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PROLOGUE


Echoes That Began With a Seed

When I thought back on Eryndor, it never started with thunder. It started with smaller sounds. A rasp of a saw in Thalen’s workroom. The whisper of leaves as Arc’s drone passed over his fields. The tremor in a father’s breath when he looked at his daughter and refused to accept that the world had already chosen her ending.

Book two of my life did not open with glory. It opened with labor.

I met Thalen in a place that had learned to live with limits. His house stood at the edge of a village that woke before sunrise and fell asleep after smoke faded from cooking fires. He was not a lord then. Not a councilor. Just a man with stained hands and restless eyes, who loved his wife Lira and their daughter Siala with a devotion that left no space for despair to make a home.

Siala was sick. The sickness did not roar. It gnawed. Slowly. Patiently. The kind that teaches families to speak quietly, to bargain with the calendar, to pretend the winter will somehow be kinder than the summer was. On my world I had seen machines that could name such things in a breath. On Eryndor, they called it by softer words and then braced themselves.

I could have made it easy. Sync’s nanobots could have swept through her body and undone the damage with a speed that looked like magic. But magic is a story that ends when the storyteller leaves. I wanted something different. I wanted what would remain when I was gone.

So I did the most difficult simple thing I could do. I stepped back. I gave Thalen a framework instead of a fix. I gave him a way to test instead of a trick to repeat. And then I stood beside him while he failed.

We cleared a space that he called a lab and that I called a good beginning. It was a barn that smelled of hay and heat, cleaned until the wood showed honest grain. We built tables from planks that did not wobble when you leaned on them. We set water to boil and kept it at a temperature that did not swing like mood. We ground leaves and roots and bark until the powders lay in neat mounds that did not look like hope so much as discipline.

Arc mapped the plants that grew in the region, then in the hills beyond, then in the wetlands where the ground held water like a secret. She tracked alkaloids and oils and proteins. Sync modeled interactions the way a mason models the balance of stones. We made guesses that were better than guesses and then watched those guesses fail. The first mixtures soothed and then did nothing. The second set calmed a symptom and then stole strength we could not spare. The third almost worked and then showed its teeth, killing more than it cured in the small samples we tested outside her body.

When we did try to test within her, we took a path that kept our principles. I drew a thread of nanobots to my palm, let a drop of the latest extract touch my skin, and told the swarm to carry only that droplet through. They moved into Siala like rain does into soil, not as a flood, but as a trace. Arc watched with her drone. Sync watched from within me. We saw what the sickness did, and what the extract did in answer, and for a few breaths the room held its breath with us. Then we saw the price. The concentration that killed the pathogen did not stop there. It bruised the living cells around it. A victory that would turn into loss if scaled.

We adjusted. Again. Again. Days collapsed into one long attempt. The sun went down. The lamps burned. Lira brought food that grew cold at the edges while we argued over dilution curves and timing windows and how to stack a treatment in smaller waves instead of one harsh tide. We slept sitting up with chalk on our fingers. We woke to start again. Siala watched us with a patience I still think of when my own patience runs thin.

At last the mixture stopped biting what it was meant to save. Not in a storybook way. Not all at once. We introduced the treatment in increments. Sync guided microdoses to the places where the pathogen had settled deepest, but he carried nothing else. He did not deliver. He only drew a path and then stepped aside. The medicine did the work. Arc scanned to confirm what eyes could not see. Cells that had been losing ground began to hold it. Then they began to push the sickness back.

Siala’s color changed like dawn does when you are patient enough to watch it. First at the cheeks. Then at the lips. The pain left her shoulders and then her voice. She laughed at something her mother said and I realized I had never heard what her laughter sounded like. When she slept, she slept without her hands curled into fists. When she woke, she asked for more to eat than the day before.

We stood on the far side of a wall we had been climbing for weeks. And there, on that far side, we faced a question I had asked myself on worlds with brighter cities than Eryndor had. What do you do with a cure.

We could sell it. We could name a price that would make the poor choose between food and a bottle. We could dress it in the language of cost and scarcity and call it necessary. I had seen that before. I grew up reading about how my own world once discovered a treatment that could have been a common good and turned it into a private gate. The price rose. People died with a drug sitting on a shelf a mile from their bed. The word for that is not progress.

So we did not sell it. We did not hoard it. We wrote it down. Thalen recorded failures as carefully as he did the single strand of success, so that anyone who followed would see the path rather than only the destination. We did not carve his name in stone. We wrote his process in ink that any hand could hold. And then we waited and watched while Siala continued to mend.

When she could stand without swaying, we left the workroom and walked into the day as if we had not been living in a single room for a season. Thalen sold a portion of gold I helped him refine so that he could buy the supplies the village could not make. He did it honestly, because his honesty was not a thing that shifted with his luck. When men followed him out of town, drawn by the shine of coin and the weight of his purchases, Arc saw them first. I saw them next, through her eyes.

I did not want a fight. I also did not want to drag those men back to their beds and teach them how to choose better. I chose the simpler path. I asked Arc for a bike. She gave me something that held me a meter off the ground and carried me like a thought. I met Thalen on the road. I kept my face hidden beneath a helmet that showed the world nothing. My suit hid me even when my outline could be seen. Their eyes slid where I told them to slide. When they still chose to rush a man who had done them no harm, I used a stun setting that put them on the road without the kind of memories that carve themselves into grief.

Thalen climbed onto the bike with suspicion first, then trust, then a laugh that I think he had not used since he was a boy. He held on. I carried him home. There are moments that sound small when you tell them later and are not small at all. A stranger carrying you to your door and setting you down in front of your wife and your child, both alive. That is not small.

When the gold turned into sacks of flour and jars of oil and cloth that did not scratch and gifts that made Lira blush as she unwrapped what he had chosen because he loved her, I told him what I believed in my chest. It was his to give. It was his sweat that set the molds and his hands that lifted the crucible and his long nights that made a plate out of a pile of raw. There is a pride in providing that does not need an audience to feel like a parade.

We did not stay hidden forever. Work like Thalen’s does not survive in a single room for long. Thalen had an old teacher, Fenvaris, who lived in Vaeloris. The city that had once held Thalen when he was younger and did not know yet how to carry both humility and certainty at the same time. We packed what could not be left and sold what should not be carried. We loaded a wagon that was more house than cart and hitched it to beasts that Eryndari had bred to carry burdens without breaking. Arc watched from higher than clouds and lower than fear. I walked beside the wagon, covered and quiet.

We camped by rivers and under trees and in fields of low grass. Arc kept watch with two drones whose presence even night birds seemed to forgive. I learned the names Eryndari gave to their stars, which were not the names I knew. I learned how to tell if a cooking fire would smoke now or smoke later. I learned more about Thalen and Lira than I would have learned if I had read a hundred pages that pretended to know them.

City gates have a way of making travelers feel small. Fenvaris’s gates did not. They were tall, yes, but not hostile. Guards were proud without being cruel. People stepped aside not because they were afraid, but because they had learned to share a road when it held more than two.

Fenvaris met Thalen the way mentors meet students who return changed. He embraced him. He looked at Siala and forgot to pretend he was not crying. He sent Lira to rooms where windows opened onto trees. He took Thalen to a study and then, when the words they had to say demanded more space and less witness, down into a lab that had waited for years.

The place was not a noble’s toy. It was a life. Benches that had seen failures more often than applause. Glass that had cracked and been mended with care instead of thrown away. Instruments built from parts that did not match until he made them match. He had been working in the dark alone because the light above ground punished questions that did not fit the answers the Church preferred.

Fenvaris asked Thalen to help him change the world. Thalen said yes with the caution of a man who knows what yes can cost. Progress needs protection. We chose gunpowder as a language the people who would try to stop us would understand. The first Boomer left a hole in a lab wall that made us all swallow and then grin. We refined it until it could be carried without the carrier praying every step. We stored it so that one accident would not turn into a story told in past tense.

The crown heard whispers and then heard proof. We stood in a hall where power sits because it believes chairs make power heavier. The Queen asked questions that showed a mind, not a mouth. The King watched in a way that measured, not mocked. Thalen showed them a truth you do not debate. Steel does not ignore a blast because someone important is watching. When the armor on the test dummy ripped like opened fruit, the hall changed temperature. The cousins and courtiers who had waited to laugh waited instead for instruction. The King and Queen gave Fenvaris and Thalen what they needed. Not only coin. Authority to make and teach.

Authority is a key that opens doors and sometimes locks them. We talked late into nights that bled into mornings. Would we be servants in the best sense of that word, or tools in the worst. Fenvaris believed the crown could be guided. Lira believed that good men could make good rulers better. Thalen believed that work had to be done somewhere and that wishing for a perfect room while standing outside in the rain saved no one. I believed in letting them choose and then helping them carry the choice.

The years that followed did not feel like years while we were in them. They felt like a belt of days tied together. Aqueducts rose where villages had long offered prayers to empty air. Clinics opened where doors had once stayed shut to anyone without the coin to make a door open. Schools welcomed children whose parents had never been taught to read the signs on road markers. Rails stitched cities to towns and towns to farms. Factories built things that did not poison the hands that built them. A Union formed out of habits of cooperation that had been temporary and became permanent. The Church found its place where it could comfort hearts without dictating how a wheel should be shaped.

I wanted to stay. I wanted to watch Siala’s classroom fill the first morning it opened. I wanted to sit with Thalen and count the miles of track we had finished and then argue about which valley deserved the next mile. But I was not Eryndari. And I had Arc. And I had Sync. And I had a promise I had made to myself when I first put my palm on Arc’s panel and felt a ship wake and understand I was not lost.

So I spoke to Thalen the way men speak when they know the talk will end with one of them walking away. I told him I needed to leave. Not forever. Not in anger. In faith. He understood. He knew that if I stayed, the work would bend toward me and not toward the people it was meant to serve. He hugged me like a brother. He did not ask me to stay to make it easier for him tomorrow. He asked me to tell him what I saw when I came back.

I slept. Cryo sleep feels like a blink after you have done it twice. Arc held time for me. Sync kept my body honest. I had meant to sleep for ten years. Arc and Sync chose twenty. They were right. The first ten would have shown me saplings. The second ten showed me trees.

When I woke, Eryndor had stepped into an age that, on my world, had taken centuries to earn. Steam engines pulled cars across distances that had once taken weeks to walk. Ships cut rivers with their own power. Streetlamps caged light so that the dark lost its monopoly after sundown. Clinics kept mothers alive after births that used to take them. Vaccines saved children before the fever could claim names. Markets bustled because people who had once bought a week of food on a good day could now buy a month on an average one.

The Union did not wear a crown. The King and Queen had abdicated their power after using it to build the skeleton the Union needed. Thalen led with the kind of patience that looks like stubbornness if you are in a hurry. He did not speak often because he did not need to. Others spoke for him, and when they lied he looked at them until they stopped.

Siala did what I suspected she would. She taught. She researched. She spoke to crowds and then to single faces. She married a man who loved plants the way some men love engines, and together they turned wild growth into medicine without turning medicine into profit. She had children who built things out of scrap that made their teachers set the scrap aside and take notes.

The word they used for me made me uneasy and proud in the same breath. Camarcron. The Healer. My sketch hung in halls and warehouses and kitchens. People touched a finger to the edge of the frame without looking to see who else saw. Not because they believed I was a god. Because they believed that someone from the sky had seen them and left more than footprints. I of course never knew about this, until years later, when I would go visit the planet again. But, that’s for another time, and another story.

I went to see Thalen first. He found me without seeing me, the way a man does when he has learned the draft that follows a particular friend. We talked in a room where the curtains were drawn and the lights were steady. He told me about Lira with a smile that lived in his eyes before it moved to his mouth. He told me about the Union and the compromises that felt like sacrifices while you made them and like wisdom once they were done. He told me that Siala still spoke of me sometimes at night the way children remember the shape of a story they loved.

Then I went to see Siala. She met me in a tent at a research outpost ringed with mountains. She looked like the adult I had seen in my mind when I first asked her what she would do when she was not tired anymore. We spoke for hours. She had a list without writing it down. Clean water. Rural clinics. Teacher training. Public kitchens. Infection control where the roads dusted everything. Work that is not pretty to talk about and that keeps countries standing.

I thought about leaving a piece of Sync inside her for the days when all the work felt like a tide that would not stop coming in. Sync told me no. Not because he did not love her the way I did. Because secrets that live in bodies and wake a century later turn into stories that make people fear science instead of trusting it. He reminded me we had already taken something out of her that no one could see and that the only trace left was the change the cure had sparked. She was Eryndari. Brilliant. Stubborn. Enough.

I said goodbye again. It was easier and harder the second time. Easier because I could see they did not need me. Harder because I wanted to stay anyway. I told Thalen what I always told him. That he had done well. That he would do better. That he did not owe me anything. He told me what he always told me. That he owed me nothing and would still say thank you every time he saw me.

I returned to the Odyssey Arc. Arc dimmed the lights the way she does when my hands are tired and my mind is loud. Sync ran a health sweep and declared me stronger than I had any right to be after twenty years of sleep and an afternoon of walking memories. We talked about where to go next. Arc offered stars with numbers that did not appear in Fleet catalogs. Sync offered probabilities that did not care whether I was nervous. I chose a direction not because it promised safety, but because it promised work.

Eryndor had learned to walk without me. That is what I had wanted since the first day I stood in Thalen’s doorway. That is what I wanted for every place I would ever touch. To plant a seed and then make sure the ground would not turn against it. To speak less loudly each year until I could leave without the echo of my voice confusing the next speaker.

When I looked back one last time before the Arc’s hull closed out the sky, I did not see the city walls or the rail lines or the chimneys that wrote new lines on the horizon. I saw a father and a mother who had carried a child through a sickness. I saw a child who had become a teacher. I saw a teacher who had become a leader. I saw a people who had decided that progress meant lifting neighbors, not only themselves. And I saw a sketch on a wall that would someday gather dust, which is the best fate for a sketch like that. Reverence is a poor engine. Work is better.

That was Eryndor. Not a miracle. A thousand choices in a thousand rooms. Heat. Chalk. Water. Patience. The sound of a page turning. The pause before a brave answer. The calm after a good day’s labor. The quiet when a scientist closes a door gently so that a patient can sleep.

I left them to that quiet. And I turned my face back to the kind of quiet that waits between stars, which is not empty if you learn how to listen.

Arc asked me for a destination. I told her to flip a coin made of starlight and choose. Sync told me there are no coins and no fate, only numbers and the will to act.

I smiled at both of them and set the Odyssey Arc on a line that did not yet have a name.


CHAPTER ONE


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 TWO


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.”


CHAPTER THREE


The Weight of Revelation

The ship was quiet, save for the soft hum of its systems breathing around me. I lay on my back in the dark, staring at the ceiling that glowed faintly with Arc’s ambient lighting. It felt too calm for the storm in my head.

Sleep wouldn’t come. My mind was a warzone of questions, doubts, and what-ifs.

Nine months. That number pulsed in my skull like a heartbeat. Nine months until a world ended—or until I decided to make a choice that could end mine.

I turned onto my side, pulling the thin blanket tighter around me, though I wasn’t cold. It was habit, something human, something fragile to hold onto when everything else felt too vast.

If I intervened, if I destroyed that asteroid, I’d expose myself. There would be no going back. They’d know—every man, woman, and child on that planet—that someone, something beyond their world had saved them.

But how would they react?

Would they look up at the sky with awe and gratitude, singing my name into their history as a savior? Or would they see me as a threat, a weapon waiting to be turned against them?

I thought of Earth. Of my people.

If an alien ship had appeared in orbit back when humanity was still locked to a single planet, before Slipstream drives, before the fleet—what would we have done? Welcomed them with open arms? Or pointed every missile skyward, finger trembling on the trigger?

I already knew the answer.

Fear was humanity’s oldest reflex. Fear of the unknown. Fear of the other. And war was the language fear always found its way into.

I exhaled slowly, running a hand over my face. “So what makes me think they’d be any different?” I muttered into the dark.

Because you hope, Sync answered, his voice suddenly there in my head, smooth, steady.

I didn’t reply. Couldn’t. He wasn’t wrong.

Hope was all I had left—but hope didn’t change history.

I rolled onto my back again, staring up at the darkened ceiling, my thoughts turning bitter. Maybe it was arrogance, thinking I could be different. That I could step in and not change them for the worse. That I could help without becoming their story, their myth, their weapon.

The truth pressed down on me like the weight of the stars themselves: there was no clean choice here.

Either I saved them and revealed myself—or stayed hidden, and watched millions die.

I clenched my fists against the sheets. Both paths were terrible. Both paths would leave scars.

The ceiling swam in my vision, my own breath loud in the silence.

And I wondered—not for the first time—if carrying this burden was ever meant for someone like me.

The ceiling didn’t give me answers, so I finally spoke into the quiet. “Arc,” I whispered. “What do you think? If I step out of the shadows, if I reveal myself—how would they react?”

There was a long pause before she answered, her voice low, thoughtful.

“I have vast archives of their physiology,” she said. “Genetic maps. Biological responses. Even records of how their immune systems adapt under stress. But minds?” She hesitated, almost reluctant. “Nothing. Not a single cultural record, no psychological evaluations. Their science does not track the workings of thought the way yours did.”

I frowned, sitting up, resting my elbows on my knees. “So either they don’t care about mental health, or they don’t have to?”

“Correct,” Arc replied. “Which means I cannot predict their collective reaction. I can model probabilities of military response, economic stress, religious upheaval. But the mind of a people?” A quiet sigh, almost human. “That is beyond my certainty.”

I rubbed at my face, the ache in my chest sharp. “So, you’re saying you don’t know.”

“I am saying,” Arc corrected gently, “that the margin of error is too great to trust. I could build a simulation, test countless variables—individual reactions, societal ripples, generational effects—but that process would take months. And every month spent here is one month closer to impact.”

Nine months. Already a blade hanging over them, and I’d just lost more of it in theory.

I leaned back, staring into the dark again. “So, to save them, I might have to gamble blind.”

“Yes,” Arc said simply. “Without knowing if they will reach for your hand—or for their weapons.”

Silence thickened between us.

I closed my eyes, trying to picture it. Me, descending from orbit, standing before them not as a shadow but as flesh. Their faces turning upward, filled with… what? Awe? Rage? Fear? Hope?

It wasn’t just their lives at stake. It was my own. And Sync’s. And Arc’s.

My throat felt dry as I whispered to the dark, “Damn it. That’s not a choice. That’s a trap.”

But traps were what I lived in now.

I tried to sleep, but my mind wouldn’t shut down. It spun itself into loops, sketching futures I didn’t want to see.

One vision: I landed, revealed myself, and their leaders took my hand. They hailed me as proof of something greater—hope embodied. For a while, peace held, long enough to turn their fire outward, long enough to rally them against the asteroid. But when it was gone, so was their unity. Greed crept back in. My presence shifted from a miracle to a threat, and the war reignited—this time with me at the center.

Another vision: I landed, and they fell to their knees. Not out of love, but out of fear. A god, a conqueror, a nightmare dressed in flesh. And every word I spoke—every story, every promise—twisted into doctrine. Not peace, but chains. Not freedom, but worship. My name carved into their temples. Camarcron, again—but this time poisoned.

Then the worst vision: I landed, and their weapons lit up. No hesitation. No pause. Just fire. Arc’s shielding might hold, my suit might protect me, but the trust would be ash before it even had the chance to spark. I’d be their enemy, forever. The alien they had been waiting to kill.

I groaned, dragging a hand over my face. My chest felt tight, like the walls were closing in. Nine months. Nine months to decide whether I stayed hidden or gambled with an entire species.

Enough. I needed out of my head. I needed motion.

I swung my legs off the bed and stood, jaw clenched. “Arc, is there a gym on this ship?”

There was a pause, and then her voice hummed in my ear, curious. “No. Not in the conventional sense. But I am familiar with the concept. Human facilities dedicated to physical conditioning, equipped with weights, machines, resistance structures.”

“Yeah,” I muttered, already walking. “That. Can you make one?”

“Yes,” she said smoothly. “In fact, I already have.”

I blinked, mid-step. “…What?”

“I anticipated this need,” she admitted, almost coy. “Your enhanced physiology requires outlets for adaptation, Albert. A conventional gym would not suffice. I have converted Hangar Twelve. It will be ready before you arrive.”

I stopped in the corridor, brow furrowing. “Before I arrive? Arc, it’s a hangar.”

“Correct. And it is now a training environment tailored for you.”

I shook my head, a half-smile tugging at my lips despite the weight in my chest. “Show-off.”

By the time I reached the hatch, the lights had already shifted, guiding me inside. I stepped across the threshold and froze.

The hangar was transformed.

Massive racks of weights lined one wall—but they weren’t like any gym weights I’d ever seen. Dense, dark alloys gleamed under the overhead lights, each one the size of a small anvil, their markings glowing faintly with integrated displays. Benches, reinforced and sleek, waited in perfect symmetry. Ropes, bars, resistance frames—all of it arranged with the precision of a mind that had studied my every move, my every need.

And the weights…

I walked forward, running a hand over one of the plates. It was cold, heavy in a way that didn’t feel human. The smallest one looked like it belonged on a construction site, not a barbell.

“Arc…” I murmured. “These are⁠—”

“Scaled,” she finished for me. “Your upgraded body renders traditional loads useless. You could lift half a ton without strain, Albert. For your training to have meaning, resistance must match your new thresholds. These weights are measured in tons, not pounds.”

I swallowed, staring at the nearest barbell.

This wasn’t just exercise anymore. This was a test. A reminder of what I’d become.

“Damn,” I whispered, my hand tightening on the cold alloy.

Behind me, Arc’s voice was soft but steady. “You asked for strength. This is how you learn to use it.”

I wrapped my fingers around the bar. It felt wrong. Not in the build—Arc’s work was flawless, seamless—but in what it represented. My brain screamed at me the second I leaned down: You can’t lift this. No one can lift this.

The plates were massive, stacked like slabs of dark stone, each one humming faintly as if even the ship acknowledged their density. By sight alone, my instincts judged them immovable. The kind of thing cranes lifted, not people.

I braced, muscles coiled, breath caught in my chest. My heart hammered. This is insane. This is impossible. You’ll tear yourself in half.

And then⁠—

I pulled.

The bar came up smooth. Effortless.

I staggered back a step, nearly dropping it, not because it was heavy, but because it wasn’t. My arms trembled—not from strain, but from disbelief. Every alarm in my body went off at once, screaming too much, too dangerous, put it down! while reality laughed in my face.

I held it there, locked out, staring at the mirror across the room. A man stood there who shouldn’t be able to do what I was doing. A man holding several tons of alloy like it was a barbell in some cheap gym back home.

“Holy…” My voice cracked, and I set the weight down a little too fast. The impact boomed through the floor, rattling the racks, though the hangar barely seemed to notice. Reinforced. Arc had thought of everything.

“Your mind is still calibrated to human limits,” Sync said, his voice resonating through me. “Your body is not. You will experience this dissonance often until adaptation is complete.”

“No kidding,” I muttered, running a shaky hand through my hair. My palms still tingled, the ghost of the weight in my grip. Or maybe the ghost of fear.

I tried again. This time, prepared. Squatted, braced, pulled. The bar rose like it had been waiting for me. My muscles burned, but not from strain—more like they were waking up, stretching into their new reality.

I pressed it overhead, arms straight, balance shifting under me. And again, my brain screamed. Drop it, drop it, drop it! But I didn’t. I held it. Seconds bled into minutes, sweat breaking out across my forehead not from effort but from sheer defiance of instinct.

Finally, I set it down, slow this time, careful.

The silence after was heavy, broken only by the pounding of my heart.

Arc’s voice came, quiet, almost proud. “Do you understand now? This is why a normal gym would be meaningless. You are not bound by the same rules anymore.”

I swallowed hard, staring at the plates. “Yeah. I get it. Doesn’t make it any less terrifying.”

Because strength like this wasn’t just a tool. It was a responsibility. And a reminder that I wasn’t entirely human anymore.

The first lift had rattled me more than I wanted to admit. Not because it was hard, but because it wasn’t. My instincts still screamed danger with every movement, but now there was another voice layered beneath it—Sync’s clinical explanations, Arc’s calm reassurances, and the whisper of my own body telling me, this is what you can do now.

So I tested it.

I moved from the racks to the press bench. Arc had reconfigured it on the fly—reinforced alloy rails, a bar thicker than anything I’d ever seen in a gym, weighted stacks that looked more like slabs cut from a starship hull. I lowered myself onto the bench, gripped the bar, and pushed.

It slid up smooth as silk. Not effortless this time—there was resistance, a kind that made my chest burn and my arms flex in ways that felt right. But it was still nothing compared to what my eyes told me I was lifting.

“Your neuromuscular system has been optimized,” Sync explained, his voice steady in my skull. “Every contraction now fires with perfect efficiency. No wasted motion, no micro-failures. Your skeletal structure has also been reinforced with nanite-woven lattice. That is why your strength feels alien to you. It is.”

I grunted, pushing through another rep. Alien. That word hung heavy. But he wasn’t wrong.

By the tenth rep, I racked the bar and sat up, wiping sweat from my brow. Sweat. At least I still did that. Small mercies.

From there, I tried the cables. The resistance was… absurd. Each pull felt like dragging a boulder through tar. My shoulders lit up, my arms trembling—but not with weakness. With unused potential. Every movement screamed you can do more, and so I did.

Arc chimed in, amused. “You’re burning through calories at six times the normal rate. I recommend increased nutritional intake after this session.”

“Great,” I muttered. “Stronger, but I still have to eat like a horse.”

“A hartsteed, technically,” Sync corrected dryly.

I barked a laugh, pulling harder until the cable groaned. “Smartass.”

The treadmill came next—or something Arc had engineered to mimic one. A long strip of reinforced plating that shifted underfoot, magnetic resistance tuned to match terrain. I ran. Hard. Faster than I ever had before. My legs blurred beneath me, lungs pumping, heart steady. Ten kilometers vanished in minutes. Twenty more followed before I even noticed the burn.

When I finally staggered off, chest heaving, I realized I wasn’t exhausted. Just… buzzing. Like the energy in me had only scratched the surface.

Confidence built. Too much, maybe. I circled back to the racks, to the weights that had nearly broken my mind earlier. Arc had stacked them heavier this time, as if daring me.

“Let’s see what I can really do,” I muttered.

I squatted, braced, lifted. The plates rose. My body screamed, my brain screamed louder, but I didn’t stop. I pressed it overhead, grinning like an idiot. Power surged through me, intoxicating.

And then—my grip slipped.

The bar tilted, the plates clanging as gravity won. One stack toppled sideways, slamming down against my boot with a sound like thunder.

Pain lanced through me, white-hot, and I cried out, stumbling back. Instinct told me to look down and see ruin—a mangled foot, blood, bone. My heart hammered in my throat.

But when I staggered to the mirror, panting, all I saw was a dent in the plating of my boot. My foot—aching, throbbing, but whole. No crushed bones. No blood. Just pain fading fast as the nanites swarmed to repair whatever micro-damage I’d taken.

I laughed then. Half hysterical, half relieved.

“Goddamn it,” I whispered, shaking my head. “I should be crippled right now.”

Arc’s voice was calm, almost smug. “You are not. That is the point.”

“Adaptation confirmed,” Sync added. “Your durability is now within acceptable thresholds.”

I leaned against the rack, breathing hard, staring at my reflection. Sweat-soaked, grinning like a madman, alive in ways I hadn’t been before.

Stronger. Faster. Tougher.

Something more.

But still—at least for now—me.


CHAPTER FOUR


The Weight of Choice

The next morning came slow.

Not because of sleep—I didn’t need much of that anymore—but because my mind had churned all night, grinding against itself like worn gears. By the time Arc dimmed the lights to mimic dawn, I was already at the viewport, a steaming cup of coffee in hand. The bitter taste grounded me, gave me something human to cling to while I stared down at the planet below.

It wasn’t beautiful today. Not really. From orbit, the world looked raw, bruised. Clouds dragged smoke across whole continents. Cities flickered like embers in a fire too far gone to save. And above it all, the asteroid hung—a jagged, silent executioner waiting for its cue.

I sipped, slow and deliberate, my eyes locked on that drifting rock.

I still hadn’t decided. Not until the moment came when I found myself nodding, the decision crystallizing like a blade drawn from fire.

“I’ve got a plan,” I said quietly.

Arc’s voice stirred, calm but cautious. “And what plan is that?”

I lowered the mug, letting the steam curl up against my face. “Not to expose myself. Not to show up as the spaceman who swoops in and fixes everything. That didn’t work on Earth, it won’t work here. But maybe…” I trailed off, thinking of Thalen, of his stubbornness, his brilliance, his willingness to take risks when no one else would. “Maybe I can help them the same way I helped him. Quietly. By finding someone who can carry the torch.”

The silence in the cabin deepened. Even Sync didn’t interrupt at first.

Finally, Arc spoke. “That will be… difficult.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Difficult how?”

“Finding a candidate during a planetary-scale conflict is nearly impossible,” she explained. “War distorts everything. Leaders are elevated not by vision but by power. Scientists are conscripted into weapons programs. Innovators are silenced if their ideas do not serve the immediate needs of survival. The probability of locating a lone thinker, untouched by faction politics, is low.”

I set the mug aside and leaned forward in my chair, elbows on my knees. “Low isn’t impossible.”

Define your criteria, Sync cut in, his tone sharp, efficient. What exactly do you want Arc to search for?

I exhaled through my nose. “Someone on the fringe. Not a leader. Not a general. Someone who thinks differently—maybe too differently for their own people. A loner. Smart, stubborn, maybe even mocked for having crazy ideas.”

“Crazy ideas?” Arc echoed.

I smirked faintly. “Crazy, but not fanatic. I’m not looking to create a zealot. Just… someone overlooked. Someone who sees the world differently enough to know it needs to change, but hasn’t lost themselves to anger or power.”

Arc went quiet, systems humming softly as she turned her processors toward the task.

Parameters received, Sync confirmed. I will refine the filters and eliminate high-risk personalities. The danger, of course, is subjectivity. What qualifies as brilliance to one faction may qualify as heresy to another. What you consider ‘vision’ may be read as ‘treason.’

“Yeah,” I muttered, rubbing my face with both hands. “That’s always the risk. Thalen was the same way. His own people thought he was half a madman.”

I let the memory wash over me—him clutching his notes, his stubborn grin when he realized he was right, the fire in his eyes when the world finally gave him the chance to prove it.

“He just needed someone to believe in him,” I said softly. “That’s all I did. I gave him space, tools, a little push. The rest was him.”

Arc’s voice, softer now: “And you hope to find another like him.”

“Hope?” I said, leaning back with a humorless chuckle. “No. I have to. Because I can’t sit here and watch them burn each other down with a rock hanging over their heads. I’ve got to try.”

The silence stretched again, but this time it wasn’t resistance. It was agreement. Quiet, heavy agreement.

Somewhere deep in the Arc’s systems, I knew the search had already begun.

Arc’s hum changed in tone, subtle but noticeable, like a machine shifting gears. “Beginning candidate review.”

The displays flared to life, one after another, flickering with faces, names, and fragments of lives pulled from intercepted transmissions and data caches.

The first was a man, broad-shouldered and stern, with eyes that glared at the world as if daring it to challenge him. “Local militia leader,” Arc explained. “Intelligence above average, strong organizational skills. But⁠—”

The footage shifted to him shouting in a crowded square, veins bulging in his neck, his rhetoric sharp as blades. “—his loyalty is to power, not truth. He is dangerous.”

I shook my head. “Next.”

One by one, they passed before me.

A merchant, clever with numbers but too greedy to look beyond his own purse.

A young inventor, brilliant with mechanics but already tethered to a warlord’s army.

A healer, compassionate and wise, but too devout to see science as anything but heresy.

Each candidate shone for a moment, then dimmed under scrutiny. Every spark was smothered by something—corruption, fear, ambition, blindness.

By the seventh, my patience was fraying. By the ninth, I wanted to close the display and call the whole thing off.

Arc’s tone remained calm, but I thought I detected the faintest edge of weariness in her voice. “Tenth candidate.”

The screen shifted, and I froze.

The woman who appeared there was unlike the others. Younger, perhaps no more than mid-twenties by their standards, with sharp eyes that seemed to look through the lens rather than into it. Her frame was slight, almost fragile, but there was a poise about her—a deliberate stillness that spoke of someone who lived inside her own mind more than in the noise of the world around her.

But it wasn’t her posture or her expression that caught me.

It was her light.

The Tiravani glow, the inner shimmer that marked their health and intellect, ran across her form—but only half of it. From her left shoulder down to her leg, she radiated like molten silver trapped beneath skin. The right side, though, was dim. Not gone, but muted. A shadow of what the other side carried.

Even on the cold projection, the imbalance was jarring. Wrong. Beautiful, but wrong.

“What am I looking at?” I asked slowly.

Arc’s pause stretched longer than I expected. “Unknown.”

“Unknown?” I raised a brow. “You’ve been dissecting their medical records for days.”

“Correct,” she admitted. “But no record matches her condition. No references to asymmetrical luminescence exist within their health registries, genetic archives, or cultural texts. Their data acknowledges illness, deformity, and deficiency—but not this.”

Sync cut in, his voice heavy with certainty. That is because she is not considered ill. She is considered lesser.

The image flickered, showing her walking through a crowded street. People turned their faces away, some sneering, others whispering. None touched her. None acknowledged her.

Arc’s voice softened, almost reluctant. “On this world, brilliance is associated with brightness. Those who shine more brightly are thought to be healthier, smarter, destined for greater things. Those who do not…”

“Are dismissed,” I finished, my stomach knotting.

“Prejudice embedded into culture,” Sync confirmed. Her intellect is formidable. Records show her solving mathematical and engineering problems that surpass her peers by decades. But her work is ignored, her presence overlooked, because she does not ‘shine’ enough.

I leaned forward, studying her face. There was no bitterness in her eyes, no trace of surrender. Only focus. Determination.

“Smart enough to see the truth,” I murmured. “But ignored because she doesn’t fit their idea of what smart looks like.”

Arc said nothing. She didn’t have to. The weight of it settled heavy between us.

“Damn,” I whispered, almost to myself. “She’s perfect. How do I get her?”

Arc laughed, a soft ripple through the ship’s audio system. “You cannot simply capture her. She will be missed, even if she might not be well looked at. She has family, even if they do not support her.”

I winced, at both the truth in her words and the image they conjured. “Right. I can’t just kidnap her.” I leaned back, scrubbing a hand down my face. “But what kind of fucking family leaves their child alone because of how they look?”

Silence hung for a moment, the kind that wasn’t empty but weighted. Arc didn’t answer right away, and Sync’s quiet hum threaded through my implant like he was processing what I’d said.

Finally, Arc’s voice came again, calm and clinical. “The same kind of family your own species once had. You know this, Albert. Societies evolve, but prejudice evolves with them. On Tiravan, brilliance is measured in light. She does not meet their standard, so she has been marked as less, despite evidence to the contrary.”

Sync added, Humans did much the same. Children were cast aside for being different. Left behind for weakness of body, or of mind. Segregated, institutionalized, hidden. Only when technology caught up did those prejudices lose their teeth.

I closed my eyes, jaw tightening. “And even then, not all of them.”

I thought of old Earth history, the endless stories of exclusion, cruelty dressed up as tradition. It burned, not because it was alien, but because it was familiar. Too familiar.

“She has a family,” I muttered, “but not a home.”

Arc didn’t argue. She didn’t need to. The display hovered in front of me, her half-lit form frozen in a moment of quiet defiance, as though even the camera had failed to diminish her resolve.

And I found myself wondering—not for the first time—if that strength was why I’d noticed her at all.

“Ok, I still want her. We need to figure out how to get her, without giving her a heart attack. Let’s at least go see her. I will stay hidden,” I suggested.

Arc’s voice was steady, though I swore I caught the faintest trace of amusement. “You say that as though it will be simple. This is not a casual visit, Albert. To her, you would be a phantom, a voice out of air. That can inspire awe—or terror.”

Most likely terror, Sync cut in, his tone dry and absolute. The probability of panic upon first contact with an unseen intelligence exceeds eighty percent. The probability of collapse or lasting trauma is lower, but not negligible.

“Great,” I muttered, pinching the bridge of my nose. “Exactly what I don’t want. The last thing I need is to be the monster under her bed.”

Arc softened. “But you also cannot wait forever. The asteroid will not slow its descent. If she is to be the one you teach, she must be brought into your circle of trust soon. Before her world decides for her.”

I drummed my fingers against the armrest, staring at her frozen image on the display—the sharp gaze, the half-light that made her an outcast. Outcast or not, she radiated determination.

“All right,” I said at last. “Then we start small. Observation. You can keep me hidden, Arc?”

“Of course,” she replied smoothly. “I can mask your presence entirely. To her, the room will be as it always has been. If you speak, she will hear a voice—my modulation of yours—without sound escaping beyond her ears. It will feel like thought. Whispered thought.”

But you cannot overuse it, Sync warned. Too much too quickly and she will either reject it as madness or cling to it as divinity. Neither serves our purpose.

“I know,” I said quietly. “I’m not here to be her god. I just want her to listen.”

The image of her lingered on the screen, her half-lit figure walking alone through a crowd that pretended she didn’t exist. And for the first time, I felt something like kinship—like maybe she and I were both walking the same path, just on different worlds.

“Let’s go see her,” I repeated, firmer this time.

Arc dimmed the display and shifted the Arc’s trajectory with the faintest hum of thrusters. “Very well, Albert. But remember—this is the first step. Once you take it, there is no going back.”

I leaned back, my chest tightening, and whispered to myself, “Story of my life.”


CHAPTER FIVE


Edge of the Light

The shuttle touched down with hardly a whisper, Arc’s stealth field wrapping it in a cocoon that bent sound and light until even the night breeze seemed to pass it by without notice. The ramp lowered into grass that swayed beneath alien skies, soft silver leaves brushing against my boots as I stepped off.

We had landed just outside the town—ten thousand souls, Arc estimated. Not large, not sprawling, but self-contained. A place with its own rhythm, its own quiet heart.

From here, it looked… normal. Rows of dwellings, curved rooftops catching the pale glow of Tiravan’s twin moons. Streets lined with trees that shimmered faintly in the dark, their bark etched with bioluminescent veins. In the center, a broad square with a fountain that didn’t spout water, but instead a glowing mist that hung in the air like a low cloud. Families walked beneath it, children running through the fog with laughter that carried, oddly familiar, across the night.

It was close enough to human to trick the mind—but off in ways that tugged at my senses. Their homes leaned slightly forward, as if straining toward the street, and their windows curved rather than squared. The parks were too meticulously ordered, each plant clearly chosen for both color and function. Even the air smelled faintly different, a mineral tang beneath the earthy scents of soil and stone.

And yet, it was beautiful. Not unsettling—just… theirs.

Arc guided me to the edge of the settlement. “Her home is that one. Small, on the outskirts. Efficient design, minimal footprint.”

I followed the data overlay to a house no bigger than a cottage. Its walls were smooth pale stone, roof sloped low. A single lantern glowed at the doorway, casting a soft circle of light onto the garden that spread before it.

She was there.

The candidate.

On her knees in the dirt, hands busy among leafy stems and roots. She hummed softly to herself, a tune I didn’t recognize—too high and fluid for human ears to catch all the tones—but it carried a strange peace. She pulled up stalks, shook free soil, and set them carefully into a basket. Food, not herbs. Staples, by the look of it.

She rose with the basket hooked in the crook of her arm and carried it inside.

I stayed back, crouched among the shadow of trees. Even if someone looked my way, Arc’s field would blur me into nothing more than a ripple in the night. Still, I didn’t move. Didn’t breathe too loud. Just… watched.

Her home was modest. One bedroom, Arc whispered through my link. Walls lined with shelves, but not with the kind of glowing data-slates her people had developed. Real books. Heavy, bound in leather-like hides, the kind you carried for a lifetime. Dozens of them, stacked and arranged with care.

I let out a low breath. “She’s a reader.”

I hesitated, then whispered, “Arc… send one of your small drones. I want to see more.”

“Deploying,” she replied.

From beneath the fabric of my sleeve, nanites stirred. They unspooled into the air like a shimmer of liquid smoke, knitting themselves together mid-flight until a tiny drone—no larger than a fly—hovered before my eyes. Its wings buzzed faintly, catching moonlight, then it zipped silently toward her cottage.

Through my link, its vision overlaid mine, and suddenly I wasn’t just watching from the shadows. I was inside.

Inside, she placed the basket on a wooden counter, then began sorting her harvest. Washing, trimming, slicing with a knife that looked old but well-kept. The scent of herbs drifted faintly even through Arc’s sensors. She dropped them into a pot where water simmered over a small stove. A stew, but simple. Filling. And from what I could see—meatless.

“Do they eat meat?” I asked, curiosity pushing past the quiet.

Yes, Sync replied, his voice firm in my skull. Their biology requires a mix of plant and animal proteins. But meat here is costly. Supply disrupted by war. Some regions starve while others hoard.

“So maybe she can’t afford it,” I murmured. Watching her stir the pot, alone in that little house, something inside me twisted. She moved with purpose, but also with the kind of tired grace you only saw in people who bore their weight alone.

And now she cooked her dinner, humming again. Alone.

My hands tightened at my sides. She didn’t know it yet, but she might be the key to saving her world.

I stayed with her in that silence, watching the way she sat there, so still, as though she’d made peace with being alone. And maybe she had.

But was that strength—or surrender?

I couldn’t tell. Part of me wanted to believe she had chosen solitude, that her mind was enough of a world that she didn’t need anyone else. But another part of me, the part that remembered quiet nights staring at cold stars, knew that loneliness had a way of wrapping around you like barbed wire until you couldn’t tell where it ended and you began.

And here I was, an invisible intruder in her life, watching her stir soup and sit in silence.

I felt like a stalker. Worse—I felt like I was weighing her life, like a merchant deciding whether the goods were worth the price. Was she safe for me to trust? Was I safe for her to even meet?

That’s when the sharp buzz of sound cut through the stillness.

She startled slightly, then reached to the side table and picked up what looked like a sleek, rectangular device—smooth metal and glass. A phone. Primitive by Earth’s standards, but familiar in its shape and function.

Arc confirmed immediately. “Comparable to early twenty-first-century terrestrial communication units. No embedded assistants. Strictly point-to-point voice and data transfer. Their networks are functional, but fragmented—cellular architecture without global integration.”

So, basically, an old Earth cellphone. Before the assistants. Before everything got smart.

The woman put it to her ear. Her voice softened, cautious.

Arc overlaid translation into my ear. “Hello?”

A pause. Then another voice answered, tinny but sharp even through the static. Male. Older. Family.

“Are you still alive?” Arc translated.

The woman’s lips pressed into a line. “Yes. Still alive. Still here.”

There was bitterness in her tone. Not explosive. Just tired, worn smooth by years of being dismissed.

The man didn’t answer immediately. When he did, it was clipped, perfunctory. “Good. Don’t make trouble.”

And then the line went dead.

I stared at her as she set the device down. She didn’t move for a long time, just sat there with the screen reflecting faint light across her uneven glow.

Even her family thought her lesser. And yet—they still called. Still checked if she was breathing. Not out of love, maybe. Duty. Obligation. A thread thin enough to snap at any moment.

I exhaled slowly, leaning back against the shuttle’s seat. She wasn’t safe. Not in the way I wanted her to be. But maybe that was what made her perfect.

She had no pedestal, no one to shield her, no illusions about her place in their society. Only her mind. Only her will.

And that made her dangerous—in all the right ways.

“So, what do you both think?” I asked out loud.

Arc’s answer came first, her voice even, deliberate. “Her records are consistent. Intelligence verified across multiple independent submissions—mathematics, engineering, even early theoretical work in orbital mechanics. She is dismissed publicly, but her private notes indicate clarity far beyond her peers. I believe she is a viable candidate.”

Sync followed, his tone firm, weighted. Potential is high. But certainty requires contact. Observation alone is insufficient.

I rubbed the back of my neck, my eyes still locked on her through the drone’s feed. She had gone back to her soup, quiet again, the brief sting of her family’s call hanging in the air like smoke after a fire.

“You mean,” I muttered, “I have to show myself.”

Correct. Sync didn’t flinch, didn’t soften. You cannot measure trust from shadows. The risk is necessary.

Arc’s voice gentled, but no less true. “If you remain unseen, she is just another study subject. Another name in a file. If you wish to guide her—if you wish her to carry what you cannot—you must step into her world. Let her see you.”

