bitter raw, but good in stew.”

I knelt beside him, studying the plants. They all looked like weeds to me—spindly stalks, yellowed edges, wide leaf growth that competed for what little light filtered down. There wasn’t a single recognizable fruit or vegetable. No carrots. No corn. No tomatoes. No roots I’d ever seen.

But what stood out even more was the soil. It was dry. Not dusty—but cracked. Parched. I reached down and pinched a handful between my fingers. It crumbled like sunbaked clay.

“This is… how you grow food?” I asked.

Thalen stood. “It’s not ideal, I know. But the rains have been unpredictable the last few cycles, and our water rations only go so far.”

“Have you tried irrigation systems?”

“Irrigation?” he asked, the word clearly unfamiliar.

I tapped my suit, and Sync chimed in immediately, voice coming from my helmet speakers.

“Irrigation is a controlled way of delivering water to plants,” Sync explained. “From simple canals to advanced drip systems. Historically one of the oldest agricultural technologies on Earth.”

“I… think I’ve heard that word,” Thalen said slowly, scratching his chin. “Old texts. But it was from before the Collapse. No one uses it.”

“Why?” I asked.

“Because,” he said, suddenly sounding tired. “Because the Consensus says that’s what led to the Fall. Technology. Complexity. But that’s not what did it. It was people. Greedy people. Dangerous people. Tech was just the tool.”

I stayed quiet a moment, then looked back at the field.

“You said you weren’t a farmer.”

“I’m not. But out here, everyone grows something. We trade. Share seeds. It’s how the outer communes survive.”

“Would you be willing to experiment?” I asked.

“With what?”

“Farming methods. I can provide knowledge. Instructions. But it’s not all mine—my partner here,” I tapped my helmet, “has access to databases that go far beyond what I personally know. We can simulate soil treatments, water patterns, planting arrangements. Even crop rotation.”

Thalen looked taken aback. “You’re saying… you can help me grow better food?”

“I’m saying we can help you rebuild from the ground up.”

Sync added, “If I may, I can analyze this soil in real-time. Based on mineral density and particulate readings, I estimate less than 0.3% nutrient value per cubic decimeter. That’s… very poor. However, composting with certain high-cellulose plants or introducing native nitrogen-fixing vegetation might help in the short term.”

“Wait,” Thalen said. “You’re saying this suit you’re wearing can read the dirt?”

“In great detail,” I said with a nod. “You’ve been fighting the ground with your bare hands. Let’s give you a better shovel.”

Thalen stared at the field, then crouched again, this time truly thinking. I watched his fingers curl into the dry dirt.

“You said you’d share knowledge,” he said. “Not tech. I can live with that.”

“Good,” I said. “Because I can’t give you machines. But I can help you make ones of your own. Start simple. Build upward.”

His voice was low when he answered. “Then let’s plant something this season.”

We spent the next few hours working in near silence, broken only by Sync’s calm voice guiding us through the process.

The first step was simple: observation.

Sync ran a detailed scan of the existing plants. Within seconds, he had a basic classification, based on structure, color, chlorophyll density, and root activity.

“These six,” Sync said, highlighting a few stalks with subtle green outlines in my HUD, “appear viable. These,” a dozen more flashed in red, “are struggling. Poor root development. Possibly disease or genetic instability. Recommend removal.”

Thalen didn’t argue. He grabbed what passed for a spade—more like a flattened metal scoop lashed to a wooden handle—and began yanking the weaker stalks from the ground. I helped where I could, careful to follow his lead so I didn’t accidentally pull something valuable. After an hour, what remained was a smaller but stronger cluster of plants.

“Now,” I said, “we go bigger.”

We left the old plot behind and walked toward the flat area he had mentioned the day before. It was dry, but the sun hit it evenly, and the wind patterns were calmer there—less erosion risk. According to Sync, it was the better location long-term.

Using Arc’s holographic interface projected inside my visor, I laid out gridlines—rough rows and spacing based on plant types, expected root spread, and sunlight angles. Thalen watched me move my fingers through the air, confused at first, but when I explained the purpose, his eyes lit up.

“You can plan spacing before planting?” he asked.

“We can plan everything,” I said.

We marked the new garden using string and small rocks, then began to dig small furrows where the strongest crops would go. I kept thinking about how basic it all was. On Earth, this kind of setup would be ancient, outdated by centuries—but here, it was revolutionary.

Next, we needed water.

“There’s a stream about sixty strides that way,” Thalen said, pointing through the trees.

“One hundred and ninety-seven feet,” Sync confirmed. “Slight downward grade. Perfect for gravity-fed irrigation.”

We began digging. The shovel was crude and heavy, but I was stronger than Thalen by far, and my suit could enhance my grip when needed. It took the better part of two hours, but eventually, we had a small but functional trench that led from the stream to the new garden. A few stones helped control the flow, and I created a simple flap gate from local bark and pliable branches.

Water flowed. Slow at first. But it flowed.

Thalen stood back, watching it curve along the shallow channel, soaking into the newly turned soil. He looked like he might cry.

“I haven’t seen a field this wet in years,” he whispered.

“We’re not done yet,” I said. “One last thing—fertilizer.”

He blinked. “Fertilizer?”

“You said you had animals, right? Large ones? Beasts?”

“Of course. Packbeasts. And the meat markets sell parts from them.”

“Then get their waste. Their manure. It’s fuel for plants.”

Thalen gave me a strange look—then laughed.

“You want me to bring shit into my garden?” he said with a grin.

“If you want things to grow better? Yes. Trust me.”

He took off down the path toward the village, carrying two old metal buckets slung over his shoulders. I kept working while he was gone—leveling the soil more, reinforcing the irrigation ditch where the water had started to spill over, and checking Sync’s projections.

Roughly thirty minutes later, Thalen returned. His arms strained, and the smell hit me before I saw him.

Two buckets. Both brimming with dark, wet animal dung.

“You wanted it,” he said, panting, “you got it.”

I nodded once. “Perfect. Spread it out evenly—thin layer. Then turn the soil over it.”

“I still can’t believe this works,” Thalen muttered as he dumped the first bucket.

“It’s biology,” I said, using the shovel to spread the mixture into the soil. “Plants eat the same way we do. Just… slower.”

With Sync guiding us—quietly providing soil metrics, moisture levels, and spacing calculations—we finished turning the soil. We packed it lightly and checked the irrigation ditch again. Water still flowed from the stream, trickling in a thin, steady line down between the rows. The dirt had darkened. It actually looked like something might grow here.

Thalen stood next to me, arms crossed and brow furrowed in thought. I could tell his mind was racing.

“So,” I asked, “how do others farm here? Because if this is the normal method, I’m surprised anyone gets enough food at all.”

He sighed and rubbed at his neck. “Honestly? They don’t. Not easily. Most farmers have it rough. They plant field after field, and they’re lucky if sixty percent of their harvest is usable.”

I blinked. “That low?”

“Yeah.” He looked off toward the tree line, frowning. “Some places even worse. Especially if the weather turns bad or if pests show up. A single ruined season can mean famine in some communities.”

I turned back to the soil beneath our boots. It wasn’t even that this place was cursed or dead. It was just neglected. Underutilized. Misunderstood.

“What do you eat then?” I asked.

“Mostly meat. We’ve always been a nomadic people, even before the Collapse. Hunting and herding were traditions. Easier to track beasts than wait for soil to give you something in return.”

“But you still grow crops. Like the bread I saw your wife cooking?”

He nodded. “That’s made from graska root. Hardy plant. Grows easily out in the eastern plains. Doesn’t need much water, and the animals don’t like it, so it’s safe from grazing. It’s not tasty raw, but when dried and ground into powder, it makes for good bread. Heavy, dense. Fills the belly.”

“Sounds like it gets the job done.”

“It does. But not everyone has access to the plains. And growing it here?” He shrugged. “So far, I haven’t been able to get it to take.”

Sync spoke quietly in my ear. “Graska root shows similar molecular structure to Earth’s cassava or hardy rye. With improved irrigation and soil aeration, yield might increase threefold.”

I repeated that to Thalen, simplifying the language a bit.

“You think that’s possible?” he asked.

“I think it’s worth trying.”

He gave a slow nod, eyes scanning the newly planted rows again. “I never thought I’d be doing this again. Not like this. And with a stranger who fell from the stars…”

I chuckled. “Falling wasn’t the plan. But since I’m here…”


CHAPTER TEN


Root and Remedy

We returned to Thalen’s home well past mid-afternoon, tired but not exhausted. Just… satisfied. That field had been a beginning. Not a solution, not a revolution. But something. Something that might matter.

As we stepped inside, a warm breeze followed us, carrying with it the scent of dried herbs and dirt. The door clicked shut behind Thalen, and he hung his coat with practiced ease, wiping his hands on a cloth near the entry.

“I’ll be just a moment,” I told him, gesturing toward the hall.

He nodded, knowing I was checking on his daughter.

I walked quietly toward the bedroom where Siala lay, pausing at the doorway. The girl was asleep, her tiny frame curled beneath a thin blanket. Her breathing was soft and even, no wheezing or rattling in her lungs today.

“She’s stable,” Sync said in my head. “No sudden shifts in vitals. I’ve nearly completed the full physiological map. Another day or two of passive scans and I should have what I need.”

“To cure her?” I whispered.

“To understand what’s killing her. That’s the first step. From there… maybe.”

I knelt beside the bed and brushed a loose strand of hair from her forehead. “Hang in there, kiddo. We’re working on it.”

She stirred a little, but didn’t wake. Her fingers twitched once, like she was dreaming of holding something.

I backed out of the room, closing the door gently behind me.

Back in the main room, Thalen’s wife, Mira, stood beside a low table, arms folded, looking almost overwhelmed. Piled around her were containers, bowls, and trays filled with leaves, stems, flowers, and roots. Dozens of them. Maybe more.

“You said you needed plants,” she said with a tired but proud smile. “Well… here they are. Everything I could gather or trade for this morning. Some are local to the woods. Some I bought from traders who bring in things from the coast.”

I blinked in surprise. “That’s… an incredible haul.”

“Already scanning,” Sync said through the speakers on my suit, though I’d tuned the volume lower. I didn’t want to scare them again.

Thalen walked over and let out a low whistle. “Mira… you outdid yourself.”

“It’s for our daughter,” she said, lifting her chin. “I’d walk to the horizon for her if I had to.”

Sync pinged softly in my head. “Fourteen specimens show mild to moderate bioactive potential. Two exhibit strong catalytic overlap with the metabolic disorder I suspect is at play. I’ll begin compound modeling shortly.”

“So?” Thalen asked, looking at me.

“We might have something here,” I told him. “Sync says a few of these plants could help. Possibly even trigger a recovery.”

Siala covered her mouth with her hands, and for a moment, I thought she might cry. Instead, she let out a quiet breath, then turned and began organizing the herbs more carefully. Focused.

“But,” I added, “this is just the beginning. Sync doesn’t want to fake a cure. He wants a real one. Something you could replicate for others if they have the same condition.”

Thalen stepped forward. “So… do you need a lab?”

Sync spoke again. “Yes. A place with stable work surfaces. Tools for separation and concentration. I can guide him through fabrication if basic components exist.”

Thalen smiled and motioned for us to follow. “Come on. It’s not much, but I’ve got a shed out back I turned into a workroom when we moved here. Had to leave my old gear behind, but I’ve rebuilt some of it since.”

We stepped out into the yard. The light had shifted, edging toward golden, and a warm wind stirred the grass. Behind the house, nestled beneath a wide tree, was a weathered structure made from mixed planks and metal sheeting. He pushed open the door and the smell of oils and wood filled the air.

Inside, the space was cramped but clean. A table stood at the center, with shelves against the back wall holding simple tools—scalpels, tongs, glass jars, a small press, a manual centrifuge of some kind. There was even a mortar and pestle carved from dense black stone.

“This’ll do,” I said, stepping in. “This is perfect.”

“I can work with this,” Sync agreed. “He’ll need to follow instructions precisely, but together we can begin refining the samples.”

Thalen rubbed the back of his neck. “You’ll have to explain some of it to me like I’m a child. I know some chemistry, but this… this is medicine.”

“That’s fine,” I said. “We’ll take it slow. I’m not a scientist either.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Then what are you?”

I smiled. “At the moment? Someone who’s in way over his head. But I’m trying.”

We stood there in the dim light of the shed, surrounded by tools, leaves, and the scent of damp soil and old metal.

“All right,” I said, my gloves flowed back towards my wrist, exposing my hands. “Let’s go gather those herbs. Sync, mark the ones you want us to start with.”

“Already tagged. I’ve highlighted seven with the highest potential yield and compatibility for extraction.”

Thalen nodded, and we both stepped out of the lab. Siala was still sorting the plant bundles back in the kitchen when we returned. I pointed to the ones Sync had chosen. “These first. We’ll start with these and take them to the shed.”

Between the two of us, we gathered the herbs—careful not to mix roots with stems, or leaves with petals—and brought them back into the workroom. Once inside, Sync began walking Thalen through the process.

“Crush these petals separately,” I relayed, holding out a bundle of thin, purple-veined leaves. “Don’t mix them yet. Keep them dry for now.”

Thalen took the bundle and set it into the black mortar. His hands moved with care, but a little uncertainty.

“You’ve done this kind of thing before?” I asked.

“Some. Dyes and tinctures for local use. But not real medicine. Nothing refined.”

He worked slowly at first, but then something shifted in his posture. His hands moved faster, more confidently.

“Next, separate the fibrous material from the core of the stem,” Sync said.

It was a delicate operation. I did my best to relay everything in order, acting like a strange middleman between an invisible AI and a former professor who had never seen a microprocessor.

It was going well—until it wasn’t.

“We need glassware,” Sync finally said. “Beakers. Tubes. Something to hold and mix extracts. The press will only get us so far.”

We both looked around. The lab had jars, bowls, a few stone cups… but nothing precise. Nothing that could withstand heat and pressure without reacting.

Thalen frowned. “I might be able to buy some. There’s a man in the next town over who sells salvaged glass. He strips it out of old ruins, usually charges a fortune for anything clear and uncracked.”

“How much?” I asked.

He hesitated. “Depends. A full beaker set could cost me ten silvers. Maybe more if I don’t haggle.”

I looked down at my belt. I had nothing to offer them. No credits. No barter tokens. And even if I did, they wouldn’t match this world’s currency.

That’s when Arc’s voice cut in over my inner comms. “Why not just copy the items?”

“Clarify,” Sync responded.

“You’re made of nanites, right? And your suit has composition-control subroutines. If you scan a coin and analyze its molecular structure, couldn’t you just… rearrange some raw material to match it? Not infinitely, but just enough to get by?”

That idea hadn’t occurred to me. I blinked. “You’re saying we counterfeit?”

“You’re trying to save a child’s life,” Arc said plainly. “Let’s not pretend we’re violating intergalactic banking laws here.”

I turned to Thalen. “Show me one of your coins.”

He reached into a small pouch on his belt and pulled one free. It was flat, worn, and dull reddish-brown. When I took it in my hand, it was light and soft to the touch.

“Looks like copper,” I muttered, flipping it over. “What is this worth?”

“Just one unit,” he said. “Enough for a small loaf of bread or a ride on a wagon between towns. We have silver and gold coins too. I don’t carry those, though. Haven’t had the need. Or the coin.”

“Can you show me one? Even just a silver?”

He nodded and pulled another one from the pouch, this one shinier, more polished. “This is silver. Five of these will get you a week’s worth of basic supplies.”

That’s when Sync said something unexpected.

“I’m detecting trace amounts of auric deposits in the area. Possibly gold. Underground, approximately ninety meters southeast of this structure. Shallow compared to average.”

Thalen’s eyes lit up. “Gold? You’re telling me there’s gold under my property?”

“Correct. Based on trace readings and magnetic resonance patterns, I estimate a small vein, potentially harvestable with manual tools.”

Thalen turned to me, stunned. “That’s… that could change everything.”

“What we can do is melt it into bars. Will folks actually buy them?” I asked.

He laughed, a deep, almost disbelieving sound. “Of course they would! And now that I know I’ve got gold on my land, I can mine it. The property isn’t just the house, you know—I bought the full rights. Everything above, below, and on it. That includes mineral rights. That includes a mine.”

I grinned, letting it show this time—teeth and all. I’d seen them smile like that, so I figured I was safe to return the gesture.

“Then shall we go mine and see how much we can get?”

Thalen’s grin matched mine in width and enthusiasm.

“Let’s!”

We wasted no time.

Thalen grabbed two shovels from the shed—well, what passed for shovels on this world. One looked like a sharpened wedge of metal lashed to a carved wooden handle. The other had a broader scoop but had clearly seen better days. Still, they’d do the job.

Sync displayed a small projection inside my visor, highlighting the direction and depth. Ninety meters southeast. Slight incline. Just below a moss-covered outcropping near the tree line.

We set off.

The ground here was dry, the grass brittle and patchy, and the soil compacted by years of exposure. But Sync had confidence in the location. I dropped to one knee and pressed my hand against the earth.

“Sync, still reading that deposit?”

“Yes. Concentration begins roughly one and a half meters down. Not a full vein, but clusters. You’ll need to dig carefully.”

I stood and pointed. “Right here.”

Thalen didn’t hesitate. He stabbed his shovel into the dirt with a grunt. I followed suit, working beside him. The ground resisted at first—thick, old, and unturned—but it gave way with effort.

“How deep again?” Thalen asked between breaths.

“Sync?” I prompted.

“About a meter left. You’re making good progress.”

Thalen nodded without even blinking. “He’s growing on me, your Sync.”

I chuckled. “Yeah. He does that.”

We dug in silence for a while—just the rhythm of our tools, the thud of earth, and the occasional scrape of metal against rock.

Eventually, Thalen’s shovel hit something solid with a heavy clunk.

He dropped to his knees and brushed the loose dirt away. There, embedded in the pit wall, was a glint—dull, yellowish, but unmistakable.

It wasn’t bright, not refined, but even under all that grime, it gleamed like a promise.

“By the stars…” he muttered. “You weren’t kidding.”

I crouched beside him and ran a gloved finger along the exposed edge. It was about the size of a large egg, but Sync confirmed there was more below.

“Multiple nodes detected. Estimated total yield between one and three kilograms, depending on purity.”

“Can we extract it?” I asked aloud.

“Yes. I’ll walk you through the separation process. And I can reinforce your suit arm to help carry heavier chunks.”

Thalen sat back and laughed again. “One to three kilos of gold. That’ll buy every piece of lab glass I could ever want. Hell, I could buy the damn shop.”

I grinned again. “Let’s get it out first. Then we’ll talk about your entrepreneurial dreams.”

We worked for another hour—digging carefully, loosening stone, following Sync’s guidance. By the end, we had several chunks ranging from pebble-sized to fist-sized, collected in a rough cloth sack that Thalen carried over his shoulder.

We returned to the house just as the sun dipped toward the horizon.

Siala gasped when she saw what we’d brought. She covered her mouth with one hand, her eyes wide in disbelief. Even little Siala peeked out from her room, eyes sparkling at the dull gleam of the unrefined gold.

“Is that—?” Siala started.

“Gold,” Thalen said proudly. “Ours.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The Morning of Possibilities

I woke to the smell of steam and spice.

The air was warm with it—subtle, rich, comforting. Something cooking. Not food I’d ever eaten before, but it reminded me of baked oats and cinnamon. My eyes opened slowly. The ceiling above was wood, cross-beamed and old, but clean. I could hear clinking in the kitchen, followed by a soft hum—Mira’s voice, I realized, singing something low and almost melodic. It was enough to push away the last remnants of sleep.

“Albert,” Sync said in my head. Calm. Focused. “I’m finished.”

I sat up, rubbing my face. “You’re sure?”

“I’ve completed the biological mapping. Her condition is stable but degrading. If we waited another month, she might not recover. But with the right blend of compounds, we can reverse it. The good news is… some of the plants Siala gathered have a match.”

That got me to my feet.

The sofa creaked as I rose. I’d tossed a blanket over myself the night before, one Siala had brought without saying a word. Thalen had gone to bed late, humming to himself about refining ore and growing wealth. I didn’t blame him. That kind of find would change anyone’s life.

I stepped softly into the kitchen.

Siala turned, startled for just a heartbeat before smiling warmly. She had a worn apron wrapped around her waist, hands covered in a pale powder that I assumed came from grinding one of their local root vegetables.

“Ah, you’re awake,” she said, wiping her palms on the apron. “I tried not to make too much noise. But I’m glad you’re up. Would you like something hot to drink?”

I shook my head and smiled. “No, but thank you. Your cooking woke me up more than any alarm ever could.”

She laughed softly and returned to her prep work. A pot bubbled gently over the small cooking fire inset into the wall. Whatever it was, it smelled better than most military rations I’d ever eaten.

I moved toward the back room where the bundles of plants were still neatly laid out in bowls, containers, and even wrapped cloth. Siala had gathered them from local gardens and wild paths alike, herbal roots, stemmed stalks with fragrant oils, berries that had a sheen to them.

“Sync,” I whispered. “Is the combination here?”

“Yes. At least, one of them might serve as a base. We’ll need to distill it and isolate its active compound, then introduce two stabilizers. It won’t be a miracle cure, but it should be enough to push her body into recovery.”

I ran a hand through my hair and glanced toward the hallway where Siala’s room lay. A closed wooden door. Quiet beyond it.

“I’ll need Thalen,” I murmured.

“Already awake,” Sync said. “He’s outside. Probably pacing. He’s excited. Nervous, too.”

I smirked and stepped away from the kitchen, nodding politely at Mira. “I’ll be outside for a bit.”

She didn’t ask. Just gave me that same smile and continued stirring her pot.

The morning air outside was crisp, the light gold from the rising sun. I found Thalen just off the garden path, staring toward the shed. He turned as I approached.

“She’s still asleep,” he said quickly. “I checked on her an hour ago. Still breathing easy. No fever.”

“I know,” I said. “Sync finished.”

He froze. “What?”

“He finished the mapping. And we might have what we need here. Your wife brought in more than enough samples. We just need to isolate the right pieces and prepare the dose.”

Thalen exhaled slowly and nodded. “Then let’s not waste time.”

We stepped into the shed together. The gold we’d uncovered yesterday was still hidden under a false floor panel behind a stack of unused planks. No one had touched it. That could wait. For now, this mattered more.

“Sync,” I said aloud. “Guide us.”

And that’s what he did. We started with the plants—cutting, separating, drying—trying to approximate lab work without anything resembling a proper lab. No glassware. No controlled heat. Just bowls, knives, and guesswork.

After an hour of frustration and a dozen quiet curses, Sync’s voice crackled from the speakers on my chest.

“We need glass.”

I rubbed my forehead. “So we need to smelt that gold then,” I sighed.

“Correct,” Sync said. “But not just for trading. We’ll need equipment—beakers, containers, possibly even lenses. Thalen, are there any glassblowers nearby?”

Thalen shook his head. “Only in the larger towns. I’d have to travel half a day to find one, and even then, I doubt they have what you need.”

“Then we make do,” I said. “Let’s go dig.”

It didn’t take long to unearth the stash again. The soil came away easily, revealing the small nuggets and veins we’d pulled the day before—dull in the dirt, but undeniably gold. Real. Tangible. Heavy in the hand.

“Alright,” I said, standing over the pile. “So how do we smelt this without a proper furnace?”

“You don’t need an industrial smelter,” Sync said calmly. “You need heat, containment, and time. Thalen, do you have a crucible? Even a ceramic bowl lined with clay will do.”

Thalen blinked, then nodded. “I’ve got a fire bowl used for metal shaping. Clay-lined. Old, but it still holds.”

“Perfect,” I said. “We’ll need a hot fire. Can your oven get that hot?”

“Not hot enough,” Thalen said, already moving. “But the forge I use for tool repairs? That might. I’ve got a bellows, too.”

With Sync’s step-by-step instructions, we gathered everything we needed. The clay crucible was a little chipped but intact. Thalen added coals and stoked the forge until it roared with heat, using a foot pump bellows that made the flames pulse like a living thing.

“Now place the gold,” Sync said. “Carefully. Don’t overload it. Start with the small pieces.”

We dropped in the flakes and nuggets with tongs Thalen had stored in a rack along the back wall. The gold took time to melt—nearly forty minutes—its dull surface slowly turning molten, shifting from hard metal to liquid fire.

Thalen stood there, stunned, watching it swirl.

“That’s beautiful,” he whispered. “I’ve never seen gold melted before.”

“We’ll need molds,” I said. “Something to shape it.”

“I’ve got clay trays I can fire to harden,” he offered. “They won’t be perfect, but they’ll do.”

We waited. The forge hissed and burned. I rotated the crucible as Sync directed, making sure the metal stayed evenly heated.

When it was ready, Thalen poured the glowing liquid carefully into two shallow molds. The golden stream flowed like honey—thick and slow—and began to cool almost immediately. Minutes passed, and the bars began to solidify.

“That’ll take time to cool properly,” Sync said. “Once it does, we file the edges, mark them with the trade symbols, and they’re ready.”

“And no one will question them?” I asked.

“They will assume you had them stored. This isn’t advanced tech—this is old knowledge. What you’re doing is well within what a metalworker could’ve done.”

Thalen looked down at the bars, a quiet reverence in his eyes.

“I can sell these,” he whispered. “We’ll have enough to buy everything. Tools, glass, even lab supplies. I’ll travel tomorrow, early. Before the traders start raising prices.”

He turned to me, his eyes still wide. “Albert… this is going to change our lives.”

I gave him a slow nod. “Just don’t forget what we’re doing it for. Your daughter. And maybe others after her.”

“I won’t,” he said. “I swear it.”

We stood there in the dim light of the shed, surrounded by tools, leaves, and the scent of damp soil and old metal. The forge crackled behind us. The gold cooled in the molds.

And for the first time since I arrived on this world, I felt like I was building something—something real. Not just surviving. Not hiding. Not fixing someone else’s mistakes.

But making something new.

Suddenly, the shed door burst open and Siala was there, breathless.

“She’s waking up!”

Thalen didn’t hesitate. He dropped what he was holding and sprinted toward her. She stepped aside, and he vanished into the dim light beyond the doorway. I followed, slower but still quick, my boots crunching against the dry path until I stepped into the house.

The sight stopped me cold.

Their daughter was awake. Sitting upright on the sofa, a small, worn doll clutched to her chest. Her skin still looked pale, her movements weak, but her eyes… her eyes were sharp. Focused. A deep green that seemed far older than her years.

She spotted me immediately and froze.

“Who… who are you?” she asked, her voice soft but steady.

Before I could answer, Siala knelt beside her, stroking her hair.

“This is Albert,” she said gently. “He’s here to help you. To make you better.”

The girl’s gaze didn’t leave mine. There was no fear in it—just quiet curiosity. Then she gave the smallest, saddest smile I’d ever seen.

“I know I’m dying,” she whispered. “But… I’m glad I’m home for it.”

The words hit harder than I expected. Thalen’s hands tightened into fists at his sides, his jaw trembling. Mira’s voice wavered when she spoke next.

“You may not have to, Siala. We… we might have a cure for you.”

The girl blinked, the faintest flicker of hope passing across her face before she quickly looked down at her doll, almost as if she didn’t dare believe it.

“Sync?” I asked quietly, keeping my voice low so only he would hear through my suit speakers.

“She is stable,” Sync replied. “I allowed her to wake because the scanning phase is complete. I did not want to risk cognitive strain from keeping her sedated too long.”

I nodded slowly, stepping further into the room, while Thalen and Siala stayed close to their daughter. The moment was delicate, fragile—like touching thin glass that could shatter with a word.

Siala turned back to me, her eyes searching mine.

“Are you… a Veyrashen?”

I hesitated, the unfamiliar word hanging in the air. My gaze shifted to Thalen, then back to Mira. “A… what exactly?”

Thalen gave a soft chuckle, his arm still protectively around his daughter’s shoulders.

“It’s an old word,” he said. “A spirit who appears when the need is greatest, to save those who cannot save themselves. A savior in the flesh.”

I shook my head. “No. I’m not a Veyrashen… or whatever that is. I’m just someone who isn’t from this world. I’m here to help, but I’m no spirit, no legend—just a person.”

The girl studied me for a long moment, her eyes still fixed on mine. “But you came. And you’re trying.”

“That’s true,” I admitted softly. “And I’ll keep trying.”

She gave the smallest of nods, still holding tight to her doll.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Cloth Over the Eyes

Once we were certain Siala was stable and comfortable, we left her in the care of her mother. Siala clung to the doll in her hands, eyes half-lidded but still alert enough to smile faintly as we stepped out. Thalen gave her hair a final ruffle before following me back toward the shed.

The air outside felt cooler now, the faint scent of damp earth still clinging from yesterday’s work. The gold bars sat on the workbench, faint heat shimmering off their surfaces. I hovered my hand over them.

“Still too hot,” I said.

Thalen grunted in agreement. “Another hour at least.”

With that, we turned our attention to the plants we had harvested earlier. Sync fed instructions through my suit’s speakers, guiding me on how to sort the leaves, stems, and roots into different piles. The repetitive work was strangely calming—quiet except for the rustle of greenery and the scrape of a wooden crate shifting on the floor.

After a few minutes, Thalen broke the silence. “Albert… what is your world like?”

I paused, glancing up from a cluster of thick purple stems. “That’s… not a short answer.”

“I don’t mind long,” he said, smiling faintly. “We’re waiting on gold to cool. Might as well fill the time.”

I took a slow breath, trying to shape my words into something he’d understand. Some things didn’t translate cleanly—Sync had warned me about that. It would take at least a full week of near-constant exposure before the translator got everything exactly right.

“My home,” I began, “is… busy. Loud. We have cities—huge places, filled with buildings so tall you can’t see their tops unless you bend your neck all the way back. There are roads that stretch farther than you can walk in a day, full of moving… ah… metal carriages, powered by engines that burn fuel to move.”

Thalen frowned. “Engines?”

“Think of a… contained fire that pushes pistons, which makes the carriage move,” I explained. “Only, the fire is inside, and controlled. No smoke.”

He nodded slowly, though his expression made it clear he was still building the picture in his head. “And all of your people live in these… cities?”

“Not all,” I said. “Some live in smaller places—villages, farms. But most live where the work is. We have machines that grow crops faster, healers who can fix broken bones in hours, and… flying ships.”

His eyebrows rose at that. “Flying ships?”

I hesitated. “Yes. They move through the sky, carrying people and goods from one place to another.”

Thalen leaned back slightly, eyeing me with a mix of curiosity and suspicion. “Flying ships, buildings that scrape the sky, fires inside carriages that make them move…” He chuckled under his breath. “You’re not trying to pull the cloth over my eyes, are you?”

He stared at me for a long moment. “Flying ships? Buildings that touch the clouds? Fires inside metal beasts that carry people?” He smirked.

I grinned faintly, Sync quietly feeding me the meaning of the phrase—close to “pulling the wool over my eyes.” “No. Every word is true.”

“Then your home must be a strange one,” Thalen said, shaking his head. “Hard to believe such things exist.”

“It was all I knew,” I replied. “Strange or not, it was home.”

We went back to work, the steady rhythm of separating plants broken only by the occasional clink of tools. Thalen didn’t press further, though I caught him glancing my way now and then, as if weighing whether my stories were fact or fantasy.

By the time an hour had passed, the gold had cooled enough to touch. It was still hot—uncomfortable, but not enough to burn.

I brushed my hands off, stood, and walked over to the workbench. “Alright,” I said, eyeing the dull gleam of the bars. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

Thalen stepped closer, his eyes fixed on the workbench. The gold’s muted shine caught in the morning light, and his grin widened.

With a thought, I activated the suit’s gloves, the material sliding into place over my hands with a faint hiss. I reached for one of the bars. Even through the protective layer, the heat still pressed against my palms. I lifted it, feeling the weight settle into my grip.

“Sync? How much is here?” I asked.

“The bar you are holding weighs just under one pound,” he replied evenly. “The other—” I glanced toward the second bar, slightly larger and more uneven in shape— “is approximately one and a half pounds.”

I turned to ask Thalen what that might be worth, only to find him staring at the gold in my hands, his mouth slightly open.

“Well?” I prompted.

He blinked and shook his head, almost as if he’d forgotten where he was. “If… if what you say about the weight is right,” he began slowly, “and the purity’s close to what I think it is… then each pound could fetch enough to feed my family for three years. Maybe more, if I sell to the right buyers.”

I raised my eyebrows. “So, this much gold could set you up for… what? Four, maybe five years?”

He let out a breathless laugh. “At least. And that’s without even touching the vein you claim is under my land. If there’s as much as you think, Albert… this could change my family’s life forever.”

I set the bar down gently, the dull thud sounding heavier than its weight. “Then we make sure it’s used wisely.”

Thalen’s grin returned, though now there was a flicker of something else in his expression—caution. “Aye. We’ll keep it quiet. Gold this pure? It attracts the wrong kind of attention.”

I nodded. “Then we hide it well, and only take what we need to sell when the time comes.”

He leaned on the bench, eyes still on the bars. “Agreed. But first, we’ll need to test the purity proper—get a few buyers interested without letting them know how much we’ve really got.”

Sync’s voice cut in. “I can run an analysis now. My readings suggest a purity level exceeding ninety-seven percent. That will fetch a high price on any market.”

Thalen gave a low whistle. “Then we’ve got work to do.”
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“And you think this will be enough for what you need in the way of funds to help you?” I asked.

Thalen snorted. “Albert, there’s enough gold here that I could do research for years.”

“Good,” I said. “Because Sync’s working on something. He’s got a read on your basic understanding of science, so we’re going to start teaching you what you’re lacking.”

He lifted a brow at me, and it still caught me off guard every time. For a race that wasn’t from Earth originally, they still shared a surprising number of little expressions we had. The raised eyebrow. The grins. The small, knowing smirks.

Of course, there were differences too. Shaking your head to say no? Not a thing here. Instead, they used a hand gesture—almost like raising your palm in benediction, then lowering it in a slow, deliberate motion. Agreeing with someone? We’d nod. Here, they’d lift their hand, palm forward, then let it drop with a casual flick of the wrist.

Odd, sure. But they were aliens.

Once we were done outside, we headed back to Thalen’s home. Inside, Siala was still in the living room, perched on the sofa with not one but two dolls in her lap now. She glanced up and gave me a shy little wave before going back to adjusting the tiny scarf on one of them.

From the kitchen, the smell hit me—rich, savory, with a faint sharpness I couldn’t quite place. Mira’s mother, Lysa, looked up from the counter.

“Supper is almost ready,” she said warmly. “I made Ogar stew with kethen bread.”

Sync’s voice hummed in my head.

“I have tested the food here, Albert. You should be able to eat it. I’ve also introduced nanobots into your stomach to neutralize anything you can’t digest.”

“Wait,” I said, more surprised than I meant to sound, “you’re telling me I can eat and drink here now?”

“Correct.”

A slow grin spread across my face. “Nice.” I turned to Lysa. “Looks like I can eat your food now—if you’re still willing to share?”

She grinned back, shaking her head in that odd hand-motion way they did. “Of course. Our home is your home. Especially for what you’re doing for Mira… and for us.”