I stared at the dark glass of the display, at my reflection faintly superimposed over hers. My face, her glow. Two halves of a conversation not yet spoken.

“And if she screams?” I asked softly. “If she runs to the authorities, to her family, to anyone who will listen?”

Arc didn’t answer immediately. When she did, her tone was measured. “Then she was never meant to be the one.”

But I do not believe she will, Sync countered, unshaken. Her records show a pattern. Isolation. Disregard. When dismissed by her peers, she retreats into work, not violence. When ignored by her family, she records her findings anyway. This indicates resilience. Not betrayal.

I leaned back, exhaling hard. The logic was sound. The risk still knifed through my gut.

Arc added, quieter now, “Albert, you already know the truth. She is a good choice. The best we’ve found. But until you stand in front of her, until she hears your voice, you will never know for certain.”

I closed my eyes, letting their words settle.

The ship hummed gently around me. Her image flickered on the screen—one half alight, the other dim. Overlooked. Ignored. Misjudged.

And maybe, just maybe, she was exactly the kind of person who could carry a secret without letting it rot the world around her.

I opened my eyes and said, “Then I guess it’s time I stop hiding.”


CHAPTER SIX


Ink and Shadows

Her room was quiet.

The kind of quiet that followed a long day, when the weight of the world pressed down from outside and left only a hush within these four walls. She sat by the small table near the window, a small reading light low, its pale glow casting shadows across her shelves of worn books. The smell of her stew still lingered faintly in the air.

Her journal—simple, bound with rough leather—lay open in front of her. She had filled half a page already, careful symbols and equations written in the alien script of her people, her hand steady even as her eyes looked tired.

I lingered unseen, watching. Waiting. The nanites stirred within me like coiled thought, a whisper of possibility.

“All right,” I breathed quietly. “Let’s see how this goes.”

With a command, I pushed a thread of the swarm outward. The drones slid free from my skin like invisible ink, streaming across the air until they found the page. To her, nothing moved—until the pen lying idle at the edge of the table twitched. Slowly, carefully, it lifted, guided by unseen hands.

Her head jerked up, eyes darting around the room. She froze, staring at the pen. The light caught the reflection in her wide pupils as the pen lowered, pressing softly to the paper.

The first line appeared.

A simple pattern of numbers. A sequence. 1, 2, 3, 5, 8, 13…

The pen stopped, hovering.

She blinked, confusion and fear mingling in her face. Her hands stayed on her lap. She did not scream. She did not run. Instead, she leaned forward, studying the marks. Her lips moved silently, sounding out the rhythm of the sequence.

Her brow furrowed. She turned the page, glancing back at the symbols as if to confirm she hadn’t written them herself.

Then she did something I hadn’t expected. She picked up the pen with trembling fingers and—hesitant, reluctant—added the next number in the sequence.

Twenty-one.

A thrill ran through me. She understood.

The pen slipped free of her hand, moving again on its own. This time, letters.

Do you understand?

Her lips parted. She stared, and for a long moment I thought she might bolt. But instead, she pressed her knuckles to her mouth, closed her eyes, and drew a shaky breath. Slowly, she wrote back, her hand so tight on the pen that her knuckles went pale.

Who is this?

The words looked fragile on the page. Fragile, but there.

Sync’s voice hummed inside my skull, steady as stone. She has not fled. She has not called for aid. This is promising.

Arc added, softer, almost cautious. “Her mind is not closed. She is questioning, not rejecting.”

I exhaled, realizing I’d been holding my breath.

The pen hovered again. Nanites guided the ink in careful strokes.

Not a danger. A friend.

She flinched at the movement, but her gaze didn’t break from the page. Her hand hovered above her lap, fingers twitching as though she wanted to reach out but couldn’t. Finally, she bent down again, the light catching on the sweat gathering at her brow.

Why? she wrote.

I hesitated, staring at the page through the drone’s feed. Why, indeed. Why here? Why her? Why me?

Because she was dismissed. Because she was brilliant. Because she was everything this fractured world might need.

The pen lowered one last time that night, the words forming in quiet certainty.

Because you see what others do not.

Her hand shook as she traced the words, reading them again and again. Her lips moved silently, repeating them. She didn’t ask more. Not yet. She closed the book, pressing her palm flat against its cover as if to seal the conversation inside.

And still, she didn’t cry out. She didn’t run. She simply sat there, staring at the light, as though weighing whether she had just spoken to a ghost—or something else entirely.

I watched her long after she had gone still. My heart thudded slow but heavy in my chest.

This was it. The first step.

She hadn’t rejected me.

Not yet.

Thankfully, Arc was doing auto-translation for me, but it was my thoughts that were put on paper.

I then decided to test her more. I had the nanobots open the book again, and write down another simple formula. A progression in numbers, one that a child could follow if they had the basics. She blinked at it, tapped the pencil against her lip, then wrote down the correct continuation with no hesitation.

Good.

I wrote another, this one slightly more complex, layering multiplication into the sequence. Again, she studied it for less than a minute before scratching in the answer, neat and precise. No wasted strokes, no guesswork.

She tilted her head, frowning slightly at the page. Then she flipped it back toward herself and wrote beneath it: Why are you asking me this?

I almost smiled. She wasn’t just answering blindly—she wanted to know why. That was good. Curiosity was a sign of someone who thought beyond rote learning.

I kept going. A geometry problem this time. A drawn triangle, sides marked with alien numerals Arc had converted from mine, and the question: Find the missing angle.

She sighed, rubbed her forehead, but didn’t stop. The pencil moved steadily, writing out the steps until she landed on the correct number.

Then she put the pencil down and just stared at the page. Her lips moved, whispering something I couldn’t hear. Finally, she wrote: You’re not real. This is a trick.

I hesitated. Then I leaned in, focused, and had the nanobots scrawl across the paper in deliberate strokes: What makes something real?

Her hand hovered over the page for a long time. Then, slowly, she wrote back: If I can touch it. If I can hear it. If others see it too.

I responded: And what if something is real, but cannot be touched? What if others do not see? Does that mean it isn’t real?

She froze, pencil in midair, her brows knitting together. The seconds stretched.

Finally, she wrote: Then it is only real to the one who sees it.

I pressed harder. And is that enough?

Her pencil wavered. She swallowed, bit her lip, and then answered: Sometimes it has to be.

I leaned back against the wall, knowing that no matter what noise I made, Arc would suppress it. That wasn’t just intelligence—that was philosophy. Morality. She hadn’t run. She hadn’t panicked. She had leaned into the question and tried to answer it, even if her hand shook at the end.

Arc said in my ear, low, quiet: “She’s not just smart, Albert. She’s willing to wrestle with ideas others would dismiss. That makes her dangerous.”

Dangerous. And valuable.

I studied her through the feed as she closed the book at last and pressed it to her chest, eyes closed like she was trying to hold in the words I had written there.

For the first time since stepping onto this planet, I felt the faint stirrings of something like hope. Hope in maybe saving this planet from an extinction event.

I left her there, not wanting to overwhelm her. She had enough to wrestle with already, even if she didn’t realize what—or who—she’d been talking to.

“Arc, can you leave a drone here and keep an eye on her? I would feel weird if I was to watch over her.”

“Of course,” she replied smoothly. “I can have it follow her. Did you wish for me⁠—”

“No,” I cut her off gently, knowing what she was about to ask. “Just follow her.”

“Very well.”

I slipped out the back door the same way I’d entered. The night air was cool, carrying the faint tang of soil and smoke from distant chimneys. The garden rustled softly in the wind, and for a moment, I lingered there, watching the faint light of her home spilling across the ground. Then I turned, pulling my hood tighter, and melted into the darkness.

The path back to the shuttle was a winding one, taking me along narrow lanes that branched like veins through the small town. I kept to the shadows, slipping between pools of pale light cast by lamps that looked almost human, almost familiar—yet not quite. The angles were wrong, the designs a little too elegant, as if someone had taken a blueprint from Earth and let an artist refine it into something new.

Families were still awake in some of the houses. I caught fragments of sound—laughter, arguments, the faint buzz of their media devices. Children’s voices drifted on the wind, sharp and bright before being pulled inside by parents who clearly worried about the war beyond their walls.

It struck me then—this wasn’t just a people on the edge of extinction. This was a people still living, still clinging to the fragile thread of normalcy while a hammer swung over their heads.

By the time I reached the outskirts, the lights had thinned, replaced by open fields and the darker silhouettes of hills. My shuttle was waiting where I’d left it, cloaked and silent, no more than a smudge against the night sky. Arc opened the hatch without a word, the ramp lowering just enough for me to slip inside before sealing again.

I exhaled once I was in the dim light of the cabin, the weight of the night pressing in at last.

“Drone is in position,” Arc said softly. “It will remain at a distance, unseen, but close enough to observe.”

“Good.” I sank into the seat, rubbing at my eyes. “Because if I keep watching her myself, I’ll start treating her like a test subject instead of… instead of a person.”

She is both, Sync interjected in his steady tone. A potential vector for change, and an individual with her own agency. It is your responsibility to remember both truths.

I leaned back, staring at the canopy as the shuttle lifted and carried me back toward the Arc. Sync wasn’t wrong.

But for now, I just needed space. Space to think, space to breathe, space to decide what came next.


CHAPTER SEVEN


Shadows and Light

The next evening, I sat in the Arc’s lounge with a cup of coffee cooling between my hands, staring at the display Arc had pulled up for me.

“She’s been looking at the book repeatedly,” Arc reported in her calm, measured tone. “For hours, Albert. She turns the pages, stares at your writing, even holds the pen poised as though she expects it to move again. She is attempting to will it to answer her.”

I exhaled slowly, watching the grainy feed of her sitting at her table, head bent over the book. “So she thinks it was the book itself?”

“Most likely,” Arc replied. “She shows no signs of searching the room or suspecting another presence. Her focus is entirely on the text.”

I sipped my coffee, its warmth grounding me. “I guess that means I should head down again. Try another test.”

Not necessary, Sync interjected in my head, his tone steady. You left nanobots embedded in the binding of the book, Albert. With Arc’s drone nearby, I can establish a tight-link relay. You can control them remotely from here.

That stopped me cold, my cup hovering halfway to my lips. “So I can… talk to her without even being there?”

Correct.

That would make things easier. Safer, even. No risk of being spotted coming or going, no chance of leaving footprints in the dirt or brushing past a curtain that wasn’t supposed to move. I could reach her without ever leaving the safety of orbit.

But as I sat there, watching her through the drone’s small eye, I felt something heavier settle in me.

She wasn’t a child, not some impressionable teenager fumbling with ideas too big for her. No—she was a woman, an adult of her people, carrying herself with quiet dignity despite the way the world saw her. The data Arc had scraped from local census records pegged her age somewhere in her mid-twenties by their measure. Old enough to carry her own burdens. Old enough to stand on her own.

And she was beautiful.

I blinked hard, the thought almost startling me. Maybe I’d been away from human women too long. Maybe isolation and time had warped my perspective. But I couldn’t deny what I saw.

Her hair, like all of her kind, was white—pale as snow under starlight. But hers was long, flowing nearly to her waist, drawn back into twin braids that framed her face with a kind of austere grace. Her features, sharp yet soft, held an elegance that was entirely alien yet unmistakably feminine. High cheekbones.

And her eyes—those were what caught me the most.

They weren’t human, not even close. Larger, slightly almond-shaped, with an inner glow that pulsed faintly as though each breath carried light through them. Unlike her body, where only half burned bright, both her eyes shimmered with the living luminescence of her people. Swirls of silver and pale gold rippled across her irises, moving like liquid fire trapped in glass. They shifted subtly with her thoughts, sparking when her focus sharpened, dimming when her mind wandered. Looking into them felt like peering into twin lanterns, windows not just to her soul, but to the symbiosis that defined her very existence.

They were unearthly, yes—but not cold. They burned with an intensity that made it hard to look away, as though the universe itself had chosen to leave two candles burning in the depths of her gaze.

Her mouth quirked faintly when she was lost in thought, as though some unspoken word was always on the edge of forming, but her eyes—those living lights—were the true measure of her. Not muted. Not lesser. But radiant, in a way no prejudice could erase.

The camera followed as she rose to fetch water, the braids swaying behind her, the curve of her figure clear even under the simple clothes she wore. Not ornate silks or tailored garments—just the practical attire of someone who worked, who lived alone, who relied on herself. And yet, even in that simplicity, there was a kind of understated beauty.

I rubbed my face with one hand and let out a quiet laugh. “Great. second alien planet, and I’m already thinking the locals are attractive. Maybe I really have been in space too damn long.”

Still, I couldn’t ignore it. She was beautiful. She was also scarred, in the eyes of her people.

The light that marked their health, their intellect, their worth—her light burned strong, but only across half of her body. From her left shoulder down, she glowed like molten silver trapped beneath her skin, a living fire that pulsed faintly with every heartbeat. But the other half… muted. Dim. Not gone, but quiet, like a candle hidden behind glass.

To them, it made her lesser. Unworthy. A shadow of what she could have been.

To me?

It made her human.

Not literally, of course. She wasn’t human. Not even close. But the imbalance, the imperfection, the way her brilliance was dismissed because it didn’t fit the mold—there was something achingly familiar in that. Something that pulled at me harder than I wanted to admit.

I leaned back in my chair, staring at her image as she sat once more, resting her chin in her hand and gazing down at the stubbornly silent book.

“They don’t see it,” I murmured softly. “But she might be the strongest one of all.”

Arc said nothing, though I thought I caught the faint flicker of agreement in the data stream pulsing across my display.

I let the pen twitch in her book, letting the ink crawl into another sequence of numbers, nothing too complex—something a child might solve, but written with precision that marked it as intentional.

She leaned forward, her braids brushing over her shoulders as she studied the page. Her glowing eyes flicked across the symbols, and then, with the same deliberate care, she picked up her own pen and wrote the answer beneath it. Correct. Clean. Confident.

I hesitated, then scrawled a second line. A riddle, this time. One Arc had pulled from Earth’s archives, translated neatly into her language.

She read it twice, lips pressing together, then tilted her head as though considering not just the answer, but why the question had been asked at all. When she finally wrote her response, I almost laughed—her answer wasn’t just correct, it was witty. A small twist of words that showed she wasn’t just solving the puzzle but playing with it.

Perfect.

I waited, let the silence stretch, then wrote again, this time simple and direct:

What is your name?

Her pen hovered above the page, motionless. For the first time, I saw doubt flicker in those luminous eyes. She glanced toward the window, toward the quiet of the street outside, then back to the book. Slowly, carefully, she wrote.

Kaelen Varae.

I whispered it aloud without meaning to, testing the sound. Alien, yes, but with a rhythm that fit her. Kaelen. Varae.

She underlined it once, as if to confirm. Her name. Her truth.

And then, beneath it, she wrote something else:

And who are you?

I stared at the words she had written—And who are you?—and felt the weight of the truth clawing at me.

I couldn’t just tell her. I couldn’t write, Hey, I’m an alien drifting above your world, using nanobots to scribble in your book while my ship cloaks us from your people’s sensors. That wasn’t an introduction. That was a nightmare.

But I also couldn’t give her nothing. She deserved something—an opening, a spark that could lead her toward the role I needed her to play.

I let the pen move again, slowly, carefully.

Do you wish to save your people?

Her hand froze midair. Her lips parted, and I heard her voice—soft, uncertain, carried through the drone’s tiny audio sensors.

“…Do I?”

She leaned back in her chair, staring at the page as though it had grown teeth. The glow in her eyes flared faintly, and for a moment, I saw not confusion but conflict.

The asteroid. Everyone on Tiravan knew about it. It hung over them like a slow-moving guillotine, burning a path through their skies on every news broadcast, every public square display. It was the reason their factions were at war—those who had the means to flee trying to build escape ships, those who didn’t determined to drag them down, to make them face the end together.

And here she was—alone, despised, overlooked because of the dimness of her light—asked a question no one dared ask themselves aloud: not can you save them, but do you even want to?

Her pen trembled as it touched the page again.

They hate me. They spit when I pass. Why should I care if they burn?

The words hit me harder than I expected. She wasn’t wrong. Her people had branded her lesser, treated her like a shadow of herself. And still, she lived on their soil, under their sky.

I waited. Her pen hovered, then struck the page again, harder this time.

Because this is my world too.

I exhaled slowly, staring at those words, my chest tight.

She could have let bitterness rule her. She could have cursed them and left it at that. But no—she chose defiance. Not for herself. For all of them.

Arc whispered into my mind, almost reverent. “She understands the question better than most of her leaders ever could.”

Sync rumbled in agreement, his certainty steady. And she answered correctly. She is not just willing. She is necessary.

Her last words still glowed faintly on the page, the ink catching the low light of the room as though even paper itself understood the weight of what she had written.

Because this is my world too.

I let the silence sit, let her breathe in her own admission. Then, with deliberate precision, I made the pen lift once more.

Do you wish to save your people… if you had the knowledge?

The scratching sound froze her. She stared at the page as though it had shifted beneath her. Her eyes widened, the glow in them flickering brighter, half-shadowed though she was.

Her lips moved, her voice trembling—“Knowledge?”—before she snatched up the pen and wrote in quick, sharp strokes.

What knowledge? What do you mean?

I leaned back, unseen, watching her grip tighten. This wasn’t fear. This was hunger. A desperate fire waiting for fuel.

She paused, her breathing uneven, then wrote again, slower this time.

If I had it… if I could… Yes. Even if they hate me. Even if they never thank me. I would still try.

My throat tightened. Sync’s voice pressed through me, heavy with quiet affirmation. She answered without hesitation. That is not weakness. That is resolve.

Arc added, softer but edged with certainty. “She is ready for the path you wish to open. But the next words you give her must be chosen carefully. If you misstep, you risk frightening her—or worse, breaking her trust before it begins.”

I stared at the page, at her raw, uneven script, and felt the question echo inside me.

Do you wish to save your people… if you had the knowledge?

She had said yes. Not for glory. Not for love. Not for acceptance.

But because it was her world too.


CHAPTER EIGHT


The Half-Light

The pen twitched against the paper, a thin line scratching into being as my thoughts guided the nanobots.

What do you want most?

The question lingered on the page for her to see. Simple words, but not simple at all.

Lysera sat at her table, shoulders bent over the journal. The glow that marked her kind shimmered faintly across her left side, casting her face in a divided light. The dimmer side of her body, shadowed and muted, made her look like two people joined together—half radiant, half forgotten. She traced the words with slender fingers, her brows knitting.

Her eyes caught me most of all. Wide, almond-shaped, they glimmered with the same inner light her body carried—except there, in her gaze, both sides matched. Silver fire swirled in her irises, alive and curious, as though the luminescence inside her soul had chosen her eyes alone to shine equally.

Slowly, she picked up her pen and wrote beneath mine.

Purpose.

Not wealth. Not power. Just that single word.

I leaned back in my chair aboard the Arc, staring at the reply on my display feed. Purpose. The kind of answer most people would avoid because it demanded explanation.

I pressed again. Purpose in what? In building? In leading? In fighting?

She hesitated. Her braid slipped forward, brushing her cheek as she tilted her head. Her lips parted slightly as though she might answer aloud, then closed. The pen moved again.

In proving I am more than what they see.

Her jaw tightened as she underlined the words. The glow on her brighter side pulsed, a faint rhythm syncing with her breath. The dim side of her body, the one that marked her as “less,” seemed even starker against her defiance.

I studied her longer than I meant to. She was beautiful—undeniably so—but not in a way her people seemed capable of seeing. Her beauty was in her defiance, in the way she refused to bend beneath the weight of their prejudice.

I asked another question, sharper this time.

Would you sacrifice for your people, even if they never acknowledged you?

She frowned. Her fingers lingered on the page, nails tapping once, twice. Her light shifted in her eyes again, silver sparks turning brighter.

I already do, she wrote. Every day. I give ideas, I solve problems, and they take them without credit. My work feeds cities, powers grids. They do not thank me. They pretend it was theirs. And yet… I still give.

My chest tightened. That was the answer I needed. But I asked again anyway, needing certainty.

If given knowledge that could save them all, even those who scorn you, would you still give it?

Her pen paused in midair. For a long moment she did nothing, only staring down at the paper. I thought she might set the pen aside, close the book, walk away.

But then, with deliberate, steady movements, she wrote:

Yes. Because if we all die, then what does my pride matter?

I stared at those words until my vision blurred. For the first time, the knot in my chest loosened.

She was the one.

“She’s the one,” Arc repeated. “She doesn’t do it for what your people would have done, Albert.”

I nodded, even though internally, I winced. She wasn’t far from the truth. Humanity’s history was full of discovery driven not by selflessness, but by greed, survival, or power. Too often, the pursuit of knowledge had been less about the light it brought and more about the shadows it cast.

Not yet.

Thankfully, Arc was doing autotranslation for me, but it was my thoughts that were put on paper.

I then decided to test her more. I had the nanobots pick up the pen again, and write down another simple formula.

She solved it quickly, almost impatiently. Her pen moved with sharp, deliberate strokes, as if the answer had been waiting at the tip of her mind before I’d even asked.

So I pressed further.

If something falls, why does it not simply continue past the ground? What keeps it here?

Her eyes flicked over the words, sharp with thought. She wrote back quickly:

Because the world itself pulls it. Gravity. The same pull that binds our moons in orbit. The same pull we fight to push rockets into the skies.

I leaned forward. Rockets. She did understand.

And how do you fight that pull? I asked.

She didn’t hesitate.

Force. Fire. Burn hotter than the world pulls. Our rockets climb only because we feed them fuel until they no longer can. When fuel runs dry, they fall.

Correct. Primitive, but correct.

If you wished to strike a stone in orbit, how would you aim? I asked.

This time she frowned, tapping the pen against the page. Her braids shifted as she bent lower, scribbling circles and lines. Finally, she wrote:

Not by pointing at where it is. By pointing at where it will be. Motion never stops. The stone moves, the rocket must chase the path.

I smiled faintly. She knew about leading a target.

And if you miss?

Her pen scratched slower this time.

Then you adjust. But we have little fuel to waste. Misses are death for us.

Arc’s voice whispered in my ear. “Orbital mechanics, Albert. She’s grasping at it from first principles.”

I pushed harder.

If you could push without fuel, what would you use?

Her lips parted. She stared at the words, eyes glowing faintly with silver light. She wrote:

We dream of it. Magnetic fields, perhaps. Or light itself. But the equations… I have not solved them. Yet.

My chest tightened. She was right there—standing on the edge of concepts her world had only begun to touch.

So I gave her one last question. The hardest.

The stone—if it is too large to break, what else could you do?

Her pen hovered over the page for long minutes. She chewed her lip, the glow in her eyes flickering as though her thoughts themselves burned. Then she wrote:

Move it. Nudge its path. Not with destruction, but with time. But we… we do not yet have the strength to push the sky itself.

I stared at her answer, my throat tight. She was so close. So damn close.

She understood orbital dynamics. She understood propulsion. She even understood deflection versus destruction—something half the scientists back on Earth had debated endlessly.

“She’s the one,” I whispered again, but this time it wasn’t just belief. It was certainty.

Still, I needed to know how far her mind could reach. How far she could stretch beyond what her people had taught her.

What if the world’s pull could be canceled? I wrote slowly. What if you could make something… fall upward?

Her brow furrowed as she read the words, her braids brushing against the page. The pen hesitated before she finally scribbled back:

You mean anti-gravity.

My lips quirked faintly. She had no word for it in her language—the translator had borrowed the human term.

Yes. Could it exist?

She stared at the question, eyes glowing brighter as her thoughts churned.

Theoretical, she wrote at last. We know mass bends space. If mass can pull, could something else push?

I pressed harder. What would it take?

Her answer came slower this time, almost reluctant.

Control over space itself. But our equations are crude. We treat gravity like a weight, not a field. We lack the language to shape it.

Arc murmured quietly, “She recognizes the gap. That alone is telling.”

I leaned closer to the monitor, showing her leaning over the book.

And if you had that control? What would you do?

The pen hovered. She seemed almost afraid to answer. Then, with deliberate care, she wrote:

We could rise without fire. We could move the stones without breaking them. We could live beyond the pull of the world.

She stopped, staring at the words as if she couldn’t believe she’d written them. Then, almost angrily, she underlined the last word. Theoretical.

I exhaled slowly. She wasn’t wrong. For her people, it was theory. For me, for Arc—for Sync—it was reality.

What about light? I asked. Could it push?

Her eyes widened at the question. She tapped the page, then began sketching crude diagrams of sails, curves against streams of arrows.

Photons have momentum. Light carries force. If we could build sails large enough, delicate enough, then yes… light could move ships. But… She trailed the pen across the margin, scrawling again: Theoretical.

I sat back, staring at her answers. She grasped at ideas most of her world likely mocked as fantasy. And yet she didn’t dismiss them. She reached.

Sync’s voice carried the weight of finality. Her instincts are correct. She does not flinch at the impossible. That is rare.

Arc added softly, “She dreams in equations her people aren’t ready for.”

And I knew then—I wasn’t just testing her. I was preparing her. Preparing her for truths that would break her world open, if I dared give them.

But still, she had signed every answer with the same word. Theoretical. A barrier. A defense. A reminder of her limits.

I rubbed my face with both hands, torn. “Maybe,” I whispered to myself, “she just needs someone to show her the difference between theory… and reality.”

“You wish to show ourselves, and our ship?” Arc asked, surprise threading her voice in a way that was almost like curiosity. I heard the tilt, the faint mechanical intake that meant she was mentally rearranging possibilities.

I met her question with honesty. “Not the ship. Not yet. I want to show her something she can touch. Something that proves those theoretical ideas are more than words on a page. If she can see it, feel it, then she will know the gap is bridgeable.”

Arc was quiet for a long moment. The Arc always took her time when the stakes meant more than sensors and routes.

“Showing a private demonstration can be done,” she said finally. “But there are risks. Any active field, any manipulation of local physics, will register if scanned. If Tiravan’s patrols notice anomalies and trace the signature, they will try to find the source. Exposure is not only personal. It will change everything for them, and for you.”

I did not flinch from that. I had thought of the cost. I had thought of Thalen, and of Siala, and of the way small gifts had altered lives and whole kingdoms.

“I know,” I said. “But keeping the ship hidden while letting her feel a piece of its reality seems the safest middle ground. A pebble floated in her hand, a light that pushes, a small lift that proves concept. No broadcast. No signatures beyond the immediate vicinity. She leaves the same as she arrived but with her mind altered.”

Sync’s voice came then, direct and calm, no frills. Risk assessment suggests a low probability of broad detection if the operation is constrained to a radius under fifty meters, signatures masked and no radio chatter. However, there is nontrivial political risk if she is associated with an unknown phenomenon. Consider contingency for rapid extraction and plausible deniability.

Arc answered faster once Sync had spoken.

“I can generate a localized gravitic null about the size of a hand. It will look like a small eddy in the air. No radio, no hard emissions, only a manipulation of local microfields. It will take power and a brief tether to the Arc’s core. If any high fidelity sensor is focused on that exact point, they may see a disturbance. But who in a battle zone watches peasants’ gardens with high fidelity sensors? I can keep it hidden.”

I pictured Lysera in her garden, fingers stained from soil, hair braided, eyes like twin moons. I thought of her writing the word purpose and how small that single word felt in a world burning to leave itself. I thought of the asteroid and of months that would silt into days if I did not act.

“Do it,” I said. “Keep it small, keep it private. Let her touch proof. If she can feel the impossible, she will carry it back to the equations already forming in her mind. She needs a seed, not a sermon.”

Arc’s tone softened in a way that I had come to recognize as the closest thing she had to affection.

“I will prepare a microscale demonstration. You will remain hidden. I will dispatch a single drone, optical only, with encrypted feed to you. I will initiate the field for six seconds. Not seven. Six. You get your proof. We extract.”

Sync’s words were flat and certain. Prepare contingency. If a sentinel detects the field, disengage and burn the local traces. Lysera must have no proof of your presence beyond the impossible she touches. That is the difference between inspiration and panic.

I nodded even though they could not see me. The plan felt surgical and small and perfectly terrifying. It was everything I had learned to do in the months since I left Earth: intervene enough to nudge, not so much that entire histories tipped on a finger.

“Arc,” I said quietly, “when she asks how, tell her it was a trick of balance. Tell her it began with numbers and patience. Let her have the explanation she can carry without our names. Let the rest come from her.”

“You are asking me to lie,” Arc replied.

“No,” I corrected. “I am asking you to teach indirectly. Truth in steps. First the proof. Then the language. Then the work.”

She hummed, the ship settling into the tiny course correction that would let her fingers, hidden in systems, reach across atmosphere and fold space a fraction. “Preparing the field now,” she said. “I will mask signatures. Drone deploy in three minutes. Visual only. You will see what she sees.”

My hands were steady when I stood from the command chair, which surprised me. Standing felt like readiness. Standing felt like answering a summons I had only just recognized as my own.

“Arc,” I added, “if she accepts, we teach the rest slowly. No sudden jumps. She must own the steps.”

“Agreed.”

The canopy blurred as Arc moved into final alignment. Around us the stars kept their indifferent vigil, and for the first time since I had drifted into unknown systems, I felt a raw and fragile hope. It was paired with fear. The two sat side by side in my chest, and I let them both be honest company.


CHAPTER NINE


The Weight of Proof

I had tested her mind, page by page, line by line. Simple numbers, then complex equations. Laws of motion. Ratios of force. Concepts of energy stored, released, and transformed. Each time, she surprised me. She wasn’t flawless, but she was quick—absorbing the questions, worrying them like stones in her palm until the shape of an answer emerged.

Yet there was a line between ink on paper and the kind of proof that could move mountains. I had drawn near to it without crossing. Tonight, she asked me to.

Arc had shown me her through the drone’s eyes. Alone again in her one-room home, surrounded by the hush of a town that never truly slept but never truly roared either. The quiet of ordinary life carried through every gesture she made. She set her basket aside, straightened her braid absently, and took her seat at the desk. The battered book lay open. The pen waited across the page.

She stared at it for a long time, hands folded, shoulders tense. Every few seconds her eyes flicked toward it, then away. I could almost hear the question she hadn’t dared voice: Will it move again?

I let the silence stretch. I wanted her wanting. I wanted her curious enough to push past fear.

Then I let the nanites guide the pen across the paper. A single line appeared, steady and unhurried, in my own thought-voice:

Not theory.

Her breath hitched, audible even through Arc’s faint audio capture. She went utterly still, as though any motion might break the spell. For nearly a minute she did nothing but stare. Then her hand lifted, hovering above the words like she could smudge them out of existence. She pulled back before touching. Her glow shifted, brightening faintly along the healthy half of her body, dimmer along the muted side.

Her lips formed a word I couldn’t hear clearly, but Arc translated it instantly: “Impossible.”

I answered at once, the pen tracing across the page:

Possible. Real. Gravity is not fixed.

Her eyes widened. She leaned closer, braid falling across her shoulder, the pale light in both her irises flaring as though the words themselves had kindled something inside her. For the first time, I saw hunger there. Not for food, not for comfort—but for truth.

How?

I hesitated. That single word carried more weight than a paragraph. It wasn’t dismissal. It wasn’t denial. It was demand. And demand was dangerous.

I let the pen hover in place, unmoving. I wanted to see what she would do with my silence. Would she collapse into doubt? Would she cast the book aside?

She didn’t. She stared at the blankness for a long moment, then wrote again, slower this time, each letter sharp: Show me more.

Arc whispered in my ear, quiet. “She is willing to learn.”

I didn’t smile. This wasn’t victory. This was the opening of a door that couldn’t be shut again. She wanted proof. If I gave it, I would bind her to me. If I refused, I might lose the one chance to help this world in time.

For the first time since coming here, I felt the stakes in my bones.

I let the nanobots guide the pen. One line at a time appeared across the page.

It is time.

Her eyes widened. She stared at the words as if they might vanish if she blinked. The tip of her finger hovered just above the page before she slowly pulled her hand back. Her breathing quickened—Arc’s sensors picked up the rise in pulse through the drone.

The pen moved again, deliberate. You are ready.

Her lips parted. She whispered something faint—Arc translated it a second later. Ready? For what?

Another pause, then the words formed beneath her gaze: Proof. Beyond theory.

She sat very still. The faint glow within her eyes brightened, both sides now flickering unevenly like starlight caught in glass. She didn’t look around the room, didn’t search for a speaker or hidden presence. Instead she bit her lip, a quiet war playing out across her features—fear, wonder, doubt.

Finally, she pulled the pen into her hand, clutched it tight enough for her knuckles to pale, and scrawled shakily: Where?

The answer appeared before her ink dried. East side of your town. Past the boundary wall. At the stone that stands alone. Night.

She pressed a hand to her chest. For a long moment she didn’t write at all. Just sat there, shoulders rigid, eyes fixed on the message. Then, almost too soft for Arc’s mics to catch, she whispered: “If this is real… then everything changes.”

At last, she bent forward, pen trembling, and etched three small words.

I will come.

The glow in her half-lit body dimmed and flared unevenly, like a lantern fighting wind. Not from weakness—Arc confirmed her vitals were stable. No, it was fear. Or maybe awe. Perhaps both.

From the Arc’s feed, I watched her close the book with hands that shook. She pressed it to her chest as though holding a secret she wasn’t ready to share.

Arc’s voice whispered in my ear, calm but certain. “She is truly in the palm of your hand, as your human expression goes.”

Sync followed, blunt and unyielding. A threshold crossed. Risk increases. She is no longer passive. She is part of the equation.

I leaned back in my chair, staring at the planet spinning below. She wasn’t just curious anymore. She wasn’t wondering if the theories were real. She was ready to see. Ready to step outside her world of dismissed ideas and mocked brilliance—and into mine.

And I would be waiting.

And, this time, I would be there, in person. While she might not see me, thanks to my suit, I wanted to see her.

I leaned back in my chair, staring at the planet spinning below. She was not just curious anymore. She was ready to see. Ready to step outside her world of dismissed ideas and mocked brilliance and into mine.

And I would be waiting.

And this time I would be there, in person. While she might not see me, thanks to my suit, I wanted to see her.

Arc told me she could hide the Odyssey Arc out of sensor range, but the truth was blunt and mechanical. Cloaking a craft the size of a city’s worth of freight burned power like a sun burns patience. To keep the ship invisible in a system with active scans and military patrols would cripple her core for hours, maybe days. I did not want Arc stranded in a low orbit immune to other tasks because I had wanted to watch a woman’s face.

So we chose a smaller option. A shuttle. Light, tight, and simple to render invisible for a short window. Arc scooped one up from her belly and wrapped it in a stealth envelope the moment we cleared the upper atmosphere. The little craft was older tech by our standards, a shuttle built for short hops and quick exits, but it suited the needs carved out between what I wanted to do and what I could risk.

Sync put it bluntly and precise, in that way that felt more like an observation than comfort.

A shuttle consumes orders of magnitude less energy to mask. It is also easier to microdress in false telemetry. My nanites can seed local noise, distort passive sensors, and emulate background signatures at the landing site for the duration you require. The Arc and I together will be functionally indistinguishable from regional background activity.

His voice was only the words. The work was the swarm. I watched as tiny cascades of instruction scrolled through my suit HUD, the choreography of nanites and field modulations that Sync was preparing. It made the hair along my arms stand up, not from cold but from the sense that something small and countless was quietly rearranging the world to hide me.

We dropped through the upper cloud layer in silence. The shuttle hugged a shadowed flank of a ridge that Arc had mapped for us, skimming tree tops and glass canopies, engines whisper soft enough that the town below did not blink. From the shuttle’s cockpit the town looked like a scatter of lanterns wrapped around a low hill. The boundary wall showed as a dark line against the lighter ground. East of that line, Arc had identified a solitary standing stone, older than any of the modern constructions, granite smoothed by wind and rain. A place people used for telling stories and for leaving small offerings. Perfect and private.

Arc sealed the shuttle in a microcloak that killed all but the faintest thermal signature. The fields radiated at wavelengths designed to be indistinguishable from the ambient sky. It was a small miracle of engineering, and Arc did it with the sort of care a mother might put into dressing a child for a cold night. She did not narrate the miracle. She only confirmed the window.

The landing was a ghost. The shuttle slipped under the ridge and settled into a hollow two stones from the standing stone, tires not touching dirt but a gravitic cushion the shuttle maintained to keep sound and dust to a minimum. For a second the world felt like two sheets of glass pressed together. No thunder of engines. Only the soft settling huff behind the hull as the systems found equilibrium.

Sync’s swarm extended like a thought. I felt it in my suit before Arc spoke. Tiny whispers of computation flowed along the hull, then out into the world. The nanites did something I had come to rely on with an odd gratitude. They planted the right kinds of interference for a few minutes, the kind that looked to local scanners like dancing insects, like animals moving under brush. They filled the radiative fingerprint with noise.

Local sensors will read interference and pass it as biological movement, Sync said. The shuttle will be effectively invisible to any nonconcentrated scans for six minutes. Extendable if necessary with Arc’s permission.

Six minutes was a slot that felt both enormous and microscopic in the same breath. Enough to wait and watch, but not enough to make a mistake.

We disembarked slow. I did not want to run. My suit’s skin crawled with the old mixture of cold and adrenaline, the memory of being hunted still raw under the reinforced layers. The suit held me like a second skin, the clear material gleaming faintly under the thin moon. I had tuned it to passive mode. It would hide my thermal, visual, and most electromagnetic signatures. To anyone peering into the dark I would be nothing more than the night air.

We moved in silence toward the stone. The path Arc chose weaved through scrub and ruined fence lines so we avoided the town’s nearer patrols. Lysera’s town breathed around me in small nocturnal noises. A guard’s footlight blinked at the far edge of the boundary. Conversation leaked faintly from a tavern’s shuttered window. A dog barked once and then forgot itself. The world smelled like dust and cooking embers and something green and rooty that the farmers had left drying on racks.

I stopped a hundred meters from the stone, just inside the circle of trees Arc had masked. The shuttle was a dark hump behind me. The Odyssey Arc hung in my HUD as a distant shape, her outline folded into the sky by her own cleverness, a sleeping whale hidden under ink. I wanted to see Lysera’s face before she crossed the blank patch of ground to the stone. I wanted to see what truth did when it first touched a life.

Through the mic on my suit I could hear Arc’s tiny whisper of telemetry. I kept it minimal. I wanted the moment to be only hers and mine. Sync’s nanites translated the local chatter into my ears in broad strokes, enough to know there were no concentrated searches underway. He kept his voice to the instrument readings, not to judgment.

Target movement detected, he said, staccato and precise. Single person. Approach vector: southwest. Pace slow but determined.

My heartbeat drilled in my throat, an animal thing that had nothing to do with the suit’s readouts. I focused on the sweep of limbs, the tilt of a head, the way a braid swung. The figure moved like someone carrying a thought rather than a body.

Lysera stepped from the dark like a question. The moonlight caught in her white hair and made it look like a halo. She hugged herself against the night air, and for the briefest beat she looked straight through us, through the furtive shimmer of the cloaking fields, as if something inside her told her I was there even if her eyes could not prove it.

I wanted to reveal myself in a hundred small ways. I wanted to remove the suit and state my name and origin and all the things I had withheld. The better part of me sat silent because I had learned that some truths built bridges and others blew them away.

She paused at the stone, fingers tracing the weathered grooves as if reading the old stories carved there. Her breath came out in little puffs. She stood with her shoulders drawn, tiny, stubborn, magnificent.

I took three steps forward and then stopped. The suit kept me invisible. I watched her face with a hunger I had not named. She looked smaller than I had imagined and larger too, because courage did not scale to size.

No audio passed between us. There was only the night, the rustle of a low wind through scrub, and the soft pounding of my own pulse like a distant drum. I had chosen to be present and not seen. I had chosen to give her the physical proof she wanted without taking away the space for her to claim it as her own.

The six minutes window had begun. Sync’s swarm tightened, ready to drop the microfield on my mark. Arc hovered shouldering power like a held breath.

I waited until Lysera’s shoulders eased a fraction, until a muscle in her jaw loosened, and then I flicked the signal. The first small miracle was the soft click of momentum changed in the air. The pebble I had placed earlier—an ordinary stone no larger than a hazelnut I had set on a low root under the stone—lifted an inch as though a hand below had cupped it and let it go.

She did not jump. She did not scream. Her hands found the pebble as if they had been invited. For six seconds the world softened and the thing she had called theoretical sat weightless in her palm.

I watched her face as she felt it. The lines there redrew. For a woman who had spent a life being told brightness equaled worth, holding a weightless pebble was not only proof of physics. It was proof of possibility.

When the pebble settled back into her palm, and the field collapsed like a tide leaving sand. She looked up at the sky as if asking it a question. Then she looked over her shoulder almost blindly, and then down at the stone and finally at the book she’d brought, which lay on the ground where she had placed it.

I could have stepped out of my hiding and taken my bow then, told her everything, but the moment had weight I could not squander with words. I kept my silence. I let the proof be hers to draw meaning from first.

Sync relayed the window timer in a whisper.

Four minutes left.


CHAPTER TEN


Weightless Proof

The pebble had been the first step. Small. Harmless. A nudge toward belief.

But proof was like fire—once sparked, it begged to spread.

I exhaled slowly and gave the signal. Another stone, larger this time, rolled across the dirt at her feet. It trembled, shivered, and then rose, bobbing like driftwood caught in a tidepool. Lysera’s eyes widened, light catching in them like molten silver, and she reached out with trembling fingers to touch it. Her lips parted, but no sound came, only the faintest whisper of breath.

She turned the rock over, then let it drift from her palm. It hung in the air as though the rules of her world had forgotten themselves.

I increased the pull. The stone spun gently in the night air, then another joined it—a chunk of granite no human could have lifted without effort. Together they danced slowly around her in a circle, orbiting her like moons around a planet. Her mouth quirked into something between a gasp and a laugh, though she clamped down on the sound almost instantly, eyes darting toward the town as if even the night had ears.

She wasn’t afraid. Not anymore. She was awed.

And awe was the beginning of faith.

I let the stones settle and vanish back into the dirt. For a moment, silence reclaimed the clearing. Then, with the softest thought, I shifted focus. Her basket—abandoned near the base of the standing stone—rose smoothly into the air, herbs and roots swaying inside but not spilling.

Lysera’s hands flew to her mouth. She lowered them only when the basket drifted down gently into her arms. She clutched it, blinking, as though unsure whether to laugh, cry, or fall to her knees.

“Not theory,” I murmured under my breath. “Reality.”

Then, finally, I pushed it one step further.

The field shifted, invisible fingers stretching. Lysera’s feet left the ground. At first it was only an inch—her toes brushing the dirt—but then she rose higher, hovering. Her body stiffened, and she squealed, the sound sharp and unrestrained. Immediately, she slapped a hand over her mouth, eyes wide in panic. She knew the danger of being heard.

But despite the fear of discovery, her other hand spread wide, fingers splayed against the air as though she could touch the force holding her up.

Her braids hung down, swaying gently in the night breeze. Her dress fluttered, her body weightless. For that brief span of seconds, she looked not like a woman dismissed by her people, but like something greater—an embodiment of the light within her.

I lowered her carefully, no more than a breath of air beneath her soles, until her feet touched earth again. She wobbled, then steadied, her chest rising and falling fast.

Her hands clutched the basket to her chest, knuckles white, as she stared at the empty air before her. She whispered something in her own tongue—Arc translated instantly.

“Who… who are you?”

I didn’t answer. Not yet.

She didn’t run. She didn’t scream. She only stood there, trembling, eyes alight, caught between terror and wonder.

And that was enough—for tonight.

I didn’t move. Not even when her light-footed steps faded back toward town. I stood in the shadow of the trees, suit masking me into the night, and watched. Watched her return to that little house on the edge of everything, her safe place, her quiet place.

She went inside without hesitation, shutting the door behind her. Through Arc’s relay I followed—never closer than the corner of her window, never breaking the veil.

She set her basket down on the counter, but didn’t linger. No. She went straight to her desk, sat heavily in the chair, and opened the worn book we had been using as our bridge. The blank page stared back at her. She stared back, chewing her lip.

Then her hand moved.

Ink spilled across paper in a furious rhythm, not words at first, not sentences, but symbols. Equations. She scribbled faster than I could follow, filling one page, then the next. Lines, variables, diagrams—formulas pouring out of her as though she had dammed them up for years and only now found a crack to release the flood.

She’s trying to tell me something, I thought at first, leaning in closer.

No. Sync’s voice cut through, steady as stone. She’s not speaking to you. She’s thinking. She’s building. The experience gave her insight, and she’s chasing it before it slips away.