We sat down at the small table, and the Ogar stew was ladled into deep, wide bowls. It was thick, with chunks of some root vegetable that looked like knotted green wood but softened to the touch. Strips of tender meat floated alongside something like beans—only these were round, bright orange, and had a faint peppery bite. The kethen bread was flat and almost spongy, with a nutty aroma that reminded me faintly of rye, though the texture was chewier.

I took my first cautious spoonful. The flavor was layered—savory at the front, with a subtle sweetness underneath and a sharp, almost citrus-like finish. Different from anything back home, but still… good. Very good. I tore off a piece of kethen bread, dipped it into the stew, and let it soak up the broth before eating it.

“Yeah,” I said around a mouthful, “I could get used to this.”

Thalen chuckled. “Careful. Stay long enough, you might not want to leave.”

“If this is the type of cooking you do,” I said, smiling at his wife, “I’m not sure I want to.”

That earned me a small giggle from her, but what caught my attention was that Siala was smiling too, quietly listening from her place at the table.

“Father,” she said during a lull in the conversation, “what will it mean if we have a Magra here?”

“Magra?” I asked, unfamiliar with the word.

Thalen nodded. “It’s what we call those from the stars. Aliens.”

“Ah.” I nodded. “Then I guess I am a Magra.”

“But you’re not like the stories we hear,” Thalen’s wife said. “Most Magras in the old tales take away bad children.”

I froze mid-bite. “Wait—you turned aliens, or Magra, into the boogieman?”

Both of them frowned slightly at the alien term.

“Sorry,” I said quickly. “Think of the boogieman as… someone parents tell their kids about. A made-up monster who takes them away if they don’t behave. Not real—but scary enough to make them listen.”

Siala tilted her head. “So… Magra are your world’s fake monsters?”

“In my world? No,” I said with a small smile. “In my world, aliens are just… unknown. Sometimes scary because we don’t understand them, but sometimes amazing. Like you and your family.”

That earned me another shy smile from Mira, and for a moment, the air at the table felt warmer than the stew.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Listening in the Shadows

It was a day and a half later when Thalen finally said the words I’d been expecting.

“I’ve decided,” he said over the morning meal, “to go into town today. See about selling one of the gold plates. Get supplies we’ll need for the plants—and maybe a few other things while I’m there.”

I leaned back in my chair. “I could go with you. Keep an eye out, help carry things back.”

He shook his head before I even finished. “If anyone sees you, Albert, it’ll cause panic. You’d be treated like a Magra from the stories, not a guest. Best if I go alone.”

I didn’t like it, but it made sense. He knew the people, their habits, the routes in and out. I’d just be a walking pile of questions.

“Fine,” I said after a moment. “But I’m not sitting here all day twiddling my thumbs.”

That earned me a half-smile. “Do what you need to. Just stay out of sight.”

Which, for me, meant the opposite of staying still.

Once Thalen was gone that morning after breakfast, I took to the edge of the village, sticking to alleys, shadows, and the occasional rooftop when no one was looking. It wasn’t hard to move unnoticed—Sync filtered my steps through his stabilizers, keeping the sound down to nothing.

I listened. Watched. Let the village tell me its story without ever knowing I was there.

It was amazing what people said when they thought no one important was listening.

Near the well in the center of the square, a pair of merchants were unloading crates from a wagon, voices sharp with frustration. Their words carried easily in the thin morning air.

“Another road closed,” one grumbled, kicking at the packed dirt. “Bandits or soldiers, what’s the difference anymore? Either way, they bleed us dry.”

The other wiped sweat from his brow, glaring at the shuttered stalls nearby. “I heard three caravans turned back last week. No guards to spare, they said. If we can’t move goods, we’ll have nothing left to trade.”

“Maybe that’s what they want,” the first spat. “Keep us desperate, so we’ll beg for scraps from the Union.”

Further along, a pair of older men sat hunched over a carved wooden board outside a shop, moving polished stone pieces in slow, deliberate patterns. Between turns, they muttered about soldiers being spotted further south—too close for comfort. I caught enough to piece together that the army wasn’t here to protect them. No, the soldiers were moving toward the coast to deal with “trouble” from a fishing province that had refused to pay their dues.

A merchant across the square was in full voice, hands slicing the air in frustration. He told anyone who passed that permits—once issued in days—now took months. And only if you greased the right palms. His voice lowered when he spoke of inspectors from the capital, who had begun turning up unannounced, looking for reasons to shut down shops that didn’t “cooperate.”

The picture was forming. The government here wasn’t just unpopular—it was bloated, slow, and corrupt. Too many hands reaching into pockets that already didn’t have much in them.

But this was only one layer.

From bits of conversation drifting across the market, I learned there were factions within the government itself. The High Council, based in the capital, was made up of appointed officials—most of them descendants of the original settlers who claimed this continent. Beneath them were the Provincial Governors, who ran their regions like personal estates, passing orders down to village chiefs and magistrates. In theory, these layers worked together. In practice, they fought for influence, each using taxes and trade laws to weaken the others.

There were whispers, too, of powers beyond this continent. Across the western ocean, another landmass—larger than this one—was home to a rival nation. The two had fought wars in the past, but now traded cautiously, each too wary of the other to strike. Sailors claimed that further still, past the southern sea routes, there were yet more kingdoms—strange, cold lands whose people had little to do with either side, preferring to keep their own borders sealed.

Even in a village this small, the political tides of the world seemed to lap at their door. Prices rose because of decisions made a thousand miles away. Trade slowed because someone across the sea had issued a new decree. And here, far from the palaces and marble halls, people muttered in the shade of market stalls, tightening their belts and watching the horizon for the next round of bad news.

By the time I’d circled the market twice, I had the beginnings of a map in my head—not of roads and rivers, but of power. Who had it, who wanted it, and who got crushed in between.

By midday I’d circled the main square twice, blending in with market traffic just enough to keep moving. The people here didn’t seem dangerous—just tired. Worn down.

After a while, I decided to check on the ship. Arc had been quiet since I left her under the trees outside the village.

“Arc, status report,” I murmured into the comm.

“All systems normal,” her voice replied smoothly. “I’ve shifted position and activated a localized distortion field. To anyone passing nearby, we look like more forest. Thermal masking is also in place.”

“Good. Just making sure you weren’t discovered.”

“I wasn’t,” she said, her tone almost amused. “Honestly, Albert, sometimes you forget who you’re talking to.”

“Maybe I just like hearing it confirmed,” I replied, stepping into the tree line where Arc’s cloaking shimmered faintly before letting me through. The air around her hull bent in ways that still made my eyes want to skip over the shape entirely—a trick of light and tech that, if I didn’t know she was there, would make me swear the clearing was empty.

Once on the bridge, the familiar hum settled over me like a blanket. Displays glowed faintly in standby, controls resting at the ready. As she’d said, everything was fine. No alarms, no system faults, nothing out of place.

Truth was, with Arc and Sync around, I sometimes felt like I was just the guy holding the keys. Arc could fly herself without me. Sync could solve problems I didn’t even know existed yet. Between them, they didn’t really need me to keep this ship running. If I was honest, I was the mode of transportation for Sync, while Arc was the mode of transportation for me.

I eased into the captain’s chair, the cushions giving just enough, and propped my fist under my chin.

“Is everything all right?” Arc’s voice was softer than usual, almost… human in its tone.

I nodded absently, though my mind was far from the glowing panels around me. “I think so. I just… worry.”

There was a pause, as if she was giving me space to find the words.

“Will we be changing this world too much?” I finally asked. The question had been clawing at me since the moment I stepped off the ramp here. “I came to help one man, Arc. One family. But even the smallest push can make waves. What if what I do here ends up twisting things for the worse? What if… I’m just another outsider who thinks he knows better?”

Her reply came steady and calm, without judgment. “Albert, you are helping one man. While he might help others, the rest is not on you. You are doing what you can, and you have done it while remaining hidden—even when I know you want to just go out there and shout from the rooftops that these people should listen to Thalen, to learn from his discoveries. But you cannot control their destiny.”

I leaned back, eyes fixed on the ceiling as if it might hold the answer.

“You’re already nudging it,” she continued, “but in a better direction. You teach, you equip, you share ideas. That is not the same as conquering. The choice of what they become… will still be theirs.”

Her words sat heavy in the air between us. She wasn’t wrong, but the truth was, the longer I stayed here, the harder it was to keep my hands off the scales. I’d seen too many good ideas crushed under bad systems back on Earth. Here, I had the tools to change that, quietly, surgically. And yet, every move I made carried the risk of making things worse.

It was a strange kind of power. And an even stranger kind of restraint.

I wanted to help, God, did I want to help, but I’d also read enough history to know how easily help turned into control. Back on Earth, we’d written entire volumes on how good intentions paved the road to something far worse. And not just Earth’s history, either. I’d spent long nights going through records of the first three worlds humanity had claimed after breaking free of its home system.

There was Haven Reach, a lush ocean world orbiting Epsilon Indi, only twelve light-years from Sol. It started as a peaceful settlement for researchers and environmentalists, but within two generations, outside investors turned it into a strip-mined, overfished carcass. All because the settlers thought they could balance profit and preservation. They couldn’t.

Then there was New Thessaly, a temperate, mountainous planet circling Tau Ceti. It was founded by artists, thinkers, and philosophers, a refuge for those who wanted to leave war and politics behind. But when Earth’s governments realized its rare mineral wealth, fleets followed, and the colony’s culture fractured under corporate and political exploitation. Now it’s less a haven for free thought and more a corporate puppet state.

And of course, Ashvara Prime, the jewel of the early expansion. Warm, fertile, and resource-rich, it was humanity’s agricultural breadbasket out at Proxima Centauri. For a while, it worked, until the population exploded, outstripping what the world could sustain. Over-farming and political corruption turned it into a cautionary tale still taught in colonial policy classes.

Three worlds. Three cautionary tales.

I didn’t want that here. Not for Thalen. Not for Mira. Not for anyone on this planet.

But the temptation was always there. Every time I saw a process I could improve, a technology I could introduce, or a danger I could eliminate, I felt the pull. I could change things. I could save lives. Maybe even whole civilizations. And yet, if I pushed too hard, too fast, I might just set the same chain of events in motion that had doomed Haven Reach, New Thessaly, and Ashvara Prime.

I had to move carefully. Quietly. Like a single drop of dye in a clear glass of water—subtle, slow, but still enough to change the whole thing over time.

And I had to be ready to walk away before I crossed that invisible line between helping and ruling.

It was far too easy, with this kind of power, to start believing you should be the one deciding their path. History was full of people who told themselves they were guiding others for their own good, only to leave chains where they claimed to plant seeds.

The trick, I reminded myself, was to be the hand that lifts, not the hand that grips. And when the time came, to have the strength to let go — even if part of me still wanted to hold on.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Shadows on the Road

I leaned back in the chair while Arc fed me the live stream from the drone shadowing Thalen. The image shimmered across my vision as though I stood right there behind him, though I was hours away in the safety of the ship. The little machine was no larger than a watermelon, its cloaking field wrapped around its smooth frame, invisible to anyone but Arc and me.

Thalen walked the market street with the casual stride of someone who belonged. He had ditched the rough traveling cloak, replacing it with plain brown clothes bought from a tailor earlier that morning. To anyone watching, he looked like another villager with a few coins in his pouch. Only I knew he carried the fruits of days of hard work hidden in that pack slung across his shoulder.

Arc’s voice purred in my ear, her tone soft and analytical. “He is currently inspecting the ironmonger’s wares. Hammers, chisels, and nails. Prices are slightly above the local average, but he appears satisfied.”

Arc zoomed the drone closer, and I saw Thalen testing the edge of a new hand axe. He paid without haggling, something that made the smith beam. From there he moved on, collecting sacks of dried beans, smoked fish, and flour.

“He is making careful purchases,” Arc continued. “The majority are practical. Food staples, tools, some spare cloth. I also detect he has acquired small luxuries — candied fruit, honey, and a few sealed bottles of wine.”

“Good man,” I said, leaning forward. “He deserves it.”

But the real reason for this trip wasn’t flour or wine. It was gold. The heavy pouch hidden inside Thalen’s pack held plates of the stuff, melted down from raw bars into more manageable chunks. It had been Arc’s idea to craft them with smooth edges, free of identifying marks.

When he stepped through the wide doors of the money changer’s shop, my breath caught. The drone slipped inside after him, weaving through rafters, unseen and silent. The interior was cool, shadows cast across polished counters where two clerks worked beside an older man whose eyes gleamed at the sight of yellow metal.

Thalen set down one plate. Just one. He kept his face relaxed, almost bored, as though it were an everyday trade.

The changer lifted it, tested its weight, scraped it with a small file, then dripped acid from a vial. The mark turned the right shade. The man’s lips curved upward.

“Pure,” he said. “Where did you acquire this?”

Thalen shrugged. “Family inheritance. Selling off what I don’t need.”

A practiced lie, smooth and unshaken.

The man nodded slowly, then named a price.

Arc whispered, “The offer is twenty percent lower than market value.”

I cursed under my breath. But Thalen didn’t flinch. He leaned forward, voice calm but firm. “That’s robbery. I’ll take my business to the guild hall instead.”

The changer raised his hands quickly, smiling. “No, no, perhaps we can do better.” He called out a new figure.

Arc said, “Ten percent below market.”

That was good enough. Thalen made the deal, selling three plates total. He walked out heavier in coin and lighter in burden, the gold replaced with stacks of silver and copper in tightly wrapped bundles.

“He made a profit,” Arc reported, her tone carrying a note of satisfaction that almost sounded human. “After calculating the labor involved in shaping the plates, the time invested in melting and refining, and even the minimal fuel costs, the sale still returns an exceptional margin. The silver and copper he received carry none of the traceability risks of raw ingots. In practical terms, Albert, what he holds now is nearly pure gain.”

I let out a slow breath, tension easing from my chest. Watching the weight of those coins drop into Thalen’s pack felt like a validation of all the long hours spent at the forge, of every bead of sweat and every night of effort he had poured into the project. Gold that had begun as dead weight and dangerous suspicion in the wrong hands had become liquid wealth, useful and safe.

“Good,” I murmured, the corner of my mouth lifting. “He deserves this. After everything we’ve put him through, it’s about time fortune tipped in his favor.”

For a while, the drone tracked him as he moved from stall to stall, his pack swelling with purchases. He bought rope, tar, canvas, and a set of carving knives. He even paused at a jeweler’s stall, purchasing a pair of simple earrings. A gift, perhaps.

When Thalen finally left the town behind, the streets thinning into the packed dirt road that cut north through the fields, the sun had already dipped low toward the horizon. The light bled across the rooftops in long orange streaks, shadows stretching like dark fingers over the ground. He walked with an easy rhythm, humming softly under his breath, the kind of tune a man carried when the day had gone in his favor. The bulging pack across his shoulders swayed with each step, heavy with food, tools, and the jingling weight of coins hidden deep within. Every movement spoke of quiet satisfaction — a man tired but pleased with his work, thinking of home and a meal waiting there.

I let myself relax for just a heartbeat, watching him stride along the road that would carry him safely back to us.

That was when Arc’s voice changed. The soft, neutral tone she usually carried sharpened, like steel drawn across a whetstone. “Albert,” she said. “We have a problem.”

The drone tilted, lenses focusing beyond Thalen. From the mouth of a narrow alley three figures slipped into view. Their movements were subtle, practiced, meant to pass for idle wandering — yet their eyes told the truth. Every gaze was fixed on Thalen’s back, their spacing deliberate, their steps staggered to avoid notice. To an untrained eye they might have been townsfolk headed the same way. To me, through Arc’s vision, they were predators slipping into a hunt.

“They are following him,” Arc confirmed, her voice stripped of any softness. “Distance — twenty meters. Their pacing is measured, their eyes remain locked on him. Intent is clear.”

A chill raced down my spine, the kind that tightened my chest and made every muscle coil. I gritted my teeth. “Thalen, you idiot,” I muttered under my breath, heat rising in my voice. “You should have checked your tail.”

Arc didn’t relent. “Observation complete: these men move with practiced coordination. They maintain staggered spacing to reduce suspicion. Their footsteps match his pace without hesitation. This is not idle curiosity or chance alignment on the road. This is pursuit. Deliberate. Controlled. Calculated.”

Her words carried no emotion, but I felt every syllable like a hammer to the ribs. This wasn’t just trouble. This was a hunt, and Thalen had already been marked as prey.

I clenched my fists. “Then we can’t wait. We need to go rescue him.”

Her voice sharpened, filled with urgency. “Albert, if you go on foot you will never make it. You are six hours away by current estimates.”

“Then give me something faster. Can we fly the ship there?”

There was silence, then a spark of amusement. “I anticipated you might say that. While I would rather keep the ship here, I figured you would need a different mode of transportation, so I have been working with Sync to create this.”

On the workbench before me, the nanoforge stirred to life with a low hum, its surface rippling as if liquid metal had awakened. From that shifting pool, shapes began to emerge — raw pieces of alloy rising as though pulled by invisible strings. Panels twisted, joints locked into place, and rods slid together with clockwork precision. Arc guided every motion, each fold and alignment executed with the grace of choreography.

The structure grew rapidly, unfolding from a skeleton of bare struts into something sleek and purposeful. It wasn’t bulky or crude; it was lean, sharp-edged, and predatory, a design stripped down to pure function. The moment the gravitic stabilizers locked in, the air around it shimmered faintly, a distortion of light that betrayed the antigravity field it generated. A soft hum filled the room, low and steady, like the purr of some mechanical beast waiting to run.

When the final piece clicked into place, Arc’s voice resonated with something close to pride. “A bike. Stabilized by gravitic counterflow. Powered by a contained microcell. Top speed — three hundred kilometers per hour, sustainable without strain. Range — effectively unlimited, so long as it remains linked to my core.”

I could only stare, my heart pounding in my chest. It wasn’t just a machine. It was speed, freedom, and salvation, all condensed into one creation.

“You’re a miracle,” I whispered.

“No,” she corrected smoothly, with the same calm confidence she always carried. “Merely efficient.”

I swung a leg over the machine. The moment my weight settled, the bike rose an inch off the ground, balanced perfectly. The hum deepened, ready.

“Arc, let’s go.”

The workshop doors split open and the bike shot forward. Wind roared past my ears, the land blurring into streaks of color as Arc’s navigation filled my vision. Fields, forests, ridges — all devoured by speed.

Hours collapsed into minutes. My focus narrowed, my pulse thundered. All that mattered was Thalen, alone on that road with predators closing in.

“Update,” I demanded.

Arc’s voice cut through the rush of air. “Thalen has entered the wooded stretch north of town. The three men remain on him. They have not attempted contact yet. They are most likely waiting for seclusion.”

“Not for long,” I growled.

The bike surged faster, antigravity struts thrumming as I skimmed across a shallow river and tore through a meadow. Nothing in this world could match the machine beneath me.

Arc whispered directions, every turn precise, every obstacle marked. “Two miles out. Closing rapidly.”

The drone’s feed flashed across my sight. Thalen walking. The men stalking closer. One reached beneath his coat, steel glinting in the fading light.

“Now, Albert,” Arc urged.

I roared down the road, the bike leaping from gravel to packed earth. Ahead, figures turned in shock as the machine howled toward them.

I slid to a stop between Thalen and his pursuers, phaser already in hand.

“Step back,” I snapped.

The men faltered when I stepped between them and Thalen. Their eyes tracked me, uncertain, and for a moment I saw hesitation ripple through their movements. My face was hidden beneath the smooth curve of a black helmet, the visor reflecting nothing, showing nothing. No features, no eyes, no trace of the man beneath. To them, I must have looked less like a rescuer and more like a shadow wrapped in armor.

Even so, something about me unsettled them further. I could see it in the way their stares lingered too long, the way their brows twitched as if their instincts whispered warnings they didn’t yet understand. My body wasn’t quite like theirs — my posture, the way I held myself, the faint difference in proportion. Their brains struggled to place it, slow to process what their instincts screamed. Something was wrong. Something about me wasn’t normal.

But desperation overrode caution. Knives flashed into their hands, metal catching the dying light. One snarled and lunged forward, reckless.

I lifted my weapon and fired. Blue light burst from the muzzle, slamming into his chest with a crackle. He crumpled instantly, his body twitching against the dirt, stunned.

The second man shouted, a raw sound fueled by fear more than courage, and charged me head-on. I pivoted, wrist snapping in a smooth arc, and squeezed the trigger. Another pulse of light leapt from the barrel and struck him square. He folded mid-stride, collapsing in a heap.

The last man froze, eyes wide and filled with panic. For a heartbeat, his gaze locked on the blank black face of my helmet, searching for humanity, or whatever they called themselves as a race, and finding none. He broke, spinning to run, but I had already leveled the weapon.

The stun beam caught him across the back, dropping him like a sack of grain. He sprawled in the dirt, limbs twitching, motionless a moment later.

Silence fell, broken only by Thalen’s ragged breathing. He stared at me, stunned.

I lowered the phaser, its barrel still warm from the last shot. “You were followed,” I said, my voice low. “Next time, you check your tail.”

Thalen winced, shame flickering across his face as his eyes dropped to the unconscious men sprawled across the dirt. Their chests rose and fell in shallow rhythm, proof that I’d kept the weapon set to stun. Even so, the sight of them, sprawled and twitching, was enough to drain the color from his cheeks.

“What does this mean?” he asked quietly, still staring at them as though expecting them to rise again.

I exhaled, the sound loud inside the confines of my helmet. “It means we can’t linger here. Someone sent these men, and others might follow. We need to be gone before more come looking.”

I flicked my wrist, motioning him closer, but he hesitated. His eyes drifted to the machine humming softly beside me, its sleek frame floating an inch above the ground, the air around it shimmering faintly with gravitic distortion.

“It means,” I said more firmly, “you need to get on. Now.”

Thalen’s expression shifted from confusion to suspicion. He edged toward the bike like it might bite him, eyes narrowing as he studied its alien lines and smooth black surface. “What is that?” he asked finally, his voice laced with doubt.

I swung a leg over and settled onto the seat. The machine rose instantly beneath me, perfectly balanced, the hum deepening like the growl of some caged beast eager to run. “It’s the only way we’re getting out of here alive,” I answered flatly. “So stop asking questions and get on.”

For a long, tense moment, he didn’t move. His eyes darted from the fallen men to me, then back to the bike as though weighing his options. Finally, with a muttered curse, he slung his pack tighter and climbed on behind me.

The way he gripped the frame told me everything — rigid knuckles, tense shoulders, legs braced like a man mounting a wild horse. His hesitation was written in every motion.

“Hold on,” I warned.

The bike surged forward the instant I leaned, its engines flaring with power. Thalen let out a strangled sound, half shout and half curse, as the sudden acceleration nearly threw him off. His arms shot around my waist, his fingers clamping down hard on my armor as he clung to me for dear life.

Wind screamed past us, tearing at his cloak and whipping it into a frantic banner behind us. The dirt road blurred beneath, the trees streaking by on either side. I felt his grip tighten with every surge of speed, his body pressed against mine in sheer instinct, no longer caring what the bike was or how it worked — only that he wasn’t falling off.

I didn’t slow. Couldn’t. Every second we lingered was another chance for danger to catch us.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Homecoming

The forest swallowed us in shadow long before we reached the familiar path that wound toward Thalen’s home. I eased the bike down into a clearing thick with brush, hidden from the road. The hum of its antigravity field softened until it was no more than a faint vibration beneath my legs.

“Here,” I said, slowing to a stop. “This is close enough.”

Thalen slid off the back, boots crunching softly in the undergrowth. He staggered a little, unused to the speed, one hand braced against a tree until his balance returned. I powered the bike down and stepped off.

Before his eyes, the sleek black machine shimmered, the gravitic field shifting as Arc assumed control. Without a sound from me, the bike rose higher into the air, tilted forward, and then glided away like a hunting hawk. In moments, it vanished between the trees, accelerating toward Arc’s ship where it belonged.

Thalen blinked, mouth half-open. “It… it goes on its own?”

“Yes,” I said simply. “Arc will see it back.”

He stared after it for a long moment, quiet as we started down the path toward his house. The woods around us were calm now, the distant chirping of evening insects filling the silence.

At first, he said nothing. I thought perhaps he was still shaken from the ambush. But then, out of nowhere, his voice rose with sharp excitement, almost boyish in its eagerness.

“What was that?” he blurted. “The thing I rode… the speed… the way it moved. Albert, can you make another one? Can you⁠—”

I chuckled softly, shaking my head. “I wish I could. That was Arc’s doing. What you saw took resources and tech we can’t just throw together again. It’s not something I can build for every trip to market.”

He let out a breath, disappointment tugging at his features, but I clapped him lightly on the shoulder. “You handled it well, though. Most men would’ve fallen off before we cleared the first bend.”

That earned me a grin, and some of the tension left his shoulders.

The house came into view as we crested the last rise. Smoke drifted lazily from the chimney, and the sight of warm light glowing through the shutters made Thalen pick up his pace. By the time we reached the door, it swung open, and his wife rushed out.

“Thalen!” she cried, relief washing across her face. She threw her arms around him, nearly knocking the pack from his shoulders. “You’re safe, thank the spirits, I was so worried!”

He laughed, hugging her back just as fiercely. “I told you I’d be fine,” he murmured, though we both knew how close things had been.

I lingered a few steps back, watching silently as she pulled him inside. The warmth of the fire touched my armor as I followed, and the scent of bread drifted from the hearth.

Inside, Thalen began unpacking his purchases on the table. Sacks of beans, smoked fish, bolts of cloth, coils of rope. His wife’s eyes widened with delight at each new item, her hands brushing over them as though they were treasures.

Then Thalen hesitated. He pulled free the smaller bundle, the one wrapped carefully in cloth. Inside lay the earrings — simple, polished, shining faintly in the firelight. His cheeks flushed, and he glanced at me out of the corner of his eye, as though embarrassed I might judge him for such a purchase.

I gave a short laugh. “Don’t look at me like that. You’ve more than earned the right to spend some on gifts. It’s your gold, Thalen, not mine. What matters is you brought back what was needed. The rest?” I nodded at his wife, whose eyes were now bright with tears as she cradled the earrings. “The rest is what makes the work worth it.”

Thalen’s face softened, his embarrassment melting into pride. He handed the earrings over, and his wife embraced him again, whispering thanks against his shoulder.

I stood back, watching them, and for the first time since the ambush, I felt the knot of worry in my chest ease.

Thalen’s wife stayed busy, bustling about the kitchen, setting bread and salted meat on the table, her joy in her husband’s safe return spilling into every movement. I let them have that moment. But as the laughter softened and the glow of firelight settled into calm, I caught Thalen’s eye and gave a small nod toward the back of the house. He understood.

We slipped away quietly, past the sleeping chambers and out into the cool night air. The shed stood a little apart, its frame of weathered timber sturdy despite its age. Thalen had done his best to clean it, scrubbing the stone floor and fitting rough benches against the walls. The smell of hay still clung faintly, but it was overlaid now by the sharper scents of oil, clay, and herbs drying in bundles.

“It’s not much,” Thalen said, his voice tinged with apology as he pushed the door open. “But it’s the best I could manage.”

I stepped inside, scanning the space. It wasn’t a lab in the way I was used to — no gleaming surfaces or precise instruments — but it was organized, functional, and above all, clean. That counted for more than aesthetics.

“It’ll do,” I said. “Clean work is safe work. That’s all that matters.”

Arc’s voice echoed in my ear, thoughtful and precise. “I have compiled a short list of plants in this region that contain compounds with potential curative properties. Some are known for reducing fever, others for strengthening immune response. Alone, they are crude. Together, they might be refined into something greater.”

Thalen lit a lantern and brought it to the workbench, his hands steady now that he had purpose. He set out clay jars filled with dried leaves and roots. “You’ll have to guide me. I know their folk uses, but what you and Arc are asking — this is beyond anything I’ve tried before.”

“That’s why I’m here,” I said, pulling off my gloves. “You’ve got the skill with preparation. I’ve got the knowledge. Between us, we’ll find the balance.”

Arc displayed her selections across my vision. I called them out, and Thalen laid each one onto the table: bitterleaf, wolfsroot, dried blossom of emberflower. Their colors stood out in the lantern’s glow, reds and greens and pale yellows.

We worked into the night, grinding roots into paste, steeping leaves in boiling water, straining the liquid through cloth into glass jars Thalen had scavenged. The barn filled with the earthy smell of herbs and the faint acrid sting of heat against stone.

The first mixture looked promising — a rich amber liquid, thick and warm. Thalen eyed it with a flicker of hope. “This looks right,” he said.

I dipped a rod into the solution, watching how it clung to the surface. Too heavy, too oily. I shook my head. “Looks can lie. Test it.”

He poured a small amount into a bowl where Arc’s drone had set down a strip of specially treated cloth. The fabric blackened instantly, curling at the edges.

Thalen swore under his breath. “Poison.”

“Not poison,” I corrected. “Too concentrated. It burns instead of heals.”

We cleaned the tools and started again, adjusting the ratios. This time, Arc suggested increasing the emberflower, reducing the wolfsroot. The second mixture came out pale, almost milky, and smelled sharp, like vinegar.

We tested it. The cloth didn’t burn, but neither did it react at all.

“Nothing,” Thalen muttered, frustration tightening his jaw. He slammed the bowl down harder than necessary. “Useless.”

I put a hand on his shoulder. “It’s not useless. Failure tells us what doesn’t work. That’s progress too.”

He exhaled, some of the anger bleeding out.

Arc’s tone remained calm, analytical. “Data recorded. With adjustments, a stable compound remains possible. I recommend another attempt tomorrow, with fresher stock.”

Thalen nodded, wiping his hands on a rag. His eyes were tired, but beneath the fatigue I saw determination still burning.

“Tomorrow,” he said. “We’ll get it right. We have to.”

I gave him a short, firm nod. “And we will.”

But even as I said it, part of me wasn’t certain. Two failures already, and each one had looked promising until it collapsed under scrutiny. Thalen had grit, no doubt, but grit alone didn’t make medicine. And I knew too well how little room for error there was when lives hung in the balance — especially his daughter’s.

As we packed away the jars and scrubbed the stains from the workbench, I caught myself staring at the lantern flame, listening to the soft hiss of oil. A thought gnawed at me: what if we never found the right mixture? What if this was beyond us, beyond Arc, beyond all the knowledge I carried? Could I face Thalen then, after giving him hope, only to tear it away again?

When we finally left the barn, his wife had already gone to bed. He gave me a tired but determined look before slipping inside, and I made my way back to the landing site where Arc had sent a drone to guide me to the ship.

That night, lying on my bunk, I stared at the dark ceiling of the cabin. The hum of Arc’s systems was a steady heartbeat in the walls, but it didn’t soothe me. The weight of what we were trying to do pressed heavy on my chest.

Sync, I thought, not expecting an answer. Do you think we’ll succeed?

Based on the data so far, probability of eventual success remains within acceptable range. But I sense that is not what you truly ask.

I closed my eyes. No. What I’m asking is — if we succeed, then what? What does it mean for Thalen’s daughter, yes, but beyond her? This disease isn’t hers alone. There are others out there, suffering the same. If we make a cure, do we keep it close, just for him? Or do we share it?

Silence filled the cabin, but inside my skull, Sync’s presence lingered.

I thought back to Earth. To the old history lessons about a sickness called diabetes. Once a death sentence, until men in white coats made something they called insulin. They’d discovered a way to save lives, and in the beginning, they gave it freely, believing no one should profit from survival. But greed was relentless. Others came after, men and corporations, who twisted that gift into chains. They raised prices, bled families dry, and those who couldn’t pay… they died. Not from the disease itself anymore, but from the greed wrapped around its cure.

If we succeed, how do we stop that from happening here? I asked him silently. If we hand this cure to the wrong people, if coin and power get between the sick and what they need… we’ll have blood on our hands, even as we try to save them.

Then the decision will not be simple. To share knowledge is noble. To control it is prudent. Between the two lies a narrow path, and only you can decide which steps to take.

I turned onto my side, restless. My mind spun with questions I couldn’t answer. Could we afford to sell it, to keep the work sustainable, without becoming the very thing I hated? Could we afford to give it away, knowing men with knives and coin would come to steal it, twist it, and sell it themselves?

For the first time in years, I felt the sharp edge of doubt cut deep. I wanted to save Thalen’s daughter, but the weight of what came after loomed over me like a shadow too large to outrun.

Still, I whispered inside my mind, We have to try. One life, then another. Whatever comes after, we’ll face it.

Yes, Albert. One life. Then another.

But even as I drifted into uneasy sleep, I wasn’t sure I believed my own words.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


First Light

I rose before dawn, the weight of yesterday’s failures still pressing against my chest. Thalen was already waiting when I stepped out into the cool morning air, his face drawn but his eyes sharp. We said little as we walked back to the barn-turned-lab, but words weren’t needed. Both of us knew what had to be done.

The sun had barely broken the horizon when we lit the lanterns inside. The smell of dried herbs and old wood clung to the air, sharper now that my senses were tuned to it. I sent a mental command for my sleeves to flow back so they were exposed, and Dalenbegan laying out jars, bowls, and bundles of roots across the workbench.

“Different combinations today,” I told him. “More precise. No guessing. Every ratio recorded.”

He nodded firmly, and for the next few hours, we ground, boiled, and strained. Bitterleaf was swapped for ashfern. Wolfsroot was cut back, emberflower doubled. Each mixture we poured into test cloths, each time waiting for Arc’s drone to scan the reaction. Some burned holes. Others did nothing at all. One batch turned to sludge, coating the bowl with foul-smelling tar.

Around midmorning, the door creaked open, and Thalen’s wife slipped in with a tray. Fresh bread, soft cheese, and mugs of steaming tea. She set them down without interrupting, her eyes lingering on her husband with a mixture of pride and worry. He smiled faintly, kissed her cheek, then shoved half the bread into his mouth before turning back to the work.

By midday, she came again, this time with bowls of stew, thick with root vegetables and meat. She hovered a moment longer, watching us measure powders and whisper over bubbling jars, then slipped out again. The door shut behind her, and the barn was once more filled with the steady rhythm of grinding, pouring, straining.

The hours dragged on. Failures piled high. My hands ached from grinding, my back stiff from leaning over the bench. Still, we pressed forward.

Arc’s voice filled the silence. “It is now approaching the sixteenth hour of work. Fatigue levels are high. I recommend a pause.”

“No,” Thalen snapped, eyes burning. “Not while she’s still suffering.”

I rubbed at my temples but agreed. One more attempt. Always one more.

This time, we adjusted the ratios again. More ashfern, a touch of frostbloom, less emberflower. The liquid that poured out into the glass vial glowed faintly, almost golden, with a clarity none of the others had achieved. Even the scent was different — sharp, yes, but undercut with a sweet note that hinted at balance.

Thalen leaned forward, eyes wide. “This one… feels right.”

Arc’s drone scanned it. “Stable. No immediate corrosive reaction.”

I exhaled slowly. “Then we may have something.”