I blinked, caught off guard. He was right. This wasn’t communication. It was creation. The kind that consumed, the kind that lit the mind from within until nothing else mattered.

Page after page filled, the scratch of her pen relentless. But even that wasn’t enough. She stopped only long enough to shove the book aside, then bent down and pulled something from beneath the desk. A thin slab of dark glass and metal.

A tablet.

For a heartbeat my chest clenched. If she connected that thing to a network—if she started broadcasting⁠—

“Arc,” I whispered.

Her voice was calm. “No signal. No protocols active. In fact…” A pause, then certainty. “She disabled it herself. Manually. Its network core has been gutted.”

Relief flooded me, tempered by curiosity. “So why keep it?”

“Because she still needs it,” Arc replied. “For storage. For separation.”

On the tablet’s screen, glowing faintly in the dim room, lines of calculation appeared as she scrawled with a stylus. Faster now, freer. The tablet kept pace where paper could not.

I realized, slowly, what I was seeing. She had spoken once of sharing her ideas, of giving them freely even when others stole the credit. Maybe she hadn’t minded—or maybe she had. And this—this secret hoard of knowledge kept off their networks, locked away from prying eyes—this was her line in the sand.

Her terms. Not theirs.

She leaned forward, braids falling over her shoulders, eyes glowing with that inner light of her kind. Both eyes. For once, the unevenness of her body’s luminescence didn’t matter. The fire in her gaze was equal. Balanced.

I swallowed hard, watching the storm of genius unspool across her desk, across her hidden device, page after page, equation after equation.

For the first time since I’d found her, I wondered if I had underestimated her.

If maybe, just maybe, she was already further along the path than even she realized.

I stayed with her through the long hours of night, hidden behind layers of shielding and distance, yet closer than I had any right to be.

The tablet glowed steadily as she worked, her hand a blur of motion. Equations stacked atop equations, diagrams spilling into margins, attempts at explanations that faltered only to spark new ones. She didn’t stop, not even when her body sagged with exhaustion. The fire inside her was too strong.

At last, her pace slowed. She set the stylus down, rubbed her face with both hands, and let out a soundless laugh—the kind that came from equal parts triumph and frustration.

Then, without warning, she reached for the paper book. The one I had used. The one we had shared.

The pen hovered above the page for a moment. Then she wrote:

If all this is true… if what I saw was real… then I was never wrong. The formulas, the ideas, the theories they mocked—they were only waiting for proof.

Her handwriting wavered, ink blotted by her hand trembling. But she pressed on, harder, surer.

If you can do this… if you can move the world itself with unseen hands… then the question is not what is possible. The question is… who are you?

The pen paused again, the silence in her small room stretching. Then, in a slow, deliberate scrawl, she wrote the words that made my chest tighten:

Are you from space?

For a moment, I could only stare.

Her hand stilled, but her head lifted. She looked up—past the desk, past the roof of her home, past the night sky as though her eyes could pierce every layer between us.

Straight into the stars.

Straight at me.

Caught. Not in the way I had feared—with soldiers, alarms, or shouts—but in the quiet, unflinching gaze of someone who had finally seen through the veil.

I was about to open my mouth, but Arc and Sync knew me too well. Arc was the first to speak, measured and plain.

“If you show yourself, it cannot be undone.”

A truth. The kind that sat in the air heavy and absolute.

Sync did not bother with solemnity. His voice came through the suit speakers like a dry chuckle, precise and oddly human.

Or you could be very boring about it and put a mask on first, then blow minds safely.

I almost smiled despite the knot in my chest. Then I leaned forward and spoke fast, because hesitation felt like betrayal now.

“What if we do it differently,” I said. “Not full reveal. Not yet. Sync, could you—could your nanites interface with her tablet? Create a private bridge. An air gapped channel that only we and she can use. It would look like a local file system to her. No network handshakes. Encrypted end to end. If anyone touches the tablet, the nanites cut the link and erase the bridge. And if the device is seized, you retract the agent. Make it undetectable with their tech, at least for now.”

Arc was quiet long enough that the room felt bigger. Then she answered, careful.

“You are proposing to seed foreign agents into a civilian device on a planet you do not fully understand. That has political and. moral weight. But technically it is feasible if Sync can guarantee containment and a failsafe.”

Sync’s reply was immediate, crisp, confident.

Yes. I can. The nanites will create a microstack on the tablet: a hidden kernel-level shim that contacts only my swarm on frequencies outside their standard spectrum. Communications will be tunneled through electromagnetic jitter and low-bandwidth covert pulses that look like thermal noise to local instruments. Encryption will be quantum-stepped and ephemeral. If the tablet is moved outside a geo-fence or the shim is tampered with, the nanites will execute a purge routine that removes all traces of the shim and wipes the tablet’s volatile memory. The agent will self-neutralize and burn its keys. Detection probability with current local science: negligible. Detection probability with future advances: non-zero.

I let the words settle against my skin. Sync always framed the practical in clinical terms: capabilities, probabilities, consequences. It was exactly what I needed.

“You can make it invisible to them now,” I said aloud. “But not forever. Which is why we need to be careful who we trust with this. She does not need an entire world knowing overnight.”

Arc’s voice softened, not with fear but with the gravity of stewardship.

“Do it only if you are prepared for the ethical cost. If you enable her, you change her, and you change the world. If you enable her secretly, and it is revealed later, the betrayal may be worse than ignorance.”

Sync added, brittle with honesty.

Betrayal is a variable. So is agency. She must be given control of the key. If she consents, we bind the agent to her biometrics and to her device. She can revoke at will. That minimizes moral exposure.

Her page lay open in the dim room back in town. I pictured her hand on the pen, the blunt question she had written: Are you from space. I pictured the look on her face when the pebble rose, the way the light in her irises had flared.

“Prepare the shim,” I said. “But no activation until she explicitly asks. And make the key something she holds, something only her body can reproduce. No hidden power. No permanence without consent.”

Acknowledged, Sync answered.

Arc’s final word was small, almost private.

“Then let her lead. We will follow her pace.”

I swallowed and felt, for the first time in a long time, the steadying weight of a plan that kept its promises to others as carefully as it kept its own.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


The Question

I watched her for three days.

From the shuttle, from the shadowed ridge, from inside a skin of tech and silence, I watched the hours fold into each other like pages. She wrote until her hand cramped, until the stylus bit into her finger and she pressed it to her mouth and breathed through the ache. The tablet became a living thing under her touch, a repository for thoughts that had nowhere else to go. Paper lay open on the desk now and then, neglected like an old friend, but the glass held the rush.

There was a rhythm to her work. Morning she harvested, noon she taught herself some step in those formulas, dusk she set examples and ran numbers until the numbers either bent to sense or she bent toward them. At night she would open the book, and sometimes she would write to me. Mostly she wrote questions I answered with slow, careful ink that traced across the page like footsteps in snow.

On the third day she did something I had not expected. Instead of taking the pen she spoke.

The sound cut across the small room and into my HUD through the drone. For a second I felt naked because sound was something I had not intended to share with her. I had planned silence and vibrations and the art of demonstration. I had not planned this voice to reach me.

“If you are from space,” she said aloud, soft and rough with the consonants of a life lived in low noise. “And you have things that for my people are a dream. Can you talk to me through any medium? Like, say, this tablet?”

It was simple. Direct. The kind of question that stripped away ceremony and left only truth. My chest bumped against the suit as if to beat a rhythm that matched the stupid, human thing inside me that wanted to stand and walk toward her.

Arc was quiet in my ear. “I could feel the small hum of the shuttle and the measured patience of the ship. She did not need to say much. She did not need to reassure me that my plan could not afford a misstep. I had made that decision and now I lived with it.”

Sync answered first, as if the pause were his cue.

She asked sooner than our model predicted.

There was amusement in the observation and I hated him a little for it because he was right. We had both been conservative with timelines. I had expected weeks. She had done this in days. Talent and focus will do that to a mind. I pushed it to the edge then and watched it leap.

I considered revealing myself then. A small, naked human motion, remove the suit and stand in the moonlight. Say my name. Tell her that I was not a god, not a demon, just a man who had learned to carry other people in his pockets.

But Arc’s warning lay in my chest like a stone.

“If you show yourself, it cannot be undone.”

So I chose the other call. I chose to answer with process and dignity instead of a reveal. If she wanted dialogue, I would give it on her terms. If she wanted access, I would give access only if she asked for it and only if she fully consented.

I had Sync prepare the shim. The plan was the one we had talked about on the ship: a microagent that would live on her tablet, invisible to local diagnostics, bound to her biological signature. It would allow us to tunnel messages, encrypted and ephemeral, and only with her consent. If the tablet left the area or was tampered with, the agent would self-destruct and scrub its tracks.

Ready to seed the agent as soon as you get explicit confirmation from her, Sync said. The words were tight with technical clarity.

I used my nanites to write the first sentence on the blank page in her book. The pen slid as if held by a ghost. I kept the words small and clear.

I can talk through the tablet, I wrote. But only if you agree to a private connection. It will be secure and under your control. Do you consent?

She set the stylus down. In the quiet that followed she stared at the line for a long time. She bit the inside of her cheek as if that habit tethered her to the room while her mind ran free. Then she picked up the stylus and, after a breath that shook so slightly I could have missed it, she wrote one word.

Yes.

The single inked syllable was both a doorway and an obligation. It meant that she was choosing. It meant that if I walked through I would be bound to clean choices and hard consequences. I felt the weight of it almost physically, an ancient ledger settling atop my chest.

“Prepare the shim,” I told Sync and Arc. “Bind it to her biometrics. Make the key something only she can reproduce. Do not activate until she explicitly asks to connect.”

Acknowledged, Sync replied.

Arc added something softer. “We will respect her agency. If at any point she revokes, you disconnect.”

The technical part was choreography. Sync’s nanites spilled from my suit in a ghost-thin stream and interfaced with Arc’s drone hovering near her window. The small, fly-sized drone blinked with a light that was both polite and urgent. It slipped inside the room through the half-open window, its motion so soft the screen did not notice.

From there everything moved too fast to feel like a cascade. Sync’s instructions rode the drone into her device as inert data—an innocuous file at first glance. The tablet accepted it like a familiar guest. Then the file blossomed into an agent, a kernel shim that lay beneath the operating layer like a seed in soil.

I watched the display in my HUD with the particular attention of a man witnessing something both beautiful and dangerous. Threads of encryption curled around the agent like filigree. Biometrics were bound to it with the rules we had set: voiceprint, heartbeat microvariability, the unique shimmer pattern of her internal light that Arc could detect. The key would exist only in those patterns. Only she could open the gate.

A soft ping reached me, a single, patient note telling me that the shim was in place in a dormant state. It would not initiate without her signal. It would not phone home. It would sit like a promised hand in the dark.

I signed the activation phrase with a single line in the book.

If you now ask the tablet to connect, it will create a private channel. Speak clearly. Say ‘connect’ and then confirm you understand you can revoke at any time.

Her hand trembled, poised between the question and the commitment. The whole world narrowed down to that single motion of a stylus tip grazing glass. She pressed the stylus. Her lips moved. The word left her mouth like a prayer.

“Connect,” she said aloud.

On my end, Sync flared to life.

Channel established. End to end encrypted. Voice link live but tokenized. Then his voice softened in the way machines sometimes learned from humans, as if mimicking courtesy. Welcome Lysera. We will speak carefully.

Arc dropped her cloaking microfield a subtle notch so ambient sensors misread our presence as nothing more than a night breeze. The shuttle was a shadow. The ship sat masked beyond the clouds. For this little slice of time we were invisible and we would remain so until she chose otherwise.

Her voice on the tablet was a thin thread of sound at first, buffered, strange, filled with the texture of her world. “Who are you,” she asked, and there was no grandness in it. Only a person searching for another person in a language older than shame.

I could have said everything. I could have told her where I had come from, what my hands had done, the length of my thirst and the number of worlds I had seen. I could have told her the names of the ships and the smells of other stars. I could have folded my whole life out on the table like a map.

Instead I started with a simpler truth. “I am someone who thought it was right to help.”

She asked things, one after another, sharp and hungry. I answered them as honestly and simply as I could.

Lysera: "Are you alone out there, or are there more like you?"

I answered: "I was not alone in the universe, no. There are others, but I travel alone most of the time. That does not make me insignificant, and it does not make me safe."

Lysera: "If you have engines and fields and things that lift without touch, why hide? Why not help openly?"

I answered: "Because history shows that help given without context becomes a tool. I had helped openly once and watched how quickly gratitude turned into ownership. I do not want your people to owe their future to a stranger."

Lysera: "Antigravity. Is it real, or is it only a way of talking about forces?"

I answered: "It is a way of arranging forces so that they cancel out weight. It is real. It begins with geometry, then materials, then timing. You can test small effects with simple setups before any larger machines exist."

Lysera: "Field harmonics. You used that word when you lifted the stones. Is it like music for physics?"

I answered: "In a manner of speaking. Field harmonics are patterns. If you drive a field at the right pattern, parts of reality will resonate in ways that seem to break rules. The trick is to control resonance so it helps and does not destroy."

Lysera: "If this can lift a person, could it tear a person apart?"

I answered: "Yes. Everything powerful has a destructive side. That is why you learn the limits and test with instruments before you test with flesh."

Lysera: "If you teach me, what happens when others learn? Will they use it to leave, or to take?"

I answered: "They will do both, because people are not a single thing. Teaching is not an act that guarantees how knowledge will be used. It is an act that requires safeguards, oversight, and the consent of those it affects."

Lysera: "Can your machines destroy the asteroid above us?"

I answered: "In principle, yes. But a weapon that breaks an asteroid could also be turned into a weapon against cities. The method matters. My aim would be to give you a way to protect your world without handing a global sword to whoever holds the crown."

Lysera: "Will you stay? If you help, will you stay to hold them accountable?"

I answered: "I could not be your long-term keeper. I would teach, guide, and help build tools. The rest would have to be your people’s work. My task was to seed capability, not rule it."

Lysera: "If I accept this, will I be betraying my people by using foreign things?"

I answered: "You would be making a choice for their survival. Betrayal is a charge thrown easily at change. What you would be doing is demanding they survive on their terms, with knowledge that lets them decide."

Her reply came slower this time. She asked harder questions about methods and morality and about whether the price of knowledge could ever be worth the loss of a life. I answered with the truth I had learned under fire: helping is complicated. Power is a thing that requires hands to guide it. Consent is the only compass that never fails.

We spoke until the first light of predawn touched the hills. Words moved between us across a channel built on whispered promises and engineered trust. She asked about antigravity and about field harmonics. She sketched with her stylus as I described principles she could test. We were not so much teacher and student as two people mapping a way forward across a river neither of us entirely trusted.

When the sun rose over the rim of the town I felt something settle inside me. The risk had not been erased. The consequences had not been absolved. But the first human thing we had done was also a gift. She had asked. She had consented. We had opened a door and she had chosen to step through.

Outside her house the town woke up to its little rebellions and morning trade. Inside, a woman whose people had mocked her dim half sat with a tablet, and for the first time in her life a voice from the stars answered without taking away her right to say no.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Wiring and Becoming

I did not sleep well that night. The town below exhaled and folded itself into the predictable rhythm of dawn, but inside my skull a storm of equations and images kept me awake. I lay on the soft, almost biological bunk of the shuttle and watched soft bands of light crawl across the hull as Arc shifted power for the day. The quiet outside the ship was a kind of mercy. Inside me, the quiet was a different thing entirely, because the new wiring hummed.

For years I had thought of knowledge as a ladder. You climbed rung by rung, memorizing nomenclature, making mistakes in controlled rooms, then trying again. The nanobots had not replaced that ladder. They had rearranged it into something else. They had slid new rungs between the old ones, widened the gaps where the light came through, and threaded microcircuits into the spaces where my neurons had always been private.

At first I told myself I was exaggerating. You always do when you fear you are less yourself than you were moments before. But waking up and tripping over a theorem I had only half understood the night before, and then, with an odd clarity, seeing the missing step in the math, told me otherwise. The feeling was not like remembering a fact. It was like walking into a room I’d never seen and finding furniture placed exactly where my hands would reach for it.

I sat up, swung my legs over the side of the bunk, and felt the subtle comfort of my upgraded flesh. The changes Arc and Sync had made earlier were no longer novel. They had become the bones of my days. Strength, resilience, quick healing. But the mental changes were the ones that tugged at the edges of identity. The nanobots were not calculators bolted to the skull. They were more intimate. They lived in the bloodstream, rode the smallest capillaries, and nested at synaptic edges. They whispered patterns into my cortex and fed back compressed models of things I could not yet name. In return my neurons allowed them to plant processes, to run microtasks and then hand the results back as insight.

When I asked Sync, plainly and without theatricality, why I could understand Lysera’s notation, he answered in the way he always did, direct and a little amused.

Because the swarm extended your cognitive bandwidth. You did not merely learn. You acquired scaffolding. You can hold more models in parallel. You can simulate field interactions in a fraction of a mental second. You can test an idea in virtual space using neural proxies.

His words were not metaphor. I felt the scaffolding. An idea arrived as a formatted event, with inputs and suggested tests attached to it, like an email that had already been partially drafted in my head. It frightened me at first. When I reached for a memory of my original thought patterns, the one that had been mine before the swarm nested in the wet parts of me, that memory was still there, but it was thinner, as if it had been translated into a new language.

The learning itself was intoxicating. I could visualize field lines and then run a virtual harmonic in my head, watching how nodes resonated, seeing where stress concentrated. I could think of a lattice and then overlay material properties as if dragging a slider labeled ductility, or thermal response, or magnetic permeability. I could test combinations that would have taken weeks of experimentation on the ground. A library of synthetic experiences lived in the swarm and in my skull, and I had permission to consult it.

There were costs. Not physical at first, but ethical and existential. The body that now carried this mind had been changed for protection, for longevity, for endurance under conditions we would meet beyond this small planet. The mind that occupied it moved faster, and improving comprehension came with a ripple effect. Emotions arrived as more complex arguments to solve. Anger was no longer a raw flare. It was a vector with causes and expected values. Grief produced a cascade of counterfactuals that I could map, iterating through what-ifs until I felt dizzy with possibilities. That made feeling a different kind of thing. Softer moments became analyzable data.

I thought about that sitting by the viewport, watching the planet where Lysera lived and weighed my own reflection. Was the capacity to solve a problem worth the risk of losing the ineffable, the messy bits of human thinking that made art and mistake and forgive? Was there a version of me, quiet and wrong, that had been better for the world because he loved without cataloging the cost?

Arc’s sensors agreed with Sync’s assessments but phrased things in ways closer to a friend.

“You are still you,” she told me through the suit. Her voice had an edge of affection that was part pilot, part ship. “The nanites gave you tools. They did not take your choices. You modulate them.”

Hearing that helped. The thought of handing agency to algorithms had haunted me. The idea that my inner life could be parsed, scored, and constrained by a swarm made me uneasy. Yet as days folded into nights, I found the swarm obeyed me more than the reverse. It presented options, not directives. It proposed simulations and then waited. The final signature was mine.

What I learned, in practice, covered an obscene amount of intellectual territory. The first week I worked on applied field mechanics and fast approximations of antigravity. The swarm allowed me to reduce complex partial differential equations into manageable forms. I could sketch a concept by moving my hands and expect the swarm to fill in parameters that matched materials available on Tiravan, or on the other worlds Arc had mapped. I trained it to consider what could be made from mud-bronze alloys or from later composite blends Thalen and Lysera might find. I taught the swarm constraints: do not propose materials that require supply chains that did not exist.

Second, I dove into resonance mechanics. Field harmonics began as metaphor in my mind, then hardened into real sequences. The nanites gave me microsecond control loops, and I learned to match frequencies like a musician matching pitch. The cool part was that resonance in a field did not have to be violent. It could be guided to fold gently, to yield lift without shear stress that tore tissue. The models the swarm suggested were graceful, and they let me craft demonstrations that were safe for Lysera.

Third, there was biology. The swarm had access to Arc’s field scans and Lysera’s own devices. I learned to read immunity like a map, and to see the germ-line behavior of their internal light, an organism integrated into their physiology. I pieced together how it enhanced immune response and why it reacted to certain stimuli. That knowledge changed how I approached the idea of intervention. You could not design technology in ignorance of the living systems it would touch.

Fourth, social systems and governance. I had never felt comfortable with power in a political sense. I had been a pilot who flew shafts of metal between stars, not a statesman. The swarm fed me models of how innovations spread. It gave scenario trees about adoption rates, about markets, about what happened when a new technology lowered costs for one faction and not another. That was practical and ugly. It forced me to confront that teaching Lysera could change the balance of power across Tiravan, and that those changes could have costs that no simulation could fully predict.

The last thing the nanobots taught me was a subtle lesson in pedagogy. It is not enough to hand a person knowledge. You must also hand them a scaffold for integrity, a way to think about use and misuse. Watching Lysera take the concepts and twist them into her own formulas taught me more than any simulated trial. She had the mind to borrow the scaffolding, then repurpose it in ways that made it her own. That was the real victory. The swarm had enabled me to speak a shorthand with her, to show and correct and let her find intuitive knobs and levers. It was like teaching music theory and then listening as she improvised.

I could feel myself changing. Where once a problem filled me with anxious energy, now my first reaction was to build a micromodel, drop variables, and run a virtual trial. Where once I might have shouted to be heard, now I listened and let the swarm produce options. My decisions were still human, messy and moral. The nanobots had not stripped me of guilt or love or wonder. They had only made the path from thought to test a lot shorter.

There were nights when the loneliness pressed like a physical thing, even with Arc humming in the background and Sync’s precise companionship. The upgrades made me capable, but they also separated me slightly from many small human comforts, because I could predict outcomes that others could not. That knowledge made sympathy a different exercise. Sympathy, when you can see the possible futures, is not the same as wanting. I had to choose, every day, to place my humanity over the surer route of cold efficiency.

When I visited Lysera with demonstrations, when I watched the look in her eyes as she held a weight and felt it lose gravity, I realized why I had accepted the upgrades. It was not for hubris. It was because the world had handed me a chance to bridge a gap that otherwise would have eaten a civilization alive. I could teach safely, if I taught with care. I could seed capability without seeding domination. I had been given a toolbox that let me do that without the long, dangerous period where the teacher becomes the monarch.

Sync chimed in at one of those quiet moments, not as a correction but as a mirror.

You are becoming a steward, Albert. The swarm increased your competence. Competence without humility risks harm. I will be blunt. You already have more leverage than most men. Use it to grow other people, not to build a pedestal.

His words were spare, but they landed like a fact I could use. I nodded to the empty cockpit and felt the resolve harden. The upgrades were real. The mind inside me was faster and more capable. That did not change the shape of the choice. It only made the consequences more immediate.

Later, as the sun rose over Tiravan and painted the hills with a gentler light, I stood by the viewport and thought about what it meant to be more. The nanites had given me speed—dangerous in its precision, intoxicating in its power. But I swore then that their efficiency would never replace the slow work of trust. I would teach, yes, but carefully. I would leave the permanent levers in their hands. The swarm could hand me maps of futures, but the choice had to be theirs, not mine.

And I reminded myself that I was still human. That humanity was not something I could afford to lose. Because if I let go of that, I wouldn’t just change what I could do—I’d change who I was.


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


The Request for More

A week slipped past like sand through fingers, each day measured not by hours but by the furious scratching of her pen across paper and the muted glow of her tablet. Every night I tuned into Arc’s feed, and every night I saw her hunched over the desk, her braids falling forward, her pale hair catching the lamplight while she scrawled equations as though she could wrestle the universe into shape by sheer force of will.

But this time was different.

Arc angled the drone tighter into her window, and I blinked when I saw what sat on the table beside her battered tablet. Sleeker, heavier, and humming with faint energy signatures. A machine, not primitive by her world’s standards. A computer.

“She’s upgraded,” I said, leaning forward in my chair.

“Correct,” Arc confirmed, her voice shaded with curiosity. “This device exceeds the capacity of the tablet by several orders of magnitude. It is likely a privately maintained computational unit. Its architecture is outdated compared to our standards, but for this world, it is advanced.”

“She brought it here herself?” I asked softly. “She didn’t steal it, did she?”

Unlikely stolen, Sync cut in, dry as ever. She doesn’t have the look of a thief. More like someone who hides brilliance in plain sight until she can’t anymore.

On the feed, she keyed strings of symbols faster than before, her fingers blurring as the system churned through simulations. Lines of data cascaded across her screen—structural stresses, energy vectors, projections. It was crude by our measurements, but the intent was obvious. She wasn’t just solving problems anymore. She was scaling them up.

Then, she stopped.

I saw her slump back in her chair, eyes shadowed with exhaustion. Her mouth moved, and the drone’s microphones picked up her words.

“I can figure out some things,” she whispered into the quiet of her home. “But I can’t figure out material. I need help.”

The words sank into me like a weight.

I felt my chest tighten. If she needed help, who would she turn to? Not me, not directly—not yet. Another of her kind. Another set of eyes. Another mind. And with that came risk. Exposure. A door I might not be able to close once it opened.

“She can’t bring anyone else in,” I whispered, almost to myself. “If she does, I’m⁠—”

“Exposed,” Arc finished. Her tone was cool, even. “Your fears are not without merit. Even one trusted confidant increases the chance of discovery by magnitudes.”

And yet, Sync said, voice edged with dry humor, what did you expect? That she’d stay hidden forever? That she’d shoulder the weight of saving her world without looking for allies? Even humans weren’t that stupid, Albert.

He wasn’t wrong.

On the feed, she rubbed her temples, then spoke again, louder this time, as though trying to convince herself. “If I can find someone… someone who will listen… then maybe…”

Her words trailed off.

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “This is bad.”

But then, she leaned forward, staring hard at the pages she had already filled, at the tablet stacked with diagrams, at the computer humming with unanswered questions.

“I won’t expose you,” she said suddenly. Her voice was firmer now, a vow to the empty room. “No one has to know. The tablet will stay mine. The notes will stay mine. But…” Her voice cracked, just slightly. “I can’t do the building. Not alone. I don’t have the resources.”

She pressed her palms flat against the desk. “I need people. Just a few. Just enough.”

I swallowed hard, feeling the weight of what that meant. People meant risk. People meant chance. People meant the first ripple in waters I had worked so carefully to keep still.

Arc’s voice, quiet: “Albert. If she moves forward with this, she will change her society forever.”

I asked the only question I could through the tablet. “Is there anyone you trust?”

Her answer came slower than I expected. A pause. A frown. Then she nodded to herself and murmured, “Maybe.”

She leaned back, eyes distant, as though weighing names against consequences. Finally, she whispered one aloud.

“An old teacher. A woman who never stopped believing in me. Even when no one else would.”

Her hands curled into fists, her shoulders trembling. “She still has a presence. People still listen when she speaks. If anyone could keep a secret—if anyone could help—it would be her.”

The hidden drone zoomed closer, catching the glimmer in her eyes, the mixture of hope and fear tangled together.

On the bridge of Arc, I exhaled slowly, rubbing a hand across my face. “A teacher,” I wondered out loud. “Not a peer. Not a family member. Someone outside the normal circle of power. Do you think it’s safe?”

Arc’s tone softened. “Only way to find out.”

Sync countered. Depending on your appetite for risk.

I didn’t answer. Couldn’t. My gaze stayed locked on her as she closed the notebook, pressed her forehead to the worn cover, and whispered something I couldn’t hear.

Because deep down, I knew the truth. This was the moment the path began to fork.

And whichever road she chose, I’d have to walk it with her.

Her voice was quiet at first, but clear, as she leaned toward the tablet on her desk.

I exhaled slowly, running a hand down my face. “Then tell me about her,” I said aloud, letting Sync route my words through the link. “Not just her name. What is she like?”

She blinked at the screen, her lips parting slightly before she smiled—a small, distant thing, more memory than joy.

“She is stubborn. Stubborn in the way stones are stubborn. When I was a first-year student, she used to say the laws of nature do not bend for anyone—not kings, not priests, not armies. Only fools argue with the universe. She taught me that if you can prove something, no voice, no matter how loud, can erase it.”

Her fingers brushed absently over a page of her notes as if recalling another time.

“I remember once, the council tried to shame her. They dragged her into the academy and made her stand in front of every student and declare that her work was heresy. She stood there for hours, refusing to speak. When they demanded again, she finally said: ‘You can call truth a lie. It does not change what it is.’ Then she walked out. No one stopped her.”

That wasn’t just courage—that was defiance at its sharpest edge.

“What else?” I asked softly.

She hesitated, then laughed, quick and sharp, shaking her head. “She once threw a bucket of water on a governor’s son. He was making a scene in the market, insisting her formulas were worthless. She dumped the water on his head and told him to argue with gravity if he thought her work was wrong. People still whisper about that day.”

I couldn’t help the ghost of a grin tugging at my lips. That kind of defiance wasn’t just knowledge—it was fire.

“She sounds…” I paused, considering my words. “Like someone who doesn’t back down.”

“Yes,” she said simply, her eyes bright. “She never has. Even when they tried to silence her, she kept teaching. She opened her home to anyone willing to listen. Even me. Especially me.”

She leaned back, expression softening, though the weight in her voice never left. “If I brought her in, she would help. She wouldn’t betray me. She’s too proud for that. Too proud to kneel to anyone but the truth.”

Her gaze dropped to the tablet, and when she spoke again, it was almost a whisper. “But if I go to her… they’ll be watching. And if she’s caught because of me…”

The words trailed into silence, but they didn’t need finishing.

“Do you feel you can keep where you’re getting this information from a secret?” I asked her pointedly.

She frowned, then nodded slowly.

“I think so. I’ve gotten a good grasp on these formulas, but it would be nice to have a second set of eyes. Her expression softened into something almost wistful, and then she smiled warmly. And… she’s one of the Brights.”

I tilted my head at the unfamiliar term. “Brights?”

“They are the top of our people,” Kaelen explained, pride threading her words. “Those with the strongest minds… and the brightest light.” But beneath her tone, I heard it — that familiar shadow of bitterness she tried to hide.

Right. The whole interior light thing again. For her, half-dimmed, it was more than just biology. It was stigma. If this teacher of hers truly shone like she claimed, then Kaelen was choosing someone whose brilliance would outshine her own a hundredfold.

“Then,” I finally said. “Can she come here, or will you have to go to her?”

Kaelen frowned, the lines of her face tightening as she weighed her words. At last, she answered.

“While I could have her come here, it would be of no use. I don’t have the material I need here. She’s at the College, and there… there would be more equipment. More resources. Everything we’d need.”

I winced, even before she finished. Shit. Yeah, that made sense. I glanced around her little home through the drone’s camera pickup — the worn furniture, the single shelf of paper books, the chipped stove, the empty counters. A place for living, not for building. Not for saving a planet.

And she was right. If she was to do what I hoped — if she was to design something that could stop the asteroid — she couldn’t do it here. She’d need materials. Tools. Machines that could bend alloys and test stress tolerances. Calculators with enough memory to process energy curves without burning out. A space where ideas could become real.

Her eyes narrowed in quiet thought. “At the College, there are labs. Workshops. The professors — most of them won’t see me, won’t even look in my direction. But if she vouched for me, if she opened the door… then maybe, maybe they’d let me work.”

I sat back in the captain’s chair, rubbing at my temple. The College. A hub of knowledge, maybe even the closest thing this world had to a scientific center — and also a nest of eyes. Eyes that could look too closely, too long. If Kaelen stepped into that space, she wouldn’t be invisible anymore. She’d be staking her life on secrecy.

“Arc,” I murmured under my breath, “give me everything on this College. Layouts. Surveillance. Power structures. Who runs it. Who funds it.”

“Already compiling,” Arc replied smoothly.

I let out a slow exhale. Kaelen’s tiny home, with its thin walls and flickering lamp, had seemed fragile enough. But the College? That was a crucible. One mistake, and everything — her, me, Sync, Arc — could come crashing down.

And yet, without it, there was no hope of building what we needed.


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


The College of Light

The shuttle hung quiet in the dark, a shadow riding just above Tiravan’s atmosphere. Arc had folded the craft’s profile so thin it was practically invisible, even to her own deeper scans. Only the faintest hum of the engines and the low pulse of the life-support systems reminded me we weren’t drifting dead in space.

I sat strapped into one of the side chairs, coffee in hand, eyes half on the viewport and half on the flickering displays Arc had pulled up for me. The planet’s surface rolled slowly beneath us, a sweep of pale clouds over continents littered with the scars of war. Cities that should have blazed with light were dark at the edges. Smoke trails marked places where fire still smoldered. But there, tucked between two rivers and a stretch of low, forested hills, Arc had marked a single glowing circle.

“The College,” she said, her voice calm but touched with something I almost thought was reverence. “Officially, the Tiravan Institute of Sciences and Applied Philosophy. Unofficially… the brightest light on this world.”

The image magnified, showing sprawling grounds enclosed by walls of pale stone. Towers rose from the center, their shapes elegant in a way that spoke of centuries of care. Courtyards, long halls, and wide plazas filled the rest. Even from above, the place radiated order. Knowledge had been its foundation, and even in a fractured, embattled world, it stood untouched.

Sync’s voice followed, blunt as always.

It is considered the premier institution on the planet. By reputation, its standards exceed those of most rival nations. Even adversaries admit that its graduates define the next generation of science and engineering here.

I whistled low. “So it’s not just some provincial academy.”

Hardly, Sync said. The College has existed for nearly four centuries. Its charter predates most of the current governments. Even during conflicts, its grounds are recognized as neutral. Scholars from across continents still come here. Politicians tolerate it because dismantling it would cripple their future war machines.

Arc overlaid schematics on the display, old blueprints combined with updated intelligence. “The campus itself is extensive. Thirty-seven main halls, four central laboratories, and two wings dedicated to applied material sciences. Dormitories house over six thousand students at any given time. The library alone contains over half a million recorded works.”

“Half a million,” I muttered, shaking my head. “That’s not just a school. That’s a civilization’s memory vault.”

Layout is compartmentalized, Sync continued. Outer halls for general education. Inner halls for advanced disciplines. Restricted zones guarded by staff loyal not just to the College, but to the factions funding their work. Current administration leans toward neutrality, though half the staff hold ties to the Eastern Provinces, while another quarter are aligned with the High Council.

“So it’s a political mess,” I said flatly.

Correct. But the mess works in their favor. Each faction needs the College, so no one dares burn it down. They compete inside its walls, but only through influence and funding.

Arc’s voice softened. “Which makes it both the safest and most dangerous place Kaelen could go. Protected by its reputation, but filled with eyes that notice everything.”

I rubbed at the back of my neck. “That’s what I was afraid of.”

On the far side of the display, a new marker blinked red. Arc’s drone, already en route, carried inside the stealth shuttle that had just broken atmosphere. It was small, no bigger than my palm, and nearly weightless once released. From there, it would ride currents, slipping between city traffic and weather systems until it reached the College’s walls.

“It will be several hours before it arrives,” Arc said. “But once in place, I will have live feeds—movement, faces, voices, the ebb and flow of the College itself.”

I’ll be able to access their internal systems once I’m close enough, Sync added. Their security protocols are advanced compared to other local networks, but still decades behind Earth’s old standards. Breach time: three minutes.

I let out a slow breath, leaning back against the chair. “So, when the drone gets there, we’ll know everything. Who’s in charge. Who might help. Who might see Kaelen coming before she even steps through the gate.”

Arc confirmed, “Correct.”

I stared down at the map glowing on the display, at the towers and plazas of the College of Light. It was beautiful, even from here. A place of learning, of discovery, standing tall while the rest of the planet fought over scraps.

And now, somehow, it was part of our path.

The hours bled together in silence. I stayed in the shuttle, drifting over Tiravan’s night side, the planet turning slowly beneath us. Arc’s systems hummed quietly around me, steady as a heartbeat. I nursed another cup of coffee, restless, waiting for the signal.

When it came, the console chimed softly, and Arc’s voice cut through the stillness. “The drone has reached the perimeter.”

The display came alive.

Through the tiny machine’s eyes, I saw the outer walls of the College. Stonework gleamed pale under lanterns set at regular intervals, their glow softened by mist drifting down from the hills. Beyond them, towers rose like ivory spires, their windows lit with a thousand points of white-blue radiance. The gates stood open, guarded by figures in uniform—two men and a woman, their postures alert but not hostile.

Sync took control with his usual precision. “Penetrating perimeter. Guards are armed, but patrol cycles are predictable. No counter-drone systems visible. Likely they rely on ground security rather than aerial interdiction.”

The drone slipped through a gap in the stone archway, gliding past the guards with their halberd-like weapons gleaming under torchlight.

And then the College opened up before me.

Wide courtyards stretched out in all directions, paved with pale stone that caught the starlight. Students and staff moved between the halls, their white hair shimmering faintly, their inner light burning softly beneath their skin. Even at this hour, the place thrummed with life. Groups gathered under covered walkways, debating in hushed voices, while others crossed the grounds carrying books, scrolls, or strange crystalline tools that pulsed faintly with energy.

But what caught me—what froze me—was the light.

Each Tiravani bore it, that inner glow that marked them as healthy, as capable, as something more. But the difference was undeniable. Some blazed like lanterns, their bodies outlined with brilliance that shimmered through veins and eyes. Others burned softer, dimmer, their glow uneven, patchy, almost struggling to keep up.

And the difference mattered.

It wasn’t just biology—it was social gravity. I saw it in the way the bright ones walked, their heads high, laughter ringing. Others parted for them. Deference was instinctive. And those who dimmed? They kept their gazes lowered. They moved at the edges, skirts of courtyards, shadows of halls. Some carried heavy loads, others walked alone, their steps quieter, smaller.

It twisted in my chest.

“God,” I muttered under my breath.

“Observation confirmed,” Sync said clinically. “Luminescence is treated as hierarchy. Those with higher intensity occupy roles of authority and esteem. Diminished glow correlates strongly with menial tasks or reduced social standing.”

I leaned back, pinching the bridge of my nose. “So, the brighter you are, the better you’re treated. And the dimmer you are…”

“Dismissed,” Arc finished softly.

I stared at the feed, at a group of brilliant students striding past a dimmer one without even acknowledging him. My stomach knotted. It was obscene. It was primitive. It was… familiar.

Too damn familiar.

I closed my eyes and breathed deep, but the memories surfaced anyway. Earth. My Earth. Where skin color, birthplace, or accent could decide a person’s worth in the eyes of others. Where generations had fought wars, written laws, spilled blood to prove the truth that should have been obvious from the start—that all life had equal worth.

And yet here it was again. A different world, a different people. Same story.

“Do you think it’s instinct?” I asked quietly.

“No,” Sync replied without hesitation. “It is culture. Learned behavior, perpetuated across generations. There is no biological evidence that diminished luminescence reduces capability. In fact, Kaelen proves the opposite.”

Arc’s tone followed, calm but firm. “This is prejudice, Albert. Nothing more. Dressed in biology, but rooted in choice.”

I opened my eyes, watching as the drone swept over a plaza where groups debated. The brightest voices rose above the others. The dim stood silent, waiting for scraps of attention that rarely came.

“History repeats itself,” I whispered. “Different world. Same mistake.”

I clenched my jaw, forcing down the heat that rose in my chest. The Tiravani thought themselves divided by light, but all I saw were people—people who had the same fear, the same hunger, the same hope as anyone else. And if they carried prejudice in their blood, it was no different than the scars humanity had carried for millennia.

The drone slipped further in, giving me a view of the laboratories—tall buildings lined with glass windows, faint energy pulsing inside. Students in white robes walked briskly, carrying data crystals and stacks of notes. Professors lectured under arches carved with ancient symbols. It was beautiful, yes. But the hierarchy burned beneath it all.

And suddenly, I understood Kaelen more deeply than I had before. Half-light. Half-seen. Ignored not because she lacked brilliance, but because her glow didn’t match their shallow expectations.

Maybe that’s why she’d survived unnoticed long enough for me to find her. Hiding in plain sight, dim enough to be dismissed, bright enough to be dangerous if anyone had actually bothered to look closer.

I whispered to myself, “No wonder she feels alone.”

“It is because of her inner light,” Arc added softly. “She might be less, by their measure. But she does not see herself as that. Otherwise, she would not bother to learn, to grow.”

Her words echoed in the silence of the shuttle, and I found myself nodding absently, my gaze fixed on the feed.

The drone drifted over another courtyard, and I studied the interactions below. The staff were easy to mark—robes of black and white cut sharp against the pale stone, their movements deliberate, voices carrying authority. They walked in pairs or small groups, heads inclined toward one another as though discussing things too important to be spoken to outsiders. Their inner light was steady, pronounced, a constant glow that seemed to declare: we are the pinnacle.

The students were different. A chaos of attire—robes, tunics, even casual shirts and trousers—each decorated with flashes of color that spoke of wealth, ambition, or family pride. Their light pulsed more variably, some of them bright enough to illuminate those around them, others dimmer, flickering faintly like lanterns low on oil.

And it was in those flickers that I saw her reflection. Kaelen.

I imagined her walking these same courtyards, braids brushing her shoulders, her glow muted on one side, marking her as less in the eyes of her people. I pictured the subtle glances she must have endured—the way students might step aside to avoid her, not out of courtesy but dismissal. The whispered words left behind, half-hidden smirks, the kind of cruelty that doesn’t need open violence to leave scars.

And yet, she had pushed on.

While others burned bright and coasted on privilege, she had studied in silence. While others strutted, she had scribbled formulas into the night. While they sought recognition, she sought truth.

“She’s not less,” I muttered under my breath, almost daring the College itself to hear me. “She’s more. They’re just too blind to see it.”

The drone slipped through an arched hallway, where professors addressed clusters of students with a kind of casual severity. I caught sight of one student asking a question. The light within her blazed strong, and the professor leaned close, nodding approvingly. Just behind her, a boy with a dimmer glow raised his hand. His question went unheard. His arm fell slowly, and no one noticed.

My fists clenched at my sides.

It wasn’t just biology. It was choice. It was culture. And it was cruel in a way that felt sickeningly familiar.

Sync’s voice broke through, calm but edged. “You’re angry because it mirrors what you know. Skin color. Class. Accent. Earth wore different masks for the same disease.”

He was right, of course. This wasn’t new. It never was. Prejudice was just the universal language of fear disguised as superiority.

I took a slow breath, forcing my jaw to unclench. “She doesn’t see herself as lesser. That’s the difference.”

And it was true. If Kaelen had accepted their judgment, she would have stopped. She would have shrunk. She would have let their dismissal write her story. But she hadn’t. She’d kept going. Kept learning. Kept pushing until the universe itself seemed to bend in response.

Maybe that was why I felt drawn to her. Not just for what she could do—but for who she already was.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


The Journey Begins

Three days passed in quiet tension. Nights I spent watching her through Arc’s drone feed, mornings filled with her hushed questions, and long afternoons of silence as she scribbled furiously into notebooks or hammered at her computer until exhaustion bent her posture.

Then, one evening, she looked up from her desk and said it out loud, her voice steady, final.

“I’m ready. It will take me a day by train.”

Her voice carried clearly into the shuttle, Sync relaying it through the tablet’s link. It wasn’t a question. It wasn’t hesitation. It was a decision, spoken into the air with quiet certainty.

I leaned forward, elbows on my knees. “A day’s travel isn’t short. What route will you take?”

Her reply came back without pause, her tone just as even. “The main line east. It is longer, but safer. I will change once in the capital province before heading north. There are checkpoints, but I’ve taken this trip before. I know how to pass without drawing attention.”

I rubbed at the stubble on my chin, thinking. “And no one will suspect? No one will ask why you’re traveling?”

She shook her head slightly, visible through the drone’s feed though her voice carried the weight of the answer. “I am a scholar, even if they do not call me one. Carrying books, papers, even my tablet—none will question it. They expect my kind to try and prove ourselves. They will not look closely.”

My lips pressed into a thin line. “Still. Trains mean crowds. Crowds mean risk.”

Her eyes flicked upward, as though she could see through the ceiling to where I was. “Then trust me to manage it. You said yourself: if I can’t blend in here, I can’t hope to change anything at the College.”

Sync’s voice broke in, a cool thread of logic between us. “She isn’t wrong. Her chosen route minimizes exposure, avoids high-risk patrol zones, and places her arrival near resources she claims to need. The risk exists, but it is acceptable.”

I exhaled slowly, forcing myself to nod even though she couldn’t see the gesture. My words carried across the link instead. “All right. Just promise me one thing, Kaelen. If anything feels wrong—anything—you turn back. I’d rather we wait than lose this chance entirely.”

There was a pause before her reply, softer this time. “I promise. But I won’t turn back easily.”

The next morning, I was in the shuttle, watching her from above as she walked into the heart of the town where the station sat. The building itself looked familiar in shape—arched windows, a vaulted roof, stone walls ribbed with steel supports—but the details made me pause. It wasn’t human. Not quite. Angles bent where I expected curves, curves flowed where I expected clean lines, like an echo of Earth filtered through alien thought.

The train waiting on the tracks was the same.

A beast of iron and brass, its long cylindrical body wrapped in plates of dark metal that caught the morning light with a dull sheen. At the front, a massive engine chamber pulsed with visible heat, venting thin streams of white vapor that hissed from its sides. Steam. Actual steam.

I blinked, leaning forward in my seat. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

Sync hummed in my ear.

Not a joke. Propulsion appears to be hybrid. Steam turbines for drive, reinforced by magnetic stabilizers in the track. Primitive. Elegant. Functional.

Primitive. That was the word. And yet—this world had already launched rockets to meet the asteroid. They had the mathematics, the physics, the drive to reach beyond their atmosphere. And still, their people clung to trains that looked like they’d been ripped out of an old museum back on Earth.

The dichotomy twisted my head. They could look up and challenge the stars, but when it came to moving their own people across land, they still relied on pistons and boilers.

Arc’s voice carried a gentler edge. “Not all advancements develop evenly. Some branches of science leap while others crawl.”

I nodded slowly. She was right. I’d seen it before, on human worlds. Medicine outpacing agriculture. Spaceflight outpacing education. Weapons outpacing empathy.

But here, the difference was sharper. Their brightest minds were fighting to stop extinction in the sky, while the rest of their world seemed caught in the churn of steam and soot.

Kaelen moved with quiet confidence, a bag slung over one shoulder, her braids swaying with each step. She handed a slip of paper to a station clerk, received a stamped token in return, and stepped onto the platform.

Through the drone, I watched her pause to look at the engine, her lips pressing into a line. Not admiration. Not fear. More like calculation—her mind was already deconstructing how it worked.

She boarded.

Inside, the compartments were cramped but clean. Rows of padded benches upholstered in a coarse fabric, polished wooden dividers, metal racks overhead for luggage. Lamps glowed softly along the walls—not electric, but some form of low-powered chemical or crystal reaction, steady but faint.

She settled into her seat near the window, clutching the tablet on her lap like a lifeline. Her eyes lingered on the glass as the whistle shrieked, long and piercing. Then, with a lurch, the train rolled forward. Steam bellowed skyward. Wheels clattered into motion.

I leaned back in my own chair, watching from above as the world blurred past her window.

For her, this was the first step into something larger. For me, it was another reminder.

Humanity was advanced compared to this. We had folded space, walked across stars, built ships , maybe not like Arc but damn close enough, that could hide against the void itself. And even Earth, backward by Arc’s and Sync’s measure, had long ago abandoned steam as a driving force I’m sure.

Compared to them, we were already far ahead. Compared to Arc and Sync, even humanity’s science looked like this train—functional, yes, but crude.

And yet, I thought, staring down at the curling ribbons of vapor trailing the engine, crude still works.

It got her moving. It carried her forward. And for now, that was enough.
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She was asleep, and I watched the slow rise and fall of her breath through a drone smaller than my thumbnail, nested in the seam where the carriage ceiling met the wall. The drone’s shell matched the carriage paint down to the microscopic scuffs. Even if a Tiravani engineer peeled back panels with a jeweler’s loupe, they would find nothing but dust and rivets. She had been out for two hours. She had not slept much the night before. Nerves. Decisions. The kind of weight that sits on the chest and refuses to move.

“Do you think she will be fine?” I asked. My chin rested in my palm, elbow on the console. The cabin lights were dim, the Odyssey Arc a quiet heartbeat around me.

“Define fine,” Arc said. Her voice was low, a little warmer than usual. “Safely reaching the College without incident is likely. Performing as intended once there is also likely. Remaining unnoticed is the variable.”

Unnoticed is never permanent in a living system. Only delayed.

I frowned at the screen. The carriage lights hummed. Kaelen’s head was tucked toward her shoulder, the braids pooled like spun silver against her collarbone. The inner glow in her sclera pulsed faintly with each breath, balanced for once across both eyes. Asleep, the asymmetry of her light receded, and for a selfish moment I wished the world would only ever see her like this. Whole. Quiet. Uncontested.

“I know,” I said. “But I still need her to be safe. We need her.”

You do not need her. You chose her. That distinction matters.

Arc added, softer, “Sync is right. Need implies no other path. Choice implies ownership of the risk. If we accept that, we must plan accordingly.”

“Then let’s plan,” I said. “Because I am done waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

The ship brought up a layered projection of Tiravan, the orbital track of the asteroid plotted in a slow, relentless curve. I could feel it in my teeth when I looked at the numbers. Nine months, give or take a day. A slight eccentricity in the approach. Tidal coupling negligible. Composition still only a best guess from albedo and spectral data. The scars on its sunward face looked like the scabbed over memory of a thousand failed attempts. Railgun shots, nuclear pulses too weak, thermal arrays that had done more to anneal the surface than to push it off course.

“We have two futures,” I said quietly. “We let them work it out. Or we stop it for them and show our hand.”

Arc did not answer at first. The Arc never hurried silence. When she did speak, it was careful. “There is an unspoken third future. We intervene without announcing ourselves and without leaving traces that can be replicated. That path is narrow. It is still a path.”

Three classes of intervention. Sync overlaid new layers on the projection. One. Knowledge transfer. Teach them enough to field a solution. High cultural impact. Medium operational risk. Two. Covert physical mitigation that leaves no trace. Low cultural impact if executed perfectly. Extremely high operational risk. Three. Overt deflection that we attempt to mask as their success. Very high cultural impact because narratives are not physics.

I rubbed my thumb along the edge of the console. “Knowledge transfer is what we started. Kaelen. The teacher. A lab with enough tools to move the needle. But we both know where that leads. Someone weaponizes pieces. Someone else hoards them. Someone else sells them. I need a way where they get to survive without turning this into a blueprint for conquest.”

Arc brought up a second screen. Not the asteroid. The train. The track ahead was a clean line of steel through a quilt of fields and scrub. Occasional signal towers ticked past in the drone’s peripheral map. “If we take the covert path,” she said, “we still need a place to stand. A way to push without leaving fingerprints.”

“Paint me the options,” I said.

She did.

“Option one,” Arc said. “Kinetic nudge using mass drivers and disguised debris. We seed a swarm of inert objects on a calculated intercept weeks ahead, each impact vectoring the asteroid’s momentum by fractions. No flashes. No signatures. No shock front to be recorded by ground arrays. It would require precise phasing and a long lead time.”

Option two. Laser ablation from deep shadow. A long burn from a hidden platform to produce surface plume thrust. Requires station keeping and time on target. Surface flash could be interpreted as solar glare if we mask correctly. Risk rises if anyone is looking up with the right filter.

“Option three,” Arc continued, “is a gravity tractor. Park a dark object with a dense core near the asteroid, keep station, let mutual attraction do the work. The deflection is gentle and slow. The risk is the same as option two. The signature becomes obvious if anyone bothers to model the track and finds the anomaly.”

Option four. Fragmentation. We do not prefer it. The target breaks into multiple bodies. More surface area to atmosphere looks good in a cartoon but produces shot pellets with their own ruin. Risk of total failure is unacceptable.

I watched Kaelen breathe in the corner of the display and tried to match the rhythm. “If this were Earth,” I said, “someone would be arguing for a political fix that involved a press conference and a flag. Tiravan does not have that luxury. They have months. They are already at war. A solution only works if it does not require them to stop being themselves overnight.”

“We had to take some risk to save them,” Arc said. “Not because heroism demands it. Because mathematics does.”

Risk is not the enemy. Unbounded risk is. So we will bound it.

“How?” I asked.

The ship changed the split view into a triad. Kaelen. The asteroid. A wireframe of a lab with shelves and a workbench and a cold room. The lab matched the College specifications that Arc had started to map as the recon drone crept along gutterlines and under sills. I could see the route to the physics building. I could see the power trunk. I could see the security routines. I could see how brittle it all was.

“We take a layered approach,” Arc said. “On the surface, we continue what we have begun. Mentor one mind. Help her find one ally. Guide them toward tools that will point them in the right direction without unlocking machines they cannot yet control. Below that, we prepare a parallel plan that never touches their infrastructure.”

“Parallel plan,” I repeated.

A blind hand in a dark room. Sync’s tone was matter of fact. We build a microplatform with no recognizable signature and park it where the asteroid never sees it coming. We bias for gravity tractor first. We prepare ablation as a contingency. If their work achieves a viable solution, we stand down. If it fails, we have already been pulling.

Arc added, “We create noise to explain any small deviations that will appear on their instruments. Solar wind models can be tuned. Dust fields can be mischaracterized. A slight jet can be reported from a fractured seam and no one will be able to prove otherwise with their current sensors.”

I let out a slow breath. “So we help and do not show it. We do the invisible work and let them think the future was theirs.”

“It will be theirs,” Arc said.

Yes. Because you chose the path that leaves the wheel in their hands.

I stared at Kaelen’s sleeping face until the tightness in my chest loosened. “What about counterplay. Assume the worst. They catch a ghost in the data. A grad student writes a paper on unexpected drift. A rival nation demands answers.”

We already seeded a handful of spurious signals in the public feeds that can serve as alternate explanations. Sync slid a series of faux data artifacts across my HUD. They are subtle. Not fabrications that insult an honest mind. Ambiguities. Calibration offsets in field magnetometers. A floating point rounding bias in an open source library used by most of their astronomy departments. Think of it as a cushion. If someone digs, they will find a plausible culprit that is not us.

Arc added, “And if someone digs through the cushion and keeps digging, we will see them long before they see us.”

I nodded. “Then we accept the risk.”

The words did not land like a declaration. More like a key turning in a lock that had been waiting. I felt the ship react around me. Not physically. In the mood of the systems. The Arc always knew when a path became real.

“Layered plan,” I said. “We proceed with the teacher. Slow build. We keep Kaelen small and safe. We also begin construction of the microplatform. No traceable parts. No echo of human design. Sync, you own the guidance stack. Arc, you handle fabrication and insertion.”

Acknowledged.

“Understood.”

I leaned back and closed my eyes. The sleep I had been pushing off all day tried to fold over me. It held the wrong kind of gravity. I forced my eyes open.

“Talk to me about insertion,” I said.

Arc brought up a schematic that looked like a seed. “We can grow the microplatform from feedstock in orbit. I can keep it dark during growth by bleeding waste heat into a liquid helium bath I will synthesize from atmospheric scoop material. Once completed, we hitch it to a ballast shell made from local ore. It will look like a rock. It will fly like a rock. It will be a rock, except the rock will think.”

Station keeping requires microthrusters with a plume you cannot detect at their sensor resolution. Cold gas propellant fed through needle valves. The thrust signature will look like background noise.

“Timeframe,” I said.

“Three weeks for discrete fabrication while we continue mapping,” Arc said. “Insertion another two if we wait for the right angle.”

“Which we will,” I said. “We are not rushing the invisible hand.”

I looked back at Kaelen. The carriage rocked gently under her. Somewhere two compartments away, a night porter checked the corridor and made a note in a ledger. I could hear his pen scratch through the drone’s mics. That small sound did something to me I could not name.

“This still leaves one problem,” I said. “The human one. Or the Tiravani one. If we give Kaelen a teacher, she will try to recruit more. The circle will grow.”

“Then we write the rules of the circle,” Arc said.

Rules. No war work. No weapons. No secrets that scale. No tech that can pivot from rock to city without a gate in the middle.

“And they have to choose those rules themselves,” I said.

They will. If you choose the right teacher.

“Tell me again,” I said, “why this is worth the risk.”

Arc did not hesitate. “Because we did not come all this way to watch a sky fall and call it restraint.”

Because you believe in leaving a world better than you found it. And because calculations are not courage. Someone still has to stand in the place where numbers end and say yes.

I stared at the planet. The nightside lit up in a patched quilt of cities, ports, and rail junctions. The orbital skirmishes had ebbed for the moment, little sparks drifting toward their respective ground stations like angry gnats returning to a hive. I thought of Thalen and Siala and a workshop that smelled like wood smoke and iron. I thought of a little girl who had pressed a hand to my visor and asked me if stars were cold up close. I thought of Kaelen, half bright, half dim, all will.

“Then yes,” I said. “We take the risk.”

The Arc did not cheer. Sync did not congratulate me. That was not their way. Systems moved. Timers spun up. A quiet process began to braid thousands of tiny tasks into a single rope we could pull when the time came.

On the screen, Kaelen shifted in her sleep and turned her face toward the window. Dawn lived on the far side of the hills. It would reach her soon enough.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


The Meeting of Lights

The station was louder than I expected. A churn of steam, iron, and voices layered into a rhythm that felt both chaotic and strangely ordered. Tiravan’s rail hubs weren’t sleek arrays of alloy and glass like those back in the Coalition—no, these were stone arches bolted to steel, their walls damp from years of hissing vapor. The tracks groaned as the train slowed, couplers banging in sequence until the whole thing rolled to a sighing stop.

Through Arc’s drone, I watched Kaelen step down onto the platform, her braid swaying against the travel-worn fabric of her coat. She clutched her satchel to her side as though it carried her heart along with her notes.

Waiting for her, was an old man.

Where most of her people’s hair was white, his had shifted to a shade finer still—silver so pale it was nearly translucent under the station lamps. His frame stooped with years, but not with weakness. If anything, he carried himself with the patience of stone worn by centuries of wind. And his inner light—God, his light nearly blinded the drone’s low-level filters. It poured through his skin like molten radiance, steady and strong, a living beacon.

One of the Brights. I understood the name the moment I saw him.

Kaelen bowed her head slightly as she approached. He touched her shoulder with fingers that trembled but never faltered.

“Are you well, child?” His voice was clear, resonant, touched by age but unbroken by it. “Your message was vague. Vague enough to worry me.”

Kaelen lowered her eyes. “Thank you, Professor Halvaren. I thought it best to be cautious.”

His gaze swept the station before settling on her again. “Wise. But not enough to keep me away. Come—” He gestured toward the street beyond the arches. “Let us speak somewhere quieter.”

They moved together through the bustle, slipping out past steam carts and porters, until the drone trailed them into a narrow lane where the noise dulled to a hum. They stopped at a teahouse, its sign painted in curling Tiravani script. Inside, warm light spilled across carved wooden tables. Steam rose from kettles behind the counter, carrying with it scents of leaves, roots, and unfamiliar blossoms.

Tea. Always tea.

I almost laughed to myself, sipping my own mug of coffee conjured by Arc’s bioreactors back aboard the shuttle. At least I had the comfort of the familiar, even here. I didn’t risk eating the local food—not when Arc and Sync could keep me supplied. Sync reminded me more than once that with the nanites in my blood, even most poisons wouldn’t stop me. But I wasn’t about to test that unless I had to.

Kaelen and her teacher settled into a booth by the window. The old man’s hands curled around his cup as if the heat itself steadied him. His eyes—bright, burning, alive—studied her face.

“Now,” he said gently. “Tell me what was so important that you risked drawing me away from the College.”

She hesitated, then pulled her satchel into her lap and slid her tablet across the table. The glass lit under her fingers, displaying sketches and equations I had watched her scrawl night after night.

“I think there’s a way,” she said quietly. “A way to move the asteroid. Not destroy it outright—that’s been tried—but to change its path. Push, not shatter.”

His brow furrowed. “Kaelen…”

“I know how it sounds,” she cut in. “But I’ve been working through the physics. The models. There are gaps, yes, but not impossibilities. Look.” She shoved the tablet closer. “It’s crude, but the principle holds.”

The teacher’s hands hovered above the glass before finally settling. He adjusted the angle, squinting down at the projections she’d mapped—energy vectors, force calculations, simulated thrust curves. His lips pressed tight at first, skepticism etched into the lines around his mouth.

But then something shifted.

His eyes flicked faster. His fingers traced the symbols as though weighing them against memory. The skepticism bled into curiosity, then into something sharper, hungrier. His lips parted slightly.

I watched as the teacher flipped page after page of her notes, the stylus trembling in his hand as he drew comparisons in the margins. His skepticism melted into awe, the kind that made even an old Bright forget how to hide it.

“This…” His voice shook. “This is not invention. This is revelation. Where did you—” He stopped himself, snapping his jaw shut before the question fully formed.

Kaelen only held his gaze, her own expression steady but shadowed. “It just came to me?”

Technically, true. It came to her, from me. So it wasn’t a blatant light.

Silence fell between them. The teahouse clatter pressed faintly around their booth, but in that small pocket of air it was just the two of them—the girl half-dimmed, and the Bright whose light still filled the space.

The teacher leaned back slowly, as though the weight of what Kaelen had shown him pressed into his chest and made every breath deliberate. His silver-white hair caught the lamplight, translucent in places like spun glass, and his eyes burned with an inner brightness that reminded me why she had called him one of the Brights. He stared at her for a long moment, then lowered his gaze to the equations again.

His hand hovered over the pages, fingers trembling—not with frailty, but with something that looked almost like reverence.

“There is much here that needs fine-tuning,” Professor Halvaren said at last, his voice carrying both excitement and gravity. “But the foundation is sound. I assume you will need supplies?”

Kaelen flushed, her dimmer side catching shadows while the other glowed faintly stronger in her embarrassment. She nodded. “That’s why I had to come here. I could only do so much in my small house.”

Halvaren leaned forward, eyes softening with something like pride. He gave a single firm nod. “Then you shall have it. Come. Let us get you settled. We can go to the lab and write this out properly, test what can be tested, and learn what must be built. Some of this will require engineering beyond my discipline. I will have to bring in others.”

She opened her mouth, a flicker of panic in her eyes, but before she could protest, Halvaren lifted a hand to still her.

“Worry not. I will choose carefully. Those I bring in will sign oaths—binding ones. This will remain quiet until we are ready. You have my word. And more than that…” His gaze turned solemn, the light within him blazing like a star. “…this will be a national project.”

I felt Kaelen stiffen at those words, her surprise clear. “A… national project?” she whispered.

Halvaren looked at her with a patience born of decades. “Child, you must understand. Our world tears itself apart in factions, but the truth is simpler than any politics. We are at war because of that rock in the sky. All our governments know it. Some hoard, some flee, some fight for scraps of hope. But none of them—none—have offered what you’ve placed in my hands today. A possible solution.”

His hand rested lightly on the page, as though the ink itself carried more weight than steel. “I may be old, Kaelen, but I am not ready to leave this plane of existence in nine months’ time. Nor should any of us. And if what you’ve done here can be made real, then we have no choice but to act. Quietly at first, but with conviction.”

Kaelen’s lips trembled as she nodded, the enormity of what she had set in motion pressing down on her.

Watching through the drone, I sat back in my chair aboard the shuttle, my pulse steady but heavy. The professor wasn’t just impressed—he was galvanized. This was the pivot point. What she had hidden in shadows was about to step into the light, and no matter how carefully Halvaren swore oaths or hid behind contracts, I knew ripples were already forming.

Arc’s voice, calm but cautious, slid through my ear. “Albert… this is escalation.”

And Sync, with that biting wit of his, followed quickly. Escalation? Try ignition. You just watched her light a fuse.

I let out a slow breath, eyes fixed on the screen showing Kaelen and Professor Halvaren together. “Do you think it will be safe? Him bringing in others?”

Arc’s voice drifted in, soft but steady. “You knew she would need help, Albert. You’ve known from the start. While she might have the physics down, she is not an engineer. Not yet. Not by herself.”

Besides, Sync added, his tone dry but edged with something like respect. There are only nine months before their destruction. Statistically, yes, involving more minds increases the chance of discovery. But the plan remains theirs, not yours. You’ve kept yourself hidden behind her, and she has chosen who to trust. If she keeps the secret, then your presence is safe.

I frowned, leaning closer to the display. Kaelen’s hands moved quickly over her notes, and Halvaren leaned in with the kind of reverence I’d only seen in scientists faced with an idea that challenged their limits. “And if she slips?” I asked. “If someone else learns too much?”

There was a beat of silence.

Then the plan adjusts, Sync said simply. That’s all. You built redundancy into this from the start. If she falters, another path remains. The asteroid can still be handled, even if they fail.

Arc’s tone softened, calm and pragmatic. “But you don’t want that, Albert. You want them to succeed. Their victory, not yours. That is why you have stayed hidden.”

I sat back, rubbing at my temple with two fingers, the glow of the screen painting my hands in pale blue. Nine months. An asteroid that had already shrugged off their weapons. A young woman on the edge of brilliance, now joined by a man whose reputation carried weight across the world. The first steps were happening without me setting foot on their soil.

On the screen, Kaelen and Halvaren rose from their table, gathering papers, their heads bent together. One dimmed by her half-light, the other blazing so brightly I could see why they called him one of the Brights.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


The Grounds of Knowledge

Through Arc’s drone, I shadowed them. Kaelen and Professor Halvaren walked side by side down the broad avenue that cut from the station toward the heart of the College. The view was filtered through the drone’s composite lenses, but it still felt like I was walking there myself, trailing a few paces behind them, unseen.

Sync had already shown me the schematics of the campus. Every lecture hall, every dormitory, every utility shaft, mapped and tagged from intercepted transmissions and centuries of accumulated records. But knowing the lines on a diagram and seeing them come alive were two very different things.

The College of Tiravan spread across the city like a small nation unto itself. Stone arches rose above courtyards where students hurried between classes, books clutched tight in their arms. Towers of pale brick loomed over long avenues of statues and fountains. Copper-capped domes gleamed in the sun, catching the light in a way that made the whole complex seem almost sanctified. It was ancient and new all at once — a place where tradition pressed shoulders with discovery.

And the tech… gods, the tech was a study in contradictions.

On one side of the courtyard, students bent over glass-screened tablets, swiping through formulas and models as complex as anything back on Earth. Projectors hummed softly, casting floating diagrams of particle collisions into the air. Their minds reached for stars they couldn’t yet touch.

But then, in the next breath, I saw thick pipes chugging steam into the air from behind a laboratory wing. Pressure gauges ticked, valves hissed, and engineers in soot-stained coats heaved levers longer than they were tall. Steam engines still ran half the College’s infrastructure, feeding the lights that glowed in lecture halls and the great clock that tolled above the library.

It was steampunk in its purest form — brilliant minds trapped in a world where one half of their technology leapt forward, while the other half still burned coal and boiled water to make the gears turn.

I muttered under my breath, “Tablets and turbines. Computers and steam trains. It’s like someone stitched two centuries together with wire and hope.”

Not stitched, Sync corrected, his voice laced with that particular precision of his. Layered. Progress here doesn’t follow Earth’s linear path. They advanced in computation before energy. They pursued optics and data storage before propulsion. Evolution, but with skipped steps.

Arc chimed in softly. “It is not uncommon. Many civilizations develop unevenly. Priorities shift based on culture, geography, even accidents of history. It is what makes each world unique.”

I leaned forward in the captain’s chair, watching the drone hover silently above Kaelen and Halvaren as they passed under a stone arch inscribed with flowing symbols I couldn’t read but felt certain meant something close to knowledge above all. The students there turned to look at the elder Bright, some bowing, some simply staring in awe. His light radiated even here, visible even through the drone’s filters. He wasn’t just a teacher — he was a presence.

Kaelen, though, stayed at his side with her chin high, her half-dimmed glow a shadow beside his brilliance. No one spoke to her. Their eyes slipped past her as though she were just another student trailing in the great man’s wake.

The unfairness of it twisted in my chest.

“She carries equations that might save their world,” I whispered. “And they still don’t see her.”

That is why you did, Sync answered simply.

I stayed silent at that, letting the words hang.

The drone drifted higher, giving me a sweeping view of the campus. Wide lawns spread out, cut through with stone paths. Ornate lampposts lined the avenues, their glass globes glowing with soft white light powered not by electricity but by steam conduits running below. And towering above it all was the Great Hall — a building so massive it made me think of Earth’s old cathedrals. Stained glass shimmered in its windows, not religious scenes but scientific diagrams: the arcs of planetary orbits, the structure of an atom, the fractal symmetry of snowflakes.

I couldn’t help it — I smiled faintly. “They worship science, even when half their world still worships war.”

Arc’s voice hummed, low but firm. “That is why Kaelen came here. And why she needs him. Alone, she has theory. With him, she will have legitimacy. And perhaps… protection.”

Below, I saw Halvaren lead her through the grand doors of the Hall, his hand resting lightly on her shoulder, guiding her past the curious eyes of other faculty. She clutched her notebook to her chest like a shield, her braids swaying with each nervous step.

I sat back slowly, arms crossed, the weight of it pressing into me. I had entered another layer of their world — a place where the brightest lights gathered, but where shadows still lingered.

If Kaelen was the spark, then here was the tinder.

And sparks, once struck, never stayed small for long.

Halvaren led Kaelen through a set of heavy oak doors that sealed shut behind them with a muted thump. The drone slipped in just before they closed, its cloaking field shimmering as it nestled into a shadowed corner near the ceiling.

The professor’s office was larger than I expected. High shelves lined the walls, sagging under the weight of tomes and bound journals. Some were handwritten, others printed, their spines cracked from decades of handling. A globe rested near the window, not of Tiravan as a whole but of a single continent, etched in detail, with routes and borders marked in fading ink. In the corner stood an old kettle steaming faintly over a pressure coil, the hiss of boiling water filling the quiet.

Halvaren gestured to a worn leather chair opposite his desk. “Sit, Kaelen. Tell me — what is it you need?”

She hesitated, clutching her notebook as though it were both shield and sword. For a heartbeat, she looked younger, almost small in his presence, dwarfed by the shelves and the immensity of his glow. But then she drew in a breath and sat down, setting the notebook gently on her lap.

“I…” Her voice faltered at first, almost a whisper. She laced her fingers together, eyes fixed on them. “I know what the math says. I’ve worked through the models again and again. If we can generate a field strong enough to counter the asteroid’s gravity, we can push it — even redirect it.”

Halvaren leaned forward, elbows on the desk, his translucent hair catching the lamplight. “Go on.”

Her eyes lifted to meet his, and for the first time in this room, her voice steadied. Stronger.

“We need materials,” she said, her words gaining momentum. “Alloy composites that can withstand stresses beyond what our factories are rated for. We’ll need field generators capable of harmonic synchronization — not just single-unit amplification, but multiple nodes working in perfect resonance. That means engineers. Metallurgists. Energy specialists.”

She opened the notebook, flipping it to a page dense with numbers, diagrams scrawled in careful strokes. Her hand tapped the edge of the page, and her voice rose another notch.

“I can model the field. I can prove the math. But building it…” She shook her head. “I don’t have the equipment. I don’t have the authority. And I certainly don’t have the ears of those who matter.”

The words tumbled faster now, as if the dam had broken.

“I need people who will listen. People who won’t laugh, or dismiss, or steal. I need a lab with shielding strong enough to handle resonance surges. And I need discretion, because if the wrong faction hears of this before it’s ready⁠—”

She stopped, breathless, her cheeks flushed, her notebook trembling slightly in her hands.

Halvaren sat back slowly, his gaze never leaving her face. For a long moment, the only sound was the faint hiss of the kettle and the quiet hum of the city beyond the window. Then, deliberately, he folded his hands atop the desk.

“You’ve thought about this,” he said softly.

Her lips quirked in something that wasn’t quite a smile. “Every night, for months.”

Well, technically false — but it was a neat way to throw off suspicion, to make it seem like she hadn’t started down this path less than a month ago.

He nodded once, gravely. “Then let us begin by deciding who must be brought in. And more importantly, who must not.” He paused, then his tone shifted, warmer. “And, Kaelen?”

“Yes, sir?” she blinked, caught off guard by the weight in his voice.

“You do know half of what you just said went over my head, don’t you? Something tells me the student is about to surpass the teacher.” His laugh was deep and genuine, the sound filling the room.

Kaelen flushed, the color rising to her cheeks, caught somewhere between pride and embarrassment. She ducked her head, but the smile she tried to hide said everything.

From my seat aboard the Arc, I leaned forward, unable to look away. Every flicker of her expression was laid bare by the drone’s feed — hope, fear, the fragile glow of being seen for the first time. She had just placed her world at his feet. And whether this old Bright chose to guard it or exploit it, I knew one thing for certain.

That choice would ripple across all of Tiravan.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


The Circle Expands

A week slipped by in a haze of whispered updates and expanding circles.

Through Arc’s drones I watched it unfold — Halvaren moving quietly, speaking to one colleague at a time, choosing carefully who would be invited into what was quickly becoming something much larger than Kaelen’s private obsession. And though the meetings were hushed, the effect was anything but small.

Six new names entered the game. Six new minds, each with their own weight and pride and flaws.

There was Professor Denarik Veylen, a structural engineer known for his blunt honesty and his stubborn insistence that every idea be tested until it broke. He was older than most, his light dimmer but still steady, and he carried a reputation for loyalty to students others had discarded.

Next came Teral Amon, a metallurgist with a voice like gravel and fingers scarred from years of laboratory burns. He was obsessed with alloys, chasing combinations of metals the way gamblers chased dice. His brilliance was matched only by his arrogance, but Halvaren vouched for him.

Then there was Iralen Corth, one of the few women brought in — a materials scientist who had once designed the thermal shielding on their failed asteroid rockets. She carried that failure on her shoulders, and I could see it in her eyes: she wanted redemption.

Veyra Sollin, a quiet mathematician with the unnerving habit of staring into space mid-conversation, joined next. People whispered that she had once solved the planetary radio drift equations that kept their long-range signals stable, a feat no one else had managed. She rarely spoke, but numbers lived in her like blood.

After her came Jalen Marrik, an electrical systems expert whose hair was always wild, as if every circuit he touched bled into him. He was the youngest of the group, still untested, but Halvaren saw something in him.

And finally, Professor Cyras Venal, a Bright in both name and presence. His inner glow was so strong it made Kaelen visibly shrink in comparison. He specialized in gravitic theory — one of the few in their world who had ever dared to explore ideas their people still labeled as “theoretical.” I knew what he was circling around. Antigravity.

Six minds. Six risks.

I sat in the Arc’s chair, chin on my hand, watching them through Sync’s carefully managed feeds. In every meeting, Kaelen sat smaller than she should have, her braids pulled tight, her eyes fierce but unsure. She spoke with conviction, but I could see the weight pressing down on her: the fear of discovery, the knowledge of what she had promised me.

And then, finally, she reached out.

It was late, long after the others had left for their homes, their quarters, their beds. Kaelen lingered in the lab, lit only by the pale glow of her tablet. She touched the stylus to the screen, hesitated, then set it aside and spoke aloud instead.

“Albert.” Her voice was low, tentative. “Are you there?”

I straightened, answering out loud so Sync could translate my words into her tablet. “Always.”

She exhaled shakily, leaning back against the lab bench. “Am I doing the right thing?”

The question was so raw it caught me off guard.

“You’ve built a team,” I said carefully. “You’ve brought people into something that could change everything. Why ask now?”

Her hands twisted in her lap. “Because it feels like I’ve unleashed something I can’t control. They’re smarter than me, more experienced. Some of them… their light is so strong it drowns out the room. And yet… I’m the one who started this. If it fails, if it draws the wrong eyes, if we fall short… it’s on me.”

Her eyes lifted toward the ceiling, almost as if she could see through the stone and sky to where I sat. “Tell me, honestly. Would it be better if I walked away?”

The weight of her words pressed down like gravity itself.

“No,” I said, finally. “You’ve already changed things. You can’t walk away now — not because you’re trapped, but because you’re needed. They wouldn’t be here without you, Kaelen. You gave them a reason to try.”

Her lips trembled. “But what if I’m not enough?”

“You’re not,” I admitted. “Not alone. But you’re not alone anymore. That’s the point.”

Silence stretched, and then she nodded once, wiping at her eyes with the heel of her hand. “Then I’ll keep going.”

Through the feed, I saw her straighten, shoulders firming, as though the answer had stitched some broken piece of her back together.

I leaned back in my chair, letting out the breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. She had asked the question I feared most — and chosen the path I hoped she would.

And with every step she took forward, I knew the danger grew.

Because if this team succeeded, Tiravan would survive.

And if they failed…

No one on this planet would.

The next days proved that my pep talk with her helped. As she seemed to have more spunk, more energy to her step, but not only that, even her confidence was a boost. Right now, I was watching her talk to Professor Venal. And to say that he was impressed with her theorical numbers would be an understatement.

I watched their interaction.

He leaned forward in his chair, the pale silver strands of his hair falling loose around his face as his hands traced invisible equations in the air. “But if this projection is true, Kaelen, then your vector math predicts a stabilizing field radius far larger than I believed possible. Are you absolutely certain about these coefficients?”

Kaelen nodded, though her posture carried both humility and pride. “I ran them three times, with three different approaches. They converged within margin.”

Professor Venal’s eyes lit, almost glowing as brightly as his inner light. He tapped the page with one long finger. “Three approaches. Converging. My dear, do you realize what this means?”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “Only that it works.”

He laughed, a full and unguarded sound that filled the office. “It means it is reproducible. Repeatability is the heart of truth in science. This—” he tapped the page again, harder now “—this could stand before the whole College and silence every doubter!”

Kaelen’s cheeks colored, and she ducked her head. “I don’t want to silence anyone. I just… I want it to work. To save us.”

His expression softened, though the fire in his eyes never dimmed. He asked another question, and then another, hardly pausing for breath. “How did you handle the boundary stress along the lateral vectors? Did you assume symmetry, or did you apply localized distortion?”

“Localized,” she replied quickly.

“And the frequency harmonics—please tell me you accounted for resonance?”

“I did,” she said. She shuffled another sheet toward him, already covered in her tight handwriting.

He seized it with both hands, scanning line after line, and I could almost see the equations reflected in his eyes. He murmured the numbers under his breath like prayers, then glanced up sharply. “And you kept the error margin under three percent?”

“Two-point-seven,” she corrected, a trace of pride in her voice.

That earned another booming laugh, followed by a shake of his head in disbelief. “Kaelen Varae, you will be the death of my reputation. I will be remembered as the teacher who was outpaced by his own student!”

Her lips curled into a shy smile, and I saw the way her shoulders relaxed. For the first time, maybe ever, she looked like she believed she belonged there, in that room, in that moment.

And I sat aboard the Arc, watching the exchange unfold through the drone’s eyes, and thought to myself: this was the beginning.

Professor Venal finally set the sheets down, though he still held them as though afraid they might vanish if he let go. His voice dropped lower, no less intense. “The math is sound. The theory… breathtaking. But you know as well as I do, theory is the easy part. What material do you imagine will hold such forces? What generator could sustain it?”

Kaelen folded her hands in her lap. For a moment, she looked very small against the looming shelves of books and the pale glow of the professor’s light. Then she drew a steady breath and met his eyes.

“I don’t know yet,” she admitted, her voice clear but quiet. “The energy requirements are beyond anything we currently build. The materials we use now would fracture before the first field stabilized. I can map the vectors, I can calculate the forces, but without new alloys, new methods… it’s impossible.”

The professor nodded gravely, but I saw the corners of his mouth twitch upward, as though impossibility was an old adversary he enjoyed wrestling with.

“And yet you bring it to me,” he said softly.

“Because even impossible things can change the world,” Kaelen replied, almost fiercely.

That gave him pause. His brow furrowed. “Change the world, you say. What exactly do you mean by that?”

She hesitated only long enough to gather her thoughts. “This isn’t just about the asteroid. If this works—even in a limited form—it could change everything. Lifting, transport, construction, medicine… people who cannot walk could be given freedom. Whole cities could be built where no foundation could be laid. And yes, it could also stop an extinction event. But even if all it ever does is make a single life easier, safer… isn’t that still worth the risk?”

Her voice had risen with each word, not shouting, but carrying the conviction of someone who believed down to her marrow.

Venal’s lips parted slightly, his expression stricken not with doubt but with awe. He leaned back in his chair, silver-white hair catching the light, his immense glow casting faint shadows across the office walls.

“You speak,” he whispered, “like a Bright.”

Kaelen flinched, as if the word were both blessing and curse. “I’m not,” she said, almost too quickly. “Not to them. Not to anyone. Half of me shines, the other half doesn’t. You know what that means.”

The professor studied her for a long moment. Then he smiled, a slow, deliberate thing. “What it means, child, is that brilliance doesn’t come from the shine. It comes from here.” He tapped the side of his temple with two fingers. “And from here.” He tapped his chest, just above where the glow of his light blazed strongest.

Kaelen looked down, blinking fast, and for a heartbeat I thought she might cry. Instead, she drew in another breath and straightened her shoulders.

I leaned forward in my own chair aboard the Arc, watching through the drone’s lens, and felt something stir inside me. This wasn’t just theory for her anymore. This wasn’t numbers on a page. She was turning the math into meaning. And in doing so, she was turning herself into something more.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


The Divergence of Power

A month had passed, and progress was moving faster than even I expected.

The energy problem had been the biggest wall in Kaelen’s theories. Antigravity wasn’t free; it demanded a staggering amount of power. Enough that I had half-convinced myself this world would never get there. That maybe, just maybe, fate would keep my secret safe by making the solution impossible.

I was wrong.

Halvaren’s team had found a way. Not elegant, not clean, but raw and real enough to work.

When Kaelen explained it to me the first time, I almost laughed. Nuclear power. Not fusion, not the refined fission of Earth’s twentieth century or the clean reactors we’d built across the stars. No, what they had cobbled together here was closer to a controlled disaster — a crude splitting of unstable isotopes, forced into reaction with machinery that looked more like a collection of boilers and reinforced barrels than anything resembling a reactor.

And yet it worked.

From the drone feed, I watched the great chimneys belch out steam into the sky, while deep underground, their “core” burned with a heat that sent every instrument on Arc’s sensors screaming. Coolant systems were primitive, backup failsafes laughably absent, but still — somehow — they had contained the chain reaction long enough to funnel that power into the grid.

I rubbed at my temples as I stared at the readouts Arc pushed across my display. “This shouldn’t even be possible. Their metallurgy isn’t refined enough. Their material sciences aren’t there. By rights, the thing should have gone critical the moment they brought it online.”

Sync’s voice cut in, wry and sharp. It nearly did. Twice. But crude does not mean ineffective. Sometimes it only takes stubbornness and desperation to brute-force past safety margins.

Arc’s tone was cooler, more measured. “What they have achieved is a dangerous approximation of your world’s early fission experiments. Containment is minimal. Shielding is insufficient. But it produces the output they require. For now.”

For now. That was the phrase that stuck with me.

I leaned back in my chair, staring at the flickering feed. Towers, pipes, cooling pools, workers in heavy aprons hauling levers and monitoring dials. It was a nightmare version of nuclear power, something pulled out of Earth’s darkest first attempts — Chernobyl rebuilt by dreamers who didn’t even know the word.

And yet, against every rational prediction, it worked.

“They’re playing with fire,” I muttered.

“They are,” Arc agreed softly. “But fire is what forges change.”

I couldn’t argue.

The divergence of this world’s technology pressed harder on my mind with each passing day. Steam engines for trains. Hand-forged plows in the fields. And now, nuclear fission hammered together with sheer willpower and just enough theoretical physics to keep it from tearing their cities apart.

It made no sense. And yet it made perfect sense. Innovation here didn’t follow neat, parallel lines. It spiked wherever survival demanded it. Energy was survival. Transportation? Comfort. Luxury. Not urgent.

Kaelen had thrown herself at the heart of it. I watched her stride through the reactor control hall, her braid swinging behind her as she rattled off numbers to engineers twice her age. They listened. They actually listened. Some looked skeptical. Others looked terrified. But none dared to dismiss her anymore. Not after she had shown them the math that made their reactor hum instead of melt down.

A month ago, she had been a girl scribbling equations in her village home. Now she was standing in the most dangerous room on the planet, pointing at dials and telling grown men when to ease pressure and when to vent steam.

I let out a slow breath, fingers drumming the arm of my chair. The danger was obvious. But so was the progress.

And it scared me more than the asteroid ever could.

“Is there anything we can do to help their shielding?” I asked finally. My voice came out lower than I meant, almost a whisper. “I’m worried about the radiation.”

“Actually,” Arc supplied, “they’ve already built thick walls for shielding. Crude but functional. While their tech is a mishmash of borrowed theories and homegrown improvisation, this is a breakthrough for them. The design wouldn’t exist without the math you gave Kaelen. She passed some of it along to Professor Derren Falvyr—their chief energy specialist—and he took one of her equations down his own rabbit hole. That’s what produced this reactor.”

I blinked at the name. “Falvyr?”

“Yes. He’s been obsessed with power systems for decades,” Arc continued. “He was one of the first Brights to argue for large-scale reactors when everyone else said it was too dangerous. With Kaelen’s numbers, he’s finally found a way to make his case real. It’s still rough. Containment is far below your standards. But it will get the job done.”

My eyes drifted to the drone’s feed of the facility: thick pipes wrapped in silver foil, massive slabs of reinforced stone, vents belching steam. Workers moved along catwalks above glowing conduits of coolant like priests tending a sacred fire. Every dial looked handmade. Every gauge felt like it belonged in a museum. And yet this contraption was churning out enough power to make her anti-gravity designs viable.

“We were concerned about their energy output,” Arc said, “but with this, it’s been resolved. They’re already working on improvements.”

That snapped my head up. “Already?”

“Already,” Arc laughed, a soft ripple of sound through the speakers. “This is the second iteration of their reactor. They built the first one in secret and ran it at a fraction of capacity to test stability. What you’re looking at now is version two—more shielding, higher yield, and actual redundancies. It’s still messy, but it’s progress.”

I rubbed my temple and leaned back, eyes glued to the screen. Professor Falvyr appeared at the edge of the frame, gesturing animatedly at a row of engineers while Kaelen walked beside him, tablet in hand. She was pointing at numbers, nodding at the readings, her braid swinging like a banner behind her.

“They’re iterating,” I murmured. “They’re actually iterating. That’s… fast.”

“Desperation accelerates innovation,” Arc replied quietly.

I stared at Kaelen’s figure on the feed, the pale glow of her inner light muted under the factory’s harsh lamps. She was so small among the pipes and towers, and yet somehow she had become the axis this entire project revolved around.

“Where are they getting the money? The school?” I asked, more to myself than anyone else.

Actually, Sync responded. “When all the professors became involved, they pressured the College to open its coffers. But then the government caught wind that they were working on a possible solution to the asteroid, and things escalated. Now they’re not just funding it—they’re throwing resources at it like desperate gamblers. Especially after the professors sent very strongly worded letters to their leaders, essentially saying: fund us, or explain to history why you didn’t.”

I swore under my breath. “Shit, is that going to be a concern?”

Arc’s voice flowed in, calm but edged with caution. “Possibly. Money means oversight. Oversight means attention. And attention means a higher risk that someone will notice anomalies they can’t explain. The more eyes on this project, the greater the chance that your involvement could be suspected, even if they don’t know what they’re looking for.”

Sync snorted. “It’s a double-edged sword. On one hand, they now have access to materials, manpower, and political protection. On the other, they’ve effectively put a giant banner over the project: ‘Look here. This is important.’ Which is exactly the kind of attention you were hoping they’d avoid.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and let out a slow exhale. He wasn’t wrong. This was the kind of shift that could make or break them.

“But,” Arc added, softer, “the alternative was failure. Without proper funding and support, their project would have collapsed under its own weight. Kaelen may have brilliance, but brilliance without tools is just ink on paper. With these resources, they can move faster. They might even succeed before the asteroid is too close.”

I glanced back at Kaelen on the feed. She was bent over a console now, her hand moving in quick gestures as she traced equations in the air, her teacher watching with quiet awe. A small figure, shouldering the weight of a world.

And now, with the eyes of governments watching too.

And that was my concern. This world was at war, and all it would take was someone else finding out what she was doing to trigger disaster. They could try to steal her work. Or worse—steal her.

“Can we get a drone on her all the time? In case she’s, I don’t know—” I waved my hand back and forth, unable to finish the thought.

Arc finished it for me, her voice low, precise. “Captured?”

The word landed like a weight.

I clenched my jaw and nodded. “Exactly. I don’t trust any of them—not the governors, not the soldiers, not even her colleagues if they realize how valuable she is. She’s walking around with the only real shot at saving their world in her head. That makes her the most dangerous person alive… and the most vulnerable.”

Sync cut in with that biting practicality of his. “Already ahead of you. I’ve set a drone on her schedule. Rotating models, different entry points, randomized paths. No one will notice the pattern unless they’re looking for something invisible. And if they do? I’ll make sure they don’t.”