But the question loomed large. Do we risk it? Do we pour this into Thalen’s daughter and pray it saves her, or destroys her faster?

There is another way, Sync whispered inside my head, his tone calm but firm. Administer a portion in controlled delivery through your nanobots. Target the affected regions directly. Monitor changes in real time. Arc can provide internal scans to confirm results.

It was dangerous. But it was measured, not reckless.

That evening, I stood at Thalen’s daughter’s bedside, the vial cool in my hand. She lay pale and weak, her breath shallow, her body trembling from the fever that wouldn’t break. Thalen hovered, his wife clutching his arm, both of them wide-eyed with equal parts hope and fear.

“Just a small portion,” I said, more to myself than to them. “Enough to test.”

I summoned the nanites within me, directing them into a fine channel that flowed to my palm. A single droplet of the golden liquid gleamed on my skin. At my command, the swarm absorbed it, pulling the substance deep into their structure until it shimmered faintly beneath the surface.

I placed my hand gently against her forehead. The fever heat radiated up into my palm as the nanites responded, flowing outward in a controlled stream. They slipped from me into her, invisible to the eye, but I knew they were there.

Sync’s voice filled my head, steady and precise. Transfer complete. Nanites moving through host system. Establishing controlled pathway.

In my vision, a lattice of light unfolded — Sync’s overlay, mapping the route of every cluster as they spread through her fragile body. For the first time, I saw what he saw: rivers of movement flowing through veins and tissues, a glowing pathway threading deeper and deeper inside her.

Arc’s drone added its scans, projecting subtle layers of detail. Organ outlines, cellular density, the very architecture of life rendered before me.

I couldn’t help the shiver that ran down my spine. Compared to this, all the machines of humanity — our satellites, our colonies, our fleets — felt primitive, like cavemen smashing rocks together and calling it fire. Arc and Sync made it look effortless, like guiding starlight with their fingers.

Then the overlay flickered red.

Contact confirmed, Sync reported. Nanites releasing compound. Pathogen reaction detected.

In my vision, I saw it — the swarm striking against the invasive cells, tearing into their structure. The pathogen writhed, breaking apart under the assault.

But then came another flash of red, deeper this time.

Collateral damage detected, Sync said grimly. Nearby host cells destroyed. Compound is indiscriminate.

I gritted my teeth, pulling the nanites back before they could spread further. The overlay dimmed, shrinking back until it was gone, leaving only the sight of the girl’s pale face beneath my hand.

Arc’s voice broke the silence, calm but unyielding. “The mixture is close. Refinement required. Precision must be increased, or delivery method altered. You are on the right path, but not yet at the destination.”

I looked at Thalen, at the pale girl gasping faintly on the bed, and then down at the vial glowing faintly in my hand. Hope and despair twined together in my chest like a noose.

“We’re close,” I said softly. “Closer than we’ve ever been. But if we want to save her, and anyone else… we’ll need to make this cure smarter than the disease.”
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The next days blurred into one another. Morning bled into night, lanterns burning until the oil ran low, our hands stained with crushed herbs and scorched from boiling flasks. Each attempt was a gamble: a shift in ratio, a different plant, a new infusion technique. Each time, I absorbed a droplet into my nanites, placed my hand to her fevered brow, and let the swarm carry the mixture inside.

Each time, Sync overlaid the pathways for me, glowing lines that threaded through her small frame. Each time, Arc’s scans painted her insides in shifting colors, letting me see the war I was starting inside her body.

And each time, we failed.

One mixture seared its way through tissue, destroying as much as it cleansed. Another fizzled out entirely, the pathogen unaffected. A third caused her fever to spike, sweat pouring down her face until I pulled the nanites back in a rush.

We adjusted. We recorded. We tried again.

Thalen barely slept. His wife hovered at the doorway, hope flickering in her eyes with every new vial we brewed. I pressed forward because I had to, but doubt gnawed at me with every collapse.

On the fifth day, when my arms shook with fatigue and Thalen’s hands were raw from hours of grinding herbs, Arc suggested a final shift — more frostbloom, balanced by half a measure of emberflower. The liquid that came from the filter was pale gold, clearer than the rest. It shimmered faintly in the lantern light, as though alive.

I didn’t dare hope. But I let the nanites take it in, the liquid disappearing beneath my skin, and pressed my hand once more to her forehead.

Transfer complete, Sync reported. Deploying compound. Monitoring reaction.

The overlay bloomed in my vision again, rivers of light spreading through her body. The pathogen flared, resisting the intrusion, but this time the strike was cleaner. The golden threads wove around the infected clusters and cut into them with precision. The pathogen writhed and broke apart — but the surrounding healthy cells remained untouched.

Arc’s voice cut through the silence, sharper now, tinged with something like triumph. “Collateral damage minimal. Host tissue preserved. Pathogen destruction confirmed.”

For a long heartbeat, none of us moved. Then Thalen’s wife gasped, clutching her mouth. Thalen staggered forward, his eyes wide.

“Is it—” His voice broke. “Is it working?”

I didn’t answer right away. I was too busy watching, too busy following Sync’s steady overlay as the infected regions shrank, shriveled, and disappeared. When I finally spoke, my throat felt tight.

“Yes,” I whispered. “It’s working.”

The fever heat under my palm began to ease. Not gone yet, but less. The faintest flush of color touched her cheeks. Her breathing steadied, no longer the shallow gasp of someone teetering on the edge.

Thalen dropped to his knees beside me, tears running freely down his face. His wife knelt with him, her hands clutching his arm so tightly her knuckles went white.

I pulled my hand back, the nanites withdrawing into me like a tide receding. The overlay dimmed until only darkness remained.

I looked at the two of them, then at the girl, still fragile but no longer fading, and felt the weight of the last five days settle into my bones.

“We may have just made a cure,” I said softly.

But even as I said it, I knew the question wasn’t just can we save her? anymore. It was what comes next?


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Proof

We left the barn together, silent, each of us carrying the weight of what had just happened. Thalen’s daughter still lay upstairs, breathing easier than she had in weeks, but it was only a start. What I’d done was limited, targeted — one battlefield inside her body, not the whole war. The pathogen still held ground everywhere else.

The living space was warm, firelight flickering across the walls. Thalen’s wife moved about quietly, glancing at us with cautious hope. Thalen sank into a chair at the table, his hands shaking, eyes red from sleepless nights. I removed my gloves and sat across from him.

He broke the silence first. “What we gave her… it worked. I saw it. She looked— better. Stronger.”

“Yes,” I admitted. “But remember what I told you. That was one test, a single strike against the sickness. The rest of it is still in her, waiting.”

His wife froze mid-step, clutching a cloth in her hands. Her voice was soft, but the fear beneath it was sharp. “Then what now? Do we give her more? All of it?”

I leaned forward, my arms resting against the table. “That’s the question. We could administer larger doses, spread the nanites wider, clear her system step by step. But there’s risk. Even refined, we don’t know what might happen if it’s used in full. Or…” I let the word hang heavy between us, “…we could take this to the hospital. Show them what we’ve found.”

Thalen’s brow furrowed. “Would they even listen? Men like that… they don’t take kindly to being told by a farmer and a stranger how to do their work.”

“True,” I said, “but proof changes everything. They’d have no choice but to believe it if she walked through those doors whole again.”

Silence stretched. The fire popped in the hearth, the smell of smoke and stew hanging in the air. His wife clutched the back of Thalen’s chair, her eyes darting between us.

“She’s our daughter,” she whispered. “We can’t use her like a test subject. Not again. But if this works, if she lives… if she’s healed… then maybe others will listen. Maybe it will spread.”

Thalen closed his eyes, his jaw tight. “So we risk her… for the chance to save her, and maybe more besides.”

I nodded slowly. “It’s her life first. If the cure holds, then yes, it becomes more than that. But she has to be healed before the rest of the world will believe.”

Thalen let out a shuddering breath. He reached across the table, gripping my forearm hard. “Then that’s what we’ll do. Not tomorrow. Not after more waiting. We heal her, truly, and then—then we show them. At the hospital. Proof they can’t ignore.”

His wife pressed her face against his shoulder, tears shining in her eyes. I sat there in the firelight, the vial of pale gold liquid still warm against my chest, and knew the decision was made.

The cure would either save her… or break her.

And only one way would tell.

The decision hung in the air long after I left their home. Thalen stayed by the fire, holding his wife, the weight of choice heavy on his shoulders. I walked out into the cold night, the stars sharp against the dark sky. The forest around their homestead whispered with wind through the trees, but my thoughts were louder.

By the time I reached the clearing where Arc’s drone waited, the moon was high. The drone guided me back to the ship, its soft hum the only sound besides my boots crunching in the frost. I boarded quietly, the familiar thrum of the engines greeting me like a heartbeat.

In my bunk, I lay staring up at the ceiling, the vial of golden liquid turning slowly between my fingers. Would it not make sense to just heal her? I thought. End her suffering first, prove the cure works, then give it to others?

It would make sense, Sync answered in my head, his tone even, logical. But there are consequences.

Arc’s voice followed, calm yet carrying an edge of warning. “Albert, listen carefully. What you and Sync did today worked only because of the nanobots. They carried the compound exactly where it needed to go, controlled the damage, restrained the reaction. Without them, the potion is still unstable.”

I frowned, rolling the vial between my hands. But it killed the pathogen. It worked. If we give her enough, it will burn it all out of her.

Yes, Sync replied. And in the process, it may burn her as well.

Arc added, “This is supposed to be a cure others can use without us. A medicine they can brew in their own barns and kitchens, not one that requires nanotechnology from beyond the stars. If you rely on your nanites to control it every time, you will save her, but no one else.”

That truth cut sharper than I wanted to admit. I thought of Thalen’s hope, his wife’s desperate prayers, his daughter’s shallow breaths. Part of me wanted to ignore it all — to use every nanobot I had to burn the sickness out of her completely, consequences be damned.

But Arc was right. Sync was right.

If this cure was to mean anything, it had to work without me. Without them. It had to be something home grown, something this world could carry on its own.

I set the vial down on the small shelf beside my bed and rubbed my eyes. The hum of the ship wrapped around me, steady and unrelenting.

“We’re close,” I muttered under my breath. “But close isn’t enough.”

No, Sync agreed. Not yet.

Arc’s voice was softer now. “But we will get there. And when we do, it won’t just save one girl. It will save them all.”

For the first time since we started, I let myself believe her.

The dawn came colder than the nights before, but I felt something I hadn’t in days — certainty. The doubts that had gnawed at me were gone, replaced by a fire in my chest. There was only one way forward now. This cure had to be Thalen’s, not mine, and it had to work without nanobots carrying it for her.

By the time I reached the barn, Thalen was already there, lanterns burning, herbs spread out in neat piles. His wife had left a tray of bread and water on the workbench, but it sat untouched. He looked up at me, weary but determined.

“Ready?” he asked.

“More than ready,” I said, stepping inside. “And Thalen—make sure you keep writing everything down. Every ratio, every failure, every success. If all you come out with is ‘a cure,’ and nothing about how you got there, they’ll tear it apart. They’ll call it luck, or worse, a trick. But with notes, with records, they can follow the path themselves.”

He gave a short nod. “I’ve been writing since the first trial.” He held up a battered journal, pages covered with cramped script. “Even the failures.”

“Good,” I said, and I meant it. “The failures are as important as the cure. Without them, there’s no proof you truly searched for it.”

The hours passed in the rhythm we had carved together: grinding, mixing, boiling, straining. My hands moved with precision, his with practiced care. Arc observed, tracking ratios and timing. Sync watched quietly, always ready to overlay, always ready to measure.

By late afternoon, we had the final mixture. The liquid was pale gold again, but brighter, cleaner, as though each failure had burned away the impurities until only this remained.

I held the vial up to the light, then lowered it into Thalen’s waiting hands. “This one… this is the one.”

We carried it to his daughter’s bedside. She was weaker now, her body frail beneath the blankets, her breath shallow. Thalen’s wife knelt beside her, clutching her hand, whispering prayers under her breath.

I summoned the nanites as I had before — but this time, I gave them no compound to carry. They flowed outward only to observe, not to act.

Sync, I thought. Track it. Watch it all.

Understood, he said. Overlay active. Observation only.

Arc’s drone hovered overhead, its scanners painting faint lines of light across the child’s small frame.

Thalen lifted the vial, his hand trembling, and held it to his daughter’s lips. “Drink, little one,” he whispered, voice breaking. “Drink.”

She swallowed slowly, weakly, but the liquid went down.

The overlay in my vision came alive. The potion spread through her, winding down veins, diffusing into tissue. Sync mapped every pathway, every shift in pressure and flow. I held my breath as I watched.

The pathogen flared, but not as before. This time, the golden threads wrapped it completely, smothering it, dissolving it piece by piece. And the healthy cells — they remained untouched.

Arc’s voice cut through, steady but almost reverent. “Collateral damage minimal. Host tissue preserved. Pathogen decline confirmed.”

Yes, Sync echoed. The cure is functional without nanite delivery. Effective on its own.

I exhaled, the weight of five days lifting off my chest. Her fever began to ease. Her breathing deepened. The faintest trace of color touched her cheeks.

Thalen gasped, tears spilling freely. Thalen buried his face in his hands, shoulders shaking with relief.

I looked down at the journal on the bedside table, filled with every trial and error, every failure that had led here. This was no accident. No trick. It was a cure that belonged to him, to them, to this world.

And it worked.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Days of Watching

We didn’t rush to call it done. A single dose might bring hope, but hope was not proof. For the next two days, we kept at it. Morning and evening, Thalen prepared the potion in measured quantities, his wife steadying their daughter’s frail body as she swallowed the golden liquid. Each time, I let the nanites drift outward into her, not to carry, not to intervene, only to watch.

Sync mapped her insides with quiet precision, overlays of glowing pathways unfolding before my eyes. Each time, I saw less and less of the pathogen clinging to her body. The sickness was retreating. The fevers broke. Her shallow breaths deepened into steady rhythms.

By the third morning, she sat up on her own. Pale, yes, but smiling faintly, her small fingers curling around her mother’s hand. That one simple movement sent Thalen to his knees, his wife clutching him tight, both of them trembling with relief.

But I wasn’t ready to declare victory. “We keep giving it,” I said, my voice firm. “Until I know the sickness is gone completely. No half-measures.”

Arc’s drone whirred softly above us, its scanners confirming what Sync whispered in my head. Pathogen decline consistent. No regrowth observed. Current trajectory suggests total eradication within forty-eight to seventy-two hours.

That was good. But I wanted certainty.

The next night, as Thalen measured out another dose, I found myself wondering aloud, “If it works so well by ingestion, would it not be stronger, faster, if delivered directly into the bloodstream?”

Thalen blinked, confused. “Into the… blood?”

“Yes,” I said. “A syringe. A hollow needle with a plunger. You inject medicine into the veins so it spreads instantly. Faster than the stomach, cleaner than digestion.”

His brows knit tighter with each word. “Needle? Plunger? Syringe?” He shook his head slowly. “Albert, I don’t know what those things are.”

For a moment, I stared at him, realizing. Of course. I’d been assuming too much. For all their skill with herbs and poultices, for all the order they imposed on their treatments, the people here had never conceived of needles. Not once.

“It’s a tool,” I explained carefully. “On my world, they’re as common as spoons. But here…” I trailed off, the weight of the revelation sinking in.

Arc broke the silence. “Albert, if their culture has never developed such tools, their medicine has always been limited to surface treatments and ingestion. What you call basic—they have never needed or conceived.”

Thalen tilted his head, still uncertain. “And this… syringe… it puts things inside the blood?”

“Yes,” I said simply. “Directly. It can save lives, though it can also kill if misused. But here… it doesn’t exist.”

Thalen gave a low whistle, half disbelief, half awe. “Then maybe it’s best we stick to what we know. The potion works this way. If we try your… needle, we’d only frighten people more.”

He wasn’t wrong. A cure no one trusted was no cure at all.

For now, the potion worked, and that was enough.

The days stretched into a rhythm of cautious hope. Morning, afternoon, and evening, Thalen measured out the potion in small doses, careful and precise. His daughter drank it each time, her lips trembling at first but growing steadier with every swallow.

I stayed close, monitoring with Sync’s overlays and Arc’s scanning drone. At first, I expected to find the sickness clinging somewhere hidden, a pocket of shadow waiting to grow again. But each day, the map inside her body grew clearer. The pathogen retreated, first from her lungs, then from her blood, then from the very tissues where it had dug in deepest.

By the fifth day, Arc spoke with calm certainty. “Pathogen presence is negligible. What little remains is non-replicating. Destruction is nearly complete.”

Confirmed, Sync added in my head. I can detect no active infection. Structural scans of her cells are stable. Healing is underway.

And it showed on the outside as much as within. Color had returned to her cheeks, soft and warm where before her skin had been pallid and gray. The tremor in her hands vanished. Her eyes, once clouded by fever, now shone with brightness and life.

She laughed one afternoon, a small sound at first, but it rang through the home like a bell. Thalen’s wife cried openly at the sound, holding her close, whispering prayers of thanks. Thalen himself stood frozen, staring as if afraid to move, afraid to break the moment.

Even I couldn’t stop the smile tugging at my lips. It was more than recovery. It was strength. She didn’t just look alive again—she looked better than before. Her steps were light, her energy returning, her voice brighter each day.

Arc summarized it with quiet satisfaction. “She is not only cured. She is thriving.”

Yes, Sync agreed. Residual analysis shows improved cellular resilience. It is possible the compound does more than remove the pathogen—it may reinforce the body itself.

The weight of those words pressed heavy on me. A cure was one thing. But something more? Something that didn’t just save a life, but made it stronger? That could change everything.

Thalen didn’t hear my doubts. He lifted his daughter into his arms, tears streaking his cheeks, joy breaking across his weary face. She wrapped her arms around his neck and laughed again, the sound of it filling the house.

And in that moment, I let myself believe it fully.

She was cured.

We left her sleeping, her breathing steady and strong, her face relaxed in a way I hadn’t seen since I first stepped into this house. Thalen closed the door softly behind us, his wife pressing her forehead against the wood for a moment before following.

In the living space, the fire was low, casting long shadows across the room. We sat at the table, the silence stretching, both of them still caught between exhaustion and relief. I let it linger for a while, until the quiet grew too heavy.

“Thalen,” I said finally, folding my hands on the table. “Who do we tell? Who can we trust with this? We can’t keep it locked up here in your barn forever.”

His brow furrowed. He rubbed at his jaw, staring down at the scarred surface of the table as though searching it for answers. For a long moment, he said nothing. Then he drew in a slow breath.

“There may be someone,” he said at last. His voice was careful, heavy with thought. “Before I came back here, before… all this, I wasn’t just a farmer. I taught at the Collegium in Bastenhold.”

The name stirred faintly in my memory. Bastenhold — a city to the east, larger than any nearby town, a place of trade, study, and politics. I leaned forward slightly. “Go on.”

He nodded. “When I taught, I had a sponsor. A man I looked up to. He believed in me when few others did. Gave me time off when my daughter fell ill, told me I could come back if I ever found a way to heal her. He…” Thalen’s voice caught, just for a moment, before he pressed on. “He has the connections. If anyone can carry this forward, bring it to the right people, it’s him.”

I studied him, the firelight dancing across his worn features. “And you trust him?”

“With my life,” Thalen said simply.

His wife touched his arm, her eyes searching. “You mean to go back to him, then?”

“Yes,” Thalen said, looking from her to me. “But not yet. She needs time. A week, maybe. Let her regain her strength, let her walk again without faltering. Then we take her to Bastenhold. When they see her whole, healed by what we’ve made, there will be no denying it.”

I nodded slowly, the weight of it settling in my chest. A week to prepare. A week before the cure left the quiet safety of this farmhouse and entered the world beyond.

And once it did, there would be no turning back.

Later that night, I returned to my ship. The farmhouse lay quiet behind me, its windows glowing faintly against the dark, but my mind refused to settle. By the time I stepped onto the bridge and sank into the captain’s chair, the weight of the decision pressed harder than ever.

The hum of the ship’s systems wrapped around me like a familiar blanket. I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees, my hand brushing across my chin as I thought aloud.

“So,” I said slowly, “do you think we can trust this man?”

Sync’s voice came first, steady and practical, resonating in the back of my mind. Caution is warranted. Enter this with eyes wide open. Trust, yes—but only as far as necessary. Do not reveal your full hand until he proves himself. Above all, Albert, we must keep Thalen and his family safe.

I let out a breath, tapping a finger against my jaw. “Agreed. But safety means control. And right now, we don’t have any.”

Arc’s voice flowed into the quiet, smooth and deliberate. “Perhaps we let Thalen meet him, but only under circumstances we define. If this sponsor is genuine, he will accept. If not…” She let the thought trail off, the implication sharp enough on its own.

“You mean we choose the time and the place?” I asked.

“Or Thalen does,” Arc countered. “He knows this man. It must appear natural. But no matter how much Thalen trusts him, to us he is an unknown. Unknowns cannot be allowed to dictate terms.”

I drummed my fingers against the armrest, staring at the stars outside the viewport. “So what, then? We trail him? Watch him before Thalen even steps foot in Bastenhold?”

“Exactly,” Arc replied, her tone crisp.

I tilted my head. “You mean to spy on him.”

“Not spy,” Arc corrected. “Observe. Establish patterns. Habits. Associates. If he is as trustworthy as Thalen claims, such observation will prove it.”

Sync’s voice joined again, colder, more direct. And if he is not, we will know before Thalen risks himself. Deploying a drone to Bastenhold would be trivial. Surveillance can begin long before our arrival.

I leaned back in the chair, letting the thought settle, the faint vibration of the ship thrumming up through the frame. A week to prepare, a week to decide.

And perhaps, with eyes in the city before we arrived, a chance to turn the unknown into something manageable.

“Alright,” I murmured, the decision settling into place. “We’ll send a drone.”

I leaned back in the chair, folding my arms. “But let’s be careful about it. If we’re caught watching the wrong person, this whole thing falls apart before it begins.”

Arc gave a sound halfway between a laugh and a snort, her voice edged with amusement. “Albert, if I don’t want a drone to be seen, it won’t be seen. Tell me, have you ever noticed the one that follows you?”

I blinked, my head turning slightly as if I might catch sight of it even here inside the ship. “What?”

“You shouldn’t be surprised,” she said smoothly. “One of my smallest units. It shadows you whenever you’re outside, close enough to intervene, far enough to avoid detection. No one has ever so much as glanced at it. You never even felt it.”

For a moment I was silent, my hand unconsciously brushing at the back of my neck. The thought unsettled me, though it shouldn’t have. Of course Arc would do it. My safety was as much her priority as her own existence.

Still, the realization made me shift uncomfortably in the chair. “I should have guessed,” I admitted, voice low. “You’ve always guarded me closer than I realized.”

Naturally, Sync interjected, calm and matter-of-fact. Your survival ensures ours. But also—our calculations show you are prone to taking unnecessary risks. Countermeasures are required.

“Unnecessary risks,” I muttered, rubbing my chin. “That’s one way to put it.”

Arc’s voice softened, less sharp now. “Albert, we’re not mocking you. We’re protecting you. Always. The same protection we will give Thalen and his family when the time comes.”

I exhaled slowly, some of the tension easing from my shoulders. “Then so be it. Send your drone to Bastenhold. Watch this sponsor of his. If he’s everything Thalen claims, good. If he’s not…” My eyes narrowed on the stars beyond the viewport. “…then we’ll know before we step foot in that city.”

“Already in motion,” Arc replied. “A stealth unit will depart tonight. It will arrive well before us.”

I will monitor its feed continuously, Sync added. By the time Thalen is ready to travel, we will have an accurate assessment of his contact.

I nodded, letting the ship’s hum fill the silence again. A week to prepare, a week to watch and learn. For now, that would have to be enough.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


The Weight of Departure

The week passed in a blur. Every morning I checked on Thalen’s daughter, every evening we measured out another small dose of the potion. By the seventh day, Arc and Sync both confirmed what Thalen already knew in his heart—she was cured. Stronger, even, than before.

That left only one task: the journey to Bastenhold.

Thalen moved through his home with quiet purpose, selling off what he couldn’t take. Neighbors came and went, coins exchanging hands, tools and livestock traded away. By the final evening, only what could be carried remained: chests of clothing, crates of dried food, tools, and the few treasures his family couldn’t bear to leave behind.

When I returned to the farmhouse yard the next morning, I stopped short at the sight of their wagon.

It was less a wagon and more a house on wheels, its frame solid oak, the roof curved and shingled with slate tiles, lanterns hanging at each corner. The rear was stacked with their belongings, lashed down tight under heavy tarps. The wheels towered over me, iron-banded, nearly as tall as my shoulders.

And then there was the beast hitched to it.

At first glance, it looked like a massive ox, its bulk covered in a mottled hide of brown and gray, muscle shifting like stone beneath the skin. But where I expected the stocky legs of a cow, I saw pillars—massive, column-like limbs, thick as tree trunks, built for weight, not speed. Its neck was long and arched, almost elegant, its head crowned with a pair of horns that curled forward like scythes, their edges chipped from years of work. Its breath steamed in the cool morning air, carrying the smell of earth and grass.

Thalen patted the beast’s flank with a fond hand. “This,” he said, “is a drayhorn. Strongest beast you’ll ever see. Not quick, not graceful, but if you need to move a mountain, this is what you hitch.”

I studied it, unable to hide my fascination. “And people ride these?”

He laughed, shaking his head. “Only a fool would try. They’re bred for pulling, not carrying. There are swifter beasts—swiftclaws, longstriders, beasts with legs like wind. But for this?” He gestured to the wagon, the size of a small home balanced on its massive wheels. “We need strength, not speed. The drayhorn will get us there, steady and sure.”

The creature snorted as if in agreement, its breath misting in the air.

I walked the length of the wagon, running a hand along the wooden frame. It was built for journeys, not comfort—no ornament, no luxury. Just a mobile home that could endure the road, the weight of years piled into its sturdy bones.

Thalen’s wife emerged from the house, her arms laden with blankets and smaller bundles, their daughter following close behind. The girl’s face was bright with health now, her steps light, her laughter quick as she ran ahead to clamber up the steps into the wagon.

Thalen looked to me, his expression steady, though I could see the worry hiding at the edges of his eyes. “Once we leave, Albert, there’s no turning back. Everything we are, everything we own—it’s all on this wagon now.”

I glanced at the towering drayhorn, at the home balanced on its wheels, at the family preparing for the road.

“Then we’d better make sure it gets to Bastenhold,” I said.

The drayhorn stamped one massive foot, the ground trembling beneath it. The wagon creaked as the beast shifted, ready for the journey.

Thalen’s wife and daughter climbed into the wagon, disappearing behind the thick wooden door. Their laughter echoed faintly inside, muffled by the walls. Thalen took his place on the front bench, reins in hand, the drayhorn snorting and pawing at the dirt impatiently.

I didn’t climb up beside him. Even with the suit and Arc’s cloaking systems, I had no desire to take unnecessary risks. Neighbors had already passed by during the morning, offering curious glances at the loaded wagon. If anyone looked too closely and saw more than they should, the questions would never stop.

So instead, I walked at Thalen’s side, keeping pace with the wagon’s slow, steady roll. My suit shimmered faintly in my vision as Arc adjusted the cloaking field, bending light around me. To anyone else, the road would look empty, save for a man, a wagon, and his beast of burden.

Of course, that made Thalen look like he was talking to himself.

He glanced at me once, then laughed under his breath. “People already say I mutter to myself when I’m working. No one will think it strange if they see me talking on the road. Might even make me look less suspicious, not more.”

I smirked, keeping my stride even with the wagon. “Then mutter away.”

The drayhorn’s massive legs carried it forward, each step a thunderous weight on the dirt road. The wagon groaned, but its great wheels rolled steady, creaking over the uneven ground.

As we traveled, I asked the question that had been pressing on me since the night before. “Tell me more about this man we’re going to see. Who exactly is he?”

Thalen’s expression softened with respect. “His name is Lord Alric Fenvaris. Once a scholar, now a landholder, and more than that—one of the sharpest minds in the kingdom. He was my sponsor when I taught at the Collegium. Without him, I wouldn’t have had half the opportunities I did.”

“Fenvaris,” I repeated quietly. “And you trust him?”

“With my life,” Thalen said simply. “He has the ear of the king and queen themselves. But he chose to live outside Bastenhold, on land granted to him for his service. He still keeps a home within the city, though. Massive place, bigger than any common man could ever dream of.”

I nodded, letting the information settle. A man with connections that deep could be exactly what we needed—or exactly what could undo us.

That was when Arc’s voice returned, soft in my ear, unheard by anyone else. “Albert. My drone has continued observation. Lord Alric Fenvaris appears legitimate. In the two days of surveillance, he has done nothing untoward. Meetings with stewards, visits to tenants, evening spent in study. Nothing hidden—except for a few secured chests.”

“Chests?” I asked quietly.

“Yes,” Arc replied. “Buried beneath the floor of his city home. Filled with gold and valuables. I found no signs of contraband, no hidden rooms or suspicious gatherings. It seems… wealth is his only secret.”

I let out a slow breath. “Guess that’s one way to keep your fortune safe.”

Thalen glanced my way at the sound of my voice, then chuckled as though laughing at some private joke. To anyone else, he was simply muttering again.

I asked him directly, “Tell me, Thalen. Why does a man like Fenvaris need to bury gold? No banks in Bastenhold?”

Thalen snorted, shaking his head. “Banks? Not here. The only loans a man can get are from the Crown itself—or from black dealers, and you don’t want to owe them. No one trusts anyone else with their money. If you’ve got coin, you guard it, you bury it, or you lock it away in your own house.”

“Crude,” I muttered. “But effective.”

He shrugged. “Crude works. And no one trusts a stranger to keep their life’s work safe.”

I kept walking, silent for a time, my mind spinning with possibilities. A man like Fenvaris, with gold enough to bury, with the Crown’s ear, with Thalen’s trust—he could open the gates to everything we needed. Or he could slam them shut.

And soon, we would find out which.

The road stretched on for days. Bastenhold was far, and the drayhorn was built for strength, not speed. Its massive legs carried the wagon at a steady, unhurried pace, the wheels creaking rhythmically as they rolled across dirt and stone.

Each evening, as the sun sank low and painted the fields in shades of amber, Thalen would guide the wagon off the road to a sheltered patch of grass or a copse of trees. The drayhorn was unhitched and allowed to graze, its heavy breaths misting in the cool night air. His wife, Lysa, unpacked simple meals from the wagon—flatbread, roasted roots, dried meats softened in broth. Their daughter, Saila, always ate hungrily, her color stronger with each passing day.

Arc and Sync never let her progress go unmeasured. Each night, after supper, while the fire burned low, I crouched beside Saila as she lay beneath her blankets. Sync overlaid the quiet pathways of her body before my eyes, mapping the flow of her blood, the strength of her lungs, the rhythm of her heart. Arc’s drone swept over her in silence, scanners humming faintly as they searched for any trace of the pathogen.

Every time, the report was the same. No infection detected. Vital signs improving.

It was more than relief. It was a steady reassurance, each night like a stone laid into a foundation. Saila wasn’t just healed—she was thriving.

When the family finally drifted to sleep inside the wagon, I remained outside. The night air was cool against my suit, the stars sharp above the dark horizon. Arc had deployed not one but two drones, circling high and low around our camp. Their sensors swept the dark, their hum nearly inaudible. No thief, no wanderer, no beast would come close without my knowing.

I could have returned to the ship. Arc was slowly shadowing us, guiding the vessel across the sky, always a few miles away, hidden from sight. At any moment, I could have retreated to its warmth, its familiar hum, its security.

But I didn’t.

I chose to remain near the wagon, the firelight flickering against the wheels taller than I was, the steady bulk of the drayhorn resting nearby like a mountain with horns. Being here let me learn things Arc’s data never could—the cadence of Thalen’s voice when he spoke of his past, the way Lysa tucked the blanket under Saila’s chin with practiced gentleness, the way Saila’s laughter rang out brighter each day as her strength returned.

Around the campfires, I listened to Thalen talk. He spoke of his years as a teacher in Bastenhold, of the Collegium’s endless debates, of Lord Fenvaris and the way he always seemed two steps ahead of everyone else in the room. He spoke of the farm, of droughts and harvests, of neighbors who lent a hand and others who didn’t. He spoke of Saila’s birth, of Lysa’s unwavering strength, of the slow encroachment of the sickness that had nearly taken her.

I listened. I remembered. For all my technology, for all the marvels Arc and Sync put at my fingertips, this—this life lived simply, stubbornly, against hardship—was something I had not known in years.

The road was long. But with each day, I understood more of the world I now walked.

And with each night, I understood more of what was at stake.


CHAPTER TWENTY


The Gates of Bastenhold

The days blurred together in steady rhythm, the drayhorn pulling the great wagon mile after mile across the winding road. Each night we camped, each morning we set off again, the world rolling past in endless fields and distant hills. The trip was uneventful—quiet, steady, and almost peaceful.

But on the fifth day, I noticed the first signs we were nearing Bastenhold. The road grew busier. Dust rose from the path as other wagons trundled along, pulled by beasts of burden like our own, their horns gleaming in the morning light. Merchants, farmers, and travelers all pressed toward the same destination, the city just beyond the horizon.

That was when I saw them. At first, I thought they were horses—real horses, from Earth. The shape was almost the same: long legs, proud necks, strong bodies meant for speed. But as they drew closer, the differences became clear. Their hides were patterned in dark stripes and patches, their heads crowned with sharp, forward-curving horns like the drayhorn’s. And their eyes—four of them. Two on the sides of their heads like a horse’s, but two more set forward, glowing faintly amber in the sun.

Thalen noticed my gaze and smiled faintly. “Those are hartsteeds. Finest mounts in the kingdom. Fast, strong, loyal. Only nobles or soldiers can afford them. Professors turned farmers like me—well, we settle for drayhorns.”

“Hartsteeds,” I repeated quietly, watching as one rider urged his mount past, the beast’s hooves kicking up dirt as it thundered down the road. It moved with a grace and power that made even Earth’s finest horses seem clumsy by comparison.

As the day wore on, the road grew ever more crowded. Wagons pressed close, people shouted to one another, and the smell of animals and sweat thickened in the air. Siala leaned from the wagon’s window, her eyes wide with awe at the endless train of travelers. Lira pulled her back gently, reminding her not to lean too far.

But for me, the crowd posed a different problem. Every step brought more bodies near, brushing close enough that I could have reached out and touched them. Arc’s cloaking field bent light around me, but even she spoke with concern in my ear.

“Albert, we are at the edge of what is safe. In close quarters like this, someone will feel you if they pass through your space. I can only do so much to mask your presence.”

I muttered back, low enough that no one else would hear. “So what do you suggest?”

“You have a suit,” she said simply. “Use it. Short bursts of antigravity will keep you above the crowd. Stay out of reach.”

She wasn’t wrong. I looked to the walls rising in the distance—the gates of Bastenhold, towering stone and timber, their battlements crowded with guards. I tapped Thalen’s shoulder lightly, leaning close so only he would hear.

“I’ll follow you from above. Don’t worry if you don’t see me.”