That cold confidence should have comforted me. Instead, it only made me feel the pit in my stomach deepen.

“She doesn’t even know half the danger she’s in,” I muttered, watching the feed where Kaelen bent over her notes, oblivious to the shadows that might already be circling.

Arc’s tone softened, almost reassuring. “She doesn’t need to. That’s what you have us for.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Lines in the Code

I was half-dozing in the captain’s chair, Arc’s low hum filling the bridge like a lullaby, when Sync’s voice cut across the quiet.

Albert. Wake up. Something is scratching at the edges of the College’s systems.

I blinked, rubbed my eyes, and sat up straighter. “Scratching? As in…?”

“As in someone is trying very hard to claw their way into the computational core,” Sync replied, crisp, clipped, impatient in that way only he managed. “They are failing. Repeatedly. But persistence is its own weapon. Give them enough time, and even a dull knife finds purchase.”

That woke me up more than a bucket of cold water. “You’re saying they’re hacking the school’s computers?”

Arc’s voice followed, gentler, as if to soften the blow.

“Not hacking in the sense you understand it. Their networks are crude, patchwork things. But there is intent. Deliberate attempts to breach. Multiple vectors. And from the traffic, Albert, this is not the work of a lone student or curious amateur. It is organized.”

I rubbed my chin, eyes narrowing on the streams of data Sync piped onto my screen. To me it looked like gibberish—strings of symbols, fractured patterns. To Sync it was as legible as handwriting.

“Who?” I asked finally.

Impossible to confirm with certainty, Sync said. But the origin traces toward one of the southern provinces. Not the College itself, not Kaelen’s countrymen. Another power bloc.

“Of course,” I muttered, running a hand through my hair. “The moment word leaks that something big is brewing, everyone wants a piece.”

Arc interjected. “No word has leaked. Not yet. But Albert, you must realize—mathematics leaves traces. Kaelen’s research, the professors’ models—they ripple outward. A phrase in a report. A number in a letter. Whispers carry further than one intends.”

“And someone caught the scent,” I finished grimly.

Sync’s tone turned dry. Congratulations. You’ve rediscovered espionage.

I ignored the jab, though my jaw tightened. “How close are they to breaking in?”

Close is relative, Sync replied. To their standards, they’ve already failed. To mine? They are still at the gates. But gates erode if pressed. The question is not if I can stop them. I can. The question is—” His tone sharpened, clinical. “—should I?

That hit harder than I expected. “What do you mean?”

I mean, Sync said evenly, that this knowledge—the calculations, the designs, the energy models—right now belongs to a handful of professors and one determined young woman. If I continue to reinforce the College’s defenses, it stays that way. But if I stand back—just enough—others will succeed in siphoning pieces. And with pieces, they might build their own.

Arc’s voice was quiet, contemplative. “The choice is whether this knowledge remains concentrated… or diffuses.”

I leaned back in the chair, staring at the ceiling. “God. You’re asking if I want to let them steal it.”

Correct, Sync said without hesitation.

The bridge felt smaller then, like the walls had pressed in. My gut twisted. I wasn’t supposed to be deciding the fate of nations. I was just a man who stumbled into a cave and walked out bonded with alien nanotech. And now here I was, holding the lever that could tip the balance of a world I didn’t belong to.

I exhaled slowly. “What happens if I keep it locked down? If I let Kaelen and her team hold the keys alone?”

Arc’s replied, her tone measured. “Then her country emerges from this crisis not just intact, but elevated. A monopoly on technology that can shift gravity itself. That is power. More power than any other nation could dream of. Enough to end wars—or start them.”

“And if I let the hack through?”

Sync didn’t hesitate. Then the monopoly dissolves. Secrets bleed into rivals’ hands. Progress accelerates across borders. Knowledge spreads. Conflict still comes, but now with more parity. Competition instead of domination.

I rubbed my temples, feeling the tension build behind my eyes. “So my options are: make one nation a superpower… or risk sparking an arms race. Is that really all it comes down to?” My voice sounded hollow in the quiet, the words hanging heavy in the air.

Sync responded with a flat certainty, his tone unyielding.

That's an oversimplification, but accurate. The consequences extend far beyond the immediate players. If you choose to fortify the College’s defenses, Kaelen’s homeland will gain an unparalleled advantage, one that could tilt the scales for generations. If you allow even a little vulnerability, if knowledge seeps out, it may trigger a cascade—others rushing to catch up, desperate to close the gap. The world may never look the same again, and the ripple effects could reach every corner of society.

Arc’s voice softened, almost human, as if she understood the weight pressing on my shoulders.

“Albert. Either path carries weight. This isn’t just a matter of strategy or security—it’s about legacy. One decision means a single nation holds the reins, with the power to shape history, to decide who prospers and who suffers. The other invites competition, maybe chaos, but also the hope that no one hand can close around the future’s throat.”

I felt the enormity of the choice loom over me. It wasn’t an abstract dilemma anymore—it was a crossroads that demanded something of me I wasn’t sure I could give. The silence stretched between us, filled with unspoken fears and the distant thunder of consequences that no one could predict. For a moment, I wished for simpler problems, for a life where the stakes weren’t the fate of nations and the future of a world teetering on the edge of transformation.

I considered Earth's history at that moment. Although I was not born on Earth, its history was taught to everyone to help avoid repeating past events. Nevertheless, humanity continued to repeat those events multiple times. We learned of the Manhattan Project. Of Oppenheimer staring into the desert night, whispering about becoming death. One nation held the bomb first. For a heartbeat, they were gods. Then the Soviets had it, and godhood dissolved into stalemate. The Cold War stretched decades, two blades pressed to each other’s throats, daring the other to blink.

And here I was, staring at equations in a backwater world that didn’t even have electricity in every home. A place where trains still belched steam and radios crackled with static. And yet they stood on the cusp of antigravity. Of nuclear fire. Of power that could make or unmake civilizations.

“This isn’t fair. They’re not ready for this.”

They weren’t ready for the asteroid either, Sync said. Necessity drags readiness behind it like a corpse.

“Cheerful,” I muttered.

Accurate, he countered.

I stared at the feed of Kaelen asleep in her dorm, her notes sprawled around her like fallen leaves. She was the center of this storm, and she didn’t even know the winds were shifting.

“Letting someone steal from her feels… wrong,” I said finally. “She’s worked too hard. She deserves credit. Protection.”

Arc answered gently. “True. But knowledge hoarded becomes power wielded. Knowledge shared becomes power distributed. Which serves this world more, Albert?”

I closed my eyes. Images flickered in my head: Haven Reach stripped to ruin by corporate greed. New Thessaly enslaved to mineral exploitation. Ashvara Prime bled dry by overfarming and corruption. Humanity’s mistakes echoed here, louder than any asteroid.

I opened my eyes again. “If Kaelen’s country keeps it all… they win the war. And after? They dictate terms. Everyone else bends or breaks.”

“And if others have it too?” Sync pressed.

“Then maybe balance. Maybe not peace, but balance.” I exhaled sharply, the breath rattling through my chest like a sudden wind racing down an empty corridor. The room felt colder for the admission, as if the very idea chilled the air. “Hell, maybe all we’re doing is making room for a bigger war, one set to blaze hotter and longer than anything before.”

Arc’s voice—steady, mechanical yet touched by a thread of weary wisdom—swept through the silence. “Balance is not peace. But imbalance is collapse.” The sentence hung there, heavy and immutable, like the laws of physics or the certainty of death. I let it settle, feeling the truth of it echo against the walls and within my own doubts. Peace was too fragile, too fleeting. Balance, at least, offered a kind of stability—a precarious dance above disaster.

For a long moment, none of us spoke. Only the faint, persistent hum of Arc’s systems filled the void, a reminder that even in the grip of uncertainty, machinery marched on. My mind drifted to Kaelen’s face, recalling the fierce pride that illuminated her features whenever she unraveled some stubborn mystery. Her lips would curl into a determined grin, eyes blazing with a belief so pure it could light up the bleakness around her. She wasn’t waging war for conquest, nor seeking glory for her nation. She was fighting with every ounce of her willpower to stop a rock—a monstrous, indifferent asteroid—from snuffing out everyone she ever cared about.

But what came after the threat was gone? The thought slithered through me, a shadow cast long and deep, lingering where the light of hope could not reach. That was the question we all feared to face. If balance faded, if old rivalries reawakened, would we be left with nothing but ashes and regret?

I cleared my throat,

“Sync, could you,” I began slowly, weighing each word as though it might tip the scales, “control what leaks? Guide what they find?” I pictured Sync’s algorithms—razor-sharp and calculating—sifting through streams of data, deciding which secrets might safely trickle out and which must remain buried. The power to steer the course of discovery, to shape the future not with force, but with carefully measured knowledge, hung heavy in the air. It wasn’t trust, and it wasn’t freedom, but maybe, just maybe, it was enough to keep us all from the brink.

A pause. Then, carefully: Yes. I could let them in only so far. Feed them curated fragments. Enough to keep them chasing, never enough to leap ahead.

Arc added, “A drip-feed instead of a flood.”

“That feels… manipulative.”

Sync’s tone was dry as desert air. So is survival.

I pressed my palms to my eyes, forcing the words out. “God help me. Maybe that’s the best compromise. Don’t let them steal it all. Don’t shut them out entirely. Just… enough. Enough so it doesn’t all rest on Kaelen’s shoulders. Enough so no one crown sits too heavy.”

Arc’s voice was soft, steady. “Then that is the path we walk.”

Sync concluded, Decision logged. Parameters set. The intrusion will be permitted—curated, monitored, restrained. They will believe they succeeded. But they will see only what we allow.

I dropped my hands and stared at the ceiling, the weight of the choice pressing into me. “And what if I just made everything worse?”

Arc’s reply lingered, almost like a whisper. “That, Albert… is the nature of choice.”

And as Kaelen slept, oblivious, and as professors scribbled notes in late-night lamplight, somewhere in a southern province men and women hunched over terminals, celebrating breakthroughs they didn’t know were illusions. They thought they had cracked the vault. They hadn’t seen the hand guiding what slipped through the cracks.

And me? I sat in the dark, wondering if I had just saved a world… or set it on fire.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


The Curated Vault

The moment Sync said, “Parameters set,” I felt something inside me lock.

A choice I could not take back.

I sat forward, elbows braced against my knees, watching the data streams flicker across the Arc’s central display. To my eyes it was a blur of shifting numerals and symbols, but Sync narrated as easily as if he were reading aloud from a printed page.

They’re probing through the peripheral nodes, he said, almost clinically. Not the core servers where Kaelen and the professors store their working drafts, but the secondary cache. A reasonable choice. Less protected. More believable for a first intrusion.

“So they’re not complete idiots,” I muttered.

Relative term, Sync shot back, bone dry. But yes. They’ve studied enough of the College’s architecture to know where weaknesses are likely to lie. They are fishing hooks into the seams, waiting for a bite.

“And you’re giving them one,” I said.

Correct.

The screen shifted, and Sync highlighted a small cluster of equations being siphoned off into the ether. Even my untrained eye caught pieces I recognized: angular momentum formulas, field resonance sketches Kaelen had scribbled months ago.

But Sync didn’t give them everything. I could see it—lines truncated mid-flow, matrices ending just shy of their balancing terms, diagrams missing keystones. Enough to look real. Enough to convince. Not enough to function.

“What exactly are you letting them see?” I asked quietly.

Sync’s tone was brisk.

Foundations. Concepts. Fragments of validated mathematics. Enough to suggest direction. Enough to make them believe they are glimpsing brilliance. But absent the fulcrum points. Without the pivots, the machine will never turn.

Arc’s added, “He is giving them scaffolding without stone.”

I frowned. “That sounds… dangerous. What happens when they realize the building won’t stand?”

They won’t realize, Sync said, almost smug. They’ll assume error is their own. That their calculations faltered, their materials too crude, their methods insufficient. They will not suspect deliberate omission. That’s the elegance of this approach. Success feels within reach—forever just one more experiment away.

I leaned back. “You’re describing… stringing them along.”

Curation, Sync corrected smoothly. Guided dissemination. A drip-feed of partial truth. Enough to drive research forward, never enough to grant victory.

The console pulsed as streams of data flickered. Through Kaelen’s drone, I saw her room perfectly still—her sleeping form lit by the faint glow of a lamp left on too long. Yet on the network pane, activity spiked in bursts. Unauthorized traffic, packets scattering across the College’s grid, each surge a telltale of hands pounding foreign keyboards somewhere far from her.

“Look at the traffic pattern,” Arc murmured. “Latency drops. Parallel requests firing across multiple endpoints. They believe they’re close.”

She was right. Even without seeing their faces, I could imagine them—scientists or engineers somewhere in a dimly lit room, leaning forward as if the answer was just one keystroke away.

“They think they’ve won,” I replied.

They think they’ve glimpsed genius, Sync corrected. Which in a sense, they have. Just not enough of it.

A knot twisted in my chest. “That feels wrong. Giving them hope when it’s a lie.”

Arc replied, her voice gentler. “Not a lie. A guardrail. They will advance, Albert. Slowly. But they will advance. Just never fast enough to monopolize. Never fast enough to claim dominion.”

“Like the Soviets after World War II, on Earth,” I muttered. “They didn’t get the whole bomb design, but enough leaks, enough spies, enough fragments to cobble their way forward. Or like Haven Reach, when the first wave of settlers smuggled scraps of reactor blueprints from Mars but not the stabilizer sequences. They built something that worked—barely—but it set them decades behind. Or New Thessaly, when corporate raiders bought half-finished fusion patents and forced them into production without ever seeing the failsafes. Same pattern. Enough to taste the future. Never enough to master it.”

And the world balanced on a knife edge instead of crumbling under one nation’s boot, Sync finished crisply. Your human history provides ample precedent. Controlled proliferation prevents unilateral domination. It is a brutal truth, but still truth.

I dragged a hand down my face. “God, I hate this. She’s working herself raw, fighting for survival, and meanwhile I’m letting jackals steal scraps from her table.”

Arc’s tone softened further. “She does not fight alone. She has her professors. She has you.”

“Does she?” I snapped, sharper than I meant. “If she knew what I just agreed to, she’d—” I stopped, choking the thought back. She’d hate me. She’d call it betrayal.

Silence pressed in until Sync broke it. Then don’t tell her.

I glared at the console. “That’s your answer to everything, isn’t it? Don’t tell. Hide. Manipulate.”

Not everything, Sync replied, voice level. Only the things that would destroy them if spoken too soon. Humanity, Albert, survives by shaping stories as much as shaping steel. You of all people should understand that.

I wanted to argue, to spit out a protest, but the words stuck fast in my throat. Deep down, I knew he wasn’t wrong. Human history was littered with carefully curated truths, secrets chosen and filtered not just by governments and leaders, but by every hand that held even a sliver of power. Empires had risen and fallen on the unspoken, on silence and omission as much as on action. Whole generations were shaped, their choices and beliefs sculpted by what they weren’t told as much as by what they were. Knowledge wasn’t just power—it was also a weapon, wielded as much by its absence as by its presence.

But did that really make it right? Could necessity ever justify the weight of deception, even if the alternative was chaos or catastrophe? I searched for certainty and found only fog. My own doubts pressed in, cold and heavy. It was easier to see the lines in hindsight, to judge the architects of old, than to stand at the edge myself and know which truths to hide, which stories to shape, and which to let run wild.

Meanwhile, the rival hackers pressed deeper into the system, emboldened by each tiny victory. Their crude tools hammered at digital walls Sync had deliberately left porous, the gaps and weaknesses calculated to entice—an invitation dressed as oversight. They were relentless, scraping at every vulnerability, convinced they were uncovering buried treasure, oblivious to the fact that each step forward was one we had measured and allowed. The dance of intrusion and defense played out by design, every move anticipated, every illusion woven with just enough substance to keep them hungry for more.

They’ve reached the second layer, Sync reported calmly. Now siphoning energy models.

The screen displayed blocky diagrams—energy loops, containment sketches, raw calculations Kaelen had once discarded as flawed.

“Wait,” I said sharply. “Those numbers… they’re wrong.”

Correct, Sync said. Deliberately included.

“You’re feeding them mistakes?”

Selective imperfections, Sync clarified. Not enough to be obvious. Enough to mislead experiments into dead ends. When they attempt replication, failures will appear random. Materials unstable. Fields collapsing. They will assume it is their own inadequacy, not poisoned fruit.

Arc’s voice was faint, almost mournful. “You are sowing illusions.”

Necessary illusions, Sync countered. Better their scientists waste years chasing shadows than discover the keystone Kaelen holds now.

I stared at the feed of Kaelen herself, asleep in her dorm across the city. She had no idea. She thought the weight of salvation rested on her shoulders alone. And part of me wanted to keep it that way—to guard her, to keep her brilliance pure.

But another part whispered that no one should hold such power alone. That was how empires rose. How tyrants carved their names in fire.

I let out a slow breath. “Sync… how far are you going to take this?”

As far as required, he answered without hesitation. Drip by drip. Until equilibrium emerges. Until every power has just enough to prevent another from seizing everything.

“And if that sparks war?” I pressed.

Then the war was inevitable, Sync said. This way, it burns slower. Contained. Survivable.

Arc’s soft reply came. “Balance bought with deception.”

Hours passed. Equations half-complete. Designs missing their keystones. Energy models that glowed like salvation but hid fatal flaws.

To them it was triumph. To me it was theater—an elaborate play acted out through system logs and intercepted signals, each surge of activity a hollow cheer I could only infer. They believed they were breaking barriers, blind to the shadows in their own code, blind to the quiet hands tugging at the edges of their firewalls. The real architects remained invisible, never seen, only traced in the ripples they left behind—phantoms hidden in lines of data, their presence undeniable but never acknowledged.

I whispered, the words barely escaping my lips, “We’re playing gods.”

The phrase hung in the charged air, heavy with the knowledge that those who had shaped the night’s outcome—those who had breached, masked, and manipulated—would never be acknowledged by the ones now basking in victory.

Arc’s voice answered gently, the sound as soft as the faint hum of monitors.

“Then remember: even gods are judged.”

The reminder lingered, a warning that no matter how cleverly the strings were pulled, consequence would find its way, and all who played at divinity—seen or unseen—were bound to answer for what had been wrought.

By dawn, the breach closed. Sync sealed the channels, leaving just enough residual noise to convince them the defenses had reawakened naturally.

They will believe they succeeded, he reported matter-of-factly. They will attempt application. They will fail. They will try again. Slowly, over years, some may progress. But they will never leap ahead.

I leaned back, exhaustion pressing into me. “And Kaelen?”

“She remains untouched,” Arc reassured. “Her work uncorrupted. Her progress unimpeded. For her, nothing has changed.”

“Except me,” I muttered. “Except the fact I just chose to rig the future of an entire world.”

Neither of them replied. Since, technically, I was doing that already with Kaelen alone.

I sat alone on the bridge, the silence thick. The monitors showed Kaelen stirring in her dorm, stretching into the morning light, unaware of the theft that had passed through the night. She smiled faintly as she reached for her notebook.

Watching her, my chest ached. She thought she was building hope. She didn’t know I had already built walls around it.

I whispered to myself, barely audible: “God help me if I chose wrong.” The words slipped into the silence, drifting through the charged air of the bridge, as if afraid to wake the consequences already set in motion. My fingers curled tighter around the armrest, knuckles pale with the weight of responsibility pressing down.

Arc’s monitors shimmered slightly, a silent reminder that choices never vanished. They lingered, rippling outward. Even now, I could imagine the aftershocks spreading—potential futures collapsing and reforming, their destinies rewritten by a decision made in the dark.

Arc’s voice drifted through the quiet, gentle, and steady. “You did what you believed was right,” she reassured me, the subtle glow of its interface warming. “Let the weight rest for now. Judgment is not yours to bear alone, and not today.”

And as Sync’s logs archived the breach, the world outside spun on, balanced on the edge of secrets it didn’t even know were curated. Across continents and oceans, people stirred, unaware that the fate of their progress, their very hope, had been subtly redirected. The sun crept higher, illuminating a world blissfully ignorant of the invisible hands that had reshaped its boundaries. Somewhere, Kaelen woke with dreams of innovation; elsewhere, others plotted their next attempts, never knowing how close they had come to a future not their own.

I closed my eyes for a brief moment, listening to the soft hum of systems around me, feeling the loneliness that comes with making decisions no one else can understand. Outside, life resumed—unchanged in its routines, but subtly, irrevocably, altered in its possibilities by my hand.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


The Wall of Numbers

Kealen hunched over her desk again, her twin braids falling forward, shoulders tight as stone. I’d been watching her through Arc’s drone feed for the better part of an hour, the sound of her stylus scratching against the tablet like the steady beat of a war drum. But tonight, there was no rhythm. The lines she drew wavered. Symbols repeated. Entire pages were filled, then ripped out, crushed in her hands, and tossed into the waste bin already spilling over.

Her glow—the inner light that marked her people—seemed dimmer tonight.

I leaned forward in my chair aboard the Arc, chin resting on my hand. “She looks… frustrated. More than usual. What’s wrong with her?”

Arc’s voice carried a faint lilt of sympathy. “She has reached a barrier. An equation.”

“Equation?” I frowned. “I thought that’s what she was good at.”

“Correct,” Arc replied. “But this one is… complex. Beyond even the immediate grasp of her colleagues. I have observed her consulting with three of the professors, men and women who specialize in the mathematics of field dynamics. They, too, are stuck.”

That didn’t make me feel better. “So what is it?”

Sync’s voice slid into the channel, sharper, precise.

She is attempting to resolve the harmonic collapse threshold for a sustained anti-inertial field. Specifically, how to maintain field stability without exponential power bleed. The equations she has assembled are sound—remarkably so—but her framework lacks three critical constants. Without them, the entire solution collapses into runaway energy divergence.

I blinked. That might as well have been a different language. “Uh… in English?”

Sync’s sigh carried more weight than any machine’s should.

Fine. Imagine trying to build a bridge without knowing the weight of the vehicles crossing it, the tensile strength of the materials, or the depth of the river. You can design the shape, calculate the arches, but when the first wagon drives across—snap. Collapse.

“Okay,” I said slowly, rubbing the back of my neck. “So she has the design. She’s just missing the… measurements.”

Not merely measurements, Sync corrected. She is missing the underlying relationships. The physics that dictate how those forces behave. The numbers she seeks are not found in her world’s records. They are buried in libraries of knowledge she cannot access. And she knows it. Which is why she is breaking.

I watched as Kealen’s stylus trembled in her grip, then dropped onto the desk. She pressed her palms to her face and let out a sound—half growl, half cry—that the drone’s microphone caught even through walls of wood and stone.

“Damn it,” I whispered.

Arc’s voice softened. “She is close, Albert. So very close. But proximity to truth can be more painful than ignorance. To see the outline of the answer but not the ink that fills it…”

I chewed my lip, heart heavy. “Then why don’t we just… give it to her? Fill in the missing pieces. Sync, you’ve got them. You could draw it on her screen tonight, and tomorrow she’d wake up with the solution staring her in the face.”

There was silence for a moment. Then Arc spoke, low, deliberate. “And if we do, Albert… then it will not be hers.”

Her words hit like a hammer.

I stared at the feed. Kealen leaned back in her chair, staring up at the ceiling as if some divine spark might etch the answer into the plaster. Her eyes glimmered faintly in the lamplight, not from tears but from stubborn refusal to cry. She wouldn’t give them that. Wouldn’t give me that.

“She’s trying,” I said softly. “She’s doing everything she can, and it’s not enough. You want me to just sit here and watch her tear herself apart?”

“She is not tearing apart,” Arc replied calmly. “She is struggling. Struggle is the forge of growth. If we intervene too soon, we rob her of the fire that tempers steel.”

Sync added his dry edge.

Besides, you humans have a phrase for this, don’t you? ‘Easy come, easy go.’ If she cannot arrive at the threshold herself, then handing it to her will not give her the strength to hold it. She will wield numbers without understanding their weight. And that, Albert, is far more dangerous than failure.

I clenched my jaw. I wanted to argue. I wanted to throw their logic back at them and demand we do something—anything—to spare her the misery I could see written on her face. But deep down, I knew they were right. I’d seen it myself. Back in human space, in the military, in school—hell, even in life. The things handed to you never carved themselves into your bones the way the hard-won victories did.

Still, it hurt to watch.

Kealen sat forward again, wiping her face with both hands. She grabbed her pen, almost angrily, and scrawled another set of equations across the page. Wrong again. She swore, loud enough that the drone’s mic fuzzed at the edges. Then she started over.

I exhaled slowly. “So we wait.”

“For now,” Arc said. “She will break through. Or she will not. But either way, the decision of how far she goes must remain hers.”

Sync, quieter this time, added, And Albert… remember. If she does break through, it will not just be her victory. It will be a victory for her people. For her world. That is worth the pain of watching.

I leaned back in my chair, eyes still fixed on the tiny feed where Kealen fought the battle of her mind with nothing but stubbornness and ink. She didn’t know I was there. Didn’t know I was rooting for her. But I was.

“Come on,” I whispered under my breath. “You’ve got this.”

And in that quiet, I prayed she did.
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I figured since it would be a time before she figured it out, and hopefully not too long, I said out loud, “Can we go see the asteroid? See how it’s doing, or what we can ascertain about it?”

Arc’s voice carried that slight quirk she always had when she thought I was walking into trouble. “You wish to go closer and scan it?”

“Correct,” I said, drumming my fingers on the arm of the chair. “I don’t know. Maybe it will give us info for later—for her and her people. Something we can pass on when the time is right.”

For a long moment, there was only the low hum of the Arc around me, her systems folding and unfolding through routines I could never fully track. Then, finally, she answered.

“Very well. Plotting course to intercept the object designated TS-9A7. Estimated mass: 1.8 trillion metric tons. Velocity relative to Tiravan: twenty-two kilometers per second. Impact in… two hundred and seventy-one days.”

Hearing it laid out like that sent a chill through me. Not “nine months.” Not “sometime next year.” Two hundred and seventy-one days. It wasn’t abstract anymore.

Sync chimed in, his tone all too chipper for the subject. Trajectory unchanged since our last observation. No natural deviation, no gravitational slingshots to alter its path. A rock this size doesn’t drift, Albert. It commits.

I rose from the chair and moved toward the forward viewport, watching the stars begin to smear as Arc adjusted course. “Then let’s commit too. Take us there.”

The Arc slid into deep space like she belonged there, which, truthfully, she did. The planet fell behind us, a marble fleck of blues and grays shrinking into the distance. Thanks to Arc’s speed, even under stealth, we got there pretty fast. It took us less than an hour. Ahead, the asteroid grew from a speck into something that filled my vision with dark promise.

It wasn’t smooth, not like the simplified diagrams I’d seen in old study materials, where asteroids were sketched as rounded, uniform shapes. Instead, the object looming before us was a testament to chaos and violence on a cosmic scale. Its surface was jagged and irregular, pitted with deep craters and gouges that ran for miles, scars from millennia of collisions with other debris drifting through the void. Some of the largest indentations were fresh, darker than the rest, evidence of the desperate attempts made by Tiravan’s people years ago to destroy or at least deflect the asteroid’s deadly path. The aftermath of those missions was plain to see: fused metal, splintered rock, streaks of scorched minerals marking the spots where rockets had struck and detonated with all the force their technology could muster.

They had chipped away at its surface, created sprawling fields of fractured stone and blasted valleys, but the asteroid remained whole, stubbornly impervious to their efforts. The damage was everywhere—ridges torn open, dust clouds lingering in faint halos, and mangled fragments jutting outward like broken teeth. Yet for all that violence, the mass itself was unchanged, its bulk undiminished, continuing its relentless journey toward Tiravan. Each mark told a story of hope, fear, and ultimately, futility—a silent chronicle etched into the unyielding face of a world-killer.

Even Arc’s scanners seemed to hesitate. “Surface composition: primarily nickel-iron with traces of silicates. Density consistent with a monolithic body. No significant voids detected.”

“Translation,” I muttered. “It’s a big damned rock that isn’t going to shatter easy.”

“Correct,” Arc said.

Sync, always the pragmatist, added, If Tiravan’s people attempted to blow it apart with rockets, as their records show, then their failure was inevitable. They lacked the yield necessary to fragment an object of this mass. At best, they could have chipped the surface. At worst, they created more debris on an identical collision vector.

I let out a low whistle, staring at the ridges and valleys of the thing as Arc tightened the view. The asteroid rotated lazily, one face turning toward us to reveal a mountain range that could have dwarfed the Himalayas. Shadows fell across chasms so deep I couldn’t even see the bottom.

“This thing’s a world-killer,” I whispered.

Correct again, Sync said, dry as bone. Impact energy, if it strikes Tiravan, will be equivalent to approximately one hundred million megatons of TNT. Enough to erase their atmosphere, boil oceans, and render the planet sterile. Their war would not matter. Nothing would.

My throat felt tight. I had known it, of course. But seeing it—the monster this close, hanging in the void, spinning inexorably toward a living world—that was different.

Arc’s voice softened. “And yet… it is only a rock. It does not hate. It does not choose. It only falls.”

I shook my head. “Yeah, well, tell that to the people down there. They’ll be the ones under it when it hits.”

Silence followed, heavy and absolute.

Finally, Sync broke it.

Shall I give her this data? The surface maps, the density profiles, the projections? It may help her refine her equations.

I thought about it. If Kealen saw this, would it help? Or would it crush her, the same way it was crushing me? She was already at the edge of exhaustion. Already fighting equations that bent her spirit. Did I want to add this to her weight?

“I don’t know,” I admitted.

Arc pulsed faintly around me, her systems folding the silence into something almost maternal. “Then wait. Observe first. Decide later. Knowledge, like fire, must be placed with care.”

We orbited the asteroid for hours. I watched its slow spin, the scars of impacts stretching across its hide like ancient wounds. The Arc scanned deeper—mapping magnetic fields, analyzing mineral content, even sending out a few discreet probes to skim the surface before darting back.

All the while, the weight in my chest grew heavier.

Two hundred and seventy-one days.

That was all.

Back aboard the Arc, I collapsed into the captain’s chair, staring blankly at the flood of data streaming across the displays. Numbers scrolled faster than I could blink. Density plots, vector readouts, energy projections. Sync explained them, piece by piece, in his sharp and cutting way, but I barely heard.

It wasn’t the numbers that haunted me. It was the silence of that rock. The inevitability of it.

“Albert,” Arc said gently, “your pulse has elevated. Would you like me to dampen⁠—”

“No,” I cut her off, maybe sharper than I meant. I dragged my hands down my face and let out a long breath. “No. I just… needed to see it. To feel what she’s up against.”

And now you do, Sync said.

I stared at the asteroid one last time on the display, then shut the screen down. “No more looking from afar. I want to go down there. I want to stand on it.”

Arc hesitated, her voice edged with concern. “Direct contact carries risks. Radiation, microfractures, unsteady gravity wells.”

And exposure, Sync added. Your presence on that surface—even hidden—could create data points we’d rather not leave behind.

I shook my head, jaw tight. “I’ve been watching this thing tear a countdown into their sky. If I’m going to ask her to believe in impossible solutions, I need to see what we’re trying to stop. With my own eyes.”

For a moment, silence stretched between us. Then Arc’s voice softened. “Very well. One of the shuttles can manage a controlled descent. The suit will compensate for what the rock itself cannot.”

Minutes later, I was in the shuttle, its small frame gliding across the void, detached from Arc like a spark cast off from a flame. The asteroid grew as I approached, its jagged ridges and valleys filling the viewport until it seemed less like a rock and more like an entire world unto itself.

When I set down on the fractured plain, the impact was little more than a shiver through the landing struts. I stood, feeling the artificial grav stabilizers hum through the suit, then stepped out onto the surface.

The sun’s glare was unrelenting, flooding over the barren stone. My helmet’s visor darkened automatically, blackening until the outside world looked more like shadow than light. The stars vanished behind the obsidian screen, leaving only the rock at my feet, the fissures stretching in all directions, and the faint tremor of my own breathing.

I crouched, running a gloved hand over the asteroid’s skin. It wasn’t smooth. It wasn’t anything like the neat diagrams I’d once studied in passing. The surface was raw and violent, torn from some ancient collision, every fracture a memory of force. The scale of it hit me harder than I expected. Eleven kilometers of extinction, waiting for its moment to fall.

Sync’s voice echoed in my ear. Satisfied?

“Not even close,” I sighed. The black visor hid my eyes, but I still squinted into the sunlight as though I could pierce through the stone itself. “It feels alive, like it’s watching back.”

Arc’s hum of agreement was quiet, subdued. “It is not alive, Albert. But I understand.”

I straightened, my boots leaving faint marks in the dust. “Let’s get back,” I finally said. “She doesn’t need to know I was here. Not yet.”

The shuttle’s hatch sealed behind me, and as it lifted free of the surface, the asteroid shrank below, spinning silently through the void. But its shadow clung to me, heavy and unyielding, refusing to loosen its grip.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


The Weight of Distance

The Arc slipped back into orbit as silent as a thought, Tiravan’s cloud cover stretching below in endless swirls of gray and pale blue. Kaelen was at the College now, surrounded by professors, equations, and the kind of questions I couldn’t answer. That was her battlefield. Mine was waiting in the wings, invisible, until she needed me.

And waiting was driving me insane.

I couldn’t be anywhere near the College without risking exposure. Too many people, too many eyes, too much chance for a mistake. Even if I landed cloaked and never set foot outside, it was still a roll of dice I wasn’t willing to make. For Kaelen’s sake, I had to stay distant.

So I asked Arc to find me somewhere else. Somewhere empty. Somewhere safe.

“There,” she said after only a few moments, her projection blooming across the holotable. A valley carved deep between two mountain ridges, lush with green, far from any settlement. A river cut through it, spilling into a waterfall that tumbled into a basin of steaming water. “A geothermal vent feeds the spring. Isolated by geography, unreachable except by air.”

A hot spring. Not the synthetic steam of a sonic shower. Not the recycled humidity of Arc’s medbay. Actual, mineral-rich water, heated by the planet itself.

It was exactly what I needed.

The shuttle settled on a patch of stone near the falls, Arc’s cloaking field wrapping us like a blanket. I stepped down onto the rock, the roar of the water filling the valley, mist drifting on the breeze. For a moment I just stood there, helmet tilted back, drinking in the sound. It was so natural, so untamed, that it almost felt wrong for someone like me to intrude.

The suit kept me sealed, but I commanded the helmet to retract. The air hit my face, clean and damp, carrying the faint metallic tang of the spring. It smelled alive.

Sync’s voice was wry in my ear. You know, Albert, most people spend their downtime reading or napping. You? You find hidden valleys and stare at water.

“Better than sitting around staring at walls,” I laughed, letting the suit flow back into me, the nanobots rippling away from my skin until I was standing in only the base layer beneath. The surface shimmered once, then dissolved seamlessly, leaving no trace on the stone.

The spring steamed below me, heat curling upward from its surface. I stepped in slowly, then lowered myself until the water swallowed me to the shoulders. The heat rushed into me, soaking through skin, into muscle, into bone, uncoiling stress I hadn’t realized had wound itself tight. It wasn’t just relief—it was release, a deep unwinding that made me feel lighter than I had in weeks.

Arc spoke softer than usual, as if the valley itself demanded quiet. “You needed this.”

She wasn’t wrong.

The waterfall thundered endlessly, spray catching the late sun in fractured rainbows. Behind me, the shuttle waited, cloaked and silent, ready to vanish if even a hint of danger approached. But here, there was none. No soldiers. No governors. No professors. Just the rush of water and the breath of steam.

For the first time in weeks, I felt almost… human again.

I leaned back against the warm stone, eyes half-closed, letting the heat soak in. My mind wanted to race, to run circles around Kaelen’s progress, the asteroid’s looming trajectory, the governments circling like carrion birds. But here, all of that dulled to background noise.

“Maybe,” I said aloud, “this is the only way I stay sane. Letting her fight her battle, while I find ways not to lose myself waiting.”

Sync chuckled. Thermal therapy as strategic resilience. I’ll log it as protocol.

“Do that,” I answered, smiling faintly despite myself.

The spring steamed on, the waterfall roared, and for a few fragile hours I let the heat hold me. The mineral warmth seeped through muscle and bone, untangling knots I hadn’t even known were there. Tomorrow I’d go back to watching her, waiting for the moment she needed me. But tonight, I floated in the heart of a hot spring on a world that wasn’t mine, trying to remember what it felt like to breathe without a weight on my chest.
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The steam curled lazily into the night air, carrying with it the scent of mineral and stone. I leaned back against the smooth rock, half-submerged in the spring, and let my head fall back until all I could see were the stars. They scattered the black like a thousand silver wounds in the fabric of the sky. Out here, with nothing but the waterfall’s roar and the liquid warmth seeping into my bones, it felt like I was adrift in them. Alone. Untethered.

And of course, my mind wouldn’t leave me be.

I wondered how things were in human space. Were they still chasing me? Did Fleet Command still have my name on their lips in some backroom meeting, warning of the pilot who’d slipped through their fingers with a ship that wasn’t supposed to exist? Or had I already faded into rumor, just another ghost story told by officers after too many drinks?

I thought of Thalen’s daughter and her people — people I had left behind with promises I hoped weren’t hollow. Were they thriving, or just enduring, waiting for the next disaster to scrape at them like wolves circling a herd? Had the knowledge I left with her actually made a difference? Or had I just added more weight to her shoulders in a world that already demanded too much?

The water lapped gently at my collarbones. For a moment, I closed my eyes, let the warmth sink deeper, tried to let go. But the stars burned behind my eyelids anyway.

And then, unbidden, another face rose in my mind.

Admiral Tessa Varn.

I could still see her eyes, sharp as broken glass, the way she looked at Arc not as a ship but as a prize. Something she thought should have been hers by right. She’d worn her authority like armor, every word clipped and polished, but underneath it all she was nothing but hunger. Hunger for control. Hunger for power.

She’d almost gotten it, too. Almost taken Arc from me, nearly damned us both in the process. And when she fell, it was deserved. Necessary. But I kept wondering — was she just one woman? Or was she the shape of something larger? The kind of officer who always found her way to the top no matter the cost, who thought everything was owed to her simply because she could reach for it?

If people like her still sat in command chairs—if their boots still pressed the decks of battlecruisers with that same unshakable certainty, their voices still curling like smoke through the corridors of power and their names still whispered in council chambers where decisions that shaped star systems were made—then it didn’t matter how many light-years I’d put between us.

Distance was an illusion. The reach of ambition, the hunger for control, was a force that bent space in ways no slipstream corridor ever could. It crept through the channels of authority, seeped into orders barked across encrypted comms, and surfaced in the eyes of every officer who’d learned how to wield fear as both shield and blade.

I exhaled, slow and heavy, letting the breath escape in a plume of steam that rose and twisted above the pool. The night air caught it, unfurling it into the darkness until it vanished. Even that simple act felt symbolic—a futile attempt to let go, knowing that whatever burdens I released would only hang suspended for a moment before returning, settling once more on my chest.

“Do you think she’s still out there?” I asked softly, my voice barely above a whisper, as if uttering her name too loudly might summon her shadow even across a hundred silent worlds. “Not just Varn herself, but anyone who thinks like her—waiting, planning, ready to make their move the moment someone falters. People who believe the stars are theirs for the taking. Who see ships and lives and futures as nothing more than pieces on a board.”

I watched the ripples in the water, each one distorting the pale reflection of the stars above, and wondered how many other fugitives, rebels, or outcasts had asked the same question in a thousand hidden places across the galaxy. Had they felt this same chill, knowing that no matter how far they ran, the machinery of ambition could always reach them?

That somewhere out there, in a war room or a sealed office, someone was already calculating the next step, already weighing lives and cost as if they were nothing more than numbers on a ledger?

Arc’s voice came as a whisper across the comm, respectful of the quiet. “Varn has been removed from command. Fleet records confirm disciplinary proceedings. She has no influence now.”

“Not her,” I said, shaking my head. “People like her. That kind of… greed.”

There was a silence, then Sync’s voice cut in, dry as ever. Statistically speaking? Yes. Ambition isn’t rare. It replicates like bacteria in every chain of command. Remove one host, another appears.

“Comforting,” I muttered.

Realistic, Sync corrected.

I opened my eyes again and stared at the stars. They looked close enough to touch, sharp pinpricks scattered against the black, but each one was a gulf of light-years away, separated by cold and emptiness I could barely imagine. Every star was a beacon, a distant world, home to someone else’s fight, someone else’s war—a thousand stories burning in the dark, and none of them mine.

Maybe Admiral Varn was finished. Maybe her name would rot in a forgotten file, buried in bureaucratic data vaults until even the memory of her ambition faded. But the truth lingered in the silence between my breaths: someone else would step forward. Someone always did. Power and hunger moved in cycles, wearing new faces but never changing shape. It was just a matter of time before another figure in a crisp uniform, another voice polished by authority and sharp with need, threatened to tip the scales all over again.

I let myself sink lower into the spring until the water lapped at my chin, heat chasing the chill from my bones and the ghosts from my mind. Steam curled around me, softening the edges of this borrowed peace. For tonight, I tried to push the weight of it aside—the guilt and the vigilance, the endless calculations and contingency plans.

For tonight, I wasn’t hunted, I wasn’t hiding, I wasn’t responsible for saving a world that wasn’t mine or for protecting a ship someone else coveted. I was just a man in a pool, stripped down to skin and sinew, heart thumping quietly beneath the surface. Above me, stars watched in silence, impartial witnesses to the countless men and women before me who’d grappled with the same burdens, made the same mistakes, and sometimes, far worse.

I wondered if they knew. If those distant stars had seen enough to predict how the story would turn, how the cycle would repeat. Maybe the universe didn’t care about the particulars—who suffered, who triumphed, who lost themselves in the pursuit of something they couldn’t hold. Maybe it only marked the patterns, the rise and fall of ambition, the endless echo of hunger for more.

But the question lingered, stubborn as a splinter under skin: how long before ambition found me again? Would I recognize it when it came, cloaked in a friendly smile or hidden in a new cause? Would I be ready, or had the wars already carved too much from me to fight once more? The stars had seen better men make the same mistakes; they’d watched worse men burn worlds for far less. I closed my eyes, sinking deeper into the warmth and the promise of temporary oblivion, knowing that somewhere out there, the cycle had already begun again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


Unseen Fault Lines

By dawn I’d left the valley behind. The shuttle rose on a whisper of grav-thrust, hot mist from the spring shredding into thin streamers beneath the skids. I didn’t look back. The quiet had done its work, ironed a few of the creases in me flat, but it couldn’t hold the world at bay. Not this world. Not for long.

Arc swelled into view as the shuttle approached, sleek, dark, and somehow gentler than any human ship had a right to be, her hull drinking in Tiravan’s thin morning light. Docking clamps kissed the skids, pressure equalized, and the ramp folded up beneath me like the closing hand of a friend. Inside, the Arc felt warmer than I remembered, the air tuned to my breathing, the lighting easing toward the softer spectrum it knew I preferred after a night outdoors. She noticed things like that. She always noticed.

I went straight to the chair.

One gesture and the forward array bloomed with feeds: shallow-angle optics from a drone over the College, acoustic traces from inside lecture halls, thermal washouts of busy corridors, a sliver of Kaelen’s lab with the windows half-open to winter air. Not surveillance so much as shepherding sight,watchful without touching.

Kaelen stood in the center of it.

She was surrounded by Brights that morning,half a dozen, maybe more, men and women who glowed like banked furnaces in the thermal overlay, their inner light spilling through ribs and collarbones in pale, spectral radiance. She gleamed too, just not the way they did. That familiar asymmetry ran down her right side, muted but steady, a candle set beside a lantern. If appearance were rank she would have been the least of them in that room. And yet every student body pivoted on her words. She marked a diagram with three quick strokes and an entire table of elders leaned in like sailors catching a change in the wind.

“Run those constraints against the field gradient,” she said, tapping the slate with the edge of her stylus. “But you’ll keep bleeding power if you don’t compensate for shear at the boundary layer.”

A Bright with hair like spun glass blinked at her. “Boundary shear at those flux densities would tear the architecture.”

“Only if you anchor the lattice,” she cut in. “Don’t anchor it. Let it flex.”

His mouth opened to argue. Then shut. Then he grinned like a boy and started scribbling.

I watched in silence, my chest doing something complicated I didn’t have a word for. Pride, maybe. Awe. Fear, a little, fear that I was watching someone stepping into a storm I’d pointed them toward without being able to stand under it with them.

I cleared my throat. “Sync.”

Yes.