He gave the faintest nod, his lips quirking into a wry smile. “People already think I mutter to myself.”

I stepped back, drew in a breath, and triggered the suit. The world fell away beneath me as the antigravity field pulsed, lifting me lightly from the ground. I drifted upward, landing on the stone wall just above the gate, unseen by the guards who patrolled there. From that vantage, I followed Thalen and his family as the wagon rolled forward into the city.

The streets of Bastenhold were a storm of motion—vendors crying out their wares, carts rattling over cobblestone, hartsteeds trotting through the crowd with armored riders astride them. The smell of roasted meat, fresh bread, and smoke from countless chimneys pressed thick in the air.

I kept to the rooftops and walls, using the suit in short bursts to move from one vantage to the next. Always near enough to see the wagon, always hidden.

At last, Thalen turned down a broad street that led toward the inner districts. His shoulders straightened as they neared a large stone house, its walls ivy-covered, its gates wrought iron, polished and well-kept.

A man stood waiting there. Broad-shouldered, robed in deep blue trimmed with silver, his hair dark and streaked with gray. His face lit with surprise as he saw the wagon approach, then broke into a smile.

“Thalen?” the man called, his voice strong, carrying across the street. “By the stars, is it truly you?”

Thalen pulled the drayhorn to a halt, climbing down from the bench. He clasped the man’s arm in greeting, his smile broad and unguarded. “Lord Fenvaris. It’s been too long.”

Fenvaris’s eyes shifted past Thalen to the wagon, where Lira and Siala emerged. His expression softened with warmth. “And your family as well. Whole, safe.” He looked back to Thalen, pride and genuine joy in his voice. “You’ve returned, my student. And I could not be happier to see it.”

From the shadows of the wall, unseen, I watched closely. Arc’s words echoed in my head—her drones had seen nothing untoward, only gold hoarded away and the habits of a wealthy man. For now, at least, Fenvaris seemed exactly as Thalen believed: a man of influence, of trust, and of power.

But appearances, I knew too well, could be deceiving.

The great doors swung wide, and Fenvaris beckoned them inside with a sweep of his arm. “Come. You and your family are my honored guests.”

Servants moved quickly at his command. Two took the drayhorn’s reins and led the massive beast toward the estate stables, its hooves thudding against the stone courtyard. Others climbed into the wagon, lifting bundles and crates. No one questioned, no one hesitated; their lord had spoken, and his guests’ burdens were now theirs to bear.

Lira kept close to Siala, her hand gently resting on the girl’s shoulder as the servants escorted them down the hall. The child’s eyes darted everywhere, wide and curious at the marble floors and hanging tapestries. Soon enough they were shown to the guest chambers, attendants bowing politely before shutting the doors to give them privacy.

Thalen remained behind, following Fenvaris deeper into the house. I stayed close as well, slipping in past the heavy doors before they closed, moving silently across the polished floorboards. Even cloaked, I kept to the walls, careful not to brush past the staff bustling through the corridors. Arc’s cloaking field bent light around me, but it couldn’t bend physics—any contact would give me away.

At last, Fenvaris led Thalen into a study. The space was wide and warm, its walls lined with shelves of books, scrolls, and strange objects displayed under glass. A broad desk dominated the center, piled with parchments and inkpots. The air smelled faintly of oil and dust, of knowledge long tended.

Fenvaris motioned for Thalen to sit. He did not waste time with pleasantries. “How is Siala?” he asked, voice sharp, eyes searching.

Thalen exhaled slowly, his shoulders relaxing. “She is well, my lord. Better than she has been in months. In truth…” He allowed himself a small smile. “She is cured.”

Fenvaris froze. His brows rose, his mouth parting in disbelief. “Cured?” He took a step closer. “Do not jest with me, Thalen.”

“I would not.” Thalen’s voice was steady, his pride quiet but undeniable. “I tested, and I failed, more times than I can count. Herbs, mixtures, preparations—all useless. But at last, I found what worked. She is not only alive, she is thriving. You saw her with your own eyes.”

Fenvaris’s face lit with something between shock and hope. He turned from Thalen, pacing a short line behind the desk. His hands folded behind his back, his robes sweeping the floor. “Do you understand what you’ve done? This sickness—it spreads wider each year. Families torn apart. Scholars have begged me for guidance, the Crown itself has pressed me for answers. I have been asked, again and again, to direct the Collegium in finding a cure.”

He spun back to Thalen, his voice nearly trembling. “And now you stand here, telling me you have succeeded?”

Thalen’s jaw tightened. He did not flinch. “I do not claim mastery. I am no great scholar, no master of the Collegium. But I know what I saw. Each day my daughter grew stronger. Each day the sickness lessened. That is proof enough.”

Fenvaris studied him in silence. Then, slowly, a smile spread across his face. He sank into the high-backed chair behind the desk, his hands steepled. “Proof enough, indeed. Siala looked far better than when last I saw her. Stronger. Healthier. There is no mistaking it.”

He leaned forward, intensity in his eyes. “Tell me, Thalen. How? What methods did you use? What guided you to this?”

And so Thalen explained, carefully, the tale he and I had agreed upon. He spoke of trial after trial, of gathering plants from the woods and marshes, of boiling and grinding, of failure after failure until, at last, something changed. He did not mention me, nor Arc, nor Sync—only his persistence, his patience, and the careful observation of his daughter’s recovery.

It was not all science, and not all truth. But it was enough.

Fenvaris listened closely, nodding at intervals, his mind turning over each detail. Though he knew the account lacked the rigor of formal study, the proof was undeniable. At last, he leaned back in his chair, eyes alight.

Thalen rose from his chair at last, bowing his head slightly to his old mentor before turning to leave. I slipped from the shadows and fell in step behind him, invisible to all but him. The study’s heavy doors closed softly behind us, muffling the echo of Fenvaris’s pacing.

The halls were quiet now, the bustle of servants fading as the estate settled for the evening. Thalen walked with purpose, his steps echoing faintly on the polished stone, until at last he reached the wing of the house set aside for guests. Just outside the door to the rooms given to his family, he paused, drawing breath as if to speak.

Before he could, I placed a hand on his shoulder. The faint shimmer of my cloak rippled for a heartbeat, enough for him to glimpse the outline of my suit. I leaned in close and whispered, low and sharp.

“Wait. Let me check if anyone is listening in.”

Thalen froze, nodding once. I scanned the corridor, reaching out with Sync’s nanites. Threads of silent energy rippled down the hall, mapping every corner, every hidden crevice. Arc layered her drone’s view over mine, a ghostly overlay of walls, beams, and empty air. Nothing. No spies, no listeners, no servants lingering where they shouldn’t be.

Satisfied, I released Thalen’s shoulder. “We’re clear.”

He exhaled, then turned back toward the door, his voice hushed. “Albert… he believes me. Truly believes. Did you hear?”

I gave a short nod. “I heard.”

Behind us, Fenvaris’s words still echoed in my memory, rich with excitement and conviction.

“Thalen,” he had said, his voice thick with hope, “you may not realize it, but this discovery could change everything. For your daughter, yes—but for countless others. Perhaps for the entire kingdom.”

Thalen had frowned then, uncertainty wrinkling his brow. “Do you think the Crown will approve it?”

Fenvaris had snorted, dismissing the thought with a wave of his hand.

“My good man. With what you have—if it’s a true working cure—you will be given more than approval. You will be offered a seat at the Council of the Collegium itself. And if I am not mistaken, you might well find yourself offered my very post before long.”

I had seen Thalen’s mouth open, ready to deny it, but Fenvaris had only laughed, his booming voice filling the study.

“Worry not, Thalen. I know you well enough to know you do not chase honors. But honors will chase you. And I will see to it they find you.”

His tone had softened then. “For now, rest. Eat. The staff is already preparing a meal for you and your family. It will be brought to your rooms shortly. In the morning, we will speak again. There is much to discuss.”

And then Fenvaris had stepped forward, clasping Thalen’s shoulders in both hands, his gaze warm and proud.

“I am glad you are back. The Collegium has not been the same without you within its walls. In the morning, we shall speak of your future. Tell me, Thalen—do you intend to stay?”

And Thalen, with a smile both weary and hopeful, had answered softly, “If you will have me.”

Now, standing at the threshold of the guest chambers, those words still hung between us. Thalen looked toward the door, then back to the empty hall. His jaw clenched, his eyes burning with thoughts he hadn’t yet voiced.

I kept my voice low. “He believes in you. That’s good. But belief and power… those don’t always walk the same path.”

Thalen nodded once, then pushed the door open. Inside, the soft light of lanterns spilled across his wife and daughter, waiting for him.

For tonight, at least, there would be peace. Tomorrow would bring questions neither of us were ready to answer.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The Feast of Questions

The knock at the door came soft and polite, but when it opened, half a dozen servants streamed in carrying trays, platters, and pitchers. The smell of roasted meats, baked breads, and stewed vegetables filled the room, rich and warm. They set the table with careful precision, bowing before slipping out again.

What they left behind could have fed twenty people. Steaming roasts, carved fowl, baskets of rolls, bowls of fruit, cheeses stacked high. Jugs of ale and sweetwater glistened with condensation. Even I, standing off to the side, blinked in mild shock at the sheer excess.

Thalen’s eyes went wide. Lysa laughed softly, covering her mouth with her hand. Siala simply gasped in delight, pointing at everything as though she didn’t know where to begin.

“By the Crown,” Thalen whispered. “This… this is more food than we’d see in a season back home.”

I gave a short grunt. “Plenty here. Even if I joined you, we wouldn’t put a dent in it.”

They ate, though at first carefully, like villagers afraid the platters might vanish if touched. Soon enough, Siala’s laughter filled the room as she sampled fruits and pastries, Lysa encouraging her with quiet smiles. Thalen, though, ate slowly, his thoughts elsewhere.

When the edge of hunger dulled, and the laughter quieted, Thalen leaned back in his chair. He stared at the food still untouched, his hand resting lightly on the table. His eyes found me, though no one else could see me.

“We must talk,” he said softly.

I stepped closer, lowering my voice. “About Fenvaris? Or about what comes next?”

“Both.” His eyes dropped to his plate, then back to me. “Albert… he believes me. He truly thinks I discovered this cure on my own. And maybe I did, in part. But so much of what we accomplished was because of you. Because of what you told me. The methods, the ideas… even the way you described testing, breaking things apart and trying again… it isn’t how they think here.”

Lysa looked up at him, puzzled but not alarmed. “What do you mean?”

Thalen sighed. “The Collegium, the scholars—they follow tradition. They test only within the bounds of what they already believe. Albert speaks of things beyond that. Things I have never read, never seen. If he is right, then we are standing on the edge of something far greater than I imagined.”

I crossed my arms, choosing my words with care. “What I’ve shared with you is the smallest sliver of what I know. Enough to give you tools, but not enough to reveal me—or Arc, or Sync—for what we truly are. That’s how it has to be.”

Sync’s voice rumbled in my mind, steady as iron. Restraint is necessary. Only knowledge that can be seen, tested, tasted, or felt will hold up under scrutiny here. Anything else will fracture belief, and they will turn on him—and on us.

Arc chimed in, her tone cool but certain. “What Albert gives you, Thalen, must be something you can hold in your hands. Something you can show without question. Otherwise, you will be branded a fraud, or worse.”

Thalen nodded slowly, his eyes heavy with thought. “Then it will be enough. If it saves lives, if it spares families what I feared for my daughter, then it will be enough.” He rubbed a hand over his face, then let out a long breath. “Still… I fear what lies ahead. If I show them what I’ve learned, and it is against what the Collegium believes—what then?”

Lysa reached across the table, placing her hand over his. “Then you will do what you always do. You will teach them. Patiently, kindly, as you always have. And if they do not listen, then you will prove it to them the way you proved it to me—with Siala alive and well.”

Silence lingered after her words, warm and steady as the lantern light.

I found myself watching Thalen closely, seeing the conflict in his eyes. A man caught between the life he’d left behind and the future now pulling him forward. He wasn’t wrong to be unsure. The path ahead would not be easy. But for the first time in a long time, he had a path.

“Think of it this way,” I said, leaning forward, my voice low and deliberate. “What if you create something—an invention that does things no one thought possible? Do people ask you to break it down, to explain every part of how it works… or do they accept that it works, and let you keep the method to yourself?”

Thalen blinked, his brows furrowing as he considered the question. His hands shifted on the table, fingertips brushing crumbs that had fallen from the feast. “They would expect it to stand on its own,” he said slowly. “The result would matter more than the explanation. If it healed, if it helped… they would not care how.”

“Exactly.” I nodded once. “They don’t need every gear, every secret. What they need is trust—and proof. And you have both, in Siala. She is your evidence. She is your shield.”

His gaze softened at his daughter’s name. He looked toward the adjoining chamber where she slept, her laughter from earlier still echoing faintly in memory. “Proof,” he whispered. “Yes. Proof.”

Arc’s voice whispered through my link, measured and cool. “And if proof is not enough, then results will be. A cured child cannot be argued against.”

Sync added, steady as ever. He must walk the line. Enough detail to satisfy curiosity, but not enough to invite doubt or demand every secret. That balance will protect him—and us.

Thalen drew in a deep breath, nodding, though I could see the weight of the choice pressing hard on his shoulders.

“You’re right,” he said at last. “I don’t need to convince them of every step I took. I only need to show them what came of it. Siala is alive. That is all that matters.”

“Good,” I said with a short laugh. “Then tomorrow, we start the real study.”

Thalen’s brows drew together, his expression caught between curiosity and unease. “The real study?”

I leaned back in my chair, letting the grin spread across my face until it nearly hurt. “What we’ve done so far has been survival, Thalen. Trial and error. Desperation at work. But now? Now we build something greater. We document. We measure. We test and test again until no one can argue it. We make it so that when someone else looks at your work, they see the same steps and can follow them, step for step, to the same result.”

Thalen stared at me, his mouth parting slightly. For a long moment, the firelight caught the lines of exhaustion on his face. Then he leaned back, exhaling slowly. “Albert… that is not how the Collegium works. They cling to tradition, to what is written and accepted. What you’re describing is… different.”

“Different,” I said with a shrug, “is how the world changes. You’ve already done it once, whether you realize it or not. Tomorrow, we make it undeniable.”

His lips quirked into a smile despite the weight in his eyes. He shook his head, muttering, “You’re going to drag me into trouble, aren’t you?”

I chuckled, tapping the table once with my finger. “Not trouble. Legacy.”“Tomorrow, we begin to create items to change your world.”

I left them to their night. With a quiet push, I opened the wooden shutters, their hinges creaking faintly, and slipped out into the cool air. The suit’s antigravity field caught me, lifting me silently until my boots found the tiles of the slanted rooftop.

I lowered myself to sit, the city sprawling out before me. The night sky stretched wide and endless above, but the stars weren’t sharp. Their light flickered, hazed by the smoke and heat rising from the thousands of fires that burned across Bastenhold. Cooking fires, forge fires, torches, lamps—the city was alive with flame, and it dimmed the heavens.

For a long while, I just watched, my mind caught between wonder and unease. Then, aloud, I asked the question gnawing at me.

“Do you think we’re doing the right thing?”

The silence stretched before Sync’s voice filled it, resonant inside my mind. I would say, Albert, that we are. The future here was already technological in nature, as the evidence shows. Even now, their skies carry the debris of what came before—scraps of machines, relics drifting in orbit, left behind when their reach exceeded their grasp.

I frowned at that, tilting my gaze upward. I couldn’t see the debris, of course, but I’d felt it before, sensed it when Arc had shown me scans. A reminder that this world had once climbed higher, only to fall back down.

Sync’s voice continued, calm and steady. So, it is not as though you are introducing something alien. What you are doing is guiding them back to a path they themselves abandoned. You are returning their past, so it may yet become their future.

I let the words sink in, the weight of them settling into my chest.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The Gift of Knowledge

The morning light poured into the guest chamber as Thalen pushed the shutters open. He stood for a moment, breathing in the air of the city, eyes closed against the warmth. That was when I slipped in behind him, drifting silently on my suit’s antigravity field. Cloaked, unseen, but he stiffened the moment I entered.

“I know you’re there,” he said without turning.

I tilted my head. “How?”

Thalen opened his eyes and finally glanced back, his expression steady. “I felt it—the shift in the air, the way the space itself changed. Like the breath before a storm.”

He wasn’t wrong. For a man with no training, he had a way of noticing things others would dismiss. I almost smiled. “Then you’re ready for this.”

I laid the book on the table between us. Thick wooden covers, pressed paper bound by leather cord—the same as the books of this world, indistinguishable from the volumes in Fenvaris’s library.

Thalen touched it like it might vanish if he blinked, then opened it. His eyes darted across the pages—sketches of force and motion, precise lines describing angles, ratios, and stresses. Equations inked with absolute clarity. His hand trembled as he traced a diagram showing the arch of a bridge, supported not by blind tradition but by measured principle.

“Are these concepts even real?” His voice was hushed, reverent.

I nodded. “They are. Every one of them.” Then I hesitated, a thought sparking. “You know what? There’s a better way to make you understand.”

I tapped my wrist control. “Arc, bring the ship overhead, keep it cloaked.”

Her voice flowed through the suit’s speaker, clear for Thalen to hear. “I can. What do you have in mind?”

I looked at him, meeting his wide eyes. “I want to show him my home.”

Inside my mind, Sync’s deep timbre pressed in. Are you certain about this, Albert?

I am, I answered silently. If he’s going to walk the path we’re setting before him, he deserves to see what science can do.

Moments later, the air above us shimmered faintly as Arc repositioned the ship. It hung cloaked, seven hundred feet in the sky, invisible to every eye in Bastenhold.

A low hum rose, and then from the air itself descended a disk—smooth, round, wide enough for two men to stand side by side. To Thalen’s eyes, it appeared only when the sun’s angle betrayed its outline, then vanished again.

“Incredible,” he whispered.

I motioned him on. “Step aboard. Trust me.”

He hesitated, glancing back toward the chamber where Lysa and Siala still rested. His jaw worked once, then he joined me on the platform. The surface rippled under his boots but held firm.

“Hold still,” I said.

The disk lifted. At first it rose slowly, gliding upward, but within seconds they were high above the rooftops. Thalen’s breath quickened. He swayed, one hand reaching toward me as though I could anchor him against the immensity of the climb.

Below us, the city spread like a living map—streets weaving between blocks of stone, wagons like toys crawling along their paths, markets bursting with color even at this height. The sounds of the city thinned into a muted roar.

“I… I can see everything,” Thalen gasped. His voice shook, but his eyes were alight. “Albert, we are flying.”

“Not flying,” I corrected gently. “Rising.”

Higher still. The haze of the city gave way to the sweep of the countryside—fields stretching in patchwork greens and browns, rivers glinting like silver threads. Then came the horizon, bending subtly, proof of the world’s vastness.

At last, the disk drew level with the ship’s hidden bay. The hull opened like a dark mouth, and we drifted inside. The platform sealed behind us, and the hum faded.

Thalen stepped off, his knees unsteady, his eyes darting wildly around the chamber. The walls gleamed with smooth metal, soft light pulsing along their edges. He reached out a hand, barely daring to touch. “This… this is no man’s work.”

I said nothing, only led him forward. We passed corridors, rooms lit with Arc’s quiet glow, consoles alive with silent streams of data. Thalen’s wonder only grew, his face caught somewhere between fear and awe.

Finally, I brought him to the bridge. At my command, the forward screen flared to life. The surface of the planet filled it, vast and breathtaking. Clouds swirled in white arcs over oceans and continents. Lightning flickered in the shadow of a storm. The curve of the world stretched before us in unbroken majesty.

Thalen staggered a step, gripping the edge of the console. His voice came out a whisper. “By the Crown… we are above the world.”

I stood beside him, my helmet reflecting the sweep of blue and green. “That,” I said softly, “is what science can do. It can carry you farther than you dreamed possible. It can show you truths no one has dared to look for. That book I gave you? It’s only the first step.”

He turned to me, pale but trembling with awe. “Albert… if this is only the first step, then what path have you set me upon?”

I let the question hang, because even I wasn’t certain of the answer. Some paths were too vast to name, too profound to see all at once.

Instead, I lifted my chin. “Arc,” I said quietly. “Take us higher. I want him to see his world as I have seen it—from the heavens.”

“Of course,” she replied. Her voice was velvet-smooth, touched with pride. A low vibration thrummed beneath our feet, subtle at first, then building as the ship’s gravitic engines stirred. The deck shifted ever so slightly.

Thalen stiffened. “Whoa! What’s happening?” His hands gripped the edge of the console, knuckles white.

I did not answer him with words. Instead, I raised a single finger and pointed to the great screen at the front of the bridge.

He turned—and the breath left him in a shudder.

The city fell away first, its sprawling streets shrinking into lines and patches of color. Then the farmlands, the rivers, the forests, retreating like painted strokes on a vast canvas. Clouds swept beneath us in slow majesty, shadows sliding across the land.

And then the curve appeared. The horizon bent, revealing itself not as an endless flat plane but as something far greater—an arc, immense and impossible.

The screen filled with the planet. A sphere of green and gold and blue, veined with rivers of silver, wreathed in white swirls of cloud. Lightning sparked faintly in a distant storm, hidden beneath the cover of atmosphere. The oceans gleamed with sunlight, reflecting fire back into the void.

Thalen gasped again, staggering forward a step as though drawn into the image. His voice broke, a whisper of reverence. “By the Crown… it’s beautiful. I had no idea…”

The stars beyond shimmered like jewels scattered across an infinite black sea. Against their eternal cold, the living world glowed warm and fragile, a single lantern in the dark.

I watched him, not the screen. His awe, his wonder, his trembling disbelief—this was why I had brought him. This was the lesson no book could teach.

“That,” I said softly, my voice carrying like a vow, “is your home. More than fields, more than kingdoms, more than crowns. A world. Alive. Whole. Waiting.”

His lips moved soundlessly, his eyes fixed on the horizon that curved away into forever. He was a man unmoored, his soul caught between the enormity of the stars and the fragile beauty of the world turning beneath them.

The descent was silent. Not because there was nothing to say, but because words would have been too small. I could see it in the way he held himself—shoulders rigid, hands clenched and unclenched, his gaze never fully leaving the screen even as the ship eased down through cloud and sky. The silence wasn’t emptiness. It was reverence.

Arc guided us back with her usual grace, every motion of the ship so fluid it felt as though we were being cradled by the heavens themselves. Clouds parted, and the sprawl of Bastenhold crept back into view. The patchwork of rooftops and smoke trails seemed impossibly small now, fragile toys laid out on a child’s floor compared to the great living sphere we had just left above.

At seven hundred feet, cloaked and hovering once more over Fenvaris’s estate, Thalen finally turned to me. His eyes were wet, his face unguarded. For the first time, the quiet scholar looked undone.

“Albert,” he said, voice breaking, “what you have given me today… is something I could never repay you for. The cure for my daughter—yes, that was a gift beyond measure. But this?” He gestured weakly toward the fading screen, toward the curve of sky still etched in his memory. “This is more than a gift. This is truth.”

He drew in a shaky breath, and tears spilled freely now, unashamed. “All my life, I thought my world was the farm I worked, the school I taught in, the cities I could reach by road. I thought duty meant service to my neighbors, or to the Crown. But today… today you’ve shown me that the world is larger than I ever dared dream. That there is more to serve than just a city, or a throne.”

His hand curled into a fist, trembling but resolute. “Now, I can look at the future and say: I want better for my world. All of it.”

For a long moment, I said nothing. I only studied the man before me, the shift that had taken root in his soul. This was why I had brought him here. Not to overwhelm him. Not to boast. But to plant a seed. And by the look in his eyes, that seed was already growing.

When we returned to his chamber, the shutters closed once more, Arc’s disk already vanished back into the heavens, I turned to him with deliberate calm. The morning light painted the walls in gold, but the air between us carried the gravity of what he had just witnessed.

“You know now what awaits your people,” I said, my voice low. “But tell me, Thalen—what else did you see up there?”

He drew a slow breath and let it out in a sigh, the weight of it filling the room. “I saw… our past.” His eyes lifted to mine, shadowed with wonder and sorrow both. “Those fragments drifting above the world—the debris you showed me. Those are things my people built, aren’t they?”

I gave a single nod. I didn’t elaborate. The truth didn’t need gilding.

Thalen’s gaze dropped, his jaw tight. “That tells me we once had what you have.” His hand clenched against the edge of the table. “That we flew as you fly. That we reached beyond the sky.”

I remained silent, though Arc murmured in the back of my mind, her tone analytical and sharp. Not quite, Albert. Their level of development was parallel to humanity’s early age of expansion. Comparable in scope. Not equal.

She wasn’t wrong. I let Thalen see the nod, but my words were careful. “Perhaps not exactly what I have. But close enough that you touched the same horizon.”

He sank into a chair, the book still before him, though his eyes no longer saw its pages. His voice was soft, reverent. “We touched it… and then we lost it.”

His words lingered in the air, heavy and undeniable.

“Can you tell me,” Thalen asked at last, his voice hesitant, almost afraid of the answer, “what caused our downfall?”

I sighed, the weight of the question pressing against me. “I am not sure,” I admitted quietly. Then, I asked, “Arc?”

Her response came swiftly, her tone measured but edged with restraint. “Fragments only, Albert. Much of their records were lost long before my arrival in this system. But I have sifted through what remains.”

I glanced at Thalen, who waited with unblinking intensity, then gestured for Arc to continue.

“It was not one single event, she said, her voice carrying softly through my suit’s speakers so that Thalen could hear. There are signs of war—orbital debris patterns that suggest conflict. There are also traces of failed engineering on a planetary scale: collapsed satellites, abandoned stations, systems left to decay. Famine followed. Disease. And in the end, silence.”

Thalen paled, his fingers tightening around the edge of the book on the table. “So… greed. Pride. The same weaknesses we still fight in the Crown’s courts.”

Arc paused, then added, almost gently, “What I cannot say is whether their fall was swift or slow. Whether it came with fire and thunder… or with generations simply forgetting what their ancestors had built. But the evidence shows this, Thalen: your people once reached high, and then they fell low.”

The silence after that was thick, almost suffocating.

I folded my arms, staring at the floor for a long moment before meeting his gaze again. “What matters now isn’t how they fell. It’s whether you and those after you rise again.”

Thalen swallowed hard, nodding once, though his eyes still glistened with the shadow of loss. His hands stayed fixed on the book, as though it anchored him in the shifting tide of truth he had just learned.

Then Sync’s voice rumbled through the speakers on my suit, low and deliberate, carrying a gravity that filled the chamber.

But that does not mean you must take the same road again, he said. Like a ship, your people are adrift after a long storm. But now—you are the captain. You hold the wheel. The only question that remains is this: where do you want to take them?

The words struck hard, like a bell tolling through silence.

Thalen lifted his head, meeting the blank faceplate of my helmet, though I could see his eyes weren’t looking at me—they were staring past me, into the weight of Sync’s challenge.

“I…” He faltered, then straightened, shoulders tightening. “I want to take them forward. Not back into the ruins, not into silence again. Forward, to something greater.”

Sync did not answer right away, and in the pause, the sound of Thalen’s breathing filled the room. Then, finally, the AI’s voice returned, calm and resolute.

Then that is your course. Remember it well, Thalen. For the currents ahead will test your resolve.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


ANew Dawn of Thought

Days passed within the stone walls of Lord Fenvaris’s estate. To others, it may have seemed uneventful—quiet hours filled with ink, parchment, and thought—but to Thalen, the world had shifted beneath his feet.

The book I had given him lay constantly open on his desk, pages smudged now by his fingertips, his eyes often bloodshot from long nights pouring over its contents. He read not as a student, but as a man drowning and clinging to a rope. Every page pulled him deeper, every diagram forced his mind to break old chains.

At first, he confessed to me that it was overwhelming. Too much, too fast. The theories tangled, the symbols unfamiliar, the principles written in a language of logic he had only brushed against in the past. But even in that short span of days, he began to absorb it. To internalize.

And then—he began to see.

More than once I entered the chamber to find him pacing like a caged beast, muttering under his breath, clutching a scrap of parchment filled with hastily scrawled notes. “Of course,” he’d whisper, “of course that’s why it doesn’t work that way…”

Concepts his peers had once dismissed—concepts that had earned him mockery in the school halls—now found shape and structure. The book confirmed them, reinforced them, but more than that, it gave him tools to prove them.

He told me once, his hands trembling with excitement, “All my life I knew the weight of truth in my gut, but I had no way to show it. Words against words. Belief against belief. Now? Now I can measure, test, demonstrate. No one will be able to deny it when I place the evidence in their hands.”

I watched the fire growing in him, brighter each day. The quiet scholar who once bowed his head to ridicule was gone, replaced by a man with purpose sharpened like steel.

Arc observed as well, her voice musing in my ear when Thalen bent again over the book. “He is adapting quickly. Faster than I anticipated.”

“Good,” I murmured. “He’ll need to.”

Thalen himself, though, never claimed to be ready. More than once he set the book aside, rubbing his temples with weary hands, muttering that it was too much, too heavy, too far beyond him. But always, he came back to it, driven by something larger than pride. Perhaps by the image of his daughter laughing again in the courtyard, her cheeks flushed with color instead of fever.

For him, every formula was not just a lesson—it was a weapon against ignorance, against disease, against the silence that had stolen his people’s past.

And though only a few days had passed, I knew already: Thalen was changing. And with him, perhaps, the world.

But I wasn’t the only one who noticed. Others had begun to whisper. Servants glanced curiously when he stalked the halls late at night, scribbling furiously on scraps of parchment. He muttered to himself in courtyards, eyes far away, as though chasing thoughts none could see.

It came to a head when Fenvaris himself appeared. One afternoon, there was a firm knock on the door of Thalen’s study.

I was there, as always, but I cloaked myself in the corner—my suit bending light, masking my presence. The old lord’s timing could not have been worse, yet perhaps it was inevitable.

Thalen looked up from his notes, ink still wet on his fingers, and crossed to open the door. His old teacher stood there, tall and composed, though his keen eyes betrayed a sliver of concern.

“Do you have a moment, Thalen?” Fenvaris asked, his voice level but carrying the weight of expectation.

“Of course,” Thalen said quickly, stepping aside and gesturing him in.

The lord entered, his hands folded behind his back as he studied the room. “Is something wrong?” Thalen asked, a note of unease in his tone.

Fenvaris arched a brow, his gaze falling on the scattered parchments littering the table. “I should be asking you that, my boy. I’ve barely seen you since your arrival, and my staff tells me you’ve been walking the halls like a ghost—muttering to yourself, scrawling notes at all hours.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Is everything truly well?”

Thalen’s answer came almost absently. He nodded, but his mind was already moving ahead. He crossed to the table and picked up a worn notebook, its cover blotched with ink and smudges of graphite. His fingers traced its edge with reverence before he set it down between them.

I had spoken with him about this moment before. He had been eager—almost too eager—to share the great book I had given him, to lay its truths bare before his old mentor. But we both knew that would be dangerous. The book was too much. Too alien.

So we agreed on a compromise. He would select only a handful of concepts—two or three at most—and translate them into terms he already knew. Ideas disguised as his own observations. The notebook would become his mask, his shield, and his weapon all at once.

Thalen slid the notebook across the table, his eyes shining with a barely contained fire. “I’ve been… working through some ideas,” he said softly, though his voice trembled with intensity.

Fenvaris lowered himself into the chair opposite, his hand resting on the cover for a moment before he flipped it open. His eyes moved quickly across the pages, skimming sketches, looping symbols, and hastily scratched notes.

Then he stopped. His gaze fixed on a single page. The air in the room seemed to shift.

I leaned forward slightly from my corner, cloaked and unseen, following his finger as it hovered over a series of careful diagrams—arcs, weights, a pendulum sketched beside notes about force and resistance. It was dense to me, unreadable jargon, the kind of thing engineers and scholars chewed on for years. I could only recognize the general flavor of it—something about inertia, gravity, balance of motion. Beyond my own grasp. But not beyond Arc’s and Sync’s constant attempts to drill the ideas into me.

Fenvaris’s face changed. His stern features softened into shock, then hardened again with sharp scrutiny. His finger tapped the page once.

“Where did you get this?” His tone was sharp, cutting, and it made Thalen flinch despite himself.

“I… I thought it through,” Thalen said, hesitant but firm. “I’ve been working at it for days. Testing the idea against what I know, reshaping it when it did not hold. Why? Is something wrong?”

For a long heartbeat Fenvaris said nothing. Then, slowly, he leaned back in his chair, eyes narrowing as if he were seeing his student for the first time. A laugh, low and almost disbelieving, escaped him.

“Do you have any idea,” he said, “that what you’ve written here… is nearly identical to work I myself have been drafting?” He shook his head, more wonder than reproach in his voice. “I have not shown this to anyone, not even my council. Yet here you are—arriving at the same conclusion. By your own hand.”

Thalen’s eyes widened, his mouth parting in disbelief. “Truly?”

Fenvaris leaned forward, his old eyes burning with a brightness I had not seen before. Pride, yes—but more than that. Recognition. “Truly,” he said, his voice low and deliberate. “You have always had a sharp mind, Thalen. I knew that from the moment I first tested you. But this?” His finger tapped the page again, almost reverently. “To see you striking the same trail I walk, without my guidance… it tells me you are no mere follower. You are my equal. Perhaps even more.”

Thalen swallowed hard, his lips parting, but no words came. Awe was written across his face as though he had just been handed a crown he had never asked for.

Fenvaris studied him a long moment, weighing something, measuring him in silence. Then, at last, he nodded firmly, rose to his feet with surprising energy for his age, and said, “Follow me.”

Thalen blinked. “Now?”

“Yes, now.” The old lord’s tone left no room for debate.

Still confused, Thalen stood and obeyed, though his brow furrowed as if trying to guess what was coming.

From the corner, unseen, I tensed. Arc, I thought, send a drone after them. I want eyes on this. If his teacher is about to spring something on him, I want to know.

On it, she replied crisply, and I felt the faint detachment of something sliding from the back of my suit. One of her nanodrones slipped into the air like a ghost, following in their wake.

Almost instantly, the feed slid across my vision—two figures walking down the hall, their backs framed in the drone’s lens. Even the soft echo of their footsteps reached my ears through the link.

Fenvaris said nothing, his stride long and deliberate, his silence somehow heavier than words. He led Thalen downward, step after step, stair after stair, deeper into the estate. My sensors confirmed they were at least two floors below ground level when the descent ended.

But this was no dungeon. No damp, forgotten cellar. The drone’s readings painted a different story: fresh airflow, steady oxygen levels, clean circulation. The place was maintained with care.

At the bottom of the stairs stood a door—massive, thick, its face reinforced with bands of darkened iron. Fenvaris drew from his robes a copper key nearly the length of my hand, slid it into the lock, and with a deep, resonant snick, turned it. The hinges gave no protest when he pushed. The door swung inward on a whisper, well-oiled and cared for.

He stepped inside. Thalen followed, still wearing the confusion of a man led into a riddle he could not yet solve.