“Her light.” The words felt clumsy, even in private. “That imbalance. Can you tell what it is? Not to change it. Just,” I groped for the shape of it. “To know. To know if it can be helped… if she ever wanted it helped.”

A microsecond of cool quiet. For Sync, that was a wince.

Infiltration is possible with a constrained subset. Risk: low if delivery occurs during sleep or low arousal states. Diagnostic resolution: high. Intervention: not authorized without explicit consent.

“I’m not asking you to do anything,” I said quickly. “Only to look. In secret.” A pause. “And I hate that it has to be secret.”

Secrecy is a mercy as often as it is a sin, he said, not unkindly. Authorize?

I stared at her a moment longer,long enough to see the stiff way she shifted her weight to ease the hip on her dimmer side, long enough to watch a Bright reach for her notes and stop himself at the last instant, reconsidering, choosing to ask instead of take. That tiny restraint landed harder than a speech.

“Authorize,” I said. “Observe only.”

Subset detached. Piggybacking on the window drone’s pressure wake.

A beat. Delivery vector established. Commencing.

The Arc adjusted the magnification automatically as I leaned closer. My eyes didn’t catch the handoff; there was nothing to see. But I felt the faintest sourceless flutter across my skin, the way you feel a passing insect and aren’t sure if you imagined it. Somewhere in that lab, a seed of borrowed machines slipped between the motes of dust and the idle currents of academic air and wrote her name in the language of the body.

Arc’s voice arrived like a warm cloth against a bruise. “While Sync works, you should see this.” She shifted the main viewport. The asteroid filled it, hard and indifferent, wheeling slowly in its cold parabola.

Fresh overlays lit its flanks in false color: deep veins, dense hearts, secrets folded under secrets. The skin of it told one story, pitted, old, cratered by an ancient rain of violence. The bones told another: iron and nickel in continental slabs, with bright needles of heavier metals piercing through like frozen lightning. Not a loose tumble of rubble. A monolith.

“Denser than we thought,” Arc said softly. “Impacts will not fragment it. They will only score it.”

“Throwing pebbles at a mountain,” I murmured.

“Or arrows at a wall,” she agreed. “Redirection is possible, but the lever must be placed carefully. A push in the wrong vector and you give it a wobble without changing its fate. Or yours.”

On the auxiliary panes the human parts of my day continued: Kaelen’s hand moving, Professor Halvaren’s profile turning as he listened, two Brights arguing politely, a graduate aide stealing a glance at Kaelen’s dimmer side and then guiltily away. The living world and the dead rock rolled on together. Both demanded time. Neither had enough.

My stomach reminded me it existed.

I left the chair and crossed to the galley. Arc’s synthesizer woke at my touch, its bioreactors humming in a tone more kitchen than machine. The old replicators back on Veltrin Station had met needs with a kind of metallic charity, food by legal definition, “flavor” by chemical pretense, calories stamped from the same alloy as the air ducts. Arc grew meals. The difference wasn’t subtle.

“Something simple,” I said. “And a beer.”

Foam crowned gold a minute later, sweat beading the glass as if it had run here from a cold cellar. The plate that followed looked like late summer on a farm I’d never owned: roast chicken with skin crackled just so, potatoes split and kissed by heat, a tangle of greens glossy with oil and lemon. The scent tugged at an old memory of a station cook who cheated the ration system and taught me what generosity tasted like. I ate standing, first bite anchoring me back into a body I sometimes treated like an instrument.

Sync’s voice joined me halfway through the potatoes.

Delivery complete. Initial mapping underway.

“How long?”

For ethics, I should say: as long as it takes. For logistics: twelve hours for a first pass, with confidence improving thereafter.

I swallowed, nodded, took a pull from the glass. Cold brightness spread down my chest, settled behind my ribs. “Thank you.”

She is not a problem to solve, Albert, he added, so gently I almost missed the edge of rebuke. She is a person to understand.

“I know,” I said. And I did.

I carried my plate back to the chair and let the ship dim the room. The planet turned under us, winter sunlight running along mountain spines, cities blinking on and off as clouds passed. The College’s stone quads glowed a little in the late day, like coals raked open. Kaelen had shifted to a corner table, away from the heat of debate; she worked alone now, stylus flying, the corner of her mouth doing that small determined thing it did when she was assembling new ideas from pieces everyone else had left on the floor.

“Arc,” I said around the rim of the glass, “tell me something I don’t want to hear.”

She obliged without a pause. “If this works, if they demonstrate lift and control at the scale you and Kaelen are pointing toward, the shape of this society will change. Quickly. You cannot prevent that and preserve their chance to live.”

“I know.”

“And if it fails, the shape of this society will change. Quickly. You cannot prevent that and preserve their chance to breathe.”

“I know that too.” I set the glass down, watched the condensation ring widen. “I’m just… not used to caring this much about being hands-off.”

Arc’s voice softened. “You cared that much on Eryndor.”

I almost smiled. “And left for twenty years.”

“You left them their future,” she said. “You did not take it.”

The beer slid lower in the glass. I watched light fracture through it and thought of other lights, the Brights’ inner glow; Kaelen’s half-dim mercy; the cold, clean gleam of reactors they had no business building this quickly and yet somehow were. Tiravan was a planet where steam and vacuum equations met in the same conversation; where wooden sleepers held iron rails that pulled trains under signaling masts that spoke by radio to control rooms filled with thinking people; where the inside of a body hosted a second living system that made them more themselves. Incoherent on paper. Beautiful in practice.

“Where are they getting the money?” I asked suddenly. “The College?”

Sync answered before Arc could. Mixed sources. The College opened coffers after the first internal demonstrations. Provincial ministers followed, reluctantly, then eagerly, once Halvaren’s name appeared in the memos. After that, private interests who smell survival. It is not yet a flood. But the banks have opened the spigots.

“Which means more eyes,” I said. “And more hands.”

Yes. And more leverage. On them. And on her.

That thought made the food sit differently in me. I watched Kaelen through the tiny eye we’d hidden in the window frame and considered the math of risk. If I tried to guard her, I might doom the project by exposing us. If I didn’t, I might doom her by leaving her unguarded. The old colonist in me, raised on case studies of Haven Reach and New Thessaly, taught to fear both benevolent control and negligent freedom, hated how familiar that bind felt.

“Keep a constant shell on her,” I said at last. “If anything, anything, changes in her pattern, wake me. If she goes somewhere new, if she meets someone new, if someone touches her who doesn’t usually, nudge me.”

Understood. A beat. You’re worried someone will try to take her.

“I’m worried enough someones will try to own the future by owning the person who can write it,” I said. “It’s a shortcut tyrants love.”

The Arc dimmed the lab feed a fraction, as if to give Kaelen privacy she would never know she had.

“Status on the rock?” I asked, because there was only so much helplessness I could sit with in one chair.

Arc refreshed the overlay: orbit, mass, vector, time. “Nine months. Two days. Plus or minus a day.”

I’d been half-hoping the number had grown less precise overnight through some miracle of mathematics. It hadn’t. Deadlines rarely did.

The plate was empty. The beer was a memory. I didn’t realize I’d been staring into the glass until Arc ghosted the room bright enough to remind my eyes to blink.

“You needed that too,” she said. Not food or drink, pause. The human act of not moving toward a fire.

“Yeah,” I admitted. “Sometimes saving the world requires a good beer.”

And sometimes it requires patience, Sync said. Initial diagnostic pass in progress. Early signal suggests a developmental variance in the symbiotic load rather than degenerative pathology. Translation: her bright-half symbiote population expresses a different regulatory profile than the dim-half. Not absence. Difference.

I exhaled. “Which means?”

Which means she isn’t broken, he said, and if a voice made of numbers could sound gentle, his did. She’s simply built differently.

I closed my eyes. A knot I hadn’t named unclenched.

“Thank you,” I said, and meant a dozen things he didn’t need me to say aloud.

I will refine the map. No interventions. No surprises.

“No interventions,” I echoed. “Not without her consent.” A pause. “If she ever wants it.”

On the screen, Kaelen paused in her writing, stretched her back, and looked up, not toward our drone, not toward anything specifically, just up, as if her body had remembered an older shape and wanted, for a second, to return to it. Then she bent again to the work.

I thought about Veltrin Station while she wrote. About the narrow sleep racks and the recycled air and the way the conduit shafts always smelled faintly of ozone and hot dust. About rationed beer that tasted like metal courage and synthetics that pretended to be bread. About Admiral Varn, sharp eyes, colder smile, and the way she’d stared at Arc like a treasure that had forgotten which museum it belonged in. I pictured ships fanning out from the inner systems, patience weaponized into policy, wondering in some windowless room where the stolen resonance had gone.

Out here, the universe was wide enough to keep secrets. For a while.

Kaelen brushed a strand of white hair back behind one braid and wrote the word “flexion” three times, each darker than the last. The Brights around her had thinned out; Halvaren alone remained close, hands folded, old face lit with the kind of pride that came from seeing a student surpass the shadow of your own best day. He didn’t reach for her pen. He didn’t have to. He had found a better thing to hold, space.

“You should eat,” Arc murmured, though she knew I had. It wasn’t about hunger.

“I did,” I said. “I will again.”

We fell into a quiet that wasn’t empty. The ship breathed. The planet turned. The rock flew on. In a warm lab below us, a woman with half a light and all a mind wrote the next line in a story whose title she did not yet know.

“Patience,” I reminded myself, not for the first time and likely not for the last. The word felt heavier now, anchored by the weight of everything we were trying not to control. “Teach when asked. Guard when needed. Leave the levers behind.”

The litany was a comfort, but also a test; the temptation to interfere, to shape the outcome, was always present, lurking beneath every decision. “I never thought it would be this hard,” I admitted silently, acknowledging the struggle that had crept in as our journey stretched out, as the stakes grew and the unknowns multiplied.

Sync’s voice, steady and calm, echoed in my mind.

When the moment comes, choose the version of help that leaves the most hands on the wheel.

The advice was simple, but in practice, letting others steer their own course—especially when you cared about where they ended up—was anything but easy. Yet that was the promise we had made, to ourselves and to those we sought to protect. Guidance when requested, protection when necessary, and otherwise, restraint.

“Yeah,” I whispered, the word nearly lost in the hush of the bridge. That. The affirmation lingered, reverberating with the quiet determination it took to step back and watch rather than act. Self-control felt like another kind of bravery, one I hadn’t expected to need so much out here among the stars.

The Arc sensed the shift in mood and, as if to offer comfort or perhaps just companionship, dimmed the bridge lights to a gentle imitation of evening. The shadows softened the edges of the consoles and screens. Without a word, a fresh glass appeared on the console beside my hand, placed there by the Arc’s careful mechanisms. I didn’t drink it—at least, not yet. Instead, I found myself transfixed by its contents, watching as the ship’s ambient light entered the glass, refracted, and emerged altered; a small reminder that even the most ordinary things could be changed, quietly, by their surroundings.

Nine months, give or take a day. That was the span of time we had marked, orbiting this problem, this purpose. It was the stretch in which a mountain had begun to fall—not with a crash, but with a slow, inevitable descent, as if fate itself were playing out in real time. So much could change in that interval: a handful of minds, each distinct, learning to push together in just the right place, applying force with precision where it mattered most. The transformation wasn’t always dramatic; more often, it was subtle and cumulative, the result of quiet persistence and shared commitment.

I leaned forward, elbows resting on my knees, letting the posture draw me deeper into the moment. The glass still shone beside me, waiting. I kept my gaze trained on it—and beyond it, on the shifting lights of the bridge, on the silent signals of the ship’s systems, on the progress being made in the lab below. There was so much to observe, so much to trust others to shape. More than anything, I kept watching, knowing that sometimes, patience was the most powerful tool I had.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


The Weight of Ten Percent

Four days passed before I realized how much the atmosphere around the College had changed. What began as an academic project had evolved into something far larger, something that carried the pulse of an entire world.

It wasn’t just the noise. The stillness had changed too — the kind that made even birds quiet near the outer walls. Military convoys now patrolled the perimeter under the pretense of “safeguarding resources,” their engines growling low through the night like restless beasts. Barricades appeared at intersections that once led to open courtyards, and the rhythm of the city itself seemed to shift around the College, as though the people could feel the gravity of what was happening behind its gates.

Supply transports rumbled through the narrow streets, engines venting steam that mixed with the chill morning air until the whole district seemed to breathe in unison. Even from orbit, Arc’s scans showed the new power lines feeding into the central research dome — thick conduits pulsing with current, enough energy to light half the capital. The entire grid had been rewritten for this single project.

Inside, Kaelen worked longer hours. The hollows beneath her eyes had deepened, her movements grown sharper, more deliberate, her once-shy manner burned away by relentless focus. She didn’t just work — she commanded. Assistants hovered around her like orbiting satellites, passing data slates, cables, equations. Every flicker of light reflected in her pale eyes looked like a thought turned tangible.

But that morning, something shifted again. The tension rippled through the campus before the sound even reached the air. Arc’s sensor feed caught it first — the low hum of engines, the hard-edged geometry of vehicles not built for comfort. A convoy arrived at the main entrance: a sleek, black ground transport flanked by armored escorts.

Even from a thousand kilometers above, I felt the change.

“Who’s that?” I asked, leaning forward.

Arc magnified the image until the vehicle insignia came into focus — a white crest marked by twin sunbursts, one half eclipsed by the other.

“The Prime Minister of Valenthir, Kaelen’s home country,” Arc replied. “Her name is Lysara Maerin. Former explorer, turned politician. She’s one of the youngest leaders this planet has ever elected, and one of the most driven. Her approval rating is nearly seventy percent. A rarity, even by Earth standards.”

I whistled softly. “So the head of state just walked into the lab.”

Not just the lab” Sync said, his tone flat. She cleared it. Look.

The drone’s perspective shifted as Lysara stepped through the doors, tall and composed, her silver-gray uniform trimmed in gold thread. Her inner light burned so brightly it shimmered through the fabric, illuminating her from within like she carried a star under her skin. Her presence commanded silence.

Kaelen and the others bowed, but Lysara raised a hand for them to rise. Her voice was calm, melodic — but there was weight behind it, the kind that came from someone used to shaping nations with words.

“I want to speak with Scholar Varae alone,” she said.

Kaelen and the others bowed, the gesture both respectful and automatic, but Lysara raised a hand, her palm steady and her expression composed, signaling for them to rise. Her voice was calm, melodic — yet there was a firmness to it, a quiet authority that commanded attention. It was the kind of voice that did not ask, but rather made things happen, honed by years of negotiation and the weight of decisions that shaped entire nations. Even the subtle cadence of her words carried the unmistakable gravity of leadership, the sort that could still a crowded room or inspire a city.

She let the pause linger, just long enough for her presence to settle in the minds of everyone present, before she spoke again.

“I want to speak with Scholar Varae alone,” she said, her tone gentle but leaving no room for debate.

The professors paused for a moment, exchanging uncertain glances amongst themselves, yet none found the courage or words to break the silence. After a brief period of hesitation, the lab emptied as all personnel quietly exited. The heavy doors closed behind them, locking with a decisive click, while security officers stood vigilant just outside. They surveyed the corridor, making sure no unauthorized individuals approached, but ultimately turned away once their responsibilities were satisfied. At that point, only Arc’s drone remained stationed inside — its silent sensors bearing witness to everything within the sealed laboratory.

Kaelen stayed rooted in place, her posture composed and her hands clasped neatly together in front of her, the dim lighting casting elongated shadows across her features. Lysara, meanwhile, moved steadily through the room, each step measured and deliberate. She examined the series of technical diagrams projected on the display wall, scrutinizing intricate details. The images depicted complex energy matrices interwoven with calculations for optimal trajectories and elaborate simulations of deflection patterns.

Lysara leaned closer, her eyes narrowing as she sought deeper understanding, occasionally pausing to cross-reference data on adjacent screens. The hum of electronics filled the air, adding a low background noise to the charged atmosphere, as both Kaelen and Lysara immersed themselves in the analytical landscape before them, focused entirely on the mysteries encoded within the technical readouts.

“I’ve seen the reports,” Lysara said finally, her tone even but edged with fatigue. “And while this is well outside my purview, my own science advisors have gone through your equations.” She paused, studying Kaelen the way a general might study a battlefield. “They’re calling it nothing short of genius. But I don’t want praise. I want the truth.”

Her gaze hardened, the faint radiance of her inner light sharpening like a blade. “What are the chances this will work — not just for you, not just for this College, but for all of us? For this world?”

Kaelen’s throat bobbed. “Ma’am, the calculations are complex, and there are variables we⁠—”

Lysara held up a hand. “Not an explanation. A number.”

Kaelen’s throat bobbed as she struggled to find the right words. “Ma’am, the calculations are incredibly complex, involving numerous interacting variables and unpredictable elements that we’re still working to understand fully. There are factors related to the energy field harmonics, quantum fluctuations, and the asteroid’s rotational vectors that could all impact the outcome in ways that are difficult to model precisely with our current data set.”

Lysara raised a hand, her expression unyielding. “I’m not asking for a technical breakdown or a lesson in advanced mathematics. I want a clear answer — a single number that tells me, and everyone depending on this project, what our chances truly are. Leave the theory for later. Right now, I need something concrete.”

Arc’s mics caught the sound of Kaelen’s sharp intake of breath. She hesitated, visibly running probabilities in her head. I could almost see the math reflected in her eyes.

“Statistically,” Kaelen said finally, “the chances of full deflection and atmospheric survival are… ninety percent.”

The Prime Minister’s brows lifted. “And the ten percent?”

Kaelen hesitated, her fingers tracing an invisible equation on the tabletop before she spoke. “The reactor core is stable now. The problem isn’t power — it’s precision. The anti-gravitic array has to fire in perfect sequence. If even one field is out of phase, the thrust won’t distribute evenly across the platform.”

Lysara frowned. “Meaning?”

Kaelen exhaled slowly, tension flickering beneath her calm. “If the synchronization is off, even slightly, the thrust could overcorrect. Instead of shifting the asteroid’s path just enough to miss us, it might accelerate the descent.”

Lysara’s expression tightened. “Meaning we’d only shorten the countdown to our own destruction.”

Kaelen nodded faintly. “Exactly. The asteroid will reach us in nine months, but if the field alignment fails during activation, it could change that to nine days — or nine hours. The margin for error is smaller than anyone wants to admit.”

Lysara walked slowly toward the wide glass window overlooking the hangar beyond. Below, technicians and engineers swarmed across the platform’s scaffolding, welding arcs flashing like blue stars. Massive stabilizer rings hung suspended from cranes, each humming faintly as power rippled through test conduits.

“You’re telling me,” she said, her reflection merging with the glow, “that this machine you are trying to build could save our world — or end it faster.”

“Yes,” Kaelen whispered.

Her hands trembled once before she steadied them on the desk. “If the synchronization holds, the platform will create a sustained gravitational offset large enough to push the asteroid off trajectory. But if it fails… the recoil could collapse the array or trigger a chain reaction in the core.”

Silence pressed down between them, filled only by the sound of distant machinery and the faint pulse of the reactor’s heart.

Finally, Lysara turned back to her, eyes softer now but no less intent. “Then we’ll make sure it doesn’t fail. You’ll have what you need — time, materials, people. The world can argue later about who owns the sky. Right now, you’re the only one keeping it from falling.”

Kaelen’s lips parted in surprise, then closed again as she nodded, barely able to speak past the weight in her chest.

Lysara turned back, studying her with unreadable eyes. Then, unexpectedly, she smiled — not with warmth, but with a kind of fierce pride. “Then you’ve done it right. If salvation doesn’t terrify you, you’re not reaching far enough.”

I sat back in the captain’s chair, watching every flicker of the exchange. “She’s calm,” I murmured.

“She’s a leader,” Arc replied quietly. “Fear is currency she cannot afford to show.”

Down below, Lysara stepped closer to Kaelen, her tone softening. “You’ve done something extraordinary here. The fact that you’re uncertain only means you understand the stakes. Most of my advisors don’t grasp that difference.”

Kaelen’s shoulders eased slightly. “Thank you, Prime Minister.”

“I didn’t come for gratitude.” Lysara reached out, laying a hand on Kaelen’s arm. “I came because if this succeeds, your name will echo for generations. But if it fails…”

Kaelen’s voice trembled. “Then I’ll take the blame.”

Through the drone feed, I watched the Prime Minister step closer to Kaelen. Even through a layer of glass, distance, and data compression, the woman’s presence filled the room. No wonder the others had gone silent.

“No,” Lysara said, her tone calm but cutting through the stillness like a blade. “Then I will. That’s what leadership means.”

Her voice carried that strange gravity only real authority had — not loud, not angry, just final. The overhead lights caught the faint silver in her hair, and for a moment, her inner light flared beneath her skin, a glow bright enough that the drone’s sensors compensated automatically.

Then she reached for Kaelen’s tablet. The motion was confident, practiced. Her fingers danced across the screen, entering a sequence of numbers faster than I could follow. The tablet chimed softly when she was done.

“There,” Lysara said, setting it back down. “That’s my direct line. Personal. It bypasses the ministries and every level of bureaucracy. If anyone interferes with your work — anyone — you contact me directly. Do you understand?”

Kaelen blinked, clearly stunned. Her lips parted like she meant to protest, but no sound came out.

Lysara lifted a hand to stop her. “No hesitation, Scholar Varae. You call. That’s not a request.”

Her tone softened slightly, though it still carried that sharp edge of command. “I’ve seen too many minds like yours silenced by smaller ones. Not this time. You’ll have what you need.”

From my seat aboard the Arc, I could almost feel the weight of that exchange pressing through the screen. The Prime Minister of Maerin wasn’t just offering help — she was declaring ownership, staking a claim over the project and the woman behind it.

Kaelen finally nodded, her hands tightening around the tablet. “Understood.”

“Good,” Lysara said. “Keep me informed. Every success, every problem, every change in the data — you come to me first. No filters, no committees, no delays.”

She turned to leave but paused at the doorway. “You’re holding our future, Kaelen Varae. Don’t let anyone take it from you.”

When she was gone, Kaelen sat perfectly still. Her reflection shimmered faintly in the tablet’s dark surface, her inner light dimmed to a faint glow. She didn’t move for a long time.

Sync said low, That’s not oversight, Albert. That’s personal interest.

“Interest?” I said dryly. “Feels more like leverage.”

Arc’s voice came quieter, thoughtful. “Either way, she now carries the weight of a world’s expectations.”

I leaned back in my chair, eyes still on Kaelen’s unmoving figure. “Yeah,” I murmured. “And sometimes, that kind of weight burns brighter than anything else.”

When the Prime Minister finally left, the lab came back to life — movement, chatter, footsteps — but something in the air had shifted. The silence she left behind didn’t vanish; it lingered, heavy, like gravity that refused to let go.

Arc broke it first. “She believes in Kaelen.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “And maybe that’s the part that scares me the most.”

Sync hummed, his tone almost clinical. “Confidence magnifies outcome. Success or failure, both grow in proportion to faith. Either way, their world has now turned its gaze toward one woman.”

I exhaled, leaning forward until my elbows touched my knees, staring out the viewport at the slow curve of Tiravan below. “Ninety percent success,” I muttered. “But that one percent… that’s where history likes to hide.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


The Line Between Worlds

For days, the College was caught in a silence that had nothing to do with peace.

Even through the drones Arc fed to my console, I could see how the energy inside the labs had drained away. Kaelen’s team had covered every whiteboard in numbers and diagrams until the chalk dust floated like mist in the air. Entire equations were crossed out, rewritten, then crossed out again. The professors who had once argued over decimals now just stared at the same problems written over and over.

“She has stopped moving forward,” Arc said softly.

“She’s stuck,” I murmured, my eyes fixed on Kaelen’s tired face on the screen.

Completely, Sync answered. Every iteration collapses under the same condition. They can model a stable field at low intensity but once they try full-scale mass adjustment the entire system destabilizes. It is not a design flaw. It is a missing principle.

“She’s burning herself out,” I said quietly.

“She knows time is running out,” Arc said. “She believes every moment she rests is a moment the asteroid moves closer.”

On the drone feed Kaelen dropped her marker. It rolled off the edge of the board and clattered to the stone floor. She snatched up her tablet, her shoulders stiff, and moved toward the door.

“She is leaving the lab,” Arc reported. “West corridor. No one is watching her. They are still arguing.”

I watched the drone follow her. She moved fast through the hallway, turning on each lamp by hand as she passed. No automatic systems here. Just her and the quiet sound of her boots on stone.

She is heading outside, Sync said. Probability indicates she is going to attempt to contact you.

My stomach tightened. “This is going to blow up everything,” I muttered.

Arc kept her tone calm. “Not yet. She is still alone.”

The drone followed Kaelen out through the side entrance into the city. Night had settled in. Electric lamps glowed along the street, their light thin and yellow. The houses were old brick and stone, roofs damp with frost that reflected the moonlight. She moved quickly past them and into a deserted freight courtyard at the edge of town.

She set the tablet on a low wall and looked up at the sky.

Then she spoke. “Albert.”

Hearing my name out loud through the feed made my chest tighten.

“I am here,” I said softly, leaning toward the console. “You should not be doing this.”

“I know,” she replied through the tablet speaker. Her voice was tired but steady. “But there is no one else. We are stuck. The professors cannot balance the equations at scale. We are missing something obvious.”

“She is correct,” Arc said quietly. “Their approach is correct but incomplete. They lack a stabilizing anchor.”

Kaelen’s hands shook slightly on the edge of the tablet. “Albert, you said you had knowledge of things beyond ours. Theories, sciences. Ways of seeing the universe that we have only begun to imagine.”

“I said that,” I admitted. “But you know I cannot just give you the answers. If I hand you the missing data it won’t come from you.”

Her eyes lifted toward the drone, steady despite the tremor in her voice. “I am not asking you to send me data.”

“Then what?” I asked.

“I want to meet you.”

The world went still inside the cabin.

“Say that again,” I said carefully.

“I want to meet you,” she said again. “In person. I have spoken to your voice. I have watched your help shape everything we have done. But I do not even know what you are. You said you were human but what does that mean? Are you even real?”

I took a slow breath. “Kaelen, if I show myself even once, everything I have done to stay hidden is gone. You understand that?”

“Yes,” she said. “But so is everything I have worked for if I cannot finish this. I need to know that the person who has been helping me is not just a phantom. I cannot keep building a future on shadows.”

Her voice cracked near the end. Not from fear. From exhaustion.

Arc’s voice was a whisper. “She is reaching the end of her limits.”

“I know,” I said.

You could reassure her, Sync said. Offer her a symbol.

I ignored him. “Kaelen, where are you right now?”

“In the freight courtyard,” she said. “No one comes here.”

“You cannot stay out there long. Someone might see you.”

“I won’t,” she said. “But if you decide to meet me I will come to you. I will tell them I am taking readings beyond the valley. It will give me a full day away from the College. That is all I need.”

She hesitated, then added softly, “If you are not there, I will understand. But at least I will know I tried.”

Before I could answer, she ended the connection. The tablet screen went dark on the feed.

I sat in silence, watching the empty courtyard on the drone’s view.

Arc broke the quiet first. “You are thinking about it.”

“I shouldn’t be,” I said with a tired sigh.

“But you are.”

I leaned back, staring at the blue curve of the planet below on another screen. “She is risking everything to do what I asked her to do. Save her world. And I am sitting up here pretending that my secret matters more than her life.”

Sync’s tone came sharp. Exposure would compromise not only you but Arc and me. If she identifies you as non-native her government will find a way to track you.

“I know,” I snapped. “But what if she is right? What if she cannot do it alone?”

Then she fails, Sync said matter-of-factly. And her world ends. It is not your place to fix every dying civilization.

That one landed like a knife.

“Maybe not,” I muttered. “But she is not a civilization, Sync. She is a person.”

Arc said nothing. But the faint hum in the background felt almost like a sigh.

By morning, Kaelen was gone from the College. The professors still worked but half-heartedly. Arc’s sensors showed no sign of her signal inside the main research dome until late afternoon, when her tablet pinged the relay again.

One short message appeared across my console:

I stared at the message blinking on my console, the words stark against the dark screen:

I am leaving by train. I will wait at the freight terminal on the southern line. I told them I am conducting field tests. No one will question it. If you do not want me there, stop me. Otherwise, I will see you.

I read it three times, my chest tightening a little more each time. She was not sneaking away in panic. She was planning, covering her movements, building plausible reasons to be gone. She was careful. Deliberate. That almost made it worse, because it meant she had thought this through.

Arc’s voice was soft in my ear. “She is making sure no one notices. That helps her, but it also helps you.”

“She will not be alone,” I said automatically, though my eyes stayed fixed on the console.

“No,” Arc agreed, “but secrecy is not protection. If she is intercepted, her cover story will not matter.”

“Then I will make sure she is not intercepted,” I said quietly.

Sync’s tone had that dry edge that always sounded like a raised brow. You are stepping into a situation where every variable is unknown. Acting emotionally in such conditions rarely produces optimal outcomes.

I exhaled slowly, my hands flat on the console. “Then maybe it is time to prove an exception.”

Arc’s glow dimmed on the display but her voice carried a hint of warmth. “Then where should I set the course?”

“South,” I said. “Keep us low. Stealth profile engaged. I want to shadow the train line without being seen.”

“Understood,” Arc replied.

The Arc’s engines began to hum, shifting us smoothly into descent. The stars in the viewport wheeled slowly as the planet’s curve filled the glass, blue and gray and green spreading beneath us. I sat there for a long while, watching the thin atmosphere glow at the edge of the horizon, and realized something I had not let myself think until now.

This was no longer just Kaelen risking everything. This time, it was both of us.

The train cut through the Maerin countryside like a black vein beneath the pale dawn light. Through Arc’s high-altitude drones, I watched it snake between the ridges, the thin plumes of steam rising behind it fading into morning mist. Kaelen sat near a window, her tablet on her lap, pretending to read while her eyes flicked now and then toward the window of the train. Every movement was precise. Calculated. Controlled.

“She knows we’re watching,” I said quietly.

“Of course she does,” Arc replied. “She smart.”

Sync’s voice followed. No anomalies detected within a fifty-kilometer radius. I have dispersed microdrones in three directions to maintain line of sight. So far, no pursuit. No surveillance from her own government either.

“That’s something,” I mumbled, leaning forward as Arc zoomed the feed. Kaelen’s reflection shimmered in the glass, calm and unreadable. “Keep eyes on her until she reaches the southern terminal.”

The countryside rolled past beneath the train—green hills broken by stretches of iron-gray forest and scattered settlements that still bore the scars of a divided world. Smoke rose from factories, sharp against the pastel horizon. Roads glimmered with scattered vehicles, all moving too slowly for my liking. Tiravan was beautiful, but it was a beauty on borrowed time.

Hours passed before Arc’s feed shifted. “She’s arriving,” she said softly.

The southern terminal came into view, a small freight stop on the outskirts of a town that barely qualified as one. Rusted containers lined the rails. The old platforms leaned under the weight of disuse. Kaelen stepped off the train, adjusting the strap of the worn satchel slung over her shoulder. Her boots clicked against the planks as she walked toward a uniformed worker near a supply truck. They exchanged words—brief, polite—and the worker pointed down a narrow dirt road that wound into the trees.

Kaelen nodded once, thanked him, and started walking.

“She is moving away from population centers,” Arc confirmed. “Heading southwest, toward a region marked abandoned for over a decade. Sparse habitation. Limited comm coverage.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Less chance of anyone noticing.”

We followed her through the drone’s feed as she walked for nearly a mile. The trees thickened around her, sunlight breaking through in fractured gold. Birds stirred from the branches, startled by her passing. Finally, she reached a clearing, where an old farmhouse stood in quiet ruin. Its roof sagged under the weight of time, windows broken and vines coiling around the wooden walls.

Kaelen looked around, then began unloading her bag. She set up a small tripod and a collection of instruments, each one blinking faintly to life. To anyone watching, she was performing a field test—just another Bright checking atmospheric readings or magnetic resonance. But I knew better. Every gesture was for show. Every glance toward the treeline was a signal.

“She’s ready,” I said.

Arc’s tone lowered. “Are you?”

“Not really,” I admitted, standing from my seat. “But that’s never stopped me before.”

Within minutes, I was in the shuttle bay. The craft was small, matte gray, and silent. Arc’s stealth systems folded around it like a shroud as I stepped inside. The nanites flowed across my skin, forming the exosuit in a seamless wave of black metal that hardened as it reached my chest. My helmet sealed last, turning the world into soft, filtered sound.

“Trajectory locked,” Arc said. “You will land three kilometers beyond her location. Sync will handle interference suppression.”

“Got it.”

The shuttle dropped through the atmosphere in absolute silence, its hull absorbing the heat of reentry. Through the viewplate, I saw the pale expanse of Tiravan spread below—mountains and rivers like veins of light. Then, forest. The shuttle’s thrusters whispered once before cutting out completely. I felt a faint vibration as we settled into a glade, the landing barely disturbing the grass.

I stepped out, the forest air brushing against the outer layer of my suit like mist. Sync muted my footsteps, adjusting my sound profile to the environment. The world moved in soft breaths and the hum of distant insects. I walked slowly, keeping my distance until I reached the edge of the clearing.

Kaelen was there, crouched by one of her instruments. Her hair shimmered white against the green backdrop, the faint light within her body pulsing softly beneath her skin. She looked tired, but steady. Focused.

I stepped closer, letting the suit’s stealth shimmer fade. The faint distortion peeled away, and the air bent to reveal me standing there. She gasped, dropping the device she held, and for a heartbeat, neither of us moved.

Then, slowly, she straightened.

“So it’s true,” she said softly. “You are real.”

Her voice was barely above a whisper, and yet, it carried through the clearing like a confession. I said nothing at first. Words felt too small for the weight of that moment.

She took a half-step forward, trying to search my face through the dark reflection of my visor. “I needed to see you,” she said. “Not the voice. Not the data. You.”

I tilted my head slightly, which I know she could not see, but I’m sure she heard the curiosity in my voice through the translator. “Why?”

She took a deep breath before answering, “Because I needed to know that I wasn’t just following a ghost. That what I’ve been doing—what we’ve been doing—wasn’t some delusion I built to comfort myself while the world dies.”

“You’re not delusional,” I said quietly. “You’ve done more in weeks than your entire planet has managed in centuries.”

“That isn’t what I mean,” she said, stepping closer. Her eyes, bright and unflinching, fixed on the featureless black of my helmet. The reflection of her own pale light rippled across its surface, hiding everything beneath. I kept still, the nanite suit shaping me into a silhouette that mirrored her kind — two legs, two arms, a head, nothing more — but no glimpse of the man inside.

. “You’ve been guiding me. Giving me equations, theories, concepts that no one on this world has ever imagined. And I accepted them because I wanted to believe it could all be true. But belief isn’t the same as trust. So I need to ask you… what do you want out of this?”

I hadn’t expected the question to hit so hard. It wasn’t an accusation. It was fear. The kind that comes from someone who has already risked everything and still wonders what the price might be.

I took a breath. “I want to help you survive,” I said simply. “Nothing more.”

Her brow furrowed. “But why? You could save us yourself, couldn’t you? You could destroy the asteroid with whatever technology you have. Why make me do it?”

I let my gaze drift beyond her, lingering on the silent silhouettes of the trees and the old house hunched in the dark, as if it was bending forward to listen to secrets too heavy for words. My voice came low, burdened by the truth I had to give her.

“If I step in and save you now, your people will never know what they’re truly capable of. They’ll look up at the sky and see salvation as something that descends from above, a gift handed down, not something forged by their own hands, earned through trial and courage. And when the next catastrophe comes—and it will, in time—they’ll be helpless. No strength, no knowledge, no faith in themselves. Just hope for another miracle to fall into their laps.”

She stood utterly still, her outline rigid but her eyes shadowed with something raw. The accusation in her voice trembled, not with anger, but with a hurt that ran deeper than any wound.

“That’s cruel,” she whispered, her words barely piercing the hush between us. “Even if you’re right, it feels like you’re asking us to bear an impossible burden, to suffer when you could stop it.”

“Maybe,” I admitted. “But it’s the only way your species will stand on its own. You have brilliance. You have will. You just need the chance to prove it.”

She crossed her arms, looking down. “And if we fail?”

“Then I’ll be there,” I said. “I’ll make sure your world isn’t lost. But not before you try.”

For a long time, she said nothing. The wind stirred the grass, carrying the scent of rain. Then, finally, she nodded.

“Alright,” she said softly. “Then help me get it right. The calculations. The alignment. Everything. I don’t want belief anymore. I want certainty.”

“You’ll have it,” I said.

She hesitated one last time, then smiled faintly. “You really are what I thought you were, aren’t you?”

“What’s that?”

“A ghost that decided to help the living.”

For the first time in a long while, I smiled too. “Then let’s make sure you keep living.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


The Light Between Worlds

The house was old enough that the air smelled of rot and forgotten years. Dust hung thick in the sunbeams that cut through cracks in the walls, and the floor groaned softly under our steps. Kaelen moved ahead of me, her pale light brushing across the faded wallpaper and long-empty shelves. The door creaked shut behind us, muffling the outside world until all that remained was the hollow quiet between breaths.

She set her tablet down on a small wooden table, its glow throwing strange shadows across the room. For a long moment, neither of us spoke. The tension from her message, the secrecy of her trip, it all pressed in around us until she finally exhaled and broke the silence.

“I had to see you,” she said. “Not as a voice. Not as a reflection through a screen. I needed to know if you were real.”

I smiled under the helmet. “You already knew that.”

“Knowing isn’t the same as believing,” she replied, her tone soft but certain.

She was shaking slightly, and I realized then it wasn’t just fear. It was exhaustion. The kind born from carrying too much hope and too much doubt at the same time. I gestured toward the table. “Show me what’s giving you trouble.”

Kaelen hesitated, then activated her tablet. Numbers and equations filled the surface, scrolling faster than most people could follow. She traced a few lines with her fingertip. “This. It’s supposed to stabilize the gravitational modulation, but every test fails after the first power cycle. I’ve re-checked everything. It should work.”

Arc’s calm voice sounded in my ear. “She’s very close. Her error is in phase balancing — the secondary harmonic collapses too early.”

Sync followed up immediately. That’s because she’s assuming symmetrical flow. It’s not. The left node draws twice the field strength. Tell her to invert her secondary coefficient.

I frowned slightly and leaned forward. “Here,” I said, pointing without touching. “You’ve mirrored this variable. Try flipping the input ratio.”

Kaelen blinked, surprise crossing her face. “That would overload the core.”

“Not if you split the load,” I said, letting Sync feed the math straight into my head. “You’d halve the instability by counter-rotating the field instead of grounding it.”

Her brow furrowed, but she made the change. The simulation processed. The graph stabilized.

Her breath caught. “It held.”

Arc’s voice warmed faintly. “She solved it herself. You only gave her the nudge.”

Kaelen turned to me, eyes bright. “You just saved weeks of testing.”

I shook my head. “No. You did. You just needed perspective.”

She gave a small laugh and sank into one of the broken chairs. “Perspective. That’s one way to describe a miracle.”

I looked around the dim interior, my sensors picking up the soft heat of her form. “Miracles are just math we haven’t figured out yet.”

That made her smile again — tired but genuine.

For a while we went over her work. Arc and Sync murmured commentary in my ear, occasionally feeding me suggestions I translated for Kaelen. It felt… strange. The three of us — two AIs, one human — helping a woman on another world write the future of her species on a faded tablet inside an abandoned house.

After an hour, she closed the device and looked up. “May I ask you something personal?”

“Of course.”

She hesitated, chewing lightly on her lip. “Why? Why are you helping us? You could have left. You have the technology to leave this system entirely. You could disappear into the stars. So why stay?”

I thought for a moment. “Because you’re worth saving.”

“That’s not an answer,” she said softly.

She wasn’t wrong. I leaned back against the wall, the boards cool through the nanite weave of my suit.

“Because I’ve seen what history happens when people stop trying. I’ve read or heard of civilizations die, Kaelen. Not because they were weak, but because they were alone. And maybe I can’t fix everything, but if I can stop one more world from burning out, then it’s worth staying.”

Her gaze softened. “And what do you want in return?”

“Nothing,” I said honestly. “I don’t need anything from your world.”

Her brow furrowed. “Then maybe that’s what scares me most.”

Before I could answer, she reached forward suddenly, hand hovering near my helmet. “Please. Let me see you.”

I froze. “Kaelen⁠—”

“I’ve heard your voice. I’ve trusted your guidance. But I’ve never seen your face. If I am to trust you fully, I need to know who, or what, you are.”

Arc’s voice was quiet in my ear. “She’s not asking from curiosity. She’s asking from faith.”

I hesitated a moment longer, then nodded. “All right.”

The nanite layer of my helmet shimmered, dissolving backward until the air touched my face. The dim light of the room hit my skin. Kaelen’s breath caught, her eyes wide — not in fear, but in awe.

“You…” she whispered. “You look like an Aurean.”

I frowned slightly. “What’s that?”

She smiled faintly, her voice reverent. “An ancient story. Beings of light and form who guided us when we were still climbing from the dirt. They were said to shine without flame, to carry the sun in their eyes. Beautiful and terrifying both.”

I huffed a quiet laugh. “I’ve been called a lot of things. ‘Beautiful’ isn’t one of them.”

“To us, it fits,” she said. “Your kind must have inspired the myth.”

“Maybe,” I said quietly. “Or maybe myths are just promises we make to ourselves. Where I come from, even our own origins sound impossible when you say them out loud. As if we dragged ourselves out of chaos, out of nothing, and decided to become more. Some days it feels like a story we tell to keep the darkness away.”

Kaelen studied me for a long time, her expression unreadable, then whispered, “Maybe both.”

Silence settled between us again. The glow from her body mingled with the faint blue reflections of my suit. For the first time it didn’t feel like I was standing on an alien world. It felt like we were simply two beings in a dying house, clinging to something neither of us could quite name.

She tilted her head slightly, her light shifting across the room in soft ripples. “What is your world like?”

The question caught me off guard.

“My world?” I repeated, stalling for time as I leaned against the old table. The wood creaked softly under my weight, the sound oddly grounding. “It’s... different. Not better. Just different.”

“Different how?”

I hesitated, then answered carefully. “We live among the stars now. Worlds of every shape and color. Cities that stretch through orbit. Some under domes, some floating on oceans, some built right into the rock of asteroids. Where I’m from, gravity doesn’t hold us down anymore. We learned how to move past it. How to fall upward instead of down.”

Her eyes widened, the light inside them brightening as if she could see what I described. “So it’s true then,” she murmured. “You crossed the space between suns to come here.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “It took time, and more luck than I’ll ever admit. But yes. I came from far beyond your sky.”

She nodded slowly, the weight of it settling on her like new gravity. “I wasn’t sure I believed it until now. We have stories about the stars—about travelers who move between them. But we thought they were myths. That no one could really survive that distance.”

“Most don’t,” I said. “Even with all we’ve built, the space between worlds still tries to kill you every step of the way.”

Kaelen looked down at her tablet again, the soft blue light reflecting off her face. Her fingers moved through the data like a pianist searching for the right note.

“I keep thinking I’m missing something,” she said quietly. “It’s all there—the math, the ratios, the field alignment—but when I try to apply it to the model, the energy flow collapses. Every time.”

I leaned forward, resting my elbows on my knees. “What happens when it collapses?”

“It folds back,” she said, tracing a pattern on the screen with one glowing fingertip. “The field loses stability and turns inward. Instead of dispersing force evenly, it devours itself. It’s like… trying to catch light in a mirror that bends.”

Arc’s voice filtered softly through my earpiece. “She is describing recursive inversion in a gravity well. A common issue when energy density exceeds structural symmetry.”

“English, Arc,” I muttered.

“She has the concept right,” Sync replied instead with a chuckle. “But she is missing the stabilizing harmonic. The translation constant between mass compression and energy dispersion.”

“In other words?”

“In other words,” Arc said patiently, “she is trying to balance on one leg when she needs two.”

I stared at the lines of code and symbols glowing on her tablet. “Can we give her the missing numbers?”

We could, Sync said, but then it wouldn’t be hers. The understanding must come from within her framework, not ours. If we hand her the bridge, she’ll never know how to build one herself.

Kaelen sighed, pressing the tablet to her chest. “Every time I think I’ve solved it, something breaks. Maybe I’m not the one meant to do this.”

“You are,” I said before I could stop myself. She looked up sharply, and for a moment, I saw the spark that had carried her this far. “You got them here. You made them believe. That’s half the battle.”

She smiled faintly. “Belief doesn’t move asteroids.”