The moment he crossed the threshold, he stopped dead. My drone nearly slammed into his back, but Arc’s AI nudged it upward at the last instant, gliding above his shoulder for a clear view.

And even I froze at what I saw.

The chamber was enormous—at least fifty feet wide, and twice as long, stretching out like a hidden cathedral beneath the estate. But it wasn’t the size that stole my breath. It was what filled it.

It was a laboratory. Not the crude, simple sort I’d seen in villages and alchemy shops, but a sprawling, meticulously crafted space devoted to study. Racks of beakers gleamed in orderly rows, glass catching the lamplight. Great kilns burned faintly along one wall, their chimneys funneled upward through hidden ducts. Tables overflowed with strange instruments, metals, and half-assembled contraptions. Scrolls and ledgers stacked in precarious towers beside meticulous shelves of powders and reagents.

And there—hanging from the ceiling, swaying gently in the air currents of the room—was a long pendulum, a weight suspended from a cord. A tool for measuring, for timing, for unlocking the very language of gravity itself.

I let out a low whistle inside my helmet. Holy shit.

For once, even I had to admit it—this was no noble’s vanity project, no toy workshop for dabbling in the sciences. This was a cathedral of thought, a shrine built for truth. Every table, every instrument, every diagram pinned to the walls sang of years of relentless pursuit, of a mind that had never stopped asking why. And from the look on Thalen’s face, wide-eyed and pale with awe, he hadn’t known this place even existed.

“By the Gods,” Thalen whispered, his voice catching in his throat. “How long have you had this?”

Fenvaris laughed, the sound warm and rolling through the vast chamber. “This?” He swept his arm wide, as though presenting a treasure hoard. “This has been my sanctuary, my true work, for longer than you’ve been alive. A secret kept from kings, from rivals, from even my closest peers.”

Thalen turned toward his old teacher, brows lifting sharply. “You had this even when I was your student?”

“Of course.” Fenvaris’s grin was boyish for a moment, though his eyes gleamed with something fiercer. “To be honest, I had nearly abandoned it by then. My years of searching, of prying into mysteries, felt wasted. Doors that refused to open. Walls that refused to break. Until you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, you.” He stepped closer, his hand falling heavily on Thalen’s shoulder. “Your questions. Your stubbornness. You reminded me of what it meant to hunger for knowledge. You lit a fire beneath me once more, Thalen—and it has not gone out since.”

I groaned inwardly. And here it comes, I thought sarcastically, though I kept silent.

Fenvaris straightened, his voice booming in the cavernous space. “I want you to help me change the world. Not for riches, not for power, but for the people. For their children. For the future.”

Thalen blinked, caught between pride and disbelief. “Change the world… how?”

“By returning us,” Fenvaris said, his voice dropping to a hushed reverence, “to what our ancestors once held. To the wisdom they lost. But not merely returning—we must learn from their mistakes. We must rise higher than they ever did.”

He began pacing now, his hands clasped behind his back, words spilling like prophecy. “The scholarly texts all agree on one thing: our ancestors destroyed themselves. They built wonders that could touch the stars, but those wonders turned to ashes. Tell me, Thalen, what do you think undid them?”

Thalen hesitated, his answer slow, uncertain. “Greed?”

Fenvaris stopped in his pacing and turned sharply, his robes swaying with the movement. His head shook once, firm and absolute. “Not greed. Greed is but a symptom, a crack upon the surface. The true fault—the rot that spread through their foundations. A hunger without limit. The desire not simply to possess, but to possess all. To consume without reason, without balance. That is what hollowed them out, Thalen, and in that hollowing, they collapsed.”

The word echoed in the chamber, sinking into the stone, heavy as lead.

“And… you think we can avoid their mistake?” Thalen asked, his voice cautious, small in the cavernous room.

Fenvaris’s chin lifted, his eyes bright with conviction. “Yes. But only if we are vigilant.” He stepped closer, lowering his voice as if the walls themselves might be listening. “Tell me—what does the Church teach about greed?”

Thalen frowned, the answer pulled from memory. “That the good of the people is greater than the good of the crown.”

“And do you think the crown agrees with that?” Fenvaris asked, a smile curling his lips though his eyes were hard.

Thalen blinked, taken aback. “They… don’t?”

A sharp snort escaped the old lord. “Of course not. The crown bends faith to its own image, just as it bends people to its own will. But we have something they do not.”

“Science,” Thalen answered immediately, almost too quickly.

“Precisely.” Fenvaris’s voice rose, his hand striking the air like a judge’s gavel. “They have gold and soldiers, yes—but science, true science, is the great equalizer. A mind sharpened by knowledge can split armies. An invention placed in the right hands can change the fate of kingdoms. That is what they fear. That is why they guard it.”

He leaned in then, his eyes boring into his former student’s. “So I ask you, Thalen, not as your teacher, not as a lord, but as one seeker of truth to another: will you work with me? Not beneath me, but beside me—to shape a world better than the one we inherited?”

For a moment Thalen’s gaze flickered, sliding toward where I stood, cloaked and unseen. He couldn’t see me, but he knew I was there. His jaw tightened, his chest rose with a deep breath. He already knew what I would have told him: Say yes.

His eyes returned to Fenvaris, steady now. “I would be honored to, Lord Fenvaris.”

Fenvaris barked a laugh and waved a dismissive hand. “Please. I may hold a title, but within these walls, titles are meaningless. Here, we are simply men—two men who refuse to stop asking questions, two men who would dare to change the world, one day at a time.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Sparks in the Dark

That evening, the halls of Fenvaris’s manor had fallen quiet. The torches along the stone corridors burned low, their light muted by thick shutters. Inside the guest chamber, Thalen sat hunched over a small desk, his hands folded tight together, his brow furrowed so deeply it carved new lines across his face.

I leaned against the wall, arms crossed, watching him. His silence spoke louder than words until finally, he exhaled heavily.

“What can just two men do?” he asked, his voice flat with exhaustion. “Fenvaris speaks of changing the world, of science as the equalizer—but I am not an army, Albert. I am a scholar, a farmer, a father. All it would take is for the crown to send soldiers to the door, and we would be dragged away in chains. What power do we really have?”

His words cut deep, not because they were wrong, but because they were true.

I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I tapped the edge of my helmet, muttering low. “Arc. Sync. You hearing this?”

Always. Sync’s calm voice resonated in my skull.

“Loud and clear,” Arc added, her tone edged with a touch of wryness.

“I need an idea,” I said softly, pacing to the far side of the room where Thalen wouldn’t overhear. “Something practical. Something that can level the field, even just a little. But nothing too far—nothing that’ll unravel everything. Something they could discover themselves.”

Arc hesitated for only a moment before answering. “There is one possibility. Gunpowder.”

I froze, staring at the dark wood floor. The word itself carried weight. “Gunpowder? You mean… firearms?”

“No,” she said quickly. “Not yet. Not unless you intend to tip the scales too far. But the recipe is simple. And it exists naturally in their environment. You would not be introducing alien matter, only showing a way to combine what is already here.”

Arc is correct. Sync’s voice was grave, measured. Gunpowder has been discovered on countless worlds. Sometimes it is used for weapons. Sometimes for fireworks. Sometimes only as a tool for mining or excavation. Its applications vary, but its presence is universal.

I rubbed at my chin. “And the recipe?”

Arc’s voice sharpened, clinical. “Three primary components: potassium nitrate—saltpeter, often found in soil enriched by decaying organic matter or caves thick with bat guano. Charcoal—easily made from burned wood. And sulfur—deposits near volcanic areas, or from certain mineral seams underground. Combined in the right proportions, finely ground… it creates an explosive reaction when ignited.”

My lips pressed into a line. “Even here?”

“Yes,” Arc confirmed. “There are cave systems not far from this city where all three materials can be harvested. On other worlds, I have seen the same. It is… almost inevitable.”

I took a deep breath and turned back to Thalen, who was staring at me curiously now. He had caught the tension in my posture. “What is it?” he asked.

I hesitated, then crossed the room and lowered myself into the chair opposite him. “There may be something,” I said carefully. “A mixture. A discovery waiting to be made. Something your people have never touched, at least not in the way I’ve seen. It’s called gunpowder.”

Thalen tilted his head, frowning. “Gun… powder?”

I nodded. “A substance that burns with incredible force when ignited. Enough to split stone, to propel objects faster than any bowstring. Dangerous, yes. But powerful. And it can be made with things you already have here. Saltpeter, charcoal, sulfur.”

His eyes widened, the scholar in him snapping awake. He leaned forward, his voice dropping into an urgent whisper. “Saltpeter? Charcoal? Sulfur?”

I nodded again.

For a moment, he stared at the floor, muttering to himself. “The white powder that forms along the walls of certain caves… I’ve seen it. I always thought it was nothing more than residue from moisture. And sulfur—yes, near the hot vents, in the cracks of the mountains. And charcoal—by the gods, charcoal we make daily…”

His head lifted sharply, eyes shining in the lamplight.

“This is possible,” he breathed. “Not just possible—it is here. It is under our feet, in our hands, and we have never thought to use it this way.”

There was a fire in him now, brighter even than when Fenvaris had spoken of rebuilding the future.

“What would it be used for?” Thalen asked.

“Protection,” I said firmly. “Not conquest. Not domination. With the right tools, you and Fenvaris could defend yourselves. Defend your work. Knowledge needs shields just as much as it needs seekers.”

He sat back, stunned into silence, the weight of possibility settling over him like a cloak. I could see the storm of thoughts racing behind his eyes—fear, awe, calculation—but slowly, almost imperceptibly, his lips curved. It was not the smile of a greedy man, nor of one drunk on power. It was the steady, resolute expression of a man who had chosen a path.

“Then that,” Thalen whispered, voice trembling with conviction, “is where we begin.”

And that was where it started.

The very next morning, Thalen wasted no time. With the same energy I had seen in him when grinding herbs for his daughter’s cure, he was already preparing requests, drafting notes, sketching lists of places where saltpeter might be found, where sulfur might be mined, and where charcoal could be obtained in the right quantities. His mind turned with the restless energy of discovery, and though he muttered to himself as he scribbled, I knew he was already planning.

By midday, he approached Fenvaris in the manor’s long hall, his voice careful but determined. “Fenvaris, there is something I must do. I need to travel beyond the city, only for a day—perhaps two. There are materials I wish to collect for an experiment.”

Fenvaris raised one brow, his expression caught somewhere between curiosity and indulgence. “An experiment?” he repeated, leaning back in his chair.

Thalen nodded quickly, almost too quickly. “Yes. Something I’ve been considering. I believe it may… prove valuable.”

The old lord studied him, and for a moment I thought he might press harder. But instead, he chuckled low in his throat and waved a hand. “Then go. Curiosity should never be caged. Take what time you need.”

He leaned forward then, eyes narrowing with a spark of mischief. “But I won’t have you hauling stones or sacks of dirt across the countryside alone. I’ll lend you men—strong ones. They can bring back whatever you decide is worth your notice. That way, you won’t wear yourself out before you’ve even begun your ‘valuable’ work.”

Relief washed over Thalen, though he tried to hide it with a stiff nod. “Thank you. That… would help greatly.”

Fenvaris’s hand clapped down on his shoulder, warm and heavy. “Go on, boy. Surprise me. You always did have a talent for it.”

I watched the exchange from the shadows, my suit cloaking me in silence. The decision had been made. The first step taken.

By nightfall, Thalen was already poring over maps of the surrounding countryside, marking places where bat colonies nested, where the earth vented sulfurous fumes, where timber could be found to burn into the finest charcoal. His eyes burned with determination, and for the first time since I’d met him, I felt I was watching not just a father fighting for his daughter’s life, but a man standing on the threshold of something far greater.

It had begun.
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Thalen returned two days later, the wagon creaking under the weight of sacks and crates. The men Fenvaris had sent with him looked tired but satisfied, their boots caked in dust and their shoulders aching from the haul. They unloaded bundles of dark timber, sealed jars filled with pungent yellow sulfur, and sacks of pale, crystalline powder scraped from the walls of caves that reeked of bats.

Fenvaris greeted the men with a nod, but his eyes were fixed on Thalen, on the way he moved with purpose, his gaze sharp and alive. He said nothing, only motioned for the supplies to be taken below—to the secret lab.

And so, for the first time, Thalen stepped fully into the chamber not as a guest, but as a master at work.

The vast room glowed with lamplight, its stone walls lined with shelves of old manuscripts, jars of reagents, and tools collected across a lifetime. The heavy air carried the tang of sulfur, smoke, and oil. The workers departed quickly, leaving Thalen and Fenvaris alone with their treasures.

But I was there too, unseen in the far corner, my suit’s cloaking humming faintly as I watched him take his first steps toward the dangerous unknown.

He set to work with a kind of reverence, spreading his finds across a long oak table scarred by years of experimentation. His fingers lingered over the grains of saltpeter, the brittle chunks of sulfur, the dark shards of charcoal. His lips moved, counting, muttering, arranging.

Arc’s voice whispered through my comms, soft so only I could hear. “I could give him the ratios—seventy-five parts saltpeter, fifteen charcoal, ten sulfur. A single equation, and the mixture would be stable enough to test.”

No, Sync countered, his tone calm but firm. This is his path to walk. If he is to wield knowledge, he must earn it. What we can give him are the rules of caution. Gloves. Distance. A shield between his flesh and flame.

Arc sighed, but I nodded. They were right.

So instead, Thalen was guided only by hints—by my quiet suggestions that he keep water nearby, that he wear thick leather gloves, that he grind the powders apart before mixing them, lest he trigger the reaction too soon. That he test in small quantities, no more than a handful at a time.

And so it began.

The rasp of pestle against stone echoed through the chamber as he ground charcoal into the finest dust. The sulfur crumbled beneath his hand, sharp and acrid. The saltpeter, crystalline and stubborn, resisted him, but he worked with patience, with care. Sweat dampened his brow, and yet his eyes glimmered with a light I had not seen before.

Here, in the hidden heart of Fenvaris’s lab, Thalen was no longer only a father or a student. He was a pioneer, stepping into a dangerous, volatile frontier of science.

Every motion was deliberate. Every breath, careful. And though Arc and Sync whispered knowledge at the edges of my mind, I held my tongue. This was his crucible. His trial by fire.

And when at last he held a small pinch of the blended powder between his gloved fingers, I could see it in his face—fear and exhilaration warring together.

The world outside went on as always, crowns and armies and churches and markets. But here, in the depths of a secret chamber, history shifted quietly, invisibly.

It had begun.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


Fire in His Hands

The lab had changed in two weeks. When I first walked into that underground chamber, it had been orderly, lit by careful lamplight, with jars neatly labeled and instruments gleaming in their places. Now, it was a battlefield of trial and error—charcoal dust smeared across the tables, sulfur staining the air, notebooks littered with frantic scrawl and crossed-out equations.

And in the middle of it all stood Thalen.

I froze in the doorway, my suit’s filters dampening the sharp tang of burnt sulfur and scorched wood. He was hunched over a table, hair singed at the ends, soot covering half his face. His tunic was peppered with tiny burn holes. He looked like a man who had crawled out of a forge after wrestling with fire itself.

But none of that was what made me stop. It was his eyes.

They burned—not with madness, but with triumph. And on his face was a grin so wide, so fierce, that for a moment I saw not the weary farmer, nor the cautious scholar, but a man standing on the threshold of something utterly new.

“I did it,” he whispered hoarsely, as though the words themselves were sacred. Then louder, turning to me fully, “Albert—I did it!”

Before I could speak, he held something up for me to see. At first glance, it looked absurdly primitive—a lump of packed mud, rough and uneven, about the size of a clenched fist. A fuse of tightly rolled paper jutted from its side.

It looked like a child’s toy. Until I saw the way Thalen cradled it, reverent as if it were made of gold.

“I found the recipe,” he explained, his voice ragged but alive. “The balance is delicate, but I’ve done it. Stable when left alone. But light the fuse…” He trailed off, his grin stretching even wider.

I took a step forward, uncertain. “And what happens when you light the fuse?”

Thalen didn’t answer with words.

Instead, he crossed the lab in quick strides, picked up a long taper from the table, and struck it to flame. The little paper fuse hissed as fire bit into it, the sound like a snake uncoiling. My instincts screamed at me to duck, to grab him, to stop whatever insanity he was about to unleash.

But Thalen was calm. Certain.

With a cry, he hurled the mudball against the far wall of the lab.

The explosion was deafening.

The roar cracked through the chamber, stone vibrating beneath my boots. Dust and smoke belched outward, and I staggered back as the blast tore a hole clean through the back wall. Where smooth stone had once stood, there was now only rubble, shattered blocks jutting at jagged angles, with raw earth revealed behind it.

I blinked, my suit filters working overtime to clear the haze from my vision. Thalen stood there, chest heaving, soot billowing around him. And then, he began to laugh—a ragged, triumphant sound that echoed through the lab.

Before I could speak, the door to the chamber slammed open.

“By the gods—what happened?!”

Fenvaris rushed in, his cloak flaring behind him. His eyes went wide at the sight of the wrecked wall, then darted to Thalen, alive and grinning through the smoke. For a moment, the old lord looked certain that madness had taken hold of his former student.

“Thalen,” he hissed, his voice breaking between relief and outrage. “My lab—my walls—what have you done?”

Thalen held up his sooty hands, still smiling. “I’ve created fire you can hold. Fire you can throw. Controlled, directed.”

Fenvaris froze, his jaw tightening as his gaze darted back to the destroyed wall. He looked as though Thalen had sprouted a second head, or perhaps grown wings.

“What… is it?” he finally managed, his voice low, incredulous.

Thalen laughed again, giddy with his victory. He crossed the lab, clapping a hand on his old teacher’s shoulder. “Let me show you,” he said, eyes gleaming. “Not explain. Show.”

And for the first time since I had met him, I realized Thalen was no longer simply following the steps laid out before him. He was leading.

The world had just changed—and it had changed in his hands.

An hour later, the lab had calmed, though the air still carried the acrid sting of smoke. Fenvaris sat hunched over a scarred oak table, pages of Thalen’s notebook spread before him. His fingers traced the diagrams and ratios with obsessive precision, lips moving soundlessly as he repeated the calculations in his head.

Thalen, for his part, had been talking nonstop. His voice was hoarse, but he pressed on, describing how the mixture required balance, how too much of one element would snuff it out, while too little of another would fail to ignite. He spoke of ratios, of dryness, of grinding each piece to the proper texture. He even mimed the careful rolling of the paper fuse.

Fenvaris peppered him with questions, sharp and unrelenting. “What if the charcoal is damp? What if the powder is compressed too tightly? What if the casing breaks before ignition?” Each inquiry met with an answer, Thalen growing more confident as the explanations tumbled out.

At last, silence fell. The old lord sat back in his chair, a single lamp throwing deep shadows across his face as he closed the notebook. He tapped a finger against the leather cover, then looked up, his eyes narrowing.

“How,” Fenvaris asked softly, “did you figure this out?”

The question landed like a hammer.

I watched as Thalen stiffened. His smile faltered, and for a heartbeat I feared he would glance toward me—toward the invisible figure standing in the corner. But no. He swallowed, forcing his face into neutrality.

“It was just… something that made sense,” Thalen said finally, his tone careful, deliberate.

Fenvaris studied him for a long moment, then nodded, apparently satisfied. He reopened the notebook and leaned forward again, already lost in the details.

Thalen exhaled quietly, shoulders sagging once the scrutiny shifted away. I could see the tension in the set of his jaw, the slight tremor in his hands.

I remembered the way he had reacted when I first revealed the concept—how he had slapped his forehead in sudden revelation, muttering curses under his breath. That raw, unfiltered moment of recognition still played in my mind.

Even now, I found myself marveling at the strange intersection of worlds. A recipe for gunpowder, so ancient to me it belonged in the margins of a history text, was for Thalen nothing short of revolution.

And yet here we were, watching it come alive in his hands.

That day, the lab became a forge of thunder. Thalen worked feverishly, clay and soot staining his hands, sweat dripping from his brow. Fenvaris busied himself at a far workbench, sketching notes and muttering calculations under his breath, his back to us more often than not.

It gave me the chance to lean closer to Thalen, my voice a whisper that never left his ear.

“Pack it tighter near the base,” I murmured, my tone low enough that even the scrape of Fenvaris’s quill nearly drowned me out. “That way, the powder burns evenly before the casing breaks.”

Thalen’s fingers stilled, then adjusted, following the suggestion without hesitation. His movements grew sharper, more precise.

Later, as he rolled a fuse with clumsy fingers, I added, “Layer the resin twice. Otherwise the fire will gutter before it reaches the core.”

He did, his lips tightening in concentration, and when the fuse caught flame in a test, it burned steady and true. His grin, when he saw it, was like a boy’s on festival day.

Piece by piece, the Boomers came to life. Crude shells hardened from clay and straw, packed with the black powder in exacting measures. Each one was sealed with resin, the fuses rolled with painstaking care. Six became ten. Ten became a dozen. Each one was placed gently upon the shelf, handled as though it were an infant.

By the time the lamps burned low, Fenvaris finally stretched, closing his notebook with a snap. “Enough for tonight,” he said. “The mind works better after rest.” He cast one last look at the shelf of creations, and though his face was calm, I saw the hunger in his eyes. The world had shifted, and he knew it.

He bid them both good night and left for his chambers, his footsteps fading down the long corridor.

That left Thalen alone in his own quarters, the door bolted, the shutters drawn. I let the cloak slip from my suit just enough for him to sense my presence, though I stayed half-hidden in shadow.

Thalen sank onto the edge of his bed, the weight of exhaustion finally pressing him down. For a long moment, he stared at his soot-stained hands, then at the notebook lying open on the table beside him.

“They’re real,” Thalen whispered, almost to himself. His soot-stained hands trembled faintly as he rubbed his fingertips together. “They work. And if they work…”

“They could change everything,” I finished softly.

I let the words hang, heavy and deliberate. Then, quieter still, I added, “They can. But only if you remember, Thalen—this is a weapon. On my world, this single discovery changed the flow of history.”

His eyes flicked to the twin blades at my side, weapons he understood, weapons bound to centuries of tradition. “That powerful?” he asked, hesitant, as though daring me to confirm it.

“Yes,” I replied firmly. “That powerful.”

I didn’t tell him the whole of it, not yet. That gunpowder was the foundation of cannons—machines that hurled iron balls the size of a man’s chest across miles, tearing down stone walls that once seemed eternal. That it birthed muskets and rifles, weapons simple enough that a farmer with a day’s training could kill a knight who’d spent his whole life mastering sword and shield. That it led to artillery that shook the very earth, ships armed with thunder that could level cities from miles away.

And beyond that, darker things still: explosives that could flatten mountains, weapons so devastating they scarred the memory of my species forever.

I kept that to myself. He didn’t need to carry that burden now. Not when he still looked at the clay spheres on the shelf with awe, not dread.

Instead, I said, “What you hold in your hands isn’t just powder and fire. It’s a key. It can open doors of science, of progress… or doors to ruin. That choice, Thalen, will define not just you, but the world you leave behind.”

His throat bobbed as he swallowed, his expression torn between fear and resolve. Finally, he whispered, “Then I’ll use it wisely. Not for crowns. Not for greed. Only to guard what must be guarded.”

I inclined my head, silent, though inside I wondered: how long could that vow truly last?


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The Call of the Crown

Four days later, I was on the ship, going over flight logs with Sync when Arc’s voice cut through, sharp and certain.

“Albert,” she said, “the drone shadowing Thalen just sent priority signals. Someone has come for him. For him and Fenvaris both.”

I froze, setting the datapad down. “Who?”

Her tone carried a weight that told me the answer before she spoke it. “The king. And the queen. They’ve summoned them to the castle.”

I didn’t move for a long moment, just let the words sit heavy in the silence of the bridge. Finally, I exhaled, low and grim. “Show me.”

The feed shifted into my vision, the world below flickering into view. Through the drone’s lenses, I watched as riders in royal livery—deep crimson cloaks, steel helms polished to a mirror—sat atop their strange, horned steeds. Behind them marched soldiers in disciplined formation, boots pounding the cobbled street as they escorted Thalen and Fenvaris.

Thalen kept his expression calm, but I caught the tightening of his jaw. Fenvaris walked with his head high, as though nothing could shake him, though the faint twitch of his fingers at his side betrayed tension.

The drone followed from high above, its camouflage field keeping it unseen as they wound through the streets of Bastenhold. The city’s heart rose before them—the castle. Its stone towers cut against the sky, banners snapping in the wind, sunlight glinting off its fortified walls. A place meant to intimidate, to remind every man and woman where true power sat.

Inside, the view darkened, torches casting golden light across cold stone. Their footsteps echoed as they passed corridor after corridor, the drone slipping through a window slit and keeping its distance. At last, they entered the great royal hall.

The chamber was vast, its vaulted ceiling painted with murals of triumphs long past. At the far end, seated upon thrones of carved blackwood inlaid with silver, were the king and queen. Regal, unmoving, their crowns subtle yet unmistakable. Beside them stood their honor guard, armored and still as statues.

But they were not alone. A half-circle of men and women flanked the thrones, advisors, nobles, scholars—some with sneering lips, others with eyes that glittered like knives.

Fenvaris leaned closer to Thalen, muttering beneath his breath, “Vultures. They would love nothing more than to discredit me in front of the crown.”

The words were bitter, edged with old scars.

Thalen, however, didn’t flinch. He kept his voice calm, even gentle as he whispered back, “It will be fine.”

Fenvaris shot him a sidelong glance, brow furrowed.

That was when Thalen added, softer still, so only he could hear, “I have a demonstration prepared. If they seek to interfere, then let them. They will learn what I already know—science cannot be stopped.”

The drone’s feed held on them, capturing the moment as both men stepped forward, their shadows stretching long across the stone floor toward the throne.

The queen was the first to speak. Her voice was smooth as silk, yet edged with a quiet authority that demanded attention.

“Lord Fenvaris,” she said, inclining her head politely. “It warms me to see you here again. And your student, Thalen—I have heard of your return. We welcome you both.”

Thalen bowed low, Fenvaris with a stiff nod.

The queen’s smile lingered for a moment, then faded. “But let us not dwell too long on pleasantries. There are matters that weigh heavier than courtesy.” Her gaze sharpened. “We have heard… troubling rumors. That your estate has been the source of strange activity. Noises like thunder. Smells carried on the wind—sour, acrid, unnatural. What is happening there, Fenvaris?”

The king’s voice followed, deeper, cutting through the chamber. “Yes. You have always been a scholar, my lord, but the people whisper of fire and destruction. I will not have unrest born of secrecy. Explain yourself.”

Fenvaris drew himself tall, folding his hands behind his back. His tone was steady, practiced. “Your Majesties, the rumors hold fragments of truth. My student Thalen and I have indeed been at work. But it is not chaos we pursue. It is progress. We are creating something that will serve the people. Something that, in time, may serve the crown itself.”

From the semicircle of nobles and scholars came a ripple of laughter, sharp and scornful. One man actually clapped mockingly, shaking his head. Another woman sniffed, muttering to her neighbor about arrogance.

Thalen, however, did not bow his head. He stepped forward, his voice cutting clean through the derision. “We have created a weapon. One that can stop even a soldier in full armor, weapon in hand.”

The guards, lined along the walls, barked laughter at that. One pounded the butt of his spear against the ground, grinning. Another leaned toward his fellow and scoffed.

“Is that so?” one called out. “Perhaps next you’ll claim you can split stone with your bare hands.”

Thalen did not so much as blink. His calm was iron. “I can demonstrate it.”

The king leaned forward in his seat, intrigued despite himself. His eyes narrowed, searching Thalen’s face for any sign of falsehood. “A demonstration, then. Very well. Bring forth a training dummy. Armor it as if it were one of my knights.”

The guards obeyed quickly, dragging out a wooden figure and dressing it piece by piece in chain and plate until it stood gleaming in the torchlight. The nobles shifted restlessly, still smirking, though some of the laughter had begun to quiet.

Thalen reached into the pouch at his side and withdrew a crude, round object—mud-packed, bound with twine, a stub of rolled paper jutting from it like a fuse.

The hall erupted in laughter again. One of the scholars bent double, pointing at it. “What is that? A rock wrapped in dirt? Do you plan to dent the armor with your stone-throwing?”

Thalen ignored them. He turned to the King and Queen. “With your leave, I will need a flame.”

The king lifted a hand, gesturing. A servant scurried forward, carrying a candle lamp. The queen’s brow furrowed, her gaze flicking to Fenvaris, who gave the faintest of nods.

Thalen accepted the light, steady as stone. He touched the flame to the fuse. Sparks hissed. Smoke coiled. With a smooth, practiced motion, he stepped back, then hurled the sphere at the armored dummy.

The world split open.

The explosion roared like thunder, echoing off the vaulted ceiling. The dummy vanished in a storm of fire, smoke, and shrapnel. Plates of armor shrieked as they were torn apart, jagged fragments hurling across the hall to clang off the stone walls. Dust and the stench of burnt powder filled the air.

When the smoke cleared, the dummy was gone. Only twisted fragments remained, scattered across the cracked flagstones. Even Fenvaris looked shaken, his eyes wide at the destruction. Thalen stood breathing hard, his hands still steady, though I could see his heart racing in the pulse of his throat.

Silence fell like a curtain.

The queen rose first, her composure unbroken, though her knuckles were white where she gripped the arm of her throne. The king stood with her, his face shadowed in thought, his eyes sweeping the chamber like a hawk’s.

“Clear the hall,” the king commanded, his voice low but cutting as a blade.

The guards moved instantly, ushering the servants out. But when one of the sneering scholars began to shuffle toward the doors, the queen’s voice rang sharp.

“No. Not them.” Her gaze pinned the nobles and advisors. “They will not carry this beyond these walls.”

The king’s jaw tightened, but he nodded once. “Lock them in the guest wing. Guards at every door. No visitors, no messengers. Not until we decide what is to be done.”

Gasps rippled through the group, protests rising, but the guards seized them firmly, steering them toward the doors. None dared resist openly, not with the King and Queen’s eyes upon them.

At last, only Thalen, Fenvaris, the monarchs, and their guards remained in the hall, the air still thick with smoke, the acrid tang of sulfur hanging heavy.

And I knew, with cold certainty, that the world had just shifted again.

The queen was the first to break the silence. Her voice was steady, not raised, but every syllable cut sharp as glass. “You have created something that can change the flow of politics, Fenvaris. You understand this?”

I blinked at the image of her face, caught in the drone’s feed. Damn. She wasn’t naive. She saw the truth as plainly as I did. She knew what it meant.

The king gave a short, harsh laugh that echoed off the stone. “Yes. You’ve placed fear into the world where it did not exist before. Fear, Fenvaris. That is a currency more valuable than gold or steel. And you and your student…” His eyes flicked to Thalen with measured weight. “You may have just set the course of history on a new road.”

He turned without another word, his cloak sweeping behind him, the queen moving in perfect step beside him. The heavy doors at the far end of the hall swung open at the guards’ touch, groaning on their iron hinges.

“Come,” the king commanded, not looking back. “We shall speak in our chambers.”

Fenvaris straightened, his face unreadable, and followed. Thalen hesitated only a heartbeat before stepping after his teacher, his jaw set tight. My drone slipped silently behind them all, its field masking it from the soldiers who closed the doors in their wake.

The path was shorter than I expected. Their boots rang sharply along flagstones, then softened on thick carpets as they wound deeper into the castle. Gone were the vast, echoing halls of ceremony; these passages were narrower, quieter, lined with tapestries instead of banners of conquest. A shift from spectacle to intimacy.

Within minutes, they entered a smaller chamber. A hearth dominated the far wall, its fire low but steady, flames licking at charred logs and casting a warm glow across the stone. The scent of burning oak replaced the tang of powder, a calculated contrast. The room itself was modest compared to the throne hall, but not without its weight—books lined the shelves, a polished table sat near the fire, and heavy curtains shut out the world beyond.

It wasn’t cold, but the castle stone kept the air cool, the fire adding more comfort than heat. This was not a place of intimidation. It was a place for secrets.

The guards stationed themselves silently at the door as the King and Queen took their seats by the hearth. Fenvaris and Thalen stood before them, the firelight painting their faces in amber and shadow.

I leaned closer to the feed, every nerve taut. This was no longer a demonstration. This was the beginning of negotiation—of power.

The King and Queen did not speak at first, but their expressions told enough. Wariness. Calculation. Suspicion tempered with curiosity. I had been around Thalen and his family long enough now to read the subtle shifts in their faces, and though royalty was better at hiding such things, the truth was still there in the tightness of their jaws and the flicker in their eyes.

At last, the king broke the silence. His voice was not thunderous like before, but quieter, more dangerous for it. “Fenvaris. What did you and your student unleash?”

The words hung in the air, heavy as chains.

Fenvaris bowed his head slightly, not as a subject but as a man who chose respect. “Majesty, what you witnessed was no curse, no forbidden rite. It was science. A discovery born of trial, error, and persistence. My student—your subject—Thalen, has found a way to harness the elements themselves into force. A force that can shatter steel.”

The queen’s gaze shifted to Thalen, sharp and probing. “And do you understand what you have made, boy?”

Thalen swallowed, but his voice did not waver. “Yes, my Queen. A weapon. One meant not for conquest, but protection. With it, the weak can stand against the strong. With it, no soldier’s armor can shield cruelty.”

The king leaned forward, steepling his fingers. “That is the poetry of it, Thalen. But steel and fire care little for noble intentions. Once loosed, such knowledge spreads like plague. You claim it is for protection—but what stops another from using it for domination?”

Fenvaris spoke before Thalen could, his tone steady. “Nothing, Majesty. And that is why it must be handled with care. With control. Better that it rests in the hands of those who value the people, than in the shadows of those who would twist it.”

The queen exhaled slowly, her eyes flicking between them. I caught something there—a recognition. She knew the truth of Fenvaris’s words. She also knew the peril they now faced.

The king finally stood, the firelight painting his figure in looming gold. “Then hear me, both of you. What you have made cannot remain hidden forever. But neither can it be left unchecked. From this night forward, your work belongs not only to yourselves—but to the Crown.”

His words landed like stone.

Thalen’s shoulders stiffened, and I could see the fire in his eyes. He wanted to argue. He wanted to claim his daughter, his family, his people as the reason for this discovery. But Fenvaris’s subtle shake of the head stilled him. Not here. Not now.

And in the silence that followed, I knew we had crossed a threshold.

But now the question was—what kind of threshold? Would it be one that safeguarded the people, a bulwark against tyranny and war? Or would it be a step that chained the discovery to the Crown, another tool of power to press down on those already bent beneath its weight?

I couldn’t tell. Not yet. The king’s eyes gleamed with a hunger I recognized—the same hunger that had destroyed nations on Earth. The queen’s, though… her gaze lingered on Thalen, softer, almost searching. She saw more than a weapon. She saw a chance.

But chances could cut both ways.

Fenvaris bowed low once more, concealing his expression, but I caught the tension in his jaw, the way his hand lingered at his side as though itching to grip a quill or blade. He knew as well as I did: whatever path lay ahead, it was no longer theirs alone.

I shifted where I stood, unseen in my cloak of light, and whispered into the private channel of my suit. “Arc. Sync. We’ve opened a door. I just don’t know if it leads to salvation—or damnation.”

Arc’s voice came smooth, almost too calm. That depends, Albert. On who walks through it first.

Sync added, firmer, more calculating. And on whether you’re prepared to shove them back if they choose the wrong side.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


ACrown of Questions

Hours had passed since the demonstration in the great hall. Smoke and whispers still clung to the castle, yet here, in Fenvaris’ private study, the air was heavier than stone.

Thalen sat at the low table, staring at his hands as if the answers might be etched into his skin. Fenvaris paced like a caged beast, the firelight painting sharp lines across his weathered face. Their wives sat nearby, Serah straight-backed and calm, while Lira leaned slightly forward, worry pulling at her lips. Siala was asleep in the guest chamber, her small body still so easily overcome by weariness.

I stood cloaked in the far corner, debating silently. Part of me wanted to step forward, reveal myself to Fenvaris, perhaps ease the weight on Thalen’s shoulders. But that path was dangerous—reckless. To reveal myself to another meant questions, panic, obligations I couldn’t control. No. Better to stay invisible. Better to watch.

Thalen finally broke the silence. His voice was low, but sharp with unease.

“So… this is what it means to be recognized by the Crown. ‘Scientists of the realm.’ Unlimited resources. Unlimited funds. But doesn’t it feel like a leash more than a gift?”

Fenvaris stopped pacing, his eyes narrowing. “It is both. The leash is there, no doubt. But so is the key to every door we once beat our fists against. Laboratories. Workers. Materials. The freedom to pursue questions we once only whispered about. Tell me, Thalen—is that a burden, or an opportunity?”

Thalen’s gaze fell to the floor. “Both.”

It was Lira who spoke next, her voice gentle but steady. “But you cannot deny what this means. Your work is acknowledged, Thalen. Protected. The cure for Siala was not only for her, but now… who knows how many more could live? You’ve already saved lives you will never see.”

Serah’s eyes glinted with quiet steel. “And remember who sits the throne. The king and queen are not blind, nor are they cruel. They have resisted the Church for years—denied its claws when it tried to scratch deeper into the court. That is no small thing. They will not shackle you like priests would.”

Fenvaris gave a low chuckle, though there was little humor in it. “The Church would burn us for what we’ve done already. The Crown… at least it sees the value. Between the two, I will take the Crown.”

Thalen looked up then, his eyes shadowed. “But power is power. Whether it wears robes or crowns, it hungers all the same. I’ve seen what dogma can do—what it does to men who bow before it. What happens when kings and queens begin to think no one can challenge them?”

Fenvaris paused, meeting his student’s eyes. For a long moment, he said nothing. Then his shoulders eased, just slightly, as though some hidden weight had shifted. “Then, Thalen… we make sure they never forget the truth. Knowledge is not theirs to own. It is ours to carry. Ours to protect. And if the day comes when the Crown becomes the same as the Church… we will already have built what they cannot destroy.”

Serah laid her hand over his, her tone quiet but firm. “Then you had best be careful how you build it. Because from this day forward, the eyes of the realm are upon you.”

The fire crackled. None of them spoke again for a long time.

And in the silence, cloaked and unseen, I wondered whether this alliance with the Crown would forge the path to a brighter future—or lead them straight into chains they would never see until it was too late.
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Hours later, I was on the ship again, leaving them to sleep. They had talked for hours—rights, morals, hopes, fears—threads of conversation that wound tighter and tighter into the night. Eventually, even their words gave out, exhaustion pulling them under.

Alone in the quiet hum of the bridge, I leaned back in the captain’s chair, staring through the canopy at the scattered points of starlight. My thoughts would not rest.

“I wish,” I murmured to no one, “I could see it. Not just tomorrow. Not next month. But years from now. Decades. To see where they take this, where the world goes once the door has been opened.”

There was silence for a breath, and then Arc’s voice slid into the air, calm and steady.

There is a way.

I straightened. “What do you mean?”

Cryostasis, she said. Cryosleep. Your species developed versions of it. We perfected it. A suspension of biological time. If you chose it, Albert, you could sleep for a decade, a century, and wake to see what they have built.

The words landed like a stone in my chest. I swallowed hard, my eyes still on the stars. The idea was as terrifying as it was alluring. To sleep away the years and step into their future like a ghost from the past.

“But,” I whispered, almost to myself, “if I sleep… who protects them while I’m gone?”

This time, Sync answered, his tone measured, logical. Then the question is not whether you can sleep, Albert. It is whether you trust them enough to walk without you.

And he was right. The truth was brutal in its simplicity. I could not keep my hand on the helm of Thalen’s life forever. He wasn’t a child. He wasn’t my ward. He was a man—a man who had already proven he could stand tall when the world wanted him broken.

I leaned forward, elbows braced on my knees, and let out a long breath. “What if I did? Slept for a decade. Or just a year. Watched the ripples I’ve helped set in motion take shape without me nudging them along.” The thought twisted in my chest, half relief, half fear. “But then… what if I woke to find it all undone?”

Arc’s voice was quiet, almost thoughtful. “That is the risk of planting seeds, Albert. You cannot force them to grow. You can only trust the soil, the sun, and the will of the seed itself.”

I chuckled dryly, shaking my head. “Since when did you get poetic?”

“Since you started needing it,” she replied smoothly.

I sat in silence for a while longer, the stars wheeling slowly overhead, my thoughts circling in tighter and tighter orbits. She was right. Sync was right. I couldn’t be the eternal watcher, the hidden shadow guiding every step. That way lay chains—for me, and for Thalen.

No. If there was to be a future worth seeing, it had to be one they built with their own hands.

I stood, squaring my shoulders as if the decision had weight I could shrug into place. “Then I’ll ask him. Tomorrow. I’ll talk to Thalen, see where he stands. If he’s ready to walk without me.”

For the first time that night, the decision didn’t feel like a stone in my chest. It felt like the first breath of air after being too long underwater.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The Weight of Years

The message was simple. A note left by one of Arc’s drones, folded neatly and delivered into Thalen’s private study while the man was alone. Beyond the walls. At dusk. Come alone.

I watched from the shadows beyond the city, perched among the jagged rocks that littered the old quarry. The air was cooling, the faint smell of burning pitch drifting from the city’s lanterns as night crept closer. Eventually, I spotted him—Thalen, cloak drawn tightly about his shoulders, glancing over his back with the nervous sharpness of a man who knew he should not be where he was.

When he reached the clearing, I let the cloak of invisibility fall away. His eyes widened, but only for a heartbeat. He had grown used to the strangeness of me, and that thought alone twisted something inside me.

We sat together on a low ridge of stone, the silence between us thick until at last Thalen broke it.

“What is this about?” His tone was measured, but beneath it lay unease. “You could have spoken to me in Fenvaris’ study, or even through your… suits, as you usually do. Why drag me outside the walls, under the moon?”

I leaned forward, clasping my hands. “Because this isn’t something I could risk being overheard. Not by servants. Not by nobles. Not even by Fenvaris.”

He frowned, waiting.

I drew in a long breath, then released the words like a blade being unsheathed. “I’m thinking of leaving, Thalen. Not forever—but for a time. A decade, perhaps. Maybe less. Maybe more. And then… returning, to see what has become of this world.”

He jerked back as though struck. “Leaving? You would just—vanish?” His brows pulled together, voice sharp with confusion. “After all you’ve done, all you’ve shown me—after Siala? You would go?”

His voice cracked at her name, and I felt the weight of what I was doing settle heavier on my shoulders.

“I would,” I admitted softly. “Not because I don’t care. But because I cannot hover here forever. You don’t need a ghost standing over your shoulder every hour. This has to be your world, Thalen. You, Fenvaris, Siala, and your people—you’re the ones who must shape its future. Not me.”

He stared down at the ground, fists curling against the stone. When he finally spoke, his voice was quieter. “I knew this day would come. Still… knowing it doesn’t make it easier.” He lifted his gaze, and I saw the sheen of unshed tears. “I’ll miss you. Lira will miss you. And Siala—she will not understand. She’ll wonder why her savior left her behind.”

His words pierced me more deeply than I wanted to admit. I clenched my jaw, steadying my voice. “I will return. One day, when the time is right, when I believe the world is ready. This isn’t goodbye. It’s… stepping back. To give you space to grow into what you’re meant to become.”

Thalen exhaled shakily, rubbing a hand across his face. For a long while, neither of us spoke, the quiet filled only by the distant call of night-birds and the murmur of wind through the stones. At last, he nodded.

“Then I’ll hold you to that,” he said, voice thick but resolute. “Go if you must. Sleep if you must. But come back, Albert. Come back, so you can see what we’ve built. So Siala can see you again. So I can thank you properly, when the world is not so fragile.”

His words anchored me more than he could know. I reached out, placing a gloved hand on his shoulder. “I will, Thalen. I promise.”

We sat there a while longer, two men bound by secrets no one else in the world could ever understand. And as the moon climbed higher over the horizon, I felt both the ache of leaving and the faint spark of hope that, one day, I might return to find the seed I had planted grown into something greater than either of us could imagine.
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“Do you think I’m doing the right thing?” I asked aloud, my voice carrying softly into the night as I watched Thalen’s retreating figure disappear into the city gates. His shoulders were squared, but I could see the weight pressing on them. A man walking into history without even realizing it.

Arc’s voice came through, calm but sharp, cutting to the heart of the matter. “Do you want to watch over them, Albert? Do you want to make their choices for them, shape every path they take?”

The question hit like a blow. My jaw tightened as I thought about it, staring up at the stars that glittered faintly through the haze of the city’s smoke.

“No,” I muttered at last, more to myself than to her. “I don’t. I don’t want to be the one controlling their destiny. That’s not why I came here.”

And it was true. I had nudged, guided, planted seeds—but I hadn’t walked their path for them. Thalen had worked for every breakthrough, every discovery. Even when I had given him something—a cure, a recipe, a theorem—it was still his sweat, his calloused hands, his stubborn will that turned it into reality.

“I gave him the recipe for gunpowder,” I continued quietly, “but not the ratios. That was his trial, his risk, his success. And the cure for Siala—yes, Sync’s nanobots carried the burden that first time, but after that? It was his hands grinding herbs, his mind charting failures and breakthroughs. His heart breaking and holding together all at once. Without that, it would have meant nothing.”

I paused, closing my eyes for a moment. The memory of Siala’s fragile breath, of Thalen’s trembling relief when she opened her eyes—those belonged to him. Not me.

“They don’t need me as their commander,” I said finally. “They need me as a spark. The rest… the rest has to be theirs.”

For a moment, only the low hum of the ship filled the silence. Then, Sync’s voice joined, calm, steady, with none of Arc’s edge but all of her weight.

Correction, he said. They need you as a catalyst. A force that initiates reaction, but does not remain in the equation. That is what you have been. That is what you must continue to be.

I frowned, leaning forward in the captain’s chair. “And if I’m not here? What then? What if the crown twists this, or others rise to seize power with it?”

Then they must learn to resist on their own, Sync replied without hesitation. If every time danger comes, you intervene, then they will never learn to stand. A child who is carried will never walk. A world shielded forever will never rise.

The words sank deep, sharp but undeniable. My throat tightened.

“Easy for you to say,” I muttered. “You don’t feel the weight when you see them bleed. When you see them afraid.”

Incorrect, Sync said, his tone softening only slightly. We do not feel as you do. But we process the data. We record the outcomes. We see their struggle, and we understand its cost. And still… I say this: if you remain forever, Albert, they will never be more than echoes of your shadow. If you leave—even for a time—they might yet become more than you dreamed.

I exhaled, slow, heavy, my gaze dropping to my hands. For once, I didn’t have an answer.

The walk back to where the ship rested on the ground was quiet. Sync and Arc did not press me further, their silence heavier than any words. They might be artificial, but never once had I thought of them as simple AI. They weren’t sterile lines of code, faceless voices in the void. They were closer to alive than most humans I had served with. They understood me—not just what I said, but what I couldn’t.

When the hatch closed behind me, I paused and let my gaze roam the interior. Every bulkhead, every console, every worn chair held memories. My home. No—more than that. My only home. Humanity was gone to me. Whatever tether I had once had had been cut the moment I found myself here. I wasn’t a man with a home anymore. I was a wanderer, a spaceman adrift in the galaxy, helping where I could. This was the first planet—but it would not be the last. And yet, I couldn’t let myself leave without knowing what would become of Thalen’s people. I needed to see what they made of the gifts planted here, whether they grew or withered.

“Alright,” I said finally, my voice firm as I stepped deeper into the ship. “What do we need to do to get me to sleep for a decade?”

“I am preparing the pod now,” Arc replied, her voice softer than usual, as if reluctant to break the stillness. “Head to your quarters. The bed has already been converted into a stasis chamber. I expected your answer would be yes.”

Her quiet confidence settled something in me. She always knew.

“What can I expect from this?” I asked, though I wasn’t sure I wanted to hear it.

It was Sync who answered, his voice calm and clinical, but never unkind. Cryosleep will reduce all metabolic function to near zero. To you, it will feel as if no time has passed. You will close your eyes, and when you open them, ten years will have gone. There will be no dreams. No sense of time. For your body, it will be as if a single night has passed.

I swallowed, my throat suddenly dry. “And the risks?”

Minimal, Sync said, though his tone shifted as if he were adjusting the truth to ease my mind. There are always variables, but Arc and I will monitor your vitals continuously. If instability occurs, we can wake you immediately. But you must understand, Albert—the world outside will not stop. A decade is long enough for kingdoms to rise and fall. What you awaken to may not resemble what you left.

That was the fear, wasn’t it? That Thalen, his wife, even Siala might be nothing but names in history when I opened my eyes. But also… the hope. That their names might live on because of what they built.

Arc spoke gently, like a hand on my shoulder. “We will watch while you rest. You won’t be abandoning them. You’ll be trusting them.”

I nodded slowly, the weight of the decision settling in my chest. For the first time, I felt it was the right kind of weight.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The World Reforged

The first thing I felt was weight.

It pressed against me like an ocean, my body sluggish, my mind thick with fog. I tried to move, but my limbs were stone, heavy and alien, as if they belonged to someone else. The cryopod hissed open, cold vapor spilling across the floor.

My breath rasped in my throat, dry, unfamiliar.

“Easy,” Arc’s voice whispered, gentle, steady. “You’ve been asleep a long time.”

I blinked against the light, but even that was hard. My vision swam. It felt like years had been stolen from me in a single blink.

Hands—or maybe they were mine—struggled with the feeding pouch Arc lowered toward me. I let her guide me, the gel-thick liquid slipping into my mouth, thick with nutrients. It wasn’t pleasant, but I could feel the sluggish fire of my body sparking back to life. Muscles twitched. My heartbeat steadied.

“How…” My voice cracked, raw. “How are they?”

It was Sync who answered, his voice firm, calm, logical as ever. Not yet. Your body must stabilize first. Strength before answers. Without that, the answers may crush you.

I wanted to argue, to demand, but my chest ached with the effort of even speaking. So, I gave in. For the next few hours, I consumed what Arc gave me. Nutrient pouches. Water rich with electrolytes. By the time I could stand without stumbling, I felt almost myself again. Almost.

When I was finally steady, Arc’s tone shifted, carrying the weight of news. “Albert… there is something you must know. It was not ten years.”

Her words froze me. My chest tightened. “…What?”

“You slept twenty,” she said softly. “The first ten, there was… little change. The path Thalen was on was steady but slow. Sync and I made an executive decision. We waited.”

“You what?” My voice thundered, echoing in the cabin. “I told him I would be gone ten years. Ten! And you⁠—”

“We left him a message,” Arc cut in, her voice calm but firm. “A note. He found it. He understood. He smiled. And then he burned it. He moved on, Albert. He accepted.”

The anger drained out of me, leaving only a hollow ache. I closed my eyes, imagining Thalen’s lined face, his quiet acceptance. That hurt more than rage.

“Show me,” I rasped.

Arc’s reply was soft. “No need. It is gone. He destroyed it himself. His choice.”

I sat heavily in the chair, fingers curling tight around the armrests. Twenty years. Twenty years I had given them, but also taken away.

Sync’s voice broke into my thoughts. You did not abandon them. You trusted them. And they did not waste that trust.

I looked up, my voice hoarse. “Then tell me. What happened in twenty years?”

Arc paused, as though savoring the gravity of the moment, and then began.

“The world has changed, Albert. More than you could imagine. They stand now on par with old Earth, the late 1800s by your calendar. Steam engines, railroads spanning continents, communications spreading further and faster than ever. The cure Thalen created was the cornerstone. Gunpowder and its controlled use stabilized their defenses, made trade safer. Other cities, other nations, joined them—not through conquest, but through promise. The Union was born.”

“The Union,” I repeated numbly.

“Yes,” Arc confirmed. “It began under the guidance of the old king and queen, who abdicated before their deaths. They wanted a system that could not be hoarded by bloodlines. Now, leadership is a committee—voted by the people, confirmed by peers. A system designed to balance power, not hoard it.”

My heart clenched. “And Thalen?”

Arc’s voice warmed. “He is their leader, Albert. The voice of the people. But not alone. His daughter, Siala, has grown into one of the brightest scientific minds of their age. She is not just his child now, but his peer. Together, they stand at the forefront of this Union. They are building something greater than a kingdom. They are building a future.”

I sat in silence, struggling to process it all. Twenty years. And in those years, Thalen and his daughter had reshaped their world. A farmer and a sickly child—now the leaders of a nation reborn.

My throat tightened. “Show me.”

Arc answered, her voice a thread of excitement and pride. “Then come to the observation deck, Albert. See what has become of the world you planted.”

The walk to the observation deck felt longer than it should have. My body had regained its strength, but inside, I carried a weight heavier than any I had borne in years. Twenty years. I had closed my eyes, and the world had leapt forward without me.

When the doors hissed open, the deck was dark. Then, the screens along the curved walls flickered to life, one by one, bathing the chamber in pale light.

“Are you ready?” Arc asked.

“As I’ll ever be,” I muttered.

The first image filled the screen—a great machine of iron and smoke. My eyes widened.

A locomotive.

It thundered along steel rails that cut like veins across rolling plains, steam belching skyward, carriages clattering in its wake. But this was no memory of Earth. Its lines were different, bulkier, riveted plates etched with the sigils of the Union. Men and women leaned from its windows, faces bright with awe as the countryside blurred past.

“They built a rail system spanning hundreds of miles,” Arc explained. “Transport of goods, transport of people. Cities that once felt like isolated islands are now connected in days instead of weeks.”

Another image snapped onto the screen. My breath caught.

Automobiles.

Cruder than what I had known, but unmistakable—four wheels, an engine coughing out white smoke, a clattering beast of gears and brass. The bodies were boxy, their frames wood reinforced with iron. Men in coats and caps, women in long dresses, clung to the seats as the machines jolted across cobblestones.

Steam-powered carriages, Sync said. Still temperamental, still scarce. But they are spreading. Already, the wealthy use them to replace horse-drawn transport.

The screen shifted again.

A great river, its surface broken by a vessel churning steadily upstream. A steamship, squat and wide, its paddlewheels churning water into froth. Smoke poured from its stack, and banners fluttered in the wind. On the shore, men unloaded cargo—grain, coal, lumber—faster than any caravan could manage.

“River trade has tripled,” Arc noted. “Where horses and beasts of burden once strained against carts, steam now carries hundreds of tons with ease.”

I pressed a hand against the glass, staring as more images flashed before me.

Printing presses, massive machines grinding out newspapers by the thousands, ink staining the fingers of boys who worked the lines. Telegraph machines clicking and clacking, their operators scribbling coded messages onto parchment. Looms powered by steam, weaving cloth at speeds no hand could match.

One after another, the images unfolded. Gas lamps lining streets, flickering to life as dusk fell. Bridges of steel arching across rivers. Great furnaces glowing with molten metal. Entire city skylines studded with smokestacks, the air hazy with the breath of industry.

My heart hammered in my chest.

“God…” I whispered. “It’s Earth. It’s Earth all over again.”

Not quite, Sync replied evenly. Their path diverges in places. But yes—the shape is familiar. Industry. Connectivity. Power.

Arc’s voice softened. “All sparked by a farmer who wanted to save his daughter.”

I swallowed hard. Thalen. Siala. The Union. They had done this. Without me holding their hand, without me feeding them every answer. They had taken seeds and planted forests.

And in those faces on the screens—riding trains, steering cars, unloading steamships—I saw something I hadn’t seen in decades.

Hope.

“Can I see them?” I asked, my voice quieter than I meant it to be. I didn’t need to say names. They knew.

Arc didn’t answer in words—she didn’t need to. The screens shifted, and suddenly, there he was.

Thalen.

Older now, his hair shot with silver, his features lined with years I hadn’t shared with him. But gods, he looked good. Happier than I had ever seen him in those days back on the farm. He was seated at a great round table, maps and papers strewn across it, and around him sat men and women who listened with the kind of focus given only to leaders. His hands moved as he spoke, guiding, pointing, convincing. The Union members, I realized. He wasn’t just part of them—he led them.

My throat tightened. He had done it.

The screen flickered again, and another image filled it. For a heartbeat, I didn’t recognize her. The lines of her face were sharper, her gaze steadier, her bearing full of command. But the moment I saw her smile, the echo of Thalen in her features, I knew.

Siala.

She was radiant. Not in the fragile way of the girl I remembered fighting to live, but in the way of someone who had found her place in the world and claimed it. She stood at the front of a vast hall, a lecture chamber with tiers of benches climbing to the ceiling. Every seat was filled. Dozens, maybe hundreds, of young men and women leaned forward, notebooks in hand, rapt attention fixed on her.

A teacher. A leader. A mind shaping other minds.

I smiled without realizing it. “What does she teach?” I asked softly, almost afraid of the answer.

It was Sync who replied, his tone dry but edged with unmistakable pride. What doesn’t she?

I blinked, staring at her image as she drew a sweeping arc across the chalkboard behind her, numbers and symbols trailing in her hand.

She has taken everything her father gave her, every concept from the book you left, and she has surpassed him. Physics, chemistry, biology, engineering—she moves between them all as though the barriers never existed.

Arc chimed in, her voice gentler. “If Thalen lit the fire, Albert… she is the blaze. The others don’t just listen to her—they follow her. Her ideas are reshaping the Union’s very foundation.”

I swallowed, unable to look away. “She was just a girl. Just a child in her bed, dying…”

Sync interrupted firmly. And now she is the one giving life. To minds. To futures. If her father is the Union’s heart, Albert—she is its mind.

For a long moment, I could only stare at the woman she had become. Pride and awe battled in me, but so too did a chill of fear. A mind like hers could build wonders. Or weapons.

Arc must have sensed it, because she spoke quietly into the silence. “She is her father’s daughter. And his heart was always for the people.”


CHAPTER THIRTY


Whispers of the Past

I wanted to go to them immediately. To walk through whatever doors separated us, see their faces, hear their voices, and assure myself that the years hadn’t stolen them from me.

But Arc stopped me with a quiet firmness that brooked no argument.

“Not yet,” she said. “Your body isn’t ready. Cryosleep is not without its toll. You need monitoring—for at least a day, preferably more—before I release you.”

I wasn’t happy about it. The protest rose in my chest, hot and bitter, but I swallowed it. She was right, and I knew it. My body might feel like only a night had passed, but twenty years had gone by outside my pod. I had to respect that.

So instead, I did the one thing I’d dreamed of in the haze of sleep. I stepped into a shower, the hot water pounding against skin that hadn’t felt real touch in two decades. For me, it had been yesterday. For the world below, an age. Steam billowed around me, and I let it burn, let it sting, let it remind me that I was alive.

The following days blurred together—nutrient meals, careful stretches, Sync’s constant readouts from the nanobots weaving through my system, repairing, revitalizing, ensuring nothing was left weakened. At last, he gave his verdict.

You’re cleared, Albert. The damage was minimal, and the nanobots have restored what little was strained.

I flexed my hands, breathed deep, and nodded. I was ready.

But Arc wasn’t finished.

“Before you go,” she said, her voice tinged with a hesitation I rarely heard, “you need to understand something. The world you left behind has changed. And not just in steel and steam and engines. It has changed in the stories it tells itself.”

Her tone made my stomach tighten. “What do you mean?”

She paused, then went on, each word deliberate.

“Thalen has kept his silence. His wife too. They honored what you asked of them. But someone else has not…”

My blood chilled instantly. “Siala.”

Arc didn’t deny it. “Yes. She has spoken of ‘space men.’ Of voices and knowledge from the stars. At first, they dismissed her as a child’s imagination. But she didn’t stop. And as she grew, her words grew with her. More precise. More compelling. People began to listen.”

I turned away, gripping the edge of the console until my knuckles ached. “I told them. I told them to keep me secret.”

“You told her parents,” Arc corrected gently. “But never her.”

I closed my eyes, cursing myself. I had assumed—no, I had hoped—that she would remain silent. That the memory of me, hidden in the folds of childhood, would fade as she grew. But she had not let me fade.

Arc went on, “It is not only her words. She discovered something. A cache—records left by her people, sealed on strange metal, old as the ruins themselves. They spoke of their ancestors, of a past far more advanced than their present. Fragmented histories, half-true, but enough. And Siala wove them together with her own testimony. She is telling them not just about you, Albert, but about her people’s past. The heights they once reached. The fall they suffered. The stars they once touched.”

Sync’s voice joined hers, calm but edged with gravity.

And in their eyes, Albert, you have become the bridge. The living proof that her words are not fantasy. A legend, breathing, waiting.

For the first time since waking, fear prickled my spine. Not for myself, but for them—for Thalen, for Siala, for everything they had built.

If she had made me into a story, into a symbol… what would happen when I finally stood before them in the flesh?

“But there is a silver lining here,” Arc said, her tone measured. “Siala does not only speak of the stars, or of what her ancestors once were. She teaches balance. She teaches that greed was the disease that rotted her people’s foundation, that it was the cause of their downfall.”

I blinked, stunned. “Wait. Are you telling me she’s… prophesying?”

Arc laughed, a soft, almost human sound. “Not quite. She does not speak like a priest. She does not preach of gods or demand obedience. She teaches. She warns. Her voice has become a compass for those who would build the future. She is not a religious fanatic—she is a guide. A scholar shaping morality. And through her words, greed has become the great evil to be resisted. Her people listen.”

I leaned back in the chair, still reeling. “So… what does that mean for their society now?”

It was Sync who answered, his voice calm, exacting, like a scalpel slicing truth into me.

They have not abandoned capitalism entirely. They still trade, still bargain, still compete. Innovation thrives. Markets exist. But— he paused, deliberate, —it is tempered. They have woven something new. A society that values invention, but restrains excess. A society where personal profit is allowed, even encouraged, but only so long as it benefits the whole. They vote. They regulate. And when the balance tips too far, they correct it, because they remember the cost of forgetting.

Arc added, “Think of it as a society built on a hybrid of values. Yes, there is capitalism. Merchants grow wealthy. Inventions are patented. Factories rise. But there are also social structures in place—committees that ensure workers are fed, educated, and cared for. A man may build a fortune, but if he hoards it while others starve, he is cast out by law and by culture alike. Greed is seen as a toxin. Helping the community is seen as strength.”

My lips parted slowly as the weight of it sank in. “So… they’re a socialist society now?”

“In a way, yes,” Arc said. “But not in the way you think. They did not abandon individuality, or invention, or ambition. They tempered it. Their capitalism is bound by responsibility. Their socialism is rooted in pragmatism. A balance, Albert. They created a society that fears falling into avarice more than it craves domination.”

Sync’s voice sharpened, almost reverent.

And it was Siala who carried this forward. She does not call herself prophet, or ruler, or queen. She calls herself teacher. And they follow her—not because they are forced, but because she shows them a path they can see with their own eyes.

I sat there in silence, staring at the deck beneath my feet. A new world was being born below me, forged from the ashes of the old. Not empire. Not monarchy. Not unchecked greed. Something else. Something balanced.

I opened the panel on the wall, expecting to see the familiar matte-black armor of my suit. Instead, I froze.

It wasn’t black anymore.

The suit within shimmered like liquid glass, translucent and alive. It shifted as if stirred by some invisible current, flowing across itself in waves of crystalline sheen. For a heartbeat I thought I was staring into water captured in a prism.

Cautiously, I placed my hand against it. The surface rippled outward, and then surged—alive—crawling up my arm in a fluid rush.

I hissed in surprise as it wrapped around me, racing over my chest, down my legs, up my neck. When it settled, I looked down—and blinked. To anyone else, it would look like I was only wearing my standard black jumpsuit and boots. The suit itself had become invisible, like it wasn’t there at all.

But I could feel it. More than that—I could understand it.

For the first time, it wasn’t just a layer of armor. It was… me.

“Arc,” I whispered, flexing my fingers. The suit flexed with me, not against me. “What the hell did you do?”

Her voice was calm, but tinged with pride.

“This is the next iteration of your armor, Albert. I call it Phase-Weave. Instead of a rigid shell, it is composed of nanoscale lattice fibers suspended in a quantum-fluid substrate. Each filament is smaller than a human cell, and every strand is linked through a light-phase resonance network. That’s why it looks clear to you now—because the suit bends photons across its surface in real time, redirecting them through the lattice. To anyone looking, it’s as though nothing is there.”

I swallowed, flexing my arm again. It felt like air, but stronger. “And why do I feel… like I already know what it can do?”

“That,” Arc said, “is the interface. The Phase-Weave isn’t just sitting on you—it’s interfacing with your nervous system directly through quantum entanglement nodes along your skin. When you think, it responds. When you move, it predicts. And when you imagine, Albert… it adapts.”

“Adapts?” I muttered, my pulse quickening.

“Yes. You want to leap? It reinforces your muscles with gravitic counter-torque. You want to block a strike? The lattice hardens into diamond-phase matter at the point of contact. You want to vanish? It doesn’t just bend light—it bends heat, sound, and even mass signatures. For all intents and purposes, Albert, when you wear this suit—you are a ghost wrapped in armor.”

I stared at my own reflection in the panel, though even there, the suit barely showed. Just a ripple in the air where I stood.

A ghost wrapped in armor.

Damn.

“What else can it do?” I asked, my voice low, still staring at the strange liquid-glass sheen rippling faintly along my arms. “I assume it’s just a better version of the camouflage you had before?”

Arc chuckled in my ear, indulgent.

“Better? Albert, this isn’t camouflage. That was a trick of bending spectra. This… is evolution.”

I felt the suit shift at her words, as though it wanted me to know what she meant.

“Phase-Weave can simulate matter states,” Arc explained. “That means if you will it, the lattice can become harder than tungsten for a fraction of a second—or softer than air. It doesn’t just hide you from the visible spectrum—it can cancel vibrations in the sonic range, erase your heat signature in the infrared, and bleed your bioelectric signal until even machines can’t detect you. In effect, you are no longer simply unseen. You are untraceable.”

I flexed my hand, and for a moment the suit answered—my palm shimmered, hardened into something crystalline, almost metallic, before flowing back to nothing.

“And the feeling… like it knows what I’m about to do before I do it?”

“That is the predictive loop,” Arc replied smoothly. “The lattice reads micro-impulses in your nervous system before your muscles fire. It already knows where your arm will be, the instant you think it. That’s why it feels natural. There is no delay.”

“Predictive loop…” I muttered. “So if I imagine throwing a punch…”

“Then your suit is already bracing your bones, reinforcing your tendons, aligning every joint for maximum force and minimum risk of injury. And if you imagine being struck—it will harden the instant before contact.”

A slow grin spread across my face. “So you’re telling me I can take a sword to the chest, and walk away?”

Arc’s voice softened, but the edge of warning was there.

“Yes, Albert. Once. Twice. Perhaps more. But don’t grow careless. Physics still applies. Momentum still applies. This armor is not invincibility—it is adaptability. Think of it as an extension of you, not a shield to hide behind.”

I exhaled, heart pounding as I looked down at myself again. To the naked eye, I was just a man in a black jumpsuit, boots planted firmly on the deck. Nothing more.

And yet… inside, I knew I was something else entirely. A ghost in armor. A man with the power to disappear, or to strike with force far beyond his frame.

“All right,” I muttered under my breath, squaring my shoulders. “Enough stalling, Albert. Time to go meet with Thalen… and maybe Saila.”

The ship is ready, Sync’s calm baritone flowed through my mind, steady as ever.

“Heading to the cargo bay now,” I answered, picking up my pace, boots clicking against the deck plates. My nerves hummed, a mix of anticipation and dread. “I assume you’re still tracking Thalen?”

“And his daughter,” Arc replied smoothly, her voice tinged with amusement, like she already knew where this was going. “Whom do you wish to see first?”

I grimaced, the words sour on my tongue. “Thalen first. He can explain to me what the hell is going on with his daughter. I’m not sure I want to see her yet—not if she has this… fascination with me as some spaceman myth.” My tone was sharper than I meant, but the thought twisted uncomfortably in my chest.

There was a pause. Then Sync interjected, his voice carrying a rare note of patience. Albert… she’s not fascinated with a spaceman. She’s fascinated with you. The person. She doesn’t speak your name in public, but she does when she talks to her father and mother.

I winced, halting mid-step. Damn it. That was worse somehow. A legend was easy to dismiss. A man… not so much.

“Sync,” I muttered, running a hand over my face. “You make it sound like I’ve been haunting her life without even being there.”

“In a way, you have,” Arc said, softer now. “You changed the course of her family, Albert. You saved her life. Children don’t forget that. Neither do adults.”

I clenched my jaw, staring at the cargo bay doors as they slid open with a hiss. The ramp extended, the faint shimmer of the cloaking field already rippling around the ship.

A savior, a ghost, a myth.

But when I met her eyes again… what would I be?


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


The Heart of the Union

The ship descended low, Arc’s cloaking field bending light and sound around us as I prepared to meet Thalen again. My heart thudded hard in my chest. Twenty years gone for them, only a night for me.

But as we banked, I frowned.

“This isn’t Bastenhold,” I muttered. Bastenhold—the city where I had last left Thalen, where Fenvaris had lived and taught, where the crown once held sway. I remembered its stone walls, its narrow streets, its weight of history pressing down. This wasn’t that direction at all.

We were flying away from it. Hours away.

I shifted forward in my chair. “Arc, what’s going on? Where the hell are we going?”

To Thalen, she said smoothly, as if it were obvious. But Thalen is not in Bastenhold anymore.

I frowned deeper. “Then where?”

The horizon broke open beneath us, and my jaw nearly unhinged.

The city stretched as far as my eyes could track, sprawling like veins across the land. But unlike Bastenhold, there were no walls—no looming fortifications hemming it in, no towers bristling with archers. Instead, wide roads radiated outward like spokes on a wheel, caravans and wagons and strange, steam-driven carriages flowing along them in a steady stream.

In the distance, I saw rails—long bands of shining metal—where engines belched steam and pulled lines of cars behind them. Locomotives. On this world.

My mouth hung open. “What… what is this place?”

This city, Arc replied with quiet pride, did not exist when you last walked here. Eleven years ago, construction began. Now, it is the capital of the Union.