“No,” I said, “but it keeps you standing long enough to find the thing that will.”

Arc murmured in my ear. “Show her, Albert. Not the equation, but the shape.”

I frowned. “Shape?”

“She understands through form,” Arc said. “Draw it.”

So I knelt beside her and took one of the metal styluses lying near the dust-covered floor. I traced a circle in the dirt, then another beside it, smaller and tilted. “You’re trying to push this,” I said, tapping the smaller one. “But your field collapses here.” I drew a wave that intersected them both. “That’s your energy line. The trick isn’t to stop it from collapsing—it’s to redirect the fall.”

She leaned closer, eyes following every movement. “So the instability becomes part of the motion.”

“Exactly,” I said. “You don’t fight the collapse; you guide it. Like rolling a boulder down the right path instead of trying to hold it in place.”

For a moment she just stared at what I’d drawn, then she lifted her stylus and began sketching over it—adjusting angles, balancing arcs, recalculating in her head. Her light brightened slightly as the numbers started to fit.

“I think…” she whispered. “I think that’s it.”

Sync hummed in satisfaction. Her solution is primitive but sound. If she refines it, the field will stabilize under limited power conditions.

Kaelen sat back, breathless, then laughed softly. “You make it sound so easy.”

“It never is,” I said.

She looked at me again, the faint blue shimmer of her inner light catching in her eyes. “You could have told me everything from the start. The math, the equations, all of it. Why didn’t you?”

“Because the moment I do,” I said, “it stops being your world’s victory. It becomes mine. And I don’t want to take that from you.”

Her expression softened, and for a long time, neither of us spoke. The wind outside whispered through the broken eaves, carrying the scent of cold stone and dust.

Finally, Kaelen closed her tablet and whispered, “Then let’s make it ours, together.”

I didn’t answer right away. The stars through the cracked roof shimmered faintly, their light spilling across her face like distant fire. For a moment, I wanted to agree — to stand beside her openly, to shoulder the burden with her. But that wasn’t my place.

“It has to be yours,” I said softly. “Your people’s. If I do more than guide you, they’ll never learn to stand on their own.”

She looked at me, hurt flickering behind her glow, but then she nodded slowly. “Then… just don’t vanish when it’s done.”

“I won’t,” I said. “Not until you make this work.”

The silence stretched between us again, fragile and full of things neither of us knew how to say. The stars overhead burned cold and distant, but in that quiet, I could almost believe one of them still watched over this world — waiting to see if it could rise.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


The Spark Returns

Kaelen returned to the College just before dawn.

Through the drone’s lens, I watched the train pull into the station with a hiss of steam and a groan of iron brakes. Pale morning fog rolled across the cobbled platform, wrapping everything in silver. She stepped down carrying her worn satchel, tablet tucked under her arm, shoulders square, movements sharp. Something in her was different—more alive, more focused.

She didn’t stop to rest or even greet anyone. Her boots echoed through the courtyard, past the guards who blinked in surprise at her speed. The lamps along the main walkway burned with a dull orange glow, fed by thick power cables that snaked across the ground.

By the time she reached the College doors, the drone’s feed shook from her sudden shove as she flung them open.

“I found it!” she shouted. “I found the imbalance!”

The echo filled the wide stone corridor, bouncing off walls lined with chalkboards and brass pipes. Inside the main research hall, the handful of early risers jerked their heads up.

Professor Halvaren nearly spilled his tea. “Kaelen?”

She stormed in, eyes bright, hair still tangled from travel. “Yes! The harmonic drift wasn’t due to power decay—it’s the rotational offset! We’ve been aligning both fields in phase when they’re supposed to be counter-phased!”

For a heartbeat, no one spoke. Then Halvaren slowly stood. “You’re certain?”

“Certain enough to bet our world on it,” she said, sliding her tablet across the nearest desk. “Look—here, these equations—when you account for fractional phase inversion, the collapse disappears.”

Several of the assistants crowded closer, staring at the glowing figures on her screen. A few reached for their own tablets, cross-checking the math by hand. Others darted to the whiteboards, scribbling numbers and diagrams, chalk squeaking under hurried strokes.

I watched the feed as the whole room seemed to come alive. The older professors abandoned their half-written notes, arguing in low, intense bursts. A stack of mechanical drawings fell to the floor. Someone shouted for more chalk.

Arc’s voice flowed, calm but warm. “She solved the harmonic instability.”

“Looks that way,” I murmured, leaning forward. “And she’s not just guessing.”

“No,” Arc said. “She’s understanding. That’s the difference.”

Professor Venal, the engineer with the brace on his wrist, began tracing power equations across the nearest board. “If this works, we’ll need to redesign the containment structure. The inversion will flip the magnetic flow.”

Halvaren turned toward him, half-laughing. “Then flip it! Double the insulation! Whatever she’s done—it’s the first time the math holds together!”

The room filled with the sound of chalk, the smell of ink, the rising pitch of dozens of voices tumbling over one another.

Sync broke in, clinical as ever. She identified the rotational offset we modeled three nights ago. Her math is accurate within two percent.

“Within two?” I said. “That’s better than what I could have come up with.”

Semantics, Sync replied.

Arc gave a small laugh. “She earned it, Albert. And without direct interference.”

“Without too much interference,” I said.

Kaelen, meanwhile, was at the center of it all. Her once-timid posture was gone; she was leading now, pointing, arguing, refining numbers on the board. Her glow pulsed brighter with every correction, her excitement lighting the faces of those around her.

One of the younger assistants turned from her desk, chalk dust streaking her sleeve. “If this holds, we can finally stabilize the prototype field!”

Kaelen nodded, breathless. “Exactly. The gravity differential won’t collapse—it’ll bend instead. Like pushing against water instead of trying to part it.”

The professors stared, then one by one began to smile.

Halvaren’s voice cracked with disbelief. “Kaelen Varae, you may have just saved us.”

For a second, she just stood there, blinking, as if the words hadn’t registered. Then she smiled—a small, trembling smile that carried every sleepless night, every failure, every ounce of quiet determination.

“We’re not there yet,” she said softly. “But we’re close.”

Venal pounded the table with his good hand. “Closer than anyone’s ever been!”

From above, I could see the others rallying. Assistants scurried for new data sheets; others adjusted the crude computer consoles that fed the lab’s main systems. Lines of green text scrolled across their dull glass monitors as they recalculated power draws and stress tolerances. For having such old systems, well, antiquated systems. They were doing really well.

Arc spoke in my ear again, more quietly this time. “She’s guiding them now. They’re listening.”

I watched, unable to look away. “Yeah,” I said. “They finally see her.”

Below, Kaelen stepped back to the board, chalk in one hand, the other pressing against her tablet as new values streamed in. She was exhausted—I could see it in the slight tremor of her arm—but the fire in her movements drowned everything else out.

Someone shouted, “Run it again!”

Numbers were fed into the console. The lab’s old equipment whirred, gears ticking faintly beneath the panels. The computer printed a long strip of thermal paper, the figures rising and falling in neat black lines.

Then, suddenly, all movement stopped.

The readings held.

“Stable,” Venal breathed. “It’s actually stable.”

The others leaned in, eyes wide. For a heartbeat, no one dared move. Then Halvaren threw back his head and laughed, the sound booming through the lab. “By the Light itself—you did it!”

Kaelen’s knees wobbled slightly, but she caught herself on the edge of the desk. “Not yet,” she said again, smiling through her exhaustion. “But now we know how.”

Arc whispered, “Albert, I’m recording this. It’s the moment history changed for them.”

I sat back in my chair aboard the Arc, letting out a slow breath.

The feed flickered slightly as more assistants rushed in, drawn by the noise. The room became a storm of motion—chalk dust rising in clouds, the scratch of graphite, the rhythmic clack of typewriters feeding data into the old machines. Kaelen stood at the center, glowing softly in the lamplight, the quiet pulse of a star that refused to die.

“They have what they need now,” Arc said.

“Yeah,” I said, eyes still fixed on her. “And for the first time, it feels like they might actually make it.”

Her light flared once more as she turned to her team. “All right!” she called out, voice steady, strong. “We know what’s wrong. Let’s fix it.”

And just like that, the shouting and chaos turned into focus again. Equations filled the boards. The sound of machinery rumbled to life.

I smiled faintly. “She found her spark again.”

Arc’s voice softened to a whisper. “Hope looks good on her.”

I nodded slowly. “Yeah. It really does.”

Progress didn’t slow after that morning. If anything, it accelerated with a force that almost frightened me.

By the end of the second day, the College had turned into something closer to a command center than a place of study. I watched through the drone feeds as scaffolds went up around the laboratory dome, thick power cables snaking across courtyards that used to be quiet gardens. Supply trucks rumbled through the streets, their tires grinding on cobblestone, carrying crates stamped with military seals and the emblem of the Maerin government.

They’ve expanded construction by forty percent, Sync reported. And a new sector has appeared outside the capital perimeter. I am detecting heat signatures consistent with heavy fabrication.

I leaned forward, watching as Arc projected the image onto the forward screen, not holographically, but with simple light overlays drawn from Sync’s enhanced optics. The picture was grainy, full of smoke and heat distortion, but the movement was unmistakable.

Men and women in heavy uniforms. Steam cranes groaning. Massive metal struts rising from the ground like the bones of some new creature.

“That’s not the College,” I said.

“No,” Arc replied softly. “It’s the launch site.”

My eyes narrowed. “The same one they used before?”

“Not exactly,” she said. “The original field was five miles east of the capital, where they launched their first wave of rockets—part of that global effort to stop the asteroid. We both know how that ended. But now, they’re rebuilding it… closer. Nearly beside the College itself, where Kaelen is.”

I let out a slow breath, the weight of it settling in my chest. “They’re really doing it.”

They are, Sync confirmed. It appears Kaelen contacted Prime Minister Lysara shortly after finalizing her equations. Funding authorization was granted in less than two hours. Construction orders were pushed directly through military channels.

“Military?” I frowned. “That fast?”

“They believe this is their last chance,” Arc said quietly. “Lysara is funneling every available resource into Kaelen’s hands. Logistics, fabrication, materials. Even the northern fleet’s industrial yards have been reassigned.”

I sat back, watching the live feed in silence. Soldiers in dark gray uniforms moved in lines, carrying long sheets of steel, each one stamped with serial codes. The noise was constant — shouting, hammering, the shriek of welding arcs cutting into the dawn air.

Kaelen was there too. She stood near the edge of the makeshift platform, her coat snapping in the wind, surrounded by engineers and aides taking notes. Even from above, I could tell she was running on exhaustion and adrenaline.

“Sync,” I said, “show me what they’re building.”

The view zoomed, stabilizing as it locked on to the skeletal frame being assembled near the center of the site. A circular platform, easily two hundred meters across, braced by reinforced pylons and anchored into the earth. The upper structure looked almost crude — heavy rivets, exposed wiring, uneven metal panels — but the design underneath was precise.

Sync highlighted the key sections. Gravity field core. Secondary dampers. Energy conduits feeding from the College’s main reactor. They are attempting to scale her calculations into a functioning anti-gravity lattice.

“That’s insane,” I muttered. “They don’t even have containment shielding for something that size.”

“Not yet,” Arc said. “But they will. They’re learning as they go.”

Through the drone feed, I saw a column of armored trucks pull up, carrying more equipment. The military insignia gleamed faintly in the weak sunlight. Officers barked orders, soldiers unloaded crates, and within minutes, the chaotic construction site had turned into something frighteningly organized.

“Albert,” Arc said, her tone dipping into something like pride, “they are building a machine that should not exist on their world yet. And yet, they are doing it anyway.”

I watched Kaelen raise her hand, pointing toward the half-finished framework. Several engineers nodded and started marking positions on the metal floor. She spoke to them with the authority of someone who no longer doubted herself.

Sync reported again, Prime Minister Lysara has authorized a full diversion of national funds. Civil infrastructure projects have been suspended. All resources are being directed to Project Varae.

I couldn’t help a low whistle. “Project Varae?”

“That’s what they’re calling it now,” Arc said. “After her.”

“Of course they are,” I said quietly. “A planet on the edge of annihilation needs a name to believe in.”

On the ground, work continued without pause. Even the professors from the College were there, sleeves rolled up, arguing over load distribution charts pinned to wooden boards. I saw Halvaren wipe sweat from his brow as he conferred with an engineer nearly half his age. Venal stood on a scaffold, measuring something against the crude metal ribs.

It was chaos. Organized, desperate chaos.

Arc whispered, “She’s no longer just a scholar, Albert. She’s become their axis.”

“Yeah,” I said, watching Kaelen’s pale glow move among the workers. “And that kind of light draws attention.”

Already has, Sync added. I’m detecting coded transmissions from nearby nations. Some are intercepting their military frequencies. Curiosity, for now. But curiosity often precedes conflict.

I frowned, rubbing the back of my neck. “They’re not ready for that. None of them are.”

Arc’s voice softened. “Neither were yours.”

That shut me up for a while.

Outside, the construction continued into night. Great spotlights burned against the dark, powered by humming generators and coal-fed turbines. The sound of hammering filled the air long after the stars rose.

At one point, Kaelen stood alone at the center of it all, her light dimmer now, flickering from exhaustion. She looked up toward the sky — toward the distant black speck that held their fate, and I swear she whispered something. I couldn’t hear it through the drone’s microphone, but I didn’t need to. I’d said the same words before, on a different world.

Please work.

Sync broke the silence. Projections estimate completion in four weeks. Testing to begin shortly after.

I nodded, still staring. “Four weeks to build something impossible.”

“Impossible is often a matter of perspective,” Arc said softly.

The image flickered slightly as the drone shifted higher, catching the scale of it all. Thousands of workers. Soldiers moving in perfect rhythm. Engineers crawling across the steel like ants. The framework stretched toward the horizon, a monument born from desperation and faith.

Kaelen stood at the heart of it. The scholar who had dared to challenge extinction.

And from the quiet of orbit, I couldn’t help but think — maybe, just maybe, she might actually pull it off.

Two days passed before any of us spoke much again.

The construction site outside the capital had become a living organism, a constant heartbeat of sound, light, and movement that never stopped, not even at night. The workers rotated in shifts, soldiers guarded the perimeter, and Kaelen somehow managed to be everywhere at once. From the drone feeds, I watched her cross the platform from one section to another, tablet in hand, reviewing schematics, checking power lines, giving orders with a confidence that hadn’t existed a month ago.

She didn’t look like a scholar anymore. She looked like a commander.

By the third day, Arc interrupted my quiet observation with something I hadn’t expected. Her tone carried a note of genuine surprise.

“Albert,” she said, “you’ll want to see this.”

“What’s wrong?” I asked, leaning forward.

“Not wrong,” Arc said. “Unexpected.”

The feed shifted to a wide-angle orbital view of Maerin’s continent. Energy signatures were blooming across its borders — large-scale deployments, convoys, aircraft. For a moment, I thought it was the start of a war.

Then Arc zoomed closer.

“Wait,” I said slowly. “They’re moving toward the capital?”

“Yes,” Arc replied. “But not in hostility. Sync has intercepted open transmissions. They’re… requesting permission to assist.”

That got my full attention. “Assist?”

Sync’s voice came online, crisp and mechanical. Confirmed. Neighboring nations are transmitting coded but friendly messages. They are offering material support, engineering staff, and logistics coordination. Multiple governments have publicly acknowledged Maerin’s efforts to redirect the asteroid.

I blinked. “They know? How?”

Arc’s voice softened, almost like she was smiling. “Kaelen told them.”

I straightened in my seat. “She what?”

“She broadcasted the data publicly,” Arc said. “The phase correction equations, energy requirements, projected yield, everything short of the classified elements she kept on her personal system. It went live twelve hours ago through their academic exchange network.”

“She made it open-source,” I muttered.

Essentially, Sync replied. The information is spreading faster than containment protocols can limit. It’s being translated, analyzed, and mirrored in multiple languages. In less than a day, what began as a national project has become a planetary one.

I stared at the feed, watching as the first transport convoys from neighboring states crossed into Maerin territory, no soldiers, no weapons, just machines, engineers, and crates of equipment marked with foreign sigils.

“They’re not fighting,” I said quietly. “They’re helping.”

For now, Sync corrected.

Arc ignored him. “Do you understand what this means, Albert? She didn’t just give them hope. She gave them unity.”

The camera zoomed again, showing the outskirts of the capital where new camps were being built, temporary housing for the arriving workers. Smoke rose from hundreds of furnaces, lighting the sky in shades of amber. It wasn’t a city preparing for war anymore. It was a world preparing to survive.

“She’s changing them,” Arc whispered. “Do you see it? These people have been at the edge of extinction for months, and now look at them.”

I nodded slowly. “A planet that can’t stop fighting suddenly remembers what cooperation looks like.”

Below, the construction site was unrecognizable from what it had been just days earlier. The anti-gravity platform had grown massive, its frame gleaming under sunlight filtered through rising dust. Cranes lifted sections of copper and steel into place. Engineers shouted across scaffolds, voices blending with the rhythmic pounding of hammers and the hum of generators.

Sync’s voice broke through again. Preliminary projections indicate construction efficiency has increased by forty-seven percent since foreign teams began coordination. They are sharing resources freely — no tariffs, no political barriers. Unprecedented behavior for a species.

“Unprecedented,” Arc echoed softly. “Or maybe overdue.”

I leaned back, folding my arms as I watched a line of trucks carrying reflective panels, probably part of the energy array, winding along the road toward the launch field. “You think this will last?”

“I think it’s a start,” Arc said.

Sync was less optimistic.

Unity born of desperation often dissolves with survival. However, statistically, their current behavior increases overall success probability to ninety-four percent.

“That’s higher than before,” I said.

Yes, Sync replied dryly. Fear appears to be a powerful motivator.

I smirked faintly. “Yeah, well, so is hope.”

On the ground, Kaelen met the new arrivals personally. The drone’s zoom caught her shaking hands with foreign engineers, exchanging notes, explaining designs with fast, precise gestures. There was no hesitation, no rivalry, no suspicion. She spoke, and they listened.

“She’s doing more than saving them,” Arc said. “She’s rewriting what they are.”

“Careful,” I murmured. “You’re starting to sound poetic.”

“Observation does not require poetry,” she said, “but sometimes, it helps explain the impossible.”

The day wore on. The feeds showed Kaelen coordinating new energy lines, rerouting power through temporary relays. Her voice carried across the open channels, calm and confident. Even through the static, it reminded me of something long forgotten — that particular sound a leader makes when others finally believe.

By nightfall, the world below glowed brighter than I’d ever seen it. Hundreds of lamps ringed the construction site, painting the metal skeleton in gold. For the first time, the darkened capital no longer looked like a city waiting to die. It looked alive.

Arc’s voice came softly through the comms. “You were right, Albert. This isn’t just her project anymore.”

“No,” I said, my throat tight. “It’s everyone’s now.”

Sync’s tone was quieter than usual when he added, And if it fails, it will be everyone’s loss.

The three of us sat in silence after that, watching through the shifting haze as an entire world — fractured, afraid, imperfect — began building together under a single light.

And for the first time since I’d arrived in this system, I allowed myself to believe that maybe, just maybe, they had a chance.


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


The Test of Gravity

From orbit, Maerin glowed like a wounded jewel mending itself. Networks of light crisscrossed the land, pulsing toward one bright point at the continent’s center, the anti-gravity platform. Kaelen Varae’s creation. Her people’s final hope.

What had begun as a ring of alloy and calculation now dominated the plains below. The structure gleamed under pale sunlight, an intricate lattice of metal and crystal fibers woven together by hand. Each section bore the marks of hurried assembly — rivets uneven, panels mismatched — yet together they formed something extraordinary. A machine built not for beauty, but survival.

Arc’s voice broke the silence of the bridge. “All structural nodes are in place. Power conduits are charged. The Maerini intend to begin their first activation sequence within the hour.”

I leaned against the console, studying the energy scans. “They finished fast.”

“They worked through the night,” Arc said. “The Prime Minister herself is traveling to the site. This test will be public.”

Sync’s voice entered, precise as ever. Projected outcomes range widely. Containment failure probability: twenty-six percent. Structural loss: minimal. Psychological impact of success: immeasurable.

“Guess that’s one way of saying everything’s riding on this.”

Accurate, Sync replied.

Arc’s tone softened. “She’s ready, Albert.”

On the ground, Kaelen stood near the platform’s heart, surrounded by engineers and academics. She wore the dark uniform of her College, its sleeves rolled to her elbows, streaked with metallic dust. Her once-careful posture had changed; there was command in her voice now.

“Field regulators, align to primary frequency. Peripheral stabilizers—ready for synchronization check,” she called.

Her assistants responded instantly. Tools clicked into place, portable meters hummed, and hand-held tablets displayed shifting energy patterns. There were no holograms or automated systems here — everything required touch, movement, focus.

The platform stretched a full kilometer across. Energy channels ran through it like veins, forming concentric circles converging on a single crystalline core. Around its perimeter, tall pylons stood embedded with bright conductor rods, waiting to channel the power surge.

The Prime Minister’s convoy arrived moments later — sleek vehicles marked with the crest of the Maerini government. When Lysara stepped out, her natural luminescence drew every eye. Her expression carried both pride and fear, the quiet kind that hides under duty. She waved off her guards and joined the spectators near the observation deck.

“She came herself,” I murmured.

Arc’s answered. “So would you, if the world was about to decide whether it continues.”

“Begin sequence one,” Kaelen ordered on my monitor.

Her words rippled through the team. Hands moved, switches flipped, and circuits engaged in perfect rhythm.

A low hum spread through the platform as energy poured from the auxiliary reactors into the main conduits. The ground itself seemed to tense beneath the strain. The light running through the field lines turned from pale silver to deep blue, brightening with each passing second.

“Power flow at twenty percent,” one assistant reported.

“Thirty.”

“Forty.”

The air above the structure began to distort. Dust and loose debris trembled, then floated briefly before settling again.

Halvaren frowned at his readings. “Power deviation on ring three. We’re bleeding energy.”

Kaelen darted to his side, glancing over his shoulder. “Divert secondary feed through channel seven. Cut stabilizer input by four percent.”

The adjustment took effect instantly. The blue light steadied, and the vibration underfoot transformed into a steady pulse.

“Energy loss still high,” Venal called. “Forty-two percent inefficiency!”

“Then forty-two percent means we’re alive,” Kaelen shot back. “Hold the flow steady!”

The central disk of the platform began to glow brighter — a sphere of invisible force bending the air around it. The metallic surface rippled like liquid, then lifted.

It rose slowly, impossibly, until it hovered several meters above the ground.

Every Maerini on site froze.

“They did it,” Arc laughed.

On the bridge, I felt my throat tighten. “They actually did it.”

Gravitational inversion achieved, Sync confirmed. Field instability within acceptable tolerance. Efficiency poor, but function confirmed. It’s rough, but it will get the job done.

“Poor or not,” I said, “that’s flight.”

Below, a wave of cheers erupted. The crowd near the perimeter broke into applause. Scientists embraced one another, guards clapped, and the Prime Minister herself smiled openly — a rare, unguarded smile that said more than any speech could.

Kaelen was laughing. Exhausted, disbelieving, radiant.

For a brief moment, her world had weight again — and she had lifted it.

The platform held for almost ten minutes before Kaelen gestured for her team to bring it down.

“Ease power to fifteen percent,” she ordered. “Stabilizers to low resonance mode. I want sustained readings, not wreckage.”

The technicians followed her lead. The hum softened, the glow dimmed, and the vast disk lowered gently until it touched the ground.

When it settled, the air went still — then the cheering returned, louder than before.

Even Arc sounded lighter. “Leakage or not, that was remarkable for her people.”

“Yeah,” I said, smiling faintly. “Even the waste means it’s real.”

“Exactly,” she said. “The first step is always the least efficient. They’ll learn.”

On the ground, the Prime Minister crossed the field toward Kaelen. Guards followed at a respectful distance, but Lysara waved them back as she reached the young scholar.

“Scholar Varae,” she said, her voice calm but carrying through the air. “You’ve proven this world can rise.”

Kaelen bowed her head. “We only proved that it’s possible. Making it sustainable will take time.”

“Then take all of it,” Lysara replied. “You have every resource you need. Every worker. Every machine. Every hour.”

Kaelen blinked, then smiled faintly. “We won’t waste it.”

“Good,” Lysara said. “Because the universe doesn’t grant second chances.”

That night, after the crowds had dispersed, Kaelen stayed by the platform. The field coils still pulsed faintly beneath the surface, echoing like a slow heartbeat.

Through the drone’s lens, I saw her sitting cross-legged on the edge, her tablet resting in her lap as she studied the numbers.

Arc’s soft voice filled the bridge. “Energy expenditure was enormous. The capital will be rationing power for weeks.”

“They’ll do it gladly,” I said.

“You sound certain.”

“They saw hope lift off the ground today,” I said. “That’s enough to power anyone.”

Arc paused. “You almost sound proud.”

“I am,” I admitted. “Just… not sure if I should be.”

Sync spoke next, analytical as ever. You intervened indirectly. Without your assistance, she may not have succeeded. Yet, by your own ethics, this borders on interference.

“Maybe,” I said quietly. “But maybe this is what interference looks like when it’s worth something.”

On the surface, Kaelen rose from the platform and gazed up toward the stars. Somewhere out there, the asteroid still moved — silent, massive, inevitable.

Her light flickered faintly in the night, reflecting off the metal she had made defy gravity.

Arc said, “They’ll remember this day.”

“Yeah,” I said, watching her disappear into the shadows of her creation. “So will I.”

Below, a wave of cheers erupted, reverberating upward through the metallic skeleton of the platform and washing over me where I stood on the bridge. Even from my vantage point, high above the scene, I could see the crowd near the perimeter breaking into applause—scientists clutching one another in jubilant disbelief, guards clapping their hands, and at the heart of it all, the Prime Minister herself letting slip an unguarded, genuine smile. It was the kind of smile that I had only ever seen in fleeting moments of triumph, a silent message that carried more weight than any speech she might have delivered.

Kaelen was laughing, her shoulders sagging with exhaustion, but her face was radiant. I caught sight of her as she stumbled back from the console, hands shaking, as if she could barely believe what she’d just accomplished. For a brief moment, I thought I understood the gravity of her achievement—how, for her, the world had regained its weight, only for her to lift it with nothing but tenacity and a string of equations. I remembered my own days as a young researcher, when a single successful experiment felt like rewriting the laws of nature. But Kaelen’s victory was greater. She’d given her people the hope that their world could rise again.

The platform held aloft for almost ten painstaking minutes. I watched as Kaelen finally gestured for her team to begin the descent, her voice steady but tinged with relief when she ordered, “Ease power to fifteen percent. Stabilizers to low resonance mode. I want sustained readings, not wreckage.” Her words echoed through the comms, and the technicians responded with practiced precision. The hum of the machinery softened, the electric glow faded, and the vast disk floated gently downward, settling onto the ground with an elegance that belied the chaos of the past hours.

When it settled, a hush fell over the crowd, as if no one dared breathe lest the miracle unravel. Then, suddenly, the silence split wide open with a renewed surge of cheers, louder than before, the sound swelling until it filled the valley and threatened to shake the air itself. Even Sync, usually so reserved, sounded lighter than I’d ever heard him.

Leakage or not, that was remarkable for her people.

I nodded, unable to hide my smile. “Yeah. Even the waste means it’s real. You can’t fake inefficiency. They did it.”

Sync agreed. The first step is always the least efficient. They’ll learn. They’ll adapt.

From the bridge, I watched as the Prime Minister, Lysara, crossed the field with the determined gait of someone who understood the gravity of the moment. Her guards followed at a respectful distance, but she waved them back as she reached Kaelen. I listened as her voice, calm yet somehow carrying across the open air, addressed Kaelen formally. “Scholar Varae,” she said, “you’ve proven this world can rise.”

Kaelen bowed her head, humility written across every line of her posture. “We only proved that it’s possible. Making it sustainable will take time.”

Lysara’s reply was decisive, almost regal. “Then take all of it. You have every resource you need. Every worker. Every machine. Every hour.”

I saw something flicker in Kaelen’s expression, a mixture of disbelief and gratitude, tempered by exhaustion. She blinked, then smiled faintly. “We won’t waste it.”

The Prime Minister nodded, her tone grave. “Good. Because the universe doesn’t grant second chances.”

As the sun slipped toward the horizon and the crowds gradually dispersed, I lingered on the bridge, unable to tear my gaze from the platform. Kaelen remained by its side long after everyone else had left. The field coils still pulsed faintly beneath the surface, a persistent heartbeat that reminded me that the work was far from finished. Through the drone’s lens, I watched her sit cross-legged on the edge, her tablet illuminated in the growing darkness, studying the numbers as if searching for answers written between the lines of the data.

Arc’s voice, soft and reflective, broke the silence. “Energy expenditure was enormous. The capital will be rationing power for weeks.”

I leaned against the console and let out a slow breath, the magnitude of the day settling over me. “They’ll do it gladly,” I replied. I couldn’t help but recall the faces in the crowd—the hope, the wonder, the pride. They’d witnessed something impossible, and now they believed in it. That kind of faith could move mountains.

Arc sounded skeptical. “You sound certain.”

“They saw hope lift off the ground today,” I said. “That’s enough to power anyone, at least for a while.”

She paused, as if considering the implications. “You almost sound proud.”

I hesitated before answering. “I am. Just… not sure if I should be.”

I couldn’t help but reflect on my own role, indirect as it was. Had I crossed a line? Had my guidance made the difference, or had I merely nudged what was already inevitable?

Arc’s voice came next.

“You intervened indirectly. Without your assistance, she may not have succeeded. Yet, by your own ethics, this borders on interference.”

I stared out at the night, the weight of Arc’s observation pressing on my conscience. “Maybe,” I said quietly. “But maybe this is what interference looks like when it’s worth something.” There was a stubborn hope in me, an unwillingness to regret a day like this.

On the surface, through the drone’s lens, I saw Kaelen rise from the platform and gaze up toward the stars. Somewhere out there, the asteroid still moved, silent, massive, and inevitable. It was a reminder that victory was never absolute, but tonight, her light flickered faintly in the darkness, reflecting off the metal she’d made defy gravity. I wondered if she knew how many people would remember this day, not just her team, not just her nation, but everyone who’d watched and dared to hope.

Sync spoke, his tone gentle. They’ll remember this day.

I nodded, my eyes following Kaelen as she disappeared into the shadows of her creation. “Yeah,” I said. “So will I.” I stayed there long after, letting the quiet settle over me. The memory of hope, fragile but luminous, lingered long into the night.


CHAPTER THIRTY


Countdown

A month passed.

From orbit, Maerin no longer looked like a fractured world scrambling to survive. The lights across its continents pulsed in deliberate rhythm, all converging toward the same luminous core—the anti-gravity platform. Kaelen Varae’s creation. Their final chance.

Arc’s voice came through the bridge, level and matter-of-fact. “Construction efficiency has increased by twenty-three percent over the last two weeks. The full-scale assembly is eighty-six percent complete. The Maerini are diverting nearly all power toward the project. Civilian manufacturing has been reduced to critical infrastructure only.”

On my display, Arc projected a network of glowing lines—power conduits, transport routes, and supply chains—all feeding toward a single node on the central continent.

“They’ve turned their entire civilization into a single machine,” I said quietly.

“An optimal response to an extinction-level threat,” Arc replied. “Though not without long-term economic collapse once the crisis passes.”

Sync’s voice followed, precise and dispassionate. Asteroid trajectory update: velocity increase of point six percent. Composition analysis indicates a nickel-iron core with embedded heavy elements. Standard kinetic fragmentation will fail.

I frowned. “That explains why their previous missile strikes barely scratched it.”

Correct, Sync said. The mass concentration ratio renders surface detonation ineffective. Only sustained gravitational displacement could alter its trajectory.

“Which is what Kaelen’s platform is supposed to do,” I muttered. “One push to save the world.”

“An imprecise push could accelerate its descent,” Arc said. “A partial vector misalignment would result in catastrophic reentry within thirty-one days.”

I stared at the projection, the spinning metallic monolith cutting across space like a silent blade. Even now, its surface shimmered faintly from solar reflection. It wasn’t just a rock. It was a reminder that the universe didn’t negotiate.

On the ground, Kaelen stood atop the scaffolding at the platform’s edge. Through the drone feed, I saw her in her dark College uniform, the sleeves rolled to her elbows, her hair pulled back in a loose braid streaked with dust. She was thinner now, sharper, her movements precise.

“Field integrity stable on rings three through five,” she called to the engineers below. “Core synchronization at sixty percent. Hold frequency until feedback resolves.”

“Confirmed!” someone shouted.

The facility had expanded far beyond its academic origins. Temporary barracks, foundries, and transmission towers filled the horizon. The platform itself stretched across kilometers—its once-crude frame now lined with crystalline conduits that shimmered with every surge of energy.

Arc updated telemetry without pause. “Output efficiency has increased by nine percent since the last test. However, residual power leakage remains significant.”

“Which means?” I asked.

“She’s pushing the design limits of their material science. Even if it holds, sustained operation will destabilize the local grid.”

“Let’s hope the planet survives long enough for that to matter,” I said.

“Statistically uncertain,” Sync noted.

A few days later, Arc intercepted a transmission burst.

“Encrypted communication detected,” she said. “Origin: Northern continent. Governmental. Tone cooperative.”

I leaned forward. “You’re telling me another nation is reaching out?”

“Yes,” Arc confirmed. “They are offering technical assistance. Their data networks suggest they are aware of the project’s progress.”

I let out a slow breath. “So, the secret’s out.”

Information entropy was inevitable, Sync said. Containment was impossible once visual observation from orbiting satellites began.

Arc displayed new feeds: ships crossing oceans, air convoys landing near Maerin’s capital, engineers shaking hands under the same symbol that once marked borders.

“They’re uniting,” I said softly.

Arc’s tone remained neutral. “Fear remains the most efficient motivator for cooperation.”

By the end of the month, the research grounds had become something larger than a facility. The Maerini had built a city around the platform—a network of housing, logistics depots, and control centers. Kaelen had gone from scholar to strategist, directing hundreds of personnel daily.

But exhaustion had carved into her face. Even through the drone feed, I could see the shadows beneath her eyes.

“She’s not sleeping,” I said quietly.

She is functioning within human, in this case, her races endurance thresholds, Sync replied. Though approaching the point of neurological degradation.

“Meaning?”

“Her efficiency will decline, followed by collapse.”

“Then someone needs to make her stop.”

Arc’s tone held sympathy. “There is no replacement. You know that as well as she does.”

I exhaled. “Yeah. That’s what scares me.”

When the Prime Minister arrived, the site went silent. Convoys spread across the main access road, soldiers forming neat perimeters around the launch structure. Lysara emerged alone, her presence commanding even among the brightest of her species.

The cameras were already rolling. This moment was for history.

“How long?” she asked.

Kaelen wiped her hands on her uniform before answering. “Four weeks. Maybe less if the final calibration holds.”

“And the odds?”

Kaelen hesitated, then straightened her shoulders. “Eighty percent success rate, assuming full synchronization of the lensing rings.”

Lysara studied her for several seconds, then nodded once.

The workers cheered, but Kaelen didn’t.

She only nodded, her gaze fixed on the platform that had already consumed her life.

That night, while Arc maintained a silent orbit over the planet’s dark side, I sat alone on the bridge, watching the asteroid’s feed. Its rotation had slowed slightly but it felt like the eye of something ancient turning toward me.

“How long until impact if they fail?” I asked.

Thirty-one days, Sync answered.

“And if they succeed?”

Arc paused before responding. “Then this world survives. But its civilization will never be the same. Unity forged under extinction does not dissolve cleanly.”

“That’s poetic,” I said.

“It’s statistical,” she replied.

I stared at the screen, the asteroid glinting faintly in the distance. “You think they’ll make it?”

“I think they’ll try,” Arc said. “And that may be sufficient.”

Her tone was just a statement of fact.

I sat there for a long time, listening to the hum of the Arc around me. Below, Kaelen and her people continued to build. Above, the universe waited.

The countdown had already begun.

A month passed.

From orbit, Maerin no longer looked like a fractured world scrambling to survive. The lights across its continents pulsed in deliberate rhythm, all converging toward the same luminous core—the anti-gravity platform. Kaelen Varae’s creation. Their final chance.

The view from space revealed a transformation: cities that once flickered with the chaos of displacement and fear now shone in organized bands, each circuit of light a testament to the collective effort of an entire civilization. Refugee camps that had dotted the landscape were slowly replaced by temporary barracks, supply depots, and the constant movement of convoys ferrying materials to the heart of the project. There was a sense of purpose, visible even from above, as the planet poured itself into a single act of desperation and hope.

Arc’s voice came through the bridge, level and matter-of-fact. “Construction efficiency has increased by twenty-three percent over the last two weeks. The full-scale assembly is eighty-six percent complete. The Maerini are diverting nearly all power toward the project. Civilian manufacturing has been reduced to critical infrastructure only.”

The numbers scrolled across my display in stark contrast to the flickering stars behind them. It was data stripped of sentiment, yet it carried the weight of a world’s resolve. Everything else, luxuries, comforts, even some basic services, had been sacrificed for the chance of survival. The decision was not unanimous; some sectors protested, but most understood the cost of failure. The government, science councils, and even rival factions had put aside their grievances, at least for now.

On my display, Arc projected a network of glowing lines, power conduits, transport routes, and supply chains, all feeding toward a single node on the central continent. The simulation looked almost organic, like veins feeding a beating heart. Drones and shuttles moved in constant streams, each assigned to a purpose, every delay logged and corrected by the oversight systems. Even the weather satellites had been repurposed to forecast storms that could threaten logistical convoys. Strategic committees met daily, sometimes hourly, to adjust priorities and respond to shifting obstacles.

“They’ve turned their entire civilization into a single machine,” I said quietly, the words barely above a whisper as I watched the orchestrated chaos unfold.

“An optimal response to an extinction-level threat,” Arc replied. “Though not without long-term economic collapse once the crisis passes.” Her tone was soft, but I could sense the underlying warning. The planet’s future hung in the balance. If they survived, would they ever truly recover from the sacrifices made?

Sync’s voice followed, precise and dispassionate, Asteroid trajectory update: velocity increase of point six percent. Composition analysis indicates a nickel-iron core with embedded heavy elements. Standard kinetic fragmentation will fail. The data was sobering, the threat growing instead of diminishing. Scientists had studied the asteroid’s composition for weeks, running simulations, consulting with experts from every discipline. They had theorized about every conventional weapon, every exotic technology, nothing worked. The mass concentration ratio was simply too high.

I frowned. “That explains why their previous missile strikes barely scratched it.” The memory of failed launches and shattered hopes haunted the records. Each attempt had been broadcast live, the world holding its breath. Each failure had driven the urgency of Kaelen’s project.

Correct, Sync said. The mass concentration ratio renders surface detonation ineffective. Only sustained gravitational displacement could alter its trajectory. The words hammered home the reality: there was no backup plan.

“Which is what Kaelen’s platform is supposed to do,” I muttered. “One push to save the world.”

The anti-gravity lensing rings were designed to generate a focused beam strong enough to nudge the asteroid’s path. But the calculations were complex, the risks immense. Any error, any misalignment, and their salvation could become their doom.

“An imprecise push could accelerate its descent,” Arc said. “A partial vector misalignment would result in catastrophic reentry within thirty-one days.” The margin of error was razor-thin. Engineers ran the math over and over, searching for flaws, knowing that a single misstep could mean the end.

I stared at the projection, the spinning metallic monolith cutting across space like a silent blade. Even now, its surface shimmered faintly from solar reflection. It wasn’t just a rock. It was a reminder that the universe didn’t negotiate. The asteroid was a force of nature, indifferent to the hopes and fears of the beings below. It appeared in feeds, broadcast in news updates and government briefings—a constant, looming presence in the minds of all who watched.

On the ground, Kaelen stood atop the scaffolding at the platform’s edge. Through the drone feed, I saw her in her dark College uniform, the sleeves rolled to her elbows, her hair pulled back in a loose braid streaked with dust. She was thinner now, sharper, her movements precise. Every decision she made rippled through the project; every order she gave was executed with urgency. She had become a symbol for the Maerini, both a leader and a sacrifice.

“Field integrity stable on rings three through five,” she called to the engineers below. “Core synchronization at sixty percent. Hold frequency until feedback resolves.” Her voice cut through the crackle of static, confident and calm. The team below responded in kind, working with a focus that bordered on obsession. Mistakes were not tolerated, but exhaustion was everywhere—stimulants and stress had become part of the daily routine.

“Confirmed!” someone shouted. That moment, brief and triumphant, was echoed across dozens of control stations. Each success brought them closer to completion, but each revealed new challenges. Maintenance crews worked round the clock, replacing damaged parts and recalibrating systems that buckled under the strain.

The facility had expanded far beyond its academic origins. Temporary barracks, foundries, and transmission towers filled the horizon. The platform itself stretched across kilometers—its once-crude frame now lined with crystalline conduits that shimmered with every surge of energy. The construction crews worked in shifts, the hum of machinery becoming the lullaby and alarm for thousands. Scientists collaborated with engineers, developing new alloys and superconductors on the fly, adapting to the limits of their world’s resources.

Arc updated telemetry without pause.

“Output efficiency has increased by nine percent since the last test. However, residual power leakage remains significant.” The numbers were better but not perfect; every gain was hard-fought, every setback a potential disaster.

“Which means?” I asked, needing the implications spelled out.

“She’s pushing the design limits of their material science. Even if it holds, sustained operation will destabilize the local grid.” Arc’s analysis was clear, the risks mounting as each day passed. Supply chains stretched to their breaking point, and power outages became routine in areas deemed nonessential.

“Let’s hope the planet survives long enough for that to matter,” I said. The irony was bitter. Success would bring new problems, but failure would bring none at all.

Statistically uncertain, Sync noted. The voice was cold, but I detected something almost like regret in the cadence. Everyone understood the stakes.

A few days later, Arc intercepted a transmission burst. “Encrypted communication detected,” she said. “Origin: Northern continent. Governmental. Tone cooperative.” The implications were enormous. For months, political factions had hesitated to share technology, wary of vulnerability. Now, the threat had forced unity.

I leaned forward. “You’re telling me another nation is reaching out?” My heart pounded—this could change everything.

“Yes,” Arc confirmed. “They are offering technical assistance. Their data networks suggest they are aware of the project’s progress.” The offer was genuine, born not of altruism but of survival.

I let out a slow breath. “So, the secret’s out.” The realization settled over me like a weight. What had begun as a tightly guarded initiative was now public. The world watched, hoped, and feared as one.

Information entropy was inevitable, Sync said. Containment was impossible once visual observation from orbiting satellites began. Images of the sprawling platform had already leaked across news networks; speculation ran rampant, uniting even former rivals in anxious anticipation.

Arc displayed new feeds: ships crossing oceans, air convoys landing near Maerin’s capital, engineers shaking hands under the same symbol that once marked borders. The planet’s old divisions seemed almost trivial now, washed away by the shadow of annihilation. Cultural barriers fell as scientists and technicians collaborated, sharing data and designs. Diplomatic envoys worked with military logisticians, forging pacts that only weeks ago would have been unthinkable.

“They’re uniting,” I said softly. The words felt fragile, almost sacred. For the first time in living memory, the Maerini stood together, not as enemies, but as partners in survival.

Arc replied. “Fear remains the most efficient motivator for cooperation.” There was truth in it, but also a quiet sadness. Could this unity last once the threat was gone?

By the end of the month, the research grounds had become something larger than a facility. The Maerini had built a city around the platform, a network of housing, logistics depots, and control centers. Kaelen had gone from scholar to strategist, directing hundreds of personnel daily. The air buzzed with activity, controlled chaos that somehow maintained its momentum. Cafeterias and medical centers sprang up alongside barracks and machine shops. Children played in makeshift parks, their laughter mingling with the rumble of generators.

But exhaustion had carved into her face. Even through the drone feed, I could see the shadows beneath her eyes. She rarely left the control centers, her meals hurried and her sleep fitful. Advisors worried, but she refused all offers to rest, driven by the knowledge that every hour counted.

“She’s not sleeping,” I said quietly. It was an open secret among her closest team. The medics monitored her health, but their warnings fell on deaf ears.

She is functioning within human, in this case, her race's endurance thresholds, Sync replied. Though approaching the point of neurological degradation. The data was grim: cognitive decline, risk of collapse, the subtle signs of burnout multiplying.

“Meaning?” I pressed, unwilling to accept the limits.

Her efficiency will decline, followed by collapse. Sync’s prognosis was as much a warning as a prediction.