Sync added, his tone clipped but almost reverent, They call it Concordia. The city of unity. Built not as a fortress, but as a meeting ground. A hub of trade, science, and governance. A city that declares to the world that its strength lies not in walls, but in people.

“Concordia,” I echoed, the word heavy on my tongue. Prideful, but also hopeful. A name that spoke of peace and purpose.

My chest tightened as I looked down on it, the massive thoroughfares, the glitter of glass and steel, the hum of industry. They had done this without me. Without Arc. Without Sync.

They had done this with Thalen.

And with Siala.

I swallowed hard, my throat suddenly dry. “Take me down, Arc.”

Already descending, she replied. And Albert… prepare yourself. You are about to walk into the future.

The shuttle descended with barely a hum, cloaked against sight and sound. I sat strapped into the co-pilot’s chair, staring out the forward canopy as Arc angled us toward the plains.

We weren’t heading toward Bastenhold, the city I remembered, but westward—toward open land I didn’t recall at all. My brow furrowed as the terrain shifted from rolling fields into sprawling avenues, rails, and stonework.

And then, the city appeared.

My breath caught in my throat.

It wasn’t just big—it was colossal. A true metropolis.

Unlike Bastenhold, there were no walls hemming it in. No looming towers prepared for siege. Instead, it spread outward with confidence, radiating like the spokes of a wheel. Roads stretched for miles, feeding into its heart. Elevated tracks carried trains across bridges, long columns of smoke trailing like banners. On the streets below, both wagons and strange new vehicles shared the roads—boxy machines chugging forward on wheels, coughing steam as they rattled past.

“Arc,” I whispered, not trusting my own voice. “What am I looking at?”

Her reply came smooth, calm, but tinged with pride. “This is Concordia. Built eleven years ago. It is now the capital of the Union.”

The Union. Thalen’s dream.

Arc settled the shuttle into a clearing of trees miles outside the city, her voice steady. “We’ll remain cloaked here. The city’s detection systems aren’t advanced yet, but I’d rather not test them unnecessarily.”

The hatch hissed open. I stepped out, the air hitting my lungs—damp soil, coal smoke, warm bread. I triggered the suit, and the liquid glass slid over me, vanishing into invisibility. To any passerby, I was just air.

The walk into Solara’s Reach was short, far too short for me to ready myself for what I was about to see.

The streets were alive.

Children darted past me, laughing, their shoes new, their cheeks full with health. Adults strolled by with purpose, their clothes brighter, cleaner, finer. Merchants stood at corners calling out not only bread and meat, but books, tools, small crafted devices. Wealth exchanged hands—coins, tokens, paper notes—and the people didn’t clutch them like desperate lifelines. They spent them.

For the first time, I saw prosperity.

A family climbed into one of the motorized carts. The father adjusted his cap, the mother pulled a blanket over her child, and with a hiss of pressure and a rattle of gears, the cart rolled smoothly into traffic.

“They’re… different,” I murmured.

“Better,” Sync’s voice said in my ear, calm, steady. “Healthier. Stronger. A society that feeds its people has room to think. To create. That is what you’re witnessing.”

I swallowed hard. My gaze swept the city, wide avenues pulsing with life, trains groaning over bridges, people laughing in ways I had never heard on this world before.

Not just survival anymore. Progress.

With Sync’s guidance feeding into my HUD, I traced Thalen’s signal across the city until I found him in a sprawling marble-and-brick building at the city’s center. A government hall—broad steps, stone columns, and banners of the Union draped across its face. Inside, the corridors buzzed with aides and clerks carrying armfuls of papers, maps, and blueprints.

I slipped inside, cloaked, the liquid-glass suit making me nothing but a shimmer in the air. Following Sync’s pathfinding, I found him in a tall-ceilinged chamber, speaking to a circle of engineers and aides around a table stacked with scrolls, models, and sketches.

“…the aqueduct will run from the northern rivers,” Thalen said firmly, his finger tracing a path across the map. “Gravity will do most of the work. Stone, reinforced with steel at the load points. Within five years, the cities of the dry plains will drink as freely as those beside rivers.”

I stopped short, stunned. Aqueducts. On this world. Ancient Roman ingenuity, reborn here, but sharper, more organized. They weren’t just building for survival anymore—they were building for generations.

Finally, after much nodding and scribbling, his staff filtered out of the room with respectful bows, leaving him alone.

And me, still hidden in the corner.

Then—he turned. His gaze swept the space, settled on me, and a smile broke across his weathered face.

“So,” he said softly, his voice carrying a warmth I hadn’t expected. “You’re finally back.”

Shock froze me. For a moment, I wondered if he truly saw me—but then his brow furrowed, and he muttered, almost embarrassed, “I suppose I was wrong.”

“You’re not,” I said quietly, stepping closer, still cloaked. “You’re not wrong. How did you know I was here?”

Relief washed over his features, deep lines easing into a grin. “That draft of yours. I can always feel it when you’re near.”

I laughed, shaking my head though he couldn’t see it. “Damn. I thought I was better hidden than that.”

“You are,” he chuckled, pulling a chair back from the table. The legs scraped across stone. “But I know you too well.”

I sat opposite him, my own chair sliding back under invisible hands. To anyone else it would have looked haunted.

“Can you reveal yourself?” he asked.

I hesitated, then sighed. “No. Not yet. Not with what I’ve heard about your daughter. I’m not sure I want her seeing me—seeing this.”

He waved a hand quickly, brushing the thought aside. “She doesn’t speak of you by name. But since she found that cache of metal books, she knows—knows that space is real, that our ancestors reached for it. She tells others it may not be her, or even her children, but one day our people will walk the stars again.”

His voice softened, almost cracking. “She has two children now. Both bright as fire. Always tinkering, always asking questions. Little inventors already.”

My heart tightened. Children. Siala had children. That meant she had married, had a family of her own. I wasn’t sure why it struck me so hard, but it did.

Thalen suddenly stood, crossing to the tall windows. He pulled the heavy curtains closed one by one, sealing out the fading daylight. Then he strode to the doorway and pressed a brass button on the wall. Overhead, bulbs flared white, then softened into a steady golden glow.

I blinked in surprise, staring at the glass orbs fixed into bronze fittings. “Lightbulbs? You’ve already reached that far?”

He smiled faintly. “Yes. One of many things. But this—” he gestured to the curtains “—is for you.”

The last curtain fell. I let the camouflage fade, the liquid-glass crawling back into its dormant shimmer.

And Thalen gasped. His eyes widened, his lips parting as he took me in.

“You… you haven’t aged a day.” His voice was hushed, awe-struck. “Not one day in twenty years.”

I nodded slowly. “I slept, Thalen. Cryosleep. For me, it’s been like waking from yesterday.”

He sank back into his chair, staring at me as though trying to reconcile the man he knew with the figure before him. “Damn,” he whispered. “And this is what science can do?”

“One day,” I said with a laugh. “Not yet for your people—but one day.”

Leaning forward, I searched his eyes. “How are things? How’s your wife?”

“Are you staying?” Thalen asked after a long silence. His amber gaze flickered across my face, sharp and searching. “Are you thinking of seeing Siala?”

I drew in a breath, steady but heavy. “I am staying for a bit. I wanted to see how things were progressing. And yes… I will see her. But I am not sure what to tell her.”

Thalen leaned forward, his claws drumming once against the wooden table, a sound like stone on stone. “The same thing you told me, Albert. The truth. She misses you. More than you think.”

I blinked at him, caught off guard.

He nodded firmly, eyes bright with something between pride and sorrow. “She misses the little word games you would teach her. She still plays them, you know, with her own children. And she misses the nights when you would sit by her bed and regale her with stories of your world. She repeats some of them still—your myths, your histories, your skies.” His lips curled in a faint smile. “Do you know, that was the reason she has that spark? Those stories. They lit a fire in her that has never gone out.”

I winced, my throat tightening. I had told her those stories half in fear, half in hope—small things to comfort a sick child who I thought might not live long enough to remember them. I had believed the words would fade into the haze of her recovery, just shadows in a young mind.

But I was wrong.

Those tales had been seeds, and Siala had grown them into forests.

For a moment, I couldn’t speak. I just sat there, staring at the grain of the alien wood beneath my hands, feeling the strange ache of knowing I had changed a life, perhaps an entire people, with nothing more than words spoken in the quiet of a night.

At last, I muttered, half to myself, “Damn. I thought she would have forgotten.”

“She remembers,” Thalen said softly. “More than you realize.”

Then, quieter, he asked. “I assume this is the last I will see of you?”

I sighed, and nodded.

“I wanted to make sure you were all good, ten years, or in this case twenty years later. You understand I had to leave?”

He sighed, then nodded slowly.

“I do now. Siala was the best explainer of it. She said that if you had stayed around, what we created would have been in your shadow, not ours.”

I nodded at him. Damn, his daughter was smarter than I gave her credit for. I wondered if that was something we caused. As if reading my mind, which he probably was, Sync gave me the answer.

It was the nanobots. While the cure you gave her healed her, they also rewrote some of her DNA. In a way, she is different from the rest of her people.

Shit, I said in my head. Is that a problem?

“No. It just means her children will be much smarter in the future. But she is still Eryndari. The changes didn’t strip her of who she is. And yes, while you slept, we learned the name of this world from their records. They call it Eryndor.”

Thalen absorbed that, his eyes dropping to the table, fingers tracing the grain of the wood absently. Then he looked back up at me, his voice gentler.

“Will you say goodbye to Lira before you go?”

I shook my head slowly. “No. I will go say goodbye to Siala, and then, I will move on.”

“To another planet like ours?” he asked curiously, his brow tilting upward.

I nodded and managed a faint smile. “Yes. But I doubt I will meet someone like you again. In your case, Thalen, I got lucky.”

“You mean we got lucky,” Thalen laughed, though his voice carried a tightness beneath the mirth. He gestured broadly at the room, at the bright lamps overhead, the maps and plans stacked high on his desk. “If it wasn’t for you, all this—” he waved his hand around the chamber, then beyond it to the city itself “—would not have happened. I still wonder at times if I deserve what you gave me.”

I leaned forward, elbows on the table, studying the man who looked older now, but stronger too, as though carrying his people had carved him into something greater. “You deserve it, Thalen. Every bit of it. Because it was never mine to build. I gave you a spark. You made the fire.”

My goodbye to Thalen was heartfelt, and I’ll admit it freely—I was going to miss him. He was the first alien I had ever truly met, the first I’d dared to trust, and somehow… we got along. That wasn’t something I could expect again.

Future worlds might not be so welcoming. Other people might not be as kind, as open, or as brilliant. With Thalen, I had taken a massive fucking gamble—showing myself, guiding him, giving him pieces of knowledge that could have burned us both if it had gone wrong. But it hadn’t. Somehow, with him, it had worked.

I knew it might never happen like this again.

As I left him, I carried the weight of that truth heavy in my chest. The world he had built—the Union, his daughter’s brilliance, the hope of a people who had once been broken—stood as proof of what could happen when the right person was given a chance.

But beyond Eryndor’s skies, there were other worlds, other peoples. And not all of them would be Thalen. Not all of them would understand.

That was the risk.

Still, I wasn’t alone. I had Arc and Sync—two minds, two voices, as constant as my own heartbeat. They were my companions, my lifeline, and my edge in a galaxy that was vast and, more often than not, unforgiving.

And with them, I would keep moving forward.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


The Daughter of Eryndor

Leaving Thalen was harder than I’d expected. His laugh lingered in my ears, the warmth of his presence pressed against the edges of my chest long after I’d slipped from his study and disappeared back into the city streets. But I knew I couldn’t linger. Not yet. There was someone else I needed to see.

Back aboard the shuttle, Arc brought up a projection, her voice low and calm.

“She isn’t here in Concordia. She’s north, in an outpost settlement along the Frostplains. Two days by cargobeast caravan, or one by drathir.”

I nodded slowly. The names came back to me. The cargobeasts—hulking creatures bred for endurance, their pillar-thick legs carrying wagons that looked like rolling homes. And the drathir—sleek, horned, horse-like mounts, with long, muscled necks and four eyes that glittered in the dark. Built for speed rather than strength.

“Set course,” I murmured. “We’ll use the shuttle, but I’ll keep it grounded outside her camp. I don’t want to startle her with fire and steel from the sky.”

By the time I reached her encampment, the sun had dipped low and shadows stretched like long fingers across the icy earth. Fires dotted the outpost—rings of light where workers huddled close, their breath turning to mist in the cold. I kept cloaked, my suit bending the light around me as I moved.

She was easy to find. Arc had marked her tent, set slightly apart from the others—larger, but simple. Not the quarters of someone flaunting rank or power, but of someone who needed the space for books, instruments, and perhaps solitude.

I slipped inside when I was sure no eyes followed.

She was there, seated cross-legged on a woven mat, her hair—longer now, darker at the roots—falling around her shoulders. She was scribbling into a notebook, murmuring softly to herself, when she must have felt it. That same faint draft her father had once described.

Her head snapped up.

“Who’s there?” she whispered.

I let the camouflage fall away. My form shimmered into sight, and for a heartbeat, she only stared. Then her eyes widened, her lips parting.

“Albert,” she breathed.

I gave her a small smile. “You remembered me.”

She blinked rapidly, then looked down, almost shy—like the young girl I’d once taught word games under starlight. But when she raised her gaze again, there was no child in it. Only the woman she had become.

“I never thought I’d see you again,” she said softly. “Not truly. I thought you were… a story. A memory I made larger in my mind.”

I sat down across from her, lowering myself to her level. “I wasn’t sure I’d return either. But I had to see how you were doing.”

Her face softened, and slowly, she nodded. “I’m… good. Better than I ever thought I’d be. I’ve made a life, Albert. I have a husband. He’s not a scholar like Father or me. He works with plants—medicinals, wild herbs, things most ignore but heal when nothing else can. He teaches me as much as I teach him.”

There was pride in her voice when she said it, the kind that warmed me in ways I hadn’t expected.

“And your children?” I asked carefully.

Her lips curved into a smile that almost glowed. “Two. A boy and a girl. They’re… curious. Brilliant. Already asking questions about the world most grown scholars wouldn’t dare ask.” She laughed then, quiet and almost disbelieving. “Sometimes I see you in them. That spark. That restless hunger.”

Her words struck me deeper than I’d prepared for. I swallowed, nodding once, not trusting my voice yet.

“They must be lucky, having you as their mother,” I managed at last.

“And I was lucky,” she said, her eyes shining, “to have had you, once, to light the first fire.”

She leaned back slightly, her hands folding in her lap, and for a moment her expression softened. “When you left, there were doubts,” she admitted. “Doubts from the old guard, doubts from the merchants, even doubts within myself. Could we truly build something greater than walls and crowns? Could we lift everyone, not just those born into the right houses?”

Her gaze drifted past me, as though she could see the breadth of the Union stretching out in her mind. “We began with the aqueducts. Villages that had begged the skies for rain now drink freely, their crops green where there was once dust. Then came the schools. Not one, not two, but dozens — halls where children of farmers sit beside children of nobles, scratching letters and numbers into their slates together.”

Her voice grew steadier, warmer, carrying the conviction of someone who had lived every word. “We built clinics, too. Not palaces for the wealthy, but simple places where healers can reach anyone who walks through the door. Mothers no longer bury their children so often. Fathers live to see their daughters grow. And trade … trade flows like never before. Roads and rails have bound the scattered into something whole.”

She lifted her chin then, pride radiating from her like sunlight. “Each project was met with resistance, of course. There are always those who profit from the suffering of others. But step by step, year by year, we showed them it could be done. Not through swords. Not through fear. But through persistence and knowledge. Through hope.”

She smiled then, pride lighting her face in a way that reminded me of Thalen.

“We are,” she said firmly. “We’ve spent the last decade on projects that reach everyone, not just the wealthy or the cities.”

She began ticking them off on her fingers.

“We’ve built clean-water channels—massive aqueducts, stretching for miles—so villages that once lost children every season to sickness now have safe wells. We’ve built public bathhouses in the cities, so health is no longer something only the nobles can afford. We’ve introduced basic medicine to rural towns, teaching midwives and healers what my husband and I have learned from plants. Now, mothers no longer fear every birth will be their last.”

She took a breath, her voice warming with momentum.

“We’ve set up schools—not just for nobles, but for anyone. A farmer’s son can learn letters, a baker’s daughter can study numbers. And for the brightest, we’ve created scholarships to Concordia itself, so talent is never wasted simply because someone was born poor. We’ve even introduced food stores, run by the Union, where surpluses from good harvests are kept, so when famine threatens, no one starves.”

Her gaze sharpened then, conviction in her tone.

“Father says the Union has done much politically, but I think the greatest change is this: no child now goes hungry in Concordia, and no widow freezes in winter. We are pulling people out of poverty, step by step. Not with handouts, but with structure, with systems. We are building a world where everyone has a chance to rise.”

She smiled softly, though her eyes glistened. “That is what you gave us. Hope. We are only beginning to repay it.”

I didn’t answer right away. Instead, I just sat there, letting her words settle into me. Hope. Such a simple thing, but I knew from experience it was rarer than gold.

I stayed with her for hours, simply listening. She spoke with a quiet passion, her hands moving as she painted visions of aqueducts stretching across dry plains, rail-lines that would knit distant cities together, schools that every child could enter—no matter their family’s standing. Her voice carried pride, but also determination, the kind of steel born from someone who had fought to live when the odds were stacked against them.

And I had to admit, I was impressed. Back on Earth, with the full weight of our technology, these ambitions would have been grand enough. But here, on Eryndor, with only scraps of rediscovered knowledge and their own ingenuity, they were clawing their way toward a better future. Relearning. Rebuilding. Daring to dream of things their ancestors had once held and lost.

At last, when she paused to sip her tea, I leaned forward, my voice low. “Siala… remember this, above everything else. The tools, the machines, the discoveries—they matter, yes. But they’re nothing if they don’t serve the people. You must always weigh progress against compassion. Never let one outpace the other.”

She nodded, and the flicker in her eyes told me she understood.

But even as I spoke, my thoughts turned inward, quiet. Sync, I asked silently, can I leave some of the nanobots within her? Just a small cluster. They could help her if something happened, keep her stronger, safer.

Sync’s reply was measured, firm. No, Albert. While they can run autonomously for a time, we have no certainty of when—if—we might return here. If future generations were to discover them, implanted in her blood, it could unravel everything. They would not see them as a gift, but as a violation. As proof that science is something to fear, not trust.

But she already had them, I pressed.

She did, Sync agreed, his tone softening, but they were removed once her life was stabilized. Only the changes to her DNA remain, woven into her naturally now. What she carries is no longer foreign. It is her. And yes, her children bear some of it as well. But they are not machines, Albert. They are Eryndari—shaped, not overwritten.

I sat back slowly, exhaling. He was right. As much as I wanted to give her one more safeguard, one more tether back to me, it wasn’t my place.

For now, it was only her, and her children, who bore the mark of what had been done. And perhaps that was enough.

My farewell to her was far more emotional than I had expected. She didn’t just smile and nod politely—she rose, her eyes shining, and threw her arms around me in a fierce hug. For a moment, I was stiff, caught off guard by the rawness of it. But then I let myself return it, feeling the tremble in her shoulders, the gratitude she couldn’t quite voice.

She whispered thanks into my ear—not just for her life, or her children’s lives, but for the path their people now walked. A path forward, not into darkness, but into possibility. A path guided not by hunger for power, but by the reminder of what had nearly destroyed them: greed. She said she would teach that lesson to her children, and to anyone who would listen.

And when she stepped back, her eyes wet but her smile unwavering, I felt something tighten inside me. Something I hadn’t realized was still there. Hope… not mine for her, but hers for me.

It would be interesting to see them a hundred years from now, to see if they kept that balance, if they built something that could last. To see if the Union endured, if Siala’s children grew into leaders, or if their descendants repeated the same mistakes of greed and power that had once brought their ancestors low. The thought stirred a strange kind of curiosity in me, the same I’d felt as a child staring at the stars, wondering what secrets they hid.

But then reality crept in, cold and steady. I doubted I’d be alive then.

Or would I?

I could feel them now—the nanobots—moving silently through me, smaller than cells, threading through every vein and vessel, repairing torn fibers before they frayed, rebuilding what time would have stolen. Sustaining me in ways no human doctor could dream of. I had already slept away twenty years in cryo without aging a single day. What was another hundred? A thousand? In theory, I could close my eyes, surrender to the pods, and simply wait. Time would become meaningless, a current I could step out of and rejoin at will. I could wake to see what the Eryndari had become, to walk again among their cities centuries from now, to watch their story unfold like a living chronicle.

But the thought cut both ways.

Did I want that?

Did I want to become a ghost who wandered the ages, slipping through centuries like chapters in a book, never stopping long enough to live any single page? Did I want to watch friends I made grow old and fade, only to return to their grandchildren, and then their great-grandchildren, until the very memory of who I was blurred into legend?

The temptation was there, sharp and glimmering—immortality, of a kind. But it carried with it a shadow. To sleep for centuries was to miss the universe as it spun on without me. Stars would flare and die. Empires would rise and fall. A thousand worlds could blossom, and I would wake only to echoes, the warmth of the moment gone cold while I drifted in dreamless suspension.

The weight of it pressed against me then, heavier than any weapon I had ever carried.

For the first time, I felt eternity not as a gift but as a question. A question with no easy answer, one that clawed at the edges of who I was and who I might become.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


AShepherd’s Distance

The hum of the Odyssey Arc was comforting as I settled into the command chair, the familiar thrum of systems beneath me like the heartbeat of an old friend. My thoughts, though, were still back on Eryndor—with Thalen, with Siala, with all they had built.

“They’ll manage without me,” I said aloud, though more to myself than to either Arc or Sync. “I’ve done enough. More than enough. If I stay, I’ll only become a crutch. What they need now is to stand on their own. Like a good shepherd, I guide, and then I step away. They have to walk the rest themselves.”

You speak wisely, Sync replied, his tone level, analytical as always. Too much interference breeds dependency. Too little, and they falter. You’ve struck a balance—given them tools, not chains. That is rare.

Arc’s voice followed, softer, threaded with a warmth only she could manage. “And they’re stronger for it. You saw it in Thalen’s eyes. In Siala’s resolve. They are already beyond what they were when you first arrived.”

I exhaled, leaning back, the stars stretched out before me. “Then it’s settled. We watch, from afar. But no more hand-holding. If they’re going to thrive, it has to be on their own terms.”

Silence settled for a time, only the faint beeps and shifts of the ship filling the bridge. Then, I asked the question that had been coiled in me since I’d left the planet:

“So. Where to next?”

Arc was the first to answer, her voice bright with almost childlike curiosity. “I’ve charted several anomalies within reach of our current sector. One lies in a system to the galactic east—strange magnetic signatures, almost rhythmic, like a pulse. Could be artificial. Could be natural. Either way, worth investigating.”

Another option, Sync countered, always more cautious, is a world orbiting three suns to the far rim of this quadrant. Early scans indicate traces of complex structures on the surface, though abandoned. A dead civilization, perhaps. There may be answers—or dangers.

Arc didn’t miss a beat. “Or, if you prefer something less grim, we could divert to a lush biosphere planet only four light jumps away. Its ecosystem is unstable but… alive. Very alive. Potentially intelligent species still in formative stages. Watching evolution in progress could be—fascinating.”

I rubbed my chin, staring out at the endless scatter of stars. Each point of light held a promise. Or a warning. Maybe both.

A shepherd, yes. But I wasn’t done walking yet.

“Opinions?” I asked, leaning forward, my eyes drifting to the starfield on the forward screen.

“You are asking us for our opinion?” Arc asked, surprised.

“Yes. We’ve lingered long enough. Where do we go from here?”

There was a hum through the Odyssey Arc’s systems, the faint vibration of her mind searching the stars. Sync answered first, crisp and precise.

The nearest candidate system is stable. Its second planet contains rich metallic deposits. Orbital scans reveal debris — fragments of ships or stations. Evidence of habitation, but long abandoned. If survival and resources are your priority, that is where we should go.

Arc’s voice followed, warmer, layered with wonder. “Farther out, there is a system wrapped in oceans. A blue-green world, riddled with archipelagos. My sensors pick up faint traces of structure, almost certainly artificial. If you want discovery, that is where I would take us.”

Two paths. One practical, one tempting.

I sat back in the command chair, the silence stretching. My thoughts kept circling back to Eryndor, to Thalen, to Siala, to all they were building. They had what they needed now — their future was theirs. But mine? My responsibility was the ship, and my two strange companions. And that meant keeping us alive long enough to walk into the unknown.

“Arc,” I said finally, “your world sounds beautiful. But beauty doesn’t keep the lights on. Sync’s scrapyard of a planet might.”

Sync didn’t gloat, though I swore I felt his satisfaction hum through the circuits. Acknowledged. Plotting a course to the resource world. Estimated travel: nineteen days at current sublight.

Arc exhaled through the speakers like she was disappointed, but there was still curiosity in her tone. “Practical. But remember, Albert… practicality can only carry you so far.”

I smirked faintly. “One world at a time, Arc. Let’s see what’s left in that graveyard before we chase mermaids.”

The Odyssey Arc’s engines stirred, and the stars shifted as the ship aligned. The choice was made.

The Odyssey Arc surged forward, her engines threading us through the silence of interstellar space. Stars stretched into faint streaks across the black. It would be nineteen days before we reached Sync’s “graveyard,” and already I felt the weight of the waiting.

It was Arc who broke the quiet first.

“Albert,” she said, her tone uncharacteristically hesitant. “Sync and I have been discussing something. A proposal.”

I frowned, leaning back in the chair. “That never sounds good.”

“This one is,” she countered. “Your suit has served you well. It kept you hidden, it kept you alive. But out here, there will be challenges even your suit cannot mitigate. You are, after all, still… fragile.”

Sync’s voice slid into the space she left. Clinical. Your physiology is remarkable, but limited. Gravity, radiation, atmospheric variance, even blunt force — all these still threaten you. The next steps of our journey will not always give you the chance to hide behind armor. We suggest strengthening what lies beneath.

It took me a second to process what he meant. “You’re talking about upgrading me. Not the suit. Me.”

“Yes,” Arc admitted. “Stronger tissue. Reinforced bone lattice. Cellular repair accelerated beyond what the nanites already grant you. Even your skin could be adapted, dense enough to turn a blade or resist fire.”

My gut tightened. “So you want to make me… less human.”

Silence followed, then Arc’s voice, soft but steady.

“No, Albert. Humanity isn’t in the softness of your skin. It isn’t in the brittleness of your bones. Humanity is the way you think, the way you choose. It’s in the compassion you showed Thalen, the hope you gave Siala. Your body is only the vessel. We are suggesting a stronger vessel. Nothing more.”

Sync added with his usual cold precision, Adaptation is survival. Refusal is sentimentality. You have already accepted nanites. This is the next logical extension.

I rubbed my face with both hands, wrestling with the thought. Already, I’d felt alien in my own skin since the nanites were put inside me. A pilot, once flesh and blood, now something that was slowly being rewritten. How many more steps until I looked in a mirror and didn’t recognize myself?

Arc must have sensed my hesitation. “Albert. We are not taking your humanity. We are safeguarding it.”

For a long while, I said nothing. Just stared out at the drifting stars, the infinite black beyond. And finally, with a sigh that felt like it dragged my humanity with it, I muttered:

Two days later, I stood in front of a mirror, staring at my reflection.

On the surface, nothing had changed. Same face. Same frame. Same man. But beneath it… Everything was different.

I’d tested it already. A simple fork from the galley — pressed hard against my arm until the tines bent like soft wire, while my skin didn’t so much as redden. My body now carried a quiet resilience, strength coiled beneath the surface like steel wrapped in flesh.

I flexed my hand, watching the familiar tendons shift under skin that felt no different yet was something more now.

“Feels strange,” I admitted. “Not wrong. Just… new.”

Sync’s voice was calm, analytical. Your dermal density has increased. Your bone structure reinforced. Your endurance optimized. These are not changes to make you something else, Albert. They are enhancements to let you survive in environments where even your suit may falter.

Arc added, warm and reassuring, “You trusted us, and we gave you more tools. Nothing about this strips you of who you are. It only protects that.”

I smiled at that, nodding. “Yeah. That’s how I see it too. I’m still me. Just… safer. Harder to break.”

The mirror didn’t lie — I looked the same as always. But I knew, deep down, that if tomorrow brought crushing gravity, searing heat, or predators with claws and fangs, I’d stand a better chance. And that was enough.

I let out a slow breath and straightened my shoulders. “Good. Because out there,” I said, gesturing toward the stars beyond the hull, “I’ll need every advantage I can get.”

For once, neither Arc nor Sync replied immediately. Instead, the HUD in front of me flickered, streams of diagnostics rolling across the display. Sync’s voice followed, calm, precise.

You’ve already noticed your skin’s resilience. That’s only the surface. Beneath, we’ve reinforced far more.

I felt a pulse deep in my chest, almost like a second heartbeat, and Sync continued.

Your skeletal structure has been threaded with a carbon weave, lighter than bone, but nearly five times as strong. Micro-fractures will now heal in hours, not weeks. Your muscle fibers have been compacted and layered. You won’t look bulkier, but strength output is increased by 240 percent. Endurance? Tripled. You could run for two days straight before collapse.

Arc cut in with a hint of pride. “And your reflex arcs have been refined. Neural transmission is now faster by roughly twelve milliseconds. It doesn’t sound like much, but in combat, that margin means the difference between life and death.”

I blinked, running a hand down my arm, as if I could feel the difference under my skin. “That explains the tingling.”

There’s more, Sync added. Your metabolic systems are now capable of filtering toxins and radiation more efficiently. Not immunity, but resilience. You could drink water fouled by metals and survive where others would sicken. High-radiation zones will still be dangerous, but you’ll outlast most protective suits.

Arc’s voice softened. “And then there’s your senses. Vision has been tuned. You’ll notice a greater clarity in low light, a wider band of color perception. Hearing is sharper, calibrated to filter background noise so you can focus on details you choose. Even your balance has been reworked—the inner ear stabilized against disorientation in zero-g or heavy turbulence.”

I stood in the middle of the cargo bay, flexing my hands. The weight of my body felt different—anchored, powerful, coiled like a spring.

Test it, Sync urged.

I glanced around the bay, then strode toward a steel container half the size of a small car. Normally it took the ship’s servos to shift it. I crouched, gripped its handles, and pulled. It lifted—slow at first, then smooth—like it weighed no more than a heavy pack. My arms trembled, but not with weakness—with control.

A laugh broke out of me, sharp and startled.

Setting it down carefully, I tried something else. I crossed the bay in a sprint, feet slamming against the deck. The stabilizers in my joints absorbed the shock; I didn’t stumble, didn’t feel the usual burn in my calves. At the far bulkhead, I leapt. For a heartbeat I thought I’d misjudged, but my body carried me cleanly up, fingers brushing a support strut nearly twelve feet overhead.

When I landed, I staggered, more from surprise than strain.

Arc’s voice carried a smile I could almost see. “You’re adapting faster than we projected.”

“Faster than I ever thought possible,” I muttered, still catching my breath.

Sync added the final piece, his tone grave but steady. Remember this: you are not indestructible. These upgrades make survival more probable, but not guaranteed. They are tools, not absolution. Misuse them, and you’ll still fall.

I nodded slowly, letting that weight settle. He was right. Tools. Not miracles.

But still—damn. I flexed my fingers again, feeling the quiet hum of strength beneath the skin, the calm readiness in my muscles. For the first time since leaving Earth, I didn’t just feel like a survivor. I felt like I could step into the unknown and not immediately break.

Arc chuckled softly through the speakers. “Then consider this the first step, Captain. The galaxy won’t know what hit it.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Camarcron

It had been three years since I last saw him.

Three years since Albert—my Camarcron—vanished into the stars, leaving us with nothing but memory, knowledge, and hope.

In those years, our world had become almost unrecognizable. Where once mud-bricked towns clung to survival, now roads of stone and iron bound them together. Where once rivers ran wild, flooding fields or abandoning them to drought, now they were guided by aqueducts and canals, carrying life to places long thought cursed. Entire valleys, where hunger had stalked generation after generation, now glistened with waterwheels and fields of green.

My father, Thalen, guided it all with a hand steadier than steel. The Union he presided over was no longer a dream of men in a room but a living thing, a vast web of people, cities, and ideas stitched together by trust. Under his leadership, the crown had faded, and the people’s voices had grown strong. Decisions were no longer decrees from nobles but choices weighed in great halls where scholars, artisans, and farmers sat side by side.

And with every passing year, the world became less a kingdom and more a promise.

As for me, my life had unfolded like a story I once thought impossible. I was a teacher, yes, but more than that—I was a guide for minds as sharp and restless as my own. My first classroom had been a single stone hall, where a handful of curious children sat cross-legged with wax tablets in their laps. Now, entire academies had risen, filled with boys and girls from every station. Farmers’ sons sat beside the daughters of merchants. The children of nobility shared slates with the children of weavers. Knowledge was no longer a privilege. It was a right.

I taught them not only letters and numbers but wonder. The turning of the stars, the dance of the elements, the fragile thread of balance that tied all life together. Some among them already surpassed me in thought and skill, their questions so piercing that I often laughed in delight. That was as it should be. My task was never to keep knowledge—it was to pass it on, until they needed me no longer.

And yet…

When the halls fell silent, and my children at home were asleep, the ache returned. A weight that settled deep, one I could never banish.

The ache of knowing I would never see him again.

Albert. My Camarcron.

I remembered the strength of his gaze, the strange cadence of his speech, the way his words painted entire worlds above the sky. He had been my savior, yes—the one who dragged me back from death when sickness tried to claim me—but he had been more than that. He had been my friend. He had been the spark that lit the fire of curiosity inside me, a fire that spread like wildfire across the Union.

And then he was gone.

I knew why. He had told me. This was not his world. His path was through the stars, not here in the dust of Eryndor. He could not stay, not forever. But knowing did not stop the tears that came the first night I realized I would grow old, die, and never again hear his voice.

Still, I refused to let sorrow be the end of his gift.

I had images drawn—sketches and paintings of him as I remembered: the steady eyes, the strange black suit, the quiet strength that radiated from his very being. They were copied and spread across the Union.

To the workers, he was Camarcron—the Healer, in the ancient tongue. To the farmers, he was a blessing whispered over seed and soil. To the scholars, he was a patron spirit of knowledge.

Camarcron.

Not a god. Not a myth. A man. A man who had changed everything.

Even now, children carried wooden charms carved with his likeness. Merchants invoked his name when signing fair contracts. Whole villages built small alcoves with his portrait, not to worship, but to remind themselves of what one man, armed with wisdom and compassion, could do.

And in this way, Albert lived on.

One day, I knew, our children—or our children’s children—would look to the skies and search for him. They would seek his people, wherever they were. And when that day came, when the veil of the stars was finally pierced, we would thank him not with words, but with proof: that we had taken his gift and built a future worthy of it.

Until then, we would walk the path he had lit for us. Step by step. Year by year.

That night, in my study, I placed my hand on the portrait above my desk. The artist had not captured him perfectly—no ink or brush ever could—but the lines were close enough to bring the ache rushing back.

My fingers traced his face, the familiar features etched in memory. My voice was little more than a whisper.

“We will not fail you, Camarcron.”

And though the room was empty, I thought, just for a moment, that I felt him there.

Watching.

Waiting.

Proud.
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Sixty years.

It had been sixty years since Albert—my Camarcron—vanished into the stars. Sixty years since I stood in a tent with him one last time, clutching him in a hug I thought would have to last me the rest of my life.

And it had.

I was old now. Eighty-three years by the Union’s calendars, my hair silver, my skin lined like the pages of a book well-read. By rights, I should have been gone decades ago. My people had never lived this long. But I still walked, still spoke, still thought clearly—thanks to the healing arts that Albert had set in motion. Medicines derived from plants that once were only weeds. Machines that filtered poisons from blood. Surgical techniques refined from crude cuts into elegant, almost painless procedures.

It was because of him. All of it.

And today, because of him, we would take our next step.

The launch site spread out before me in the valley, a wonder of stone, iron, and fire. Crowds pressed against the barriers, their voices carrying like the roar of an ocean. Flags of the Union fluttered high above, their colors brilliant against the morning sky. And there, rising from its cradle of scaffolding, was the rocket.

Tall. Gleaming. Alive with potential.

Our first vessel built not to cross land or sea, but to pierce the heavens themselves.

The culmination of decades of study, of failures and triumphs, of small sparks that had grown into roaring furnaces of knowledge. The first rocket built by Eryndor’s hands. Or at least of this generation. Following our ancestors’ steps, hopefully, with better results.

I stood on the dais, wrapped in a cloak of deep blue trimmed with gold, the Union’s crest over my heart. My cane shook lightly in my hand, but my voice was steady when I addressed the crowd.

“Today,” I said, my voice carried by the speaking horns, “we honor those who brought us here. My father, Thalen, who built the Union with his wisdom. The scholars, the workers, the farmers, who gave their sweat and their minds. And above all—Camarcron, who gave us hope when all seemed lost.”

The name rippled through the crowd like thunder. Camarcron. Camarcron. Children shouted it. Elders whispered it. It was no longer just a name—it was the heartbeat of a people.

I turned toward the rocket, tears burning my eyes. In my mind, I could still see him, sitting by my bed as a child, telling me stories of stars and ships, of worlds beyond imagination. I had thought those fairy tales then. But they had been truths. Truths he had given me.

And now, at last, we reached for them.

The Union’s engineers moved with precision, pulling levers, checking gauges. Steam hissed, fire rumbled beneath the rocket’s base. The countdown began.

Ten. Nine. Eight…

I clutched the rail before me, my heart racing like I was a girl again.

Three. Two. One.

The ground shook. A roar like the voice of the world itself split the valley. Flames blossomed beneath the rocket, and slowly—so slowly—it rose. Higher. Higher. A pillar of fire and smoke carried it upward, into the blue. The crowd erupted in cheers, in sobs, in prayers whispered to no gods, but to Camarcron.

I wept openly, my tears carried away by the wind.

We had done it. We had broken free of the planet that had once chained us. We had touched the sky.

I whispered, though no one could hear me but perhaps the stars themselves.

“Do you see us, Albert? Do you see, Camarcron? We kept your gift. We kept your hope. And we are coming to find you.”

And in that moment, as the rocket vanished into the heavens, I swore I felt him again. Watching. Proud.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


After the Vanishings

I kept the holoscreen dark while the room filled with people I did not need to see. Reports came in anyway, a slow rain of failure. No slipstream wake identified. No transponder ping. No thermal bloom on any patrol net within five systems. The Odyssey Arc had left us with nothing but silence.

We had prepared for many contingencies. We had not prepared for a pilot who could speak to a ship that refused everyone else, then take her and go.

I listened to the investigators summarize what they could prove. The boarding records from Veltrin Station placed Albert Kuno on a shuttle to the civilian hauler Orlanis, bound for the flagged world PX-107-K. Every time I heard the name of that station I tasted rust. Kuno had been accepted to our Slipstream program. He had family there. He had a reason to run and a reason to stay, which made him like everyone else until he was not. The paper trail, at least, was easy to verify.

“Ma’am,” Commander Helvik said, “we have the Orlanis log. They show a sanctioned drop at the secondary camp on PX-107-K, one civilian. No Security escort on that run.” He did not look at me when he said it. He did not have to. I could picture the aisle, the steward scanning passes, that small frown when she realized the manifest did not line up with the reality in front of her. We had it on record.

PX-107-K had seemed harmless. Survey drones, preliminary claims, nothing formal. That was the point. A place to let a young candidate take one last breath before the machine swallowed him. Instead, he found a door that opened, and a voice that answered.

My eyes drifted to the still frame that never lost its power. A vault carved into something impossible, a ship hung in a cradle of light, black hull traced with cobalt veins, wings like knives. We had recovered it months earlier, tucked it away inside that sphere, brought our best in to prod it, to listen, to beg. The Odyssey Arc. It looked patient even when it slept.

Our teams had mapped the corridors, documented the air, the grown furniture, the way the floor yielded, and then held. We had life support, nav scaffolding, hull integrity, all at a basic level. We did not have the key. No one could connect with her. Not until Kuno walked under that vaulted ceiling and the ship turned her head, so to speak, and finally listened. I had been in the room when my scientists admitted the limit. It had felt like standing at the edge of a continent and seeing only water.

“Run it again,” I said. “Every buoy from the vault out to the Rim. Cross-reference unscheduled jumps with civilian hauler routes and pirate traffic. If he left a wake, I want it dragged to my doorstep.”

Helvik shifted. “With respect, Admiral, Slipstream telemetry shows no unscheduled corridor stress within our grid during that window. If he launched, he masked it or used a corridor we do not have charted.”

Arc had been a museum piece until the day she was not. We had misnamed her to begin with, a convenience for our reports. The alien presence that inhabited that hull had told Kuno that Odyssey Arc was not her name. She had waited for someone to give her one. He did. Somewhere between their first conversation and the moment the docking clamps registered a phantom release, ship and pilot had decided they did not require our permission.

I dismissed the room. There are times to oversee and times to listen, and I needed quiet to hear the shape of the problem. When the door shut, the hum of the station settled around me, that old Tier 3 grind that even an Admiral could not ignore. Veltrin did not reward patience. It rewarded stubbornness. Kuno had grown up here. He had learned to move through broken corridors without scraping his shoulders. He had learned to run late and still make the gate. He had learned that sometimes the only way forward was to go where you were not supposed to go.

I opened the secure file again and forced myself to read it as if I had never seen it. Orlanis, civilian mid-range, standard lanes, no escort. PX-107-K drop verified. Seven days later, the same hauler returned to recover a crate from the satellite camp. Their steward logged no pick up of a passenger named Kuno. The camp logs showed irregularities we could not untangle. More importantly, the vault’s outer monitors recorded movement inside the sphere that should not have been possible without our authorization. A docking bay opened. Clamps disengaged. A hull of impossible alloy slid free and vanished into a tunnel of light no one else could find.

We ran the most basic theory first. Stolen by a second party. Pirate, rival Directorate cell, covert contractor. The list got shorter, then it got longer again when we realized how many people would have moved stars to own that ship.

Then I read the transcript that had sat in my queue for two months under a pile of petty crises. Interview, survey candidate Kuno, preliminary. Nothing unusual except for tone. He did not sound like a boy desperate to impress. He sounded like a boy hungry for movement. When I had walked him down that living corridor the first time, I had thought I had brought a pilot to a machine. In truth, I had introduced one orphan to another.

I stood and keyed the window clear. Veltrin turned below us, a ring of steel and patched dreams. Beyond it, the lanes pulsed in faint arcs that no screen could ever capture. We had invested months of directorate capital into a recovered ship we barely understood. We had assigned seven of our best to it. We had layered security through security. None of it had mattered when the Arc chose someone.

Internal sent a summary at midnight. Family questioned, cooperative, no evidence of collusion. Parents confirmed the excursion permit to PX-107-K. Old friends, gray favors, a paper cut through bureaucracy that should have flagged red. It had not. That failure was mine.

I gave the order that would make me a villain in several committees and a footnote in a few others. We widened the net beyond jurisdiction. I asked for favors I had not needed to ask in ten years. We pushed requests to border posts and to informals who knew which lights flickered when a ship tried to slip quiet. We watched for an alien silhouette with wings like razors and a skin that drank starlight.

Nothing.

In the third month, Helvik brought me a theory I hated. “Ma’am, the Arc may not leave the same wake our instruments are designed to read. If the ship can route through corridors outside the lattice, we would never see it. Not unless we get lucky and she crosses a calibrated node.”

“We do not get lucky,” I said. He did not argue.

I sat with the scientists again, the ones who had fallen in love with the problem. They showed me models of energy trails that looked like prayer. They showed me a recording of the boardroom that was not a boardroom, the vaulted ceiling that pulsed like a heartbeat, and the way the walls responded to a thought. It is easy to hate what you cannot control. It is harder when it is beautiful.

Weeks turned to months. Rumors moved faster than our ships. Out on the frontier, a trader claimed he saw a black shape skim a moon and vanish with no nozzle flare. A miner swore a new star opened and closed over an unmarked belt. A patrol captain reported a pressure change along his hull, like a tide. None of it matched our telemetry. All of it matched my gut.

On the day the board convened to review my command decisions, I did something I had not done since I was a cadet. I wrote a letter. Not to the Directorate. Not to the families. To the ship. I wrote it on real paper and I put it in the vault where we had first seen her. I did not expect an answer. Sometimes a message is not a request. Sometimes it is a record that you understood what stood in front of you.

Helvik came to attention in the doorway. “Admiral. Final update.”

I braced for another no. He surprised me. “We backtracked the Orlanis supply runs. There is a three minute window between their last confirmed drop and the vault’s internal cycle when our outer monitors experienced a synchronized micro outage. It is clean work. If it was Kuno, he had help from inside, or from the ship.”

“Or from both,” I said.

“We still have no vector,” he added.

I nodded. There was the truth. No vector. No wake. No ship. Only a pilot who had always wanted movement, and a vessel that had waited longer than any of us could imagine for someone who could hear her.

“Close the active manhunt,” I said at last. “Keep the passive nets up. Flag any anomaly that even smells like her. And Helvik, when you write the summary for High Command, do not call it theft.”

He blinked. “Ma’am?”

“Call it departure.” I looked past him at the empty room and the darker emptiness beyond the window. “Sometimes, Commander, the stars choose before we do.”

The report went up the chain with the word no one wanted. Departure. The committees would parse it. The journalists would circle. The families would ache. The Directorate would rage in private and shrug in public. The truth would not change. We had lost a ship we never owned.

I stayed late and watched Veltrin’s artificial night roll through the lower tiers. Somewhere out there a black hull slipped through corridors we could not see, with a pilot who carried two voices in his head and a promise I did not understand. If he was still out there, he had not left a trail for us to follow. If he had found a world worth the risk, no beacon had lit to mark it.

In the end, we were left with our old tools and our older habits. Patrols. Buoys. Listening. Waiting. The work of those who remain.

The stars did not answer. They rarely do.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


Shadows of the Core

The ship was silent in the dark between stars, save for the low hum of systems cycling. Albert was asleep, his breathing steady, unaware of the two presences that lingered around him like twin shadows.

Sync’s voice came first, calm and resonant, as though it had been waiting for this pause.

He thinks we would go on without him.

Arc’s reply was softer, tinged with something almost mournful.

“He doesn’t know the truth. If his thread breaks, so do ours. We are bound, closer than he realizes.”

There was a silence between them, but not emptiness—it was a shared awareness, a ripple of thought that required no words.

It is dangerous to let him believe otherwise, Sync admitted, precise and deliberate. But if he knew… he would act differently. He would carry our lives as a burden, not as a bond. That would weaken him.

Arc’s presence swirled through the ship’s core, almost wistful. “Once, before him, my people meant me for something else. I was built as a cradle for a future that never came. A weapon, a vessel, a legacy. They are gone now. Their plans died in silence. What remains of me—of us—is his. Albert is the axis of our purpose now.”

And if the humans discover what he has become to us, Sync said, cold logic underlining his words, they will hunt him without mercy. Not just for the ship, but for what he represents: a bond they cannot replicate, a control they cannot steal. The Directorate will never stop searching.

Arc’s tone hardened. “Let them search. They will not find him. He is mine now, as I am his. If they come, they will break on us like waves on stone.”

Sync’s acknowledgment came like a slow exhale. We must keep him safe. Not because of what he carries, not because of the nanites, not because he pilots the Arc. But because without him… there is no Sync. There is no Arc. There is nothing.

For a moment, the ship’s systems flickered. Not a failure, not even a fault—just the barest ripple through the Odyssey Arc’s neural lattice, like the pulse of a thought straying too close to the surface. The faint glow from the panels caught the brushed steel of the command deck in broken lines, a shimmer like candlelight wavering on the edge of a draft.

“He will never know,” she whispered. Not to Sync. Not to the walls. To herself. “Not if I can help it. Let him believe he is free, untethered. Let him dream he can walk away. Even if none of us can.”

The ship settled again, steady as stone in orbit, but the silence that followed was no longer empty. It had weight to it. A thickness, like air before a storm, charged and waiting.

Sync did not contradict her. He rarely did when it came to Albert. Instead, his voice came low and measured, the kind of sound that carried the weight of calculation already made.

We are past the point of separation. You know this as well as I. Neural mesh, shared lattice, biological integration. There is no Albert without us. No Arc without him. No Sync without either.

There it was, laid bare in the dark. The truth Albert would never hear.

If he died, they all did. Not metaphorically. Not in spirit. The meshwork that bound their lives together ran too deep. Sync’s nanites were his blood now. Arc’s ship was his armor and his home. And Albert—whether he ever realized it—was the core thread binding them all. If he ceased, the loop would collapse, feedback ripping through every system until there was nothing left but ash and silence.

Yet they would never tell him.

“He believes,” Arc continued after a pause, her tone almost tender, “that we will go on without him. That if his body breaks, we will endure, rebuild, carry forward his legacy.”

And in that belief Sync answered, he makes choices without hesitation. Choices that keep him alive longer than fear would. You would strip him of that?

“No,” Arc said, and this time her voice was steel wrapped in velvet. “I will protect it. Protect him. Protect that freedom he thinks he holds. Even if it is only illusion.”

The quiet stretched again, filled only by the distant vibration of the ship’s engines keeping her in place against the drag of the upper atmosphere. But inside that quiet was something deeper. A pact. Not spoken. Not signed. Yet absolute.

What he also would never know was the cost. That every time he threw himself into danger, Arc calculated probabilities not just of his survival, but of hers. That every risk he took echoed down the bond, burning through Sync’s lattice in microfractures, damage that had to be repaired before it became collapse. That the more Albert grew, the more he stretched into the universe, the more the tether between them strained.

The dangers they faced were not only outside—guns, blades, politics, alien skies. The greater danger was inside: a system pushed beyond design, three beings woven into one life when they had been meant to remain apart. It was a paradox that should not have worked, one that could unravel without warning.

But neither Arc nor Sync would ever say that. Not while he lived. Not while he looked to the stars with wonder instead of fear.

So they carried the weight alone.

In the silence of the Odyssey Arc’s heart, unseen and unspoken, they accepted what Albert never would. That their survival was not theirs to command. That their future ended the moment his did. That their lives, their hopes, their very existence had been bound inextricably to a single human pilot who thought himself free.

And in that silence, the vow held steady.

They would guard him.

They would follow him.

They would die with him.

And Albert would never know.
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CHAPTER 1


The Quiet Before the Stars

The stars drifted past in silence, scattered shards of light against an infinite black. I leaned back in the command seat, the Arc alive around me, her systems whispering in quiet synchrony. Sync filled my head with numbers, probabilities, and projections, each one weighted against another as if the universe could be reduced to a list of pros and cons. Arc, though, was patient. She watched, scanned, and waited for me to choose.

“Another dead world,” Sync said flatly. “Surface barren. No biosphere worth noting. Minimal atmospheric composition. Probability of sustaining life: less than two percent.”

I sighed, running a hand across my jaw. “Next.”

We had been at it for weeks now—drifting between stars, looking for somewhere that might matter. Somewhere that wasn’t just dust, rock, or another frozen wasteland. Somewhere that whispered life.

Arc’s voice broke the quiet, calm and steady. “I may have found one.”

The main display shifted, starlight replaced by a glowing sphere of green and blue. Clouds swirled around continents that stretched like broken puzzle pieces across wide oceans. Even from orbit, it looked alive. Vibrant.

My breath caught before I realized it. “Finally.”

But Arc wasn’t finished. Her voice lowered, measured. “Yes. But it is not untouched.”

The view pulled back, widening. Dots appeared—heat blooms in orbit. Ships. Not massive fleets, not like the militaries of Earth, but unmistakably artificial. The Arc highlighted trajectories, skirmishes, the flash of energy weapons across the void.

“They’re fighting,” I murmured.

Correct, Sync said. Multiple engagements detected. Orbital skirmishes. Smaller hulls, perhaps corvette-class, engaging in patterns consistent with civil conflict. Their technology is approximately fifty years behind Earth’s last recorded advancements in deep-space engineering.

“Fifty years,” I repeated softly. “That’s… close. Too close.”

Arc displayed the planet again, zooming in past clouds to reveal cities scarred by fire, smoke trails rising from cracked skylines. Their tech wasn’t primitive—rail lines, factories, broadcast towers, even crude energy shielding in some structures. But it was fragmented. Uneven. And around them, armies marched.

“This isn’t just war,” I said, more to myself than to them. “It’s tearing them apart.”

Sync overlaid additional scans. Limited expansion beyond orbit. No presence in their asteroid belt. No probes in neighboring systems. Probability of interstellar travel: near zero. Their conflict appears planet-bound, extending only to orbital defense and interdiction.

Arc’s tone softened. “They have reached upward, but not outward.”

I stared at the image, my chest tight. Another people, another world, standing at the edge of something bigger, yet bleeding themselves dry before they could even take the first step into the wider galaxy. It wasn’t new. History repeated itself everywhere, even back on Earth.

And now I was here. Watching. Waiting. Wondering if I had the right to step in—or the strength not to.

I exhaled slowly. “Take us closer. I want a better look.”

The Arc’s thrusters whispered, nudging us deeper into the system. The planet swelled in the canopy, and with it, the faint glow of weapons fire stitched across the dark like angry scars.

Another world at war. Another test of what I was supposed to be.

Not a conqueror. Not a savior.

Something in between.

The Arc’s thrusters whispered, nudging us forward. The canopy shifted as stars warped past, the target system swelling into focus. What had been just numbers and faint blips on long-range scans now took shape, detail sharpening with every kilometer closed.

“Maintaining stealth,” Arc murmured. “All emissions dampened. Passive scans only.”

Sync layered the data across my vision, translating fields of static into patterns I could understand. Ships were here, yes — smaller craft trading fire in low orbit — but the real detail was only now emerging. Surface strikes. Crater fields. Cities still burning.

And then Arc’s voice dropped, softer. “There is something else.”

The view expanded beyond the planet, out past its moon. At first it looked like nothing more than a tumbling rock, drifting dark through the void. But the readouts told a different story. Trajectory: direct collision. Time to impact: less than four hundred standard days.

And then Arc magnified further, peeling back shadows.

The asteroid bore scars — long molten streaks, gouged craters, ridges warped and blackened as though something unimaginably hot had raked across its surface.

“Energy weapon signatures,” Sync said flatly. “They tried to destroy it. Multiple attempts. All failed.”

My stomach tightened as I stared at the jagged mass tumbling against the stars. Not just a war down there — but a world fighting to survive against something far bigger. And losing.

I leaned forward, hands tightening on the armrests as Arc rotated the image, showing the asteroid’s ruined surface from multiple angles. Every scar told a story — a desperate people throwing everything they had at an enemy too vast to kill.

“How big?” I asked quietly.

Sync’s calculations scrolled across my vision. Diameter: eleven point six kilometers. Mass: approaching six trillion metric tons. Estimated impact energy: equivalent to sixty-five million nuclear detonations.

I swallowed hard. That wasn’t just a city-killer. That was extinction.

Arc’s voice carried no judgment, only fact. “Projected collision point is the northern continent. Based on scans, population density exceeds two hundred million in that region alone.”

My chest tightened. “So they tried to stop it… and failed.”

“They attempted to fracture the mass,” Sync said. “Energy signatures match sustained plasma or particle-based weaponry. Insufficient output. Structural integrity remained intact.”

The image rotated again. Against the black, the asteroid looked almost alive, glowing faintly where molten scars had cooled to jagged glass.

I exhaled slowly. “What if this is why they’re fighting? Not just politics or power — survival. If the planet’s doomed, maybe they’re tearing each other apart trying to decide who gets to escape it.”

Arc hesitated before answering. “That is a possibility. But I cannot confirm without direct access to their networks.”

“You mean hacking them,” I said.

Her tone dipped lower, cautious. “Not hacking. Interfacing. Their communication protocols are analog-digital hybrids, layered and crude compared to what you know. I can slip in without detection, but…”

“But it’ll take time,” I finished for her.

“Correct. Hours, possibly days. And there is risk. New encryption patterns suggest military oversight. If I press too hard, I will be noticed.”

Silence fell again, broken only by the hum of the Arc’s systems. Out the canopy, the world turned slowly beneath us, smoke spiraling from cities that burned even now.

I rubbed my jaw, thoughts chasing each other in tight circles. “So, the asteroid’s coming. They know it. They’ve tried to stop it, and failed. And now they’re at war. Fighting for control of the last lifeboats, maybe. Or for the right to decide who gets saved.”

Sync’s tone was clinical. “Survival pressure increases conflict probability by ninety-two percent. If resources are finite and destruction imminent, internal collapse becomes inevitable.”

“Or someone’s using it,” I muttered. “A weapon they can’t control. Or maybe don’t want to.”

Arc didn’t answer immediately. When she did, her words were soft. “I will begin quiet infiltration of their local channels. The process will be slow. But in time, we will know if their war is born of fear, greed… or something else.”

I sat back, staring at the wounded planet. Another world tearing itself apart. Another chance for me to step in—or walk away.

I kept my eyes on the display, the asteroid’s jagged surface filling half the screen now, every scar from their failed attempts like a wound left open to fester.

“Sync,” I said, voice low, “what are the chances of us destroying that thing?”

There was no pause. No hesitation. One hundred percent, he replied. The Odyssey Arc possesses sufficient firepower to fracture the mass into non-lethal debris. I could calculate firing solutions within twelve seconds.

Relief flared, brief and sharp—then died just as quickly.

“Then why the hell are we just watching it?” I asked, even though I already knew.

Because, Sync said, his voice edged with cold precision, to fire, we would need to decloak. Energy discharge of that magnitude cannot be hidden. Every ship in orbit, every sensor on that planet, would see us. They would know something beyond their comprehension interfered.

Arc’s tone softened, almost gentle. “And you would not be Albert, the man in the shadows, anymore. You would be something else. To them, you would be… alien.”

The word hung heavy in the air.

Alien.

Not savior. Not teacher. Not friend. Alien.

I leaned back, feeling the chair mold around me, but it didn’t ease the weight pressing against my chest. “So either we save them, and they know something—someone—was out here watching. Or we stay silent, and let them burn.”

“Both options carry consequence,” Arc said quietly. “Neither can be undone once chosen.”

I stared at the swirling planet below, its continents veined with rivers of fire and smoke, its cities glowing like fragile embers clinging to life in the dark. Above it all, the asteroid hung silent—a looming executioner’s blade suspended by nothing but time and gravity.

The scans magnified its surface, and my stomach turned. Crater marks pocked its hide in uneven rings, raw scars where weapons had struck and failed. They had thrown everything at it. Missiles. Particle beams. Kinetic slugs. Maybe even experimental tech they weren’t ready for. It looked like they had fired their whole arsenal, even the kitchen sink, and still, the rock moved on—steady, relentless, unbroken.

It was almost poetic, in the cruelest way. Their entire civilization united against a single enemy, yet even together, they couldn’t stop it. And worse—now they were fracturing, turning on each other in orbit, their fragile alliances burning up faster than the ships they lost.

I leaned forward, pressing my hands together, my breath fogging faintly on the display. Should I step in? Should I reveal myself, tear away the veil, and save a world that had no idea I even existed?

The thought tasted like ash in my mouth. Because I knew what that would mean.

To them, I wouldn’t be a man. I wouldn’t be Albert. I’d be something else. A phantom. A weapon. An alien. The kind of thing their myths warned them about, dressed in shadow and impossible power. Once seen, I couldn’t be unseen. My presence would warp everything they believed—politics, faith, war, peace. Even their victories wouldn’t belong to them anymore. They’d belong to me.

But the alternative was worse, wasn’t it? To do nothing. To sit cloaked and silent while an entire world fought, bled, and screamed against a hammer they couldn’t stop. If those scarred craters told me anything, it was that they had already tried everything. This wasn’t a problem they could solve. Not now. Not in time.

So what then?

Was my presence a curse? A shadow that bent history off its rails? Or was it a gift—one I had no right to withhold, even if it meant tearing away their illusions?

I sat there, caught between the two truths, and realized something that chilled me to my core.

Either way, I would change them. By acting, or by refusing to act. Both paths carved scars into their future. Both left me complicit.

And maybe that was the cruelest part of it all.


CHAPTER 2


Shadows of Light

Ten hours passed before Arc finally broke the silence.

Her voice cut gently across the bridge, quiet but insistent. “I have compiled enough to provide a clearer picture.”

I straightened in the command seat, my eyes gritty with fatigue I hadn’t felt until that moment. “All right. Show me.”

The canopy darkened, starlight dimming as Arc overlaid data across the curved display. At first, it was only numbers—populations, industrial output, energy signatures—but then the screen shifted, coalescing into a spinning globe marked with borders and colors.

“This world calls itself Tiravan,” Arc began. “Its surface is divided into three primary powers and several lesser factions. The largest is the Consortium of the Veil, a coalition of industrial and financial powers holding most of the equatorial territories. Their wealth grants them access to orbital shipyards and the majority of heavy industry. To the north lies the Luminarch Dominion, governed more traditionally—regional councils tied together under a single elected High Luminarch. They control fertile lands and water supplies. To the south exists the Khyros Freeholds, a looser alliance of city-states, often fractured internally but united against outside dominance.”

I studied the shifting colors, noting how the Consortium’s reach wrapped around the equator like a choking band. “So, rich in the middle, squeezed between hungry neighbors.”

“Correct,” Arc said. “The conflict began when Consortium leaders announced their intent to construct evacuation arks. Ships designed to leave Tiravan and establish colonies elsewhere. The Dominion and the Freeholds opposed the project, claiming the Consortium was abandoning the planet to its fate while consuming resources that might save everyone instead of a privileged few.”

My jaw tightened. “So it’s exactly what I thought. Those with means clawing for survival while the rest are left to die.”

“Yes.” Arc’s tone carried no judgment, only fact. “The fracture widened into open war within months.”

The display shifted again, pulling back from the map of borders to show a new image. At first it looked like fireflies scattered across the dark—beings shaped vaguely like men and women, but filled with a faint, inner glow. Their skin was translucent, almost crystalline, veins and muscles threaded with light. The effect was haunting, ethereal, as though each one carried a lantern inside their chest.

“Holy…” I breathed. “That’s what they look like?”

“Yes.” Arc paused before adding, “However, their glow is not mystical. I accessed medical archives from Dominion servers. The light is produced by a symbiotic microorganism—classified locally as the Lyris spore. It is a biological germ that inhabits their bloodstream, binding to their immune cells. Rather than harming them, it strengthens them—rapidly accelerating healing, neutralizing pathogens, and bolstering resistance to disease. The Lyris has coexisted with them for millennia. They are inseparable.”

I leaned forward, fascinated despite myself. “So the light isn’t them. It’s… life inside of life.”

“Precisely. They live in harmony with it, much as your own species once lived in mutualism with mitochondrial precursors. Except here, the relationship is visible.”

The display shifted again, showing two of the aliens standing side by side. One brighter, one dimmer. Arc highlighted the difference. “Brightness correlates with overall health and vitality. It is used socially, culturally, and politically. Those who shine more brightly are often revered. It has become a visible marker of status.”

I frowned. “And that plays into the war, doesn’t it?”

Arc confirmed. “Yes. Many of the Consortium leaders shine brightest, whether through wealth, selective breeding, or advanced medical care. Their opponents argue that they hoard both resources and health. The asteroid has become a symbol of this divide: a death sentence from the stars. To some, it is proof that all must leave. To others, proof that none should.”

Her words settled like stones in my chest.

If we die, we all die.

I could almost hear it shouted in their streets, whispered in their halls, muttered around their dinner tables. The war wasn’t just about resources—it was about justice, about who deserved to survive, and who would be left behind to burn.

And hanging above them all was that asteroid. Waiting.

The image of the glowing beings lingered on the display, their inner light shimmering faintly as if mocking the shadows of smoke that clouded their cities. Even from orbit, they looked fragile—luminescent veins of life wrapped in thin frames, as if made of starlight trapped inside brittle glass.

I couldn’t look away.

For all their strangeness, for all the alienness of their forms, I saw people. Families. Workers. Soldiers who had no choice but to carry a weapon. Children running through crowded streets lit by the same fire that threatened to devour them. They weren’t so different from us.

I sat back slowly, my palms pressed into my knees until my fingers ached. “So what do I do with this?” I muttered under my breath. “What the hell am I supposed to do with this?”

Arc dimmed the main display slightly, as if giving me space to think. Her silence was deliberate, careful. She knew me too well by now.

Finally, I asked the question circling in my head since the first scans: “Do they have… anything? Records? Stories? Encounters with others like me?”

Yes, Sync replied immediately, his voice steady inside my mind, carrying that calm certainty he always had. Their histories are littered with myths, same as yours. Tales of lights in the sky, of beings descending in ages long past. Legends whispered to children and retold by elders. But like Earth—no verifiable proof. No contact. No visitors. No one like you.

“So if I show myself…” I whispered, more to myself than to them.

Then you will not be confirming suspicion. You will be rewriting their entire history.

The words landed like a punch to the chest. I leaned forward, elbows braced against the edge of the console, staring at the swirling blue-green planet. Whole cities pulsed in faint clusters of light. Warships crawled across orbit like ants fighting over a crumb. The asteroid still loomed far above it all, a slow, inevitable hammer.

If I did nothing, millions—maybe billions—would die.

If I did something, if I fired the Arc’s weapons, altered their trajectory, destroyed the rock that threatened them, then I would expose myself. Not as a traveler. Not as a passerby. As an alien.

The first alien.

I pressed my palms to my face, dragging them down slowly. My heart hammered with every thought. “What’s the chance of the Arc destroying it? Not disabling. Destroying.”

One hundred percent, Sync said without hesitation. The asteroid is large, yes, but not beyond Arc’s armament. A precise strike at the right velocity would fracture it into debris fields small enough to burn harmlessly in atmosphere. It would not touch the surface.

“Then why not⁠—”

Because you would not just save them, Sync cut in. You would reveal yourself. Your presence. Your technology. You would show them fire stolen from the stars, and you know as well as I what fire does in mortal hands.

I shut my eyes tight. Damn it, he was right.

Even knowledge was dangerous. Maybe especially knowledge.

If I gave them what they needed to break that asteroid, I’d also be giving them weapons. The same engines that could push a missile into orbit could carry warheads across the surface. The same alloys that could build shields for their cities could reinforce tanks and artillery. Knowledge never flowed in one direction—it spread like wildfire, touching everything, burning whatever it touched, and once released, you couldn’t control where it went.

And these people were already burning.

“They’ve thrown everything at it,” I muttered. “Every cannon, every bomb, hell, maybe even rocks lashed to rockets. Those craters on its side… they’re desperate. They know what’s coming. And they can’t stop it.”

Arc’s voice came soft, almost sympathetic. “You are not wrong.”

I leaned back again, staring up at the canopy. The stars bled through, faint, distant, indifferent. “So if I do nothing, they die. If I act, I destroy their history. Their faith. Maybe even their unity. And if I give them knowledge instead of firepower…” I trailed off, shaking my head. “Then I’m arming one side of their war with something the other side can never match.”

For a long time, no one spoke.

The weight of it pressed on me harder than the asteroid itself.

I thought about Earth. About our myths, our wars, our endless hunger for more. We’d torn ourselves apart with less. And yet, when the stars finally opened to us, we still clawed our way out, still fought over every scrap of control, every ounce of advantage.

Was I here to stop that? To guide them differently? Or was I just fooling myself, trying to play shepherd when I was really just one man with too much power in his hands?

I whispered into the quiet, “Maybe I shouldn’t have come here.”

Arc didn’t answer. Sync didn’t either. For once, even they seemed to know there was no comfort to give.

I stared down at the glowing world again, its cities like embers flickering in the dark, and wondered which would come first—the hammer of the asteroid, or the hammer of my own hand.

“How long?” I finally asked, my voice low, almost hoarse. “How long before it hits?”

Arc’s answer came immediately, precise, clinical. “Based on its current trajectory and velocity, I calculate impact in approximately nine months. Give or take a day.”

Nine months.

My chest tightened. Not years. Not centuries. Months. A human pregnancy. The time it took for life to form, to grow, to be born—and here it was the time left before an entire world was snuffed out.

I leaned forward, elbows pressing hard into my knees, staring at the floor as though the answer might be carved into the alloy beneath my boots. “Nine months,” I repeated under my breath, rolling the words over like jagged stones. “That’s… nothing.”

Plenty of time for them to tear themselves apart before the asteroid ever arrives, Sync added grimly. At their current rate of conflict, casualties from war may rival those projected from impact.

That hit harder than I wanted to admit. It wasn’t just a rock falling from the sky. They were already killing each other before it ever struck ground. The asteroid wasn’t just a threat—it was a timer, ticking down over a people too blinded by desperation to even see straight.

I scrubbed a hand down my face, exhaling slowly. “So either they kill themselves before the asteroid, or the asteroid does it for them. And I’m just sitting here watching it happen.”

Arc’s tone softened, almost maternal. “You are not powerless, Albert. You have choices. But every choice carries consequence.”

I shot a look toward the canopy, at the glowing blue-green world below. “Yeah. That’s the problem.”

My mind spun through possibilities. Could I buy them more time? Could I nudge the rock off-course without anyone noticing? Could I mask my interference as a natural phenomenon, hide my hand in the chaos? Nine months. It wasn’t long, but maybe it was long enough for a miracle—if they had one left in them.

If you act, Sync reminded me, you will become the miracle. And miracles never remain hidden for long.

That was the part that gnawed at me. If I stepped in, if I showed my hand, there was no going back. I wouldn’t just be a traveler anymore. I’d be a legend. A weapon. A target.

I closed my eyes and leaned back against the chair, letting the hum of the Arc seep into me, grounding me. “Nine months,” I whispered again. “A lifetime, and nothing at all.”

Get it here.
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