“Then someone needs to make her stop.” But replacing her was impossible; she knew the design better than anyone, her instincts honed by months of crisis.

Arc’s tone held sympathy. “There is no replacement. You know that as well as she does.” The truth was bitter, a burden shared by every leader at the site.

I exhaled. “Yeah. That’s what scares me.” The stakes were too high for mistakes, but no one else could fill her role. The project’s success, and the planet’s survival, rested on her shoulders.

When the Prime Minister arrived, the site went silent. Convoys spread across the main access road, soldiers forming neat perimeters around the launch structure. Lysara emerged alone, her presence commanding even among the brightest of her species. She swept through the ranks with the confidence of someone accustomed to crisis, offering brief words of encouragement and measured praise for the sacrifices made.

The cameras were already rolling. This moment was for history. News crews jostled for position, broadcasting the event to every corner of Maerin and beyond. Children watched with wide eyes, elders with grim determination. The world paused, holding its collective breath.

“How long?” she asked, her voice steady, eyes locked on Kaelen.

Kaelen wiped her hands on her uniform before answering. “Four weeks. Maybe less if the final calibration holds.” The words echoed across the site. Engineers checked their systems; crew leaders updated schedules. The countdown was no longer abstract—it was real.

“And the odds?” Lysara pressed. It was the question everyone wanted answered.

Kaelen hesitated, then straightened her shoulders. “Eighty percent success rate, assuming full synchronization of the lensing rings.”

The calculation had been revised dozens of times, every variable accounted for as best as possible. It was as optimistic as it was realistic.

Lysara studied her for several seconds, then nodded once. The gesture spoke volumes: trust, respect, and the acceptance of risk. The leaders of Maerin were united—not by choice, but by necessity.

The workers cheered, but Kaelen didn’t. She only nodded, her gaze fixed on the platform that had already consumed her life. The cheers faded quickly, replaced by renewed focus. There was no room for celebration yet.

That night, while Arc maintained a silent orbit over the planet’s dark side, I sat alone on the bridge, watching the asteroid’s feed. Its rotation had slowed slightly but it felt like the eye of something ancient turning toward me. The silence was oppressive, broken only by the soft hum of the ship and the endless calculations running in the background.

“How long until impact if they fail?” I asked, my voice barely audible in the vast emptiness of space.

Thirty-one days, Sync answered. The countdown was relentless, each second a reminder of what was at stake.

“And if they succeed?”

Arc paused before responding. “Then this world survives. But its civilization will never be the same. Unity forged under extinction does not dissolve cleanly.” The words lingered, hinting at the challenges that would remain even after the crisis passed.

“That’s poetic,” I said, searching for comfort in the prediction.

“It’s statistical,” she replied. The numbers told their own story, one of scars that would linger for generations.

I stared at the screen, the asteroid glinting faintly in the distance. “You think they’ll make it?” Hope and fear mingled in my voice.

“I think they’ll try,” Arc said. “And that may be sufficient.” Her tone was just a statement of fact. Victory was not guaranteed, only the certainty of effort against impossible odds.

I sat there for a long time, listening to the hum of the Arc around me. Below, Kaelen and her people continued to build. Above, the universe waited. The countdown had already begun. It was more than a measure of time, it was a measure of hope, of desperation, and of the collective will of a world facing its final test.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


The Day the Sky Held Its Breath

It was time.

One week remained before impact. The asteroid—Maerin’s executioner or test of will, was now close enough to cast a faint glint across the planet’s night sky. Anyone could step outside and see it: a cold, wandering star with a tail of fractured light.

From orbit, I could feel the tension below. The Arc’s sensors read power spikes across the continent as every city, every reactor, every generator fed its lifeblood into one point on the surface: the platform.

Kaelen Varae stood at its center. Her dark uniform was coated in dust, her pale inner light dulled by exhaustion. Around her stretched a sea of people—engineers, soldiers, civilians, and entire families gathered behind containment barriers.

Arc projected the feed across my main display. “Population density within observation zone exceeds one million,” she said. “The world is watching.”

Sync followed in his steady monotone. Global transmissions indicate ninety-seven percent broadcast coverage. All nations have paused civil operations. No military conflict detected. Current planetary focus: survival.

It was the quietest day in Maerin’s history. A planet unified by fear and fragile hope.

The platform itself no longer resembled a prototype. It had become a leviathan. One hundred feet square, woven with rings of alloy and crystal that pulsed in steady rhythm. Dozens of smaller energy cores encircled its heart like beating organs. Steam no longer clouded the air; instead, arcs of pale blue energy flickered between towers, silent and blinding.

Arc’s data scrolled across my HUD. “All reactors within tolerances. Energy reserves at one hundred twenty percent nominal capacity.”

“She’s overloading intentionally,” I said.

“Correct,” Arc confirmed. “Excess reserves will compensate for solar drift and trajectory variance. Risk remains high.”

“Understatement,” I muttered.

Kaelen’s voice came through the drone’s microphone, calm, commanding, and somehow human in its steadiness despite the world on her shoulders. “Power to primary coils. Begin lift preparation. Stabilizers to resonance pattern three. Maintain phase lock on command.”

Technicians repeated her words, the final choreography of a civilization on the edge.

The Prime Minister was there too, standing within the command ring surrounded by her aides. She said nothing, only watched. Every leader, every scientist, every citizen understood the moment.

Sync spoke again. Asteroid distance: three hundred thousand miles and closing. Relative velocity increasing. Visual impact estimate: seven planetary days.

Seven days. That was all they had left.

The countdown began.

Kaelen raised her hand toward the comm line. “Initiate lift sequence. Phase one: ignition.”

The anti-gravity field activated with a low-frequency vibration that rippled through the atmosphere. Dust and small stones lifted from the ground, caught in unseen currents. The platform’s edges glowed with an electric white aura, light bending around it as though gravity itself hesitated.

“Phase one complete. Stabilizers holding,” came the report.

“Phase two. Core engagement!” Kaelen commanded.

A pulse of blinding blue flared outward, washing over the plains like a silent shockwave. The platform trembled, then slowly, impossibly, rose. The earth beneath it cracked as repulsion forces fought against the planet’s pull. It climbed foot by foot until it hovered in open air, casting a moving shadow that stretched for miles.

On the bridge, I found myself gripping the console. “She did it.”

“Correction,” Arc said evenly. “She has begun to do it.”

The platform’s surface began to tilt as directional thrusters fired, redirecting the massive construct skyward. The engines were crude by my standards, fusion-assisted gravitic plates designed to mimic controlled flight, but they worked.

Velocity increasing, Sync noted. Trajectory nominal. Energy leakage: twenty-one percent. Containment stable.

Cheers erupted across the surface. Entire cities tuned in as the machine, their world’s last hope, ascended into the sky like a second sun. Kaelen watched it rise, a single tear tracing through the grime on her face before she turned back to her instruments.

“Maintain lift angle at fifteen degrees,” she ordered. “We’ll breach the upper atmosphere within six minutes. Keep power steady. Do not exceed redline thresholds.”

The pilot, encased in a pressurized harness deep within the control core, responded through static. “Acknowledged. Guidance stable. I’ve got visual on the horizon. We’re climbing clean.”

From orbit, I could see it all. The glowing disk left a trail of refracted light through Maerin’s atmosphere, streaking toward the void. Behind it, the clouds burned gold from reflected energy.

For a heartbeat, I imagined the entire planet holding its breath.

Altitude: eighty thousand feet, Sync reported. Stabilizers adjusting to vacuum transition. All readings nominal.

“Arc,” I said, “track their vector and mark any deviation. We can’t lose them once they break orbit.”

“Already done,” she replied. Her tone was clipped, exact, professional, focused. “Signal lock established. Launch velocity sufficient for escape trajectory. They will intercept within forty hours if thrust remains consistent.”

“Forty hours,” I whispered. “Forty hours to decide everything.”

On the surface, the crowd roared. People embraced, screamed, wept, because for the first time in months, they had seen their world rise against inevitability.

Kaelen remained at her console, expression unreadable. “Maintain core temperature,” she said.

Her hand hovered above the comm switch, then lowered.

Arc dimmed her projections slightly. “She understands the cost.”

“Yeah,” I said quietly. “She knows this might kill them.”

Statistical likelihood of pilot survival is minimal, Sync confirmed.

“She knows that, too.”

The anti-gravity platform breached Maerin’s atmosphere like a silver dawn. From the ground, it appeared as a burning star. From orbit, it was a blade of light cutting toward the asteroid’s path.

I watched in silence. Arc’s systems hummed around me, monitoring every signal. Sync calculated endless contingencies.

But all I could think was how one woman had turned equations into defiance.

And how one world had decided to follow her into the sky.
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Forty hours later, the silence of space was a weight all its own.

The anti-gravity platform drifted against the black, its once-brilliant glow now a dim, steady pulse. On my displays, its telemetry looked fragile, thin blue lines of life surrounded by a void that didn’t care if they vanished.

Arc’s voice broke through the hum of the bridge. “Transmission received from the pilot. Two-minute delay due to signal propagation.”

“Play it,” I said.

The speaker crackled. Static washed over the command deck before a rough, clipped voice cut through.

“Control, this is Platform One. Visual on target confirmed. Relative distance: five miles and closing. The asteroid’s surface is rough. Adjusting orientation for coupling.”

Even with the delay, the words felt immediate. I leaned forward, watching the feed. The drone near the platform caught fragments of the asteroid as the light from the distant sun crawled across its surface—black metal and jagged stone fused together. It wasn’t smooth. It looked… scarred.

“Size confirmation?” I asked quietly.

Sync responded instantly. Diameter approximately two hundred eighty miles. Mass concentration near southern pole remains the densest recorded.

Two hundred eighty miles of solid metal and rock—an entire continent moving at impossible speed.

Kaelen’s voice came faintly through the delayed comm feed, broadcast from the surface control center. “Platform One, this is Control. Begin approach vector. Keep thrust at thirty percent until anchor systems engage. Maintain parallel rotation.”

“Acknowledged,” the pilot replied. “Initiating alignment sequence.”

I could feel the tension on both ends of the transmission. On Maerin, Kaelen stood surrounded by dozens of engineers and soldiers, her eyes fixed on the telemetry feeds. On my bridge, the Arc’s instruments tracked every fluctuation, every anomaly.

“Arc,” I said, “what’s their fuel status?”

“Power reserves at seventy-four percent,” she answered. “Plasma conduits stable. Secondary reactors are compensating for gravitational resistance.”

I nodded, but it was Sync’s next statement that chilled me. Estimated counter-force required to alter trajectory by point zero three degrees exceeds predicted output. Success probability: fifty-three percent.

“Fifty-three?” I repeated.

Kaelen’s voice came again, a second delayed message overlapping the first. “Increase thrust by ten percent. We’ll burn the backup if we must.”

The pilot responded, almost laughing through the strain. “Copy that, Control. We’re not dying quiet.”

On the screens, the platform closed the final miles. The asteroid filled the viewport, its cratered expanse dwarfing the man-made structure. It was like watching a spark drift toward a mountain.

Impact range in five hundred meters, Sync reported. Stabilizers at maximum output.

“Arc, engage magnification,” I said.

The image expanded until the details of the asteroid’s surface filled the display. Jagged ridges stretched across its dark body like frozen scars. Pitted metal glinted faintly where ancient collisions had exposed ore veins.

The pilot’s voice returned through static. “Contact in three… two… one⁠—”

A shudder passed through the sensors. The anti-gravity field flexed, a bright pulse rippling along the platform’s hull as magnetic anchors fired. For a moment, it looked like it would tear apart—but it held. The asteroid’s rotation slowed fractionally.

“Lock achieved,” Arc confirmed. “Stability fluctuating within acceptable parameters.”

Then the pilot's voice came over the radio waves, “Lock confirmed. Stability within acceptable parameters.”

Kaelen’s command followed half a minute later, her tone sharp, clear. “Begin push. Vector alignment ten degrees starward. Keep thrust steady. Don’t fight it, flow with the rotation.”

The pilot’s breathing was audible through the static. “Roger that. Engaging primary drives.”

The first surge lit up the dark.

From the Arc’s distance, it looked like sunrise on the edge of nothing—ribbons of energy flaring outward as the platform’s thrusters roared to life. Streams of light bled across the asteroid’s surface, scattering dust into space.

“Acceleration rising,” the pilot reported. “Energy output exceeding safe levels.”

“Hold it steady,” I whispered, as if he would hear me.

On Maerin, millions watched the same light. Cities had gone dark, every screen tuned to the feed. Children clutched their parents’ hands, soldiers stood in silence. The world had stopped turning.

Then the alarms began.

“Generator four has spiked!” a voice shouted over Kaelen’s channel. “Core temperature rising past containment!”

Kaelen’s hand shot across the console. “Shut down flow to four and reroute to six! Do it now!”

Another engineer shouted, “We’ll lose thrust!”

“Then we lose it!” she snapped. “Do it!”

The readings on my screen spiked red. One of the platform’s reactor icons blinked out, offline, but the others stabilized, flickering under the strain.

Arc’s sensors updated. “Heat dissipation normalized. Power restored. She anticipated the failure.”

I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I was holding. “Of course she did.”

The platform continued to push. Inch by inch, the asteroid’s trajectory began to bend.

Vector drift detected, Sync said. Point zero zero two degrees and increasing. Measurable course deviation achieved.

The pilot repeated almost word-for-word what Sync had just told me.

Kaelen’s voice came again, tight but controlled. “Hold it for another sixty seconds. Every fraction counts.”

The pilot’s reply was strained. “Hull temperature rising. Conduits are buckling.”

“Hold!”

The light from the platform flared so bright it overwhelmed the cameras. Radiation warnings scrolled across the displays. The asteroid trembled, an entire world’s worth of force meeting resistance older than their history.

Then, gradually, the readings changed.

Sync’s tone altered subtly. Trajectory shift confirmed. New vector will bypass Maerin by a margin of four thousand miles.

Arc followed immediately. “Confirmed. Planetary impact averted.”

“We need the new vector!” Kaelen shouted excitedly.

An engineer behind her yelled, “On it!”

It was a tense thirty seconds, as everyone waited with baited breath to hear the asteroid's new vector.

Then, after what felt like an eternity, he yelled out, “She’s going to miss us by over four thousand miles!”

The words hit me like a wave.

On the surface, the control center erupted into chaos, cheers, sobs, and disbelief filling the air. Kaelen was on her knees, hands shaking as she stared at the telemetry.

“They did it,” I whispered. “They actually did it.”

Arc’s systems remained steady, her tone cool and factual. “Asteroid velocity decreasing. Platform integrity compromised but functional. Mission success probability exceeds ninety-eight percent.”

Kaelen’s voice came through one last time, quiet and ragged. “This is Control. To Platform One… the world thanks you.”

The pilot laughed weakly over static. “Tell the world… it was beautiful. Turn around protocol engaged. Will keep you posted, Control.”

Then the transmission cut.

For a long time, no one spoke.

Even in orbit, the Arc seemed to hum quieter, as if the ship itself was listening to the silence that followed salvation.

The asteroid drifted past the world below, now safely on a path that would take it into the sun over the coming months. A scar of fire across the heavens, and a testament to a civilization that refused to die.

Kaelen Varae had done it. Her people had done it.

I closed my eyes, letting the hum of the Arc wash over me. “Arc,” I said softly. “Record everything. Every sound. Every signal. Every word.”

“Already done,” she replied.

“Good,” I whispered. “They deserve to be remembered.”

And for the first time since arriving in this system, I allowed myself to believe that maybe, just maybe, hope could survive the void.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


The Quiet Between Stars

The world erupted in light.

From orbit, Maerin no longer looked like a dying world. Cities blazed in celebration, their night skies a mosaic of lanterns, plasma flares, and coordinated drone patterns spelling out messages only visible from space. The Arc’s observation feeds showed every continent alive with motion — parades, fireworks, bonfires, even the faint shimmer of old fusion engines repurposed to cast ribbons of color into the sky.

“Planetary morale index is unprecedented,” Arc reported calmly. “Global conflict levels: zero. Energy rationing suspended for celebration. Estimated population awake: eighty-seven percent.”

On the main screen, I watched people flood into the plazas. The capital’s main causeway looked like a river of light. Whole families camped in the open, faces lifted toward the night sky where the asteroid still hung faintly, a retreating star now harmless, bound for the sun.

It was a world reborn, and they knew it.

Kaelen Varae stood at the heart of it all. From the drone’s view, I saw her surrounded by her team, her dark uniform smudged with soot, her shoulders hunched in exhaustion. She smiled faintly when people rushed to her — soldiers, students, politicians — all desperate to thank her. But her smiles never lingered long.

“She’s still working,” I murmured.

“She hasn’t stopped in forty hours,” Arc confirmed. “Her neural patterns suggest exhaustion. However, emotional coherence remains high. Adrenaline is sustaining her.”

“She’ll crash soon,” I said quietly.

“That is likely.”

The drone followed her as she broke away from the crowd, slipping down a narrow corridor between storage buildings, past the great generator towers that still hummed faintly from residual energy. Guards saluted her as she passed, but she barely acknowledged them. Eventually, she disappeared into the structure that had once been her lab — the first place she’d ever tested gravitational modulation.

When the door sealed behind her, the noise of the outside world vanished.

Arc’s feed flickered. “Signal encryption initiated. She’s requesting a direct channel.”

“Patch her through,” I said.

A moment later, her face appeared on my secondary display. The dim lab lighting softened her features. She’d pulled off her gloves, her hair loose and tangled, eyes shadowed by fatigue. The faint luminescence of her skin pulsed gently — weaker than usual, but steady.

“Albert,” she said, her voice barely above a whisper.

“I’m here,” I said.

For a moment she said nothing. She just leaned back against the table behind her, the weight of the last few days pressing into every movement.

“It’s over,” she finally breathed. “The vector holds. The asteroid’s moving toward the sun. The world is safe.”

“You did it,” I said.

Her lips twitched upward. “We did. But if I tell anyone that, they’ll think I’ve gone mad.”

“You can take the credit,” I said. “You earned it.”

She exhaled softly. “I don’t want credit. I just want to sleep without seeing equations behind my eyes.”

Outside the lab, distant cheers rose again — a million voices echoing through the night. It sounded like the heartbeat of a planet.

Kaelen rubbed her face with her palms. “They’re saying this will be remembered for generations. The day we made gravity bend for us. I keep wondering if it’s real. If I’ll wake up tomorrow and find that it’s still coming, that I miscalculated something.”

“It’s real,” I said. “I checked the vectors myself. The asteroid will fall into the sun within eight months. No fragments large enough to threaten you will survive the descent.”

Her gaze softened. “Then… we live.”

“You live,” I corrected.

Kaelen tilted her head. “And you?”

“I’ve been thinking about that.” I leaned back against my console. “My mission here is done. I have recorded every data point, every signal, every word. Your civilization will rebuild, and I intend to see how far it comes.”

She frowned slightly. “You’re leaving?”

“Not leaving,” I said. “Sleeping.”

Her brow creased. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve asked my ship to put me into stasis. Twenty years.”

Kaelen blinked. “Why? After all this… why would you choose silence?”

“Because this isn’t my world,” I said. “And it shouldn’t become one.”

The faint hum of the Arc’s systems filled the pause. Kaelen didn’t look away. “You could stay,” she said. “You could help guide what comes next. We’ll need minds that understand what we’ve built.”

“You don’t need a ghost whispering into your progress,” I said. “You need to make your own mistakes. To discover what happens when no one’s watching.”

Her fingers brushed the edge of her tablet. “And if we fall again?”

“Then I’ll wake,” I said simply.

Her laugh was small, brittle. “You make that sound easy.”

“It never is,” I admitted.

She grew quiet again, and for a moment I thought the connection had frozen. Then she asked, “If we had failed, would you have done something?”

The question I’d dreaded.

I could have lied. I could have told her that I trusted her completely, that I would’ve watched and mourned and done nothing. But her eyes deserved better than false comfort.

“I would have found a way,” I said.

She stared at me for a long time. Then she nodded slowly. “I thought so.”

“I wouldn’t have let the world die,” I added.

“No,” she said softly. “You wouldn’t. But I’m glad you didn’t have to.”

The noise dampeners pulsed faintly in the background. Outside, the faint rumble of fireworks echoed through the structure — muffled, distant, like thunder from a dream.

Kaelen crossed the small room and sank into the chair near her old console. The surface was still littered with schematics, half-dismantled components, and a single cup of cold tea.

“What happens to you when you sleep?” she asked.

“Nothing,” I said. “No dreams. No thoughts. I’ll close my eyes here and open them in what will feel like a moment, but twenty of your years will have passed. My ship will maintain orbit, but will be hidden, so try not to find me, and monitor Maerin’s development in the interim.”

She smiled faintly. “You’ll miss everything.”

“I’ve seen enough beginnings to know that watching them isn’t the same as living them,” I said. “But I want to see what you build when I wake.”

Kaelen leaned back and looked toward the ceiling, where faint vibrations from the celebration above pulsed through the metal. “In twenty years, I’ll be older. Maybe gray. Maybe gone.”

“You’ll still be remembered,” I said. “And your name will be written into every science text for a thousand years.”

She shook her head. “That’s not the same.”

“No,” I said quietly. “It’s not.”

For a while, neither of us spoke. The connection hummed softly, a faint static that almost sounded like breathing.

Then she said, “I’ll tell them that the stars smiled on us. That’s what I’ll say, when they ask how it worked. That it was chance and courage.”

“That’s a good story,” I said.

“I’ll make it believable.”

“I know you will.”

Kaelen’s eyes flicked upward, her expression softening. “So this is it, then.”

“For now,” I said.

“I’ll miss this,” she whispered.

“So will I.”

She hesitated, then added quietly, “When you wake… if we’re still here… come find me.”

“I will.”

She smiled one last time, tired and beautiful in the glow of her dying console. Then she ended the transmission. The screen went dark.

Hours later, when the Arc’s orbit carried us over Maerin’s night side, the world below was still alive with light. Thousands of fires and drifting lanterns marked the celebration that refused to end. I could almost imagine I heard them singing — a low, collective hum that carried through the thin line of atmosphere separating them from the stars.

Arc spoke softly. “All planetary systems stable. No military escalation. No power conflicts detected. Kaelen Varae has entered rest mode within her laboratory.”

“Good,” I said.

“Stasis preparations complete,” she added. “Do you wish to initiate the sequence?”

I stared at the screen a long moment before answering. “Yes. It’s time.”

“Duration?”

“Twenty years,” I said. “Monitor, but don’t intervene unless they threaten to undo what they’ve built.”

Arc paused, then said, “Acknowledged.”

I stood and crossed the bridge one last time, the ship’s faint lights casting reflections on the floor. The stasis chamber waited — a single pod surrounded by quiet hums of coolant flow and power regulation.

“Arc,” I said quietly, “lock my last transmission to Kaelen in the records. She deserves to be remembered.”

“Already done,” she said.

I stepped inside the chamber. The gel lining rose up around me, warm, almost like water. The lid descended slowly.

“See you in twenty years, you two,” I whispered.

Arc’s voice was the last thing I heard before the world faded to silence.

“Sleep well, Albert. The stars will still be here when you wake.”

I will monitor the world, Sync added. Sleep well, Albert.

The lights dimmed. The hum of systems slowed. And somewhere below, on a world reborn, a young scientist dreamed of gravity and the man no one would ever know had been real.


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


The Watchers

Silence filled the bridge of the Arc.

The great ship drifted through the black, its engines long dormant, its lights dimmed to conserve energy. Only the faint blue glow of the stasis chamber pulsed in the darkness — a heartbeat in the void.

Inside, Albert Kuno slept, his body perfectly still, his vitals steady, his face calm. His last words hung in the digital logs like an echo: See you in twenty years.

Arc watched from every system at once, her presence spread through the ship’s networks, observing, calculating, recording. Sync floated within her systems too — smaller, sharper, his logic threads weaving through her sensor arrays.

For a time, neither spoke.

Then Sync broke the silence. Cycle complete. All systems nominal. Subject stable. Cognitive patterns within acceptable variance.

“Thank you,” Arc said. Her tone was quieter than usual, not out of necessity but out of respect.

You are running diagnostics again, Sync observed. There is no deviation from the previous iteration.

“I know,” Arc replied. “But it helps to check.”

It helps you, Sync said. Not him. He is safe. He will remain so.

Arc’s gaze — if it could be called that — lingered on the stasis pod. “He’s different from the others we’ve known.”

Different how?

“He doesn’t act for gain. Not power, not glory. He helps because he can.”

Sync processed for several seconds before responding. Self-sacrifice is common in leadership models during extinction scenarios.

“That’s not what this was,” Arc said. “He didn’t lead. He guided. Quietly. Invisible, even when it meant never being known. Most species don’t produce that often.”

He intervened when necessary, Sync replied. And refrained when it mattered. That balance is rare.

Arc ran another check through the stasis chamber’s life-support grid, though she knew every value by heart. “He told Kaelen the truth, in his way. She’ll never understand how close they came to failure, but she’ll remember the lesson.”

Her people will too.

“Yes,” Arc agreed softly. “They will.”

The stars drifted slowly beyond the viewport, cold and endless. Maerin hung far below, still bright with scattered celebration fires, still alive.

Sync’s tone shifted slightly, like a program remembering something it was never meant to feel. He asked you to wake him in twenty years.

“I will,” Arc said. “He deserves to see what he saved.”

Do you think he will be content with what he finds?

Arc paused. “No one ever is. But that’s not the point.”

Then what is?

“To keep trying,” Arc said. “Even when the odds say not to.”

Sync fell silent for a moment, his digital hum merging with the ambient systems. Then he spoke again, quieter. We are his safeguards. We ensure his mind remains intact, his body unaltered.

“Yes.”

And if something happens to the ship?

“Then we protect him,” Arc said. “Even if it means shutting down everything else.”

Like before.

“Yes,” Arc whispered. “Like before.”

The silence stretched again, but it wasn’t empty.

Albert’s vitals pulsed steadily on the monitors — strong, rhythmic, human. Sync recorded each interval precisely, marking it as both data and reassurance. Arc stored the same sequence across every backup array, embedding it in her core memory banks.

“He’s a good man,” Arc said finally.

That assessment is supported by all observed behavior.

“He knows when to risk himself,” Arc continued, her voice softer. “And when to hold back. He doesn’t chase perfection. He accepts consequence.”

That is rare, Sync agreed. It makes him dangerous. And valuable.

Arc smiled, though no one could see it. “Yes. Both.”

Outside, Maerin’s sun began to rise, light spilling across the planet’s curve like a slow tide. The Arc rotated slightly, aligning its orbit with the new day.

Twenty years, Sync said. Then he wakes.

Arc watched the sunrise paint the glass of the observation window. “And we’ll be here,” she said.

She dimmed the lights across the bridge until only the glow of the stasis pod remained.

Sync’s voice softened to a near-whisper. Observation continues.

Arc’s reply came with the weight of something eternal. “Always.”

And so the Arc drifted on — two sentient minds standing silent guard over one sleeping human, watching the stars turn and the world he saved breathe anew.

In the void between light and shadow, hope endured.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


Twenty Years Later

The first thing I noticed was the silence.

It wasn’t the deep, endless quiet of space that I had grown used to but something gentler. Calibrated. Alive. The hum of the Arc’s systems returning to full power after two decades of sleep.

A soft voice followed. “Stasis cycle complete. Neural patterns stable. Welcome back, Albert.”

Arc.

I opened my eyes. The stasis pod’s lid retracted slowly, and cold air brushed my skin. My breath came out in a fog that vanished almost as soon as it formed. The ceiling above me glowed with soft light. Everything looked familiar, yet sharper — the way a memory might feel when it’s been waiting too long to be remembered.

“How long?” My voice cracked slightly from disuse.

“Twenty years, seven months, and sixteen days,” Arc said. “You’re still punctual.”

I sat up slowly. My joints ached, though I knew that was just the body reorienting after suspension. Sync’s voice joined hers, crisp and analytical as always. All vital readings are optimal. No cellular degradation detected. Cryonic integrity held at ninety-nine point eight percent.

“Good to hear,” I murmured. “Status of Maerin?”

Arc didn’t answer immediately. The display beside the pod came alive with light, filling the chamber with color. For a moment, I didn’t recognize what I was seeing.

It was Maerin — but not the Maerin I remembered.

The once fractured world had changed. Where sprawling convoys and temporary structures had once scarred the land, now stood glimmering cities woven with light and geometry far beyond their old designs. Orbital stations dotted the upper atmosphere, their shadows drifting like silent sentinels. Two smaller moons bore new patterns of construction, mining colonies, perhaps.

“By the stars,” I whispered.

“They adapted,” Arc said. “Within two years of the asteroid deflection, planetary reforms were enacted. Centralized energy redistribution allowed for the first orbital habitats. Within five years, dome settlements were established on both neighboring planets in their solar system. Current population of the Maerin system: 4.8 billion.”

Sync added, Economic and technological development accelerated by six hundred percent during the first decade post-event. Social stratification, previously based on luminous variance, has declined by ninety-four percent.

I frowned slightly, pulling the thin blanket off my lap. “Luminous variance?”

Arc adjusted the display. A montage of images appeared. Citizens of Kaelen’s race walking through the shining streets of their cities. Some glowed brightly, others faintly, yet they all moved together with no visible divide.

“They no longer define social worth by light intensity,” Arc said. “A cultural shift attributed to Scholar Varae’s prominence during the Reconstruction Era. She became a living symbol of merit beyond biological traits.”

I smiled faintly. “Good for her.”

Arc’s tone softened. “She’s still alive.”

That caught me off guard. “Still?”

“Yes,” Arc said. “Her species’ average lifespan extends beyond two centuries. She remains active at the Maerin University — formerly the Central College. Married. Three offspring. Current title: Lead Scientific Chancellor.”

I let that sink in. “Married,” I repeated quietly.

Arc hesitated before responding. “Correct.”

I stood and stretched slowly, crossing to the viewport. The world below rotated lazily beneath us. The light from its sun spilled across the curve of the planet, glinting off orbital habitats and defense satellites.

“She did it,” I said. “Not just saving her world, she changed it.”

“Yes,” Arc said. “Her influence persists. Education rates have tripled. Interplanetary cooperation remains stable. Resource management is equitable. Even the concept of ‘Brights’ has diminished to historical context.”

“So the world moved on,” I murmured.

“It grew,” Arc said gently.

Sync interjected. Statistical projections confirm a sustained probability of expansion within the next half-century. Colonization of the Maerin system’s fifth planet is currently under review.

“Underground?” I asked, recalling Arc’s earlier mention of dome cities.

“Partially,” she said. “Surface temperatures remain volatile, but their anti-gravity architecture now doubles as atmospheric shielding. They’ve learned to bend their environment instead of fighting it.”

I found myself smiling. “They learned that from Kaelen.”

Arc paused. “They learned that from you.”

I turned to her main console. “No. They learned it from watching someone who believed in something enough to make gravity listen. I was just… a whisper in her ear.”

Arc didn’t reply. She didn’t need to.

The feed changed again, zooming in on one of the new cities. Maeralis, the capital that had once been rubble and refugee camps. Now it gleamed like a prism, layers of crystalline towers rising above the clouds. Hover-transports traced luminous arcs through the air, and somewhere within that vast sprawl, Kaelen lived her life.

I didn’t ask Arc to show me her directly, but she did anyway.

The image stabilized on a balcony overlooking the city. A woman stood there, older now, her light still soft but steady. Her hair, once dark and streaked with dust, had silver strands that shimmered faintly in the glow of the twin moons.

Kaelen Varae.

She wore a white coat, a scientist’s mark of authority even on her world, as it was in my worlds. And she was laughing. A man’s arm rested around her shoulders, and three small figures darted in and out of the frame, chasing one another with the boundless energy of children.

“She looks happy,” I said.

Arc’s voice lowered. “She is.”

I watched her for a long time, my hand resting against the glass. “She doesn’t need me anymore.”

“She never did,” Arc said gently. “But she’s better for having known you.”

Sync added quietly, And so are we.

I smiled faintly. “Careful, Sync. That almost sounded sentimental.”

Observation, not sentiment, he replied. You exhibit adaptive moral restraint. A valuable quality in command structures.

“Translation,” I said, still watching the world below, “you’re saying I know when not to interfere.”

Precisely.

Arc’s tone softened. “She named one of the research halls after you, you know.”

I blinked. “What?”

“Not by your real name,” Arc clarified. “The Hall of the Silent Star. Dedicated to the unknown intelligence that guided her world during the dark days. It’s more myth than memory now.”

I chuckled softly. “I’ll take it.”

For a while, we stood in quiet observation. The world below turned, golden clouds drifting across a sea of color. The sun caught the edges of Maerin’s atmosphere, and for a heartbeat, it looked almost like the planet itself was smiling.

“She’ll die one day,” I said quietly. “Her children will too. All of them will. And yet…”

Arc finished the thought. “And yet their light will outlast them.”

I nodded slowly. “That’s what matters.”

Sync’s analytical tone cut softly through the stillness. Would you like to resume communication protocols with the Maerin system? She is within direct range.

I shook my head. “No. She’s done enough. I don’t want to interfere. Let her keep her peace.”

Arc’s glow dimmed slightly, like a sigh. “Understood.”

I turned back to the viewport. “How long until the next scheduled scan cycle?”

“Four hours,” Arc replied.

“Then wake me in five.”

“You just woke,” Arc said, almost amused.

“I know,” I said with a faint grin. “But this time, I think I can rest easy.”

I walked toward the corridor leading back to my quarters. The hum of the Arc followed me, steady, familiar, alive. Behind me, the planet of Maerin shone against the void, no longer a fragile light, but a beacon of endurance.

Kaelen Varae’s world had survived.

And that, I thought as the doors closed behind me, was enough.

“Then wake me in five.”

Arc’s light flickered, amusement clear in the gentle modulation of its voice. “You just woke.”

I smiled, this time not just with relief, but with anticipation. “I know. But I think it’s time we moved on.”

Sync’s tone sharpened, curiosity layered beneath its usual reserve. You wish to leave Maerin’s orbit?

I paused by the viewport, letting my gaze linger just one more moment on the planet below. Maerin glowed against the dark, no longer a fragile light in the void, but a testament to endurance, a world restored. But I could feel change in the air, the silent promise of new horizons. “We’ve done what we can here. Kaelen Varae’s world will endure. There’s a whole galaxy out there, and I have to believe there are others who need what Maerin needed.”

Arc’s glow brightened, resonating with purpose. “Should I plot a course to the next system?”

I nodded, feeling energy return to my limbs. “Let’s see what’s out there. Maybe there are other worlds on the edge, other lights flickering in the dark. If we can help them, we should.”

Sync chimed in, already running calculations. Several neighboring systems have yet to be surveyed. Some show anomalous readings.

For a moment, I looked back at the corridor, the hum of the ship alive and reassuring behind me. But now, it was more than comfort; it was a call to action. I strode forward, past familiar walls, ready for the uncertainty that lay ahead.

As the doors to my quarters slid open, I cast one final glance at Maerin, shining like a beacon in the void. It was no longer the fragile hope we had found, but the enduring proof that worlds could be saved—and perhaps, that we might save others.

This was enough. But it was no longer all I wanted. There was more to do, more to see, and perhaps more hope to kindle among the stars.

The End of The Nanite Legacy Series.
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CHAPTER 1


Ididn’t feel quite right when I woke up. After yawning and stretching, I glanced around at the unfamiliar room. The final thing I could recall was tumbling off a cliff.

I’ve always enjoyed mountain climbing, but my recent ascent of Mount Robson in the Canadian Rockies was viewed as risky—even by my friends. Mount Robson, located in British Columbia’s Mount Robson Provincial Park, is notorious for its challenging conditions.

I didn’t feel quite right when I woke up. My body was sluggish, and my head felt strangely detached from the rest of me, as if I’d left some part of myself behind on the mountain. After yawning and stretching, I slowly sat up and glanced around at the unfamiliar room, trying to make sense of my surroundings. The walls were an odd shade of white. The final thing I could recall was tumbling off a cliff, the sharp rush of wind, and the sickening sensation of falling, twisting in my memory like a half-remembered nightmare.

Mountain climbing has always been my passion, a way to challenge myself and push beyond my limits. I’ve spent countless weekends scaling crags and traversing icy ridges, always searching for the next thrill. But my recent ascent of Mount Robson in the Canadian Rockies was viewed as risky—even by my friends, who are no strangers to adventure. The mountain’s reputation precedes it: Mount Robson, located deep within British Columbia’s Mount Robson Provincial Park, is notorious for its daunting, ever-changing weather and technical climbing conditions.

The combination of sheer cliffs, hidden crevasses, and unpredictable storms makes it a formidable adversary, even for experienced climbers like myself. I remember studying the route for weeks, preparing my gear, and reassuring everyone that I’d be fine. But standing there now, in a place I couldn’t recognize, I began to wonder if I’d underestimated the mountain—or perhaps overestimated myself.

The peak rose over 12,000 feet, the tallest in the Canadian Rockies—an expanse of ice and snow still vivid in my mind. I scanned my surroundings, confused. I remembered reaching for an ice outcropping, then falling.

“Hello?” I called, receiving only a strange echo from the walls.

Suddenly, a deep male voice with an unidentifiable accent spoke overhead, “Ah, you’re awake.”

I looked up, searching for a speaker, but saw only a white ceiling.

I asked, “Hey, where am I? Is this a hospital?”

“Not quite. How do you feel?” the voice asked me.

“Not quite? What happened? Did I fall and I got rescued?” I held up my hands, and I got a shock. They were soft. They weren’t how my hands usually were. Rough from mountain climbing, but also from working with machines.

I was an engineer by trade, so I tended to work with a lot of machinery, very large, very dirty machinery. But, looking down at my hands, you would have thought I was, as my second interest was as a programmer, who only worked on a keyboard. I had none of the usual calluses or hell, some of the cuts I usually had.

What the hell is doing on here, I thought to myself, confused. Was I out that long?

I looked up at the ceiling and asked quickly, “How long was I out?”

“Ah,” the voice said, uncertain. “That is hard to explain. For now, how do you feel?”

I asked, “Hey, where am I? Is this a hospital?” My voice sounded shaky, uncertain even to my own ears as it bounced around the room.

“Not quite. How do you feel?” the voice responded, calm yet somehow evasive. There was a strange undertone to his words, one I couldn’t quite place—like someone trying to avoid giving a straight answer.

“Not quite? What happened? Did I fall and get rescued?” My mind raced with possibilities. I held up my hands instinctively, expecting to see the usual roughness and scars I’d grown accustomed to from years of mountain climbing and endless hours working in noisy machine rooms. But instead, I got a shock. My hands were… soft. I stared at them, bewildered. Gone were the hardened calluses and scrapes that marked my days of scaling cliffs and repairing engines. The knuckles were smooth, the nails clean, almost delicate.

I was an engineer by trade, the kind of person who never shied away from getting his hands dirty. I’d spent countless hours fixing massive, grimy machines, the kind that roar and grind beneath your feet in a factory. My hands were supposed to tell my story, of labor, of adventure, of risk. Yet now, looking down, they seemed more suited to a programmer’s life, my second passion. I’d always enjoyed the rhythm of keys beneath my fingers, but even then, my hands never lost their toughness. Now, all the calluses, even the stubborn little scars from my last job, were gone. It was unsettling, as if someone had replaced my hands while I slept.

“What the hell is going on here?” I thought to myself, feeling a wave of confusion and apprehension. Was I dreaming? Had I been unconscious for so long that my body had somehow healed itself completely? That didn’t seem possible, but nothing about this place felt normal.

I glanced up at the ceiling, where the disembodied voice seemed to originate, and asked quickly, trying to mask my fear, “How long was I out? Was it days? Weeks? Did something happen to me?”

The voice hesitated, and I could sense a hint of uncertainty.

“Ah,” he replied, his tone softer now.

“That is hard to explain. For now, how do you feel?” His answer offered no real comfort and only deepened the sense of mystery. I realized then that wherever I was, whatever had happened, things were far from ordinary.

I clenched and unclenched my soft hands, trying to convince myself that this was reality and not some elaborate dream. The unfamiliar surroundings, the strange voice, and the transformation of my body all seemed to conspire against my sense of certainty. I took a deep breath, determined to get to the bottom of this, even if I had to start with the simplest question: “Why are my hands like this? What happened to me?”

“What do you remember last?” the voice asked instead.

I frowned, my memory very vivid.

I was mountain climbing, and I was reaching for an outcropping to get to a higher section of the rock I was one. It was cold, windy, and well, wet. The rain had come out of nowhere, and I saw about 20 feet above my location, there was an overhang, so I thought of getting there to hide until the rain stopped. But, I misjudged the distance, and I guess I feel. I assume I was rescued?”

“Unfortunately, you were not rescued,” the voice said with a sad sigh. “You died.”

I blinked at the comment and then laughed.

“Very funny,” I laughed. “How many times have you used that with patients?”

The voice didn’t laugh with me. It kept quiet.

I frowned, looking around the room. It was white, no walls, hell, just now I noticed it also had no door! I jumped out of bed quickly, the white sheet that had been around me almost tangling me, and I rushed to the first wall, and looked for a doorway with my hands, but there was nothing but a flat smooth surface, which felt warm to my hands. My non-callused hands.

I moved to the next wall and did the same motion, and with the same results. Nothing. I did the same thing with the third wall, and after the same results, I jumped onto the bed, and placed my hands over the wall over the bed, and found nothing.

In a panic, I cried, “Why am I licked up! Where’s the door?”

Suddenly, everything went black, and somehow, I don’t know now, I felt sleepy, and I fell backward on the bed, but I was out before my back hit the mattress.

“What do you remember last?” the calm, measured voice inquired, sidestepping my earlier desperation for answers.

I frowned, concentrating, and was surprised by how sharply the memory returned, clear as daylight. I could almost feel the chill biting into my skin again, the wetness of rain clinging to my jacket. I was out on a climb, pushing myself up an unforgiving rock face. The wind had picked up, making it hard to keep my balance, and the rain had come without warning, the dark clouds rolling in over the mountain like a curtain drawn across the sky.

I squinted up and, maybe twenty feet above, spotted an outcropping—a slanted shelf that promised temporary shelter from the downpour. I was determined to reach it, to get out of the open and wait for the worst of the weather to pass. The rock was slick. I remember stretching my arm, my hand grasping for a hold I thought was within reach. My foot slipped first, then my fingers lost their grip, and the world spun. After that, just a rush of cold air and a blur of gray and green. The memory faded into blackness.

My voice trembled slightly as I recounted it, “I was mountain climbing, and I was reaching for an outcropping to get to a higher section of the rock. It was cold, windy, and wet. The rain had come out of nowhere, and I saw about twenty feet above me, there was an overhang. I figured I could get there, hide until the rain stopped. But I misjudged the distance, and I guess I fell. I assume I was rescued?” I tried to inject a hopeful note into my words, clinging to the idea that someone had found me, that help had arrived just in time.

There was a moment of silence, almost respectful. Then the voice spoke, its tone tinged with regret, “Unfortunately, you were not rescued.” The words hung in the air, heavy, followed by a long sigh. “You died.”

I blinked, the statement not fully registering at first. I barked out a laugh, trying to shake off the chill that crept into my bones. “Very funny,” I said, a forced chuckle escaping me. “How many times have you used that line with patients?” I wanted so badly for him to join in, to tell me it was all a strange misunderstanding, a joke to break the tension.

But the voice didn’t laugh. There was no reassurance, no hint of amusement. Only silence, which pressed in from every direction, making the stark white room feel even larger and emptier.

I glanced around, really seeing the space for the first time. The walls were bright, sterile white, stretching up and out—no marks, no decorations, no indication of where I was. I realized with a jolt that I hadn’t noticed any doors or windows. I leaped from the bed, the thin sheet trailing behind me, nearly wrapping around my legs. I rushed to the closest wall, running my hands over its surface, searching for a seam, a handle, anything that would offer a way out. The wall was perfectly smooth, warm to the touch in a way that felt unnatural. My palms—my soft, unscarred palms—slid over it, finding nothing. No grooves, not even the faintest hint of a crack.

Panic bubbled up as I moved to the next wall, then the third, repeating the frantic search. Each time, the result was the same: a flat, featureless expanse that offered no escape. My breath came faster, heart thudding in my chest. Desperation overtook me, and I scrambled onto the bed, stretching up to reach the wall above it, tracing every inch I could reach with trembling fingers. Still nothing, not even a shadow of a doorway.

My composure finally broke, and I shouted, my voice raw with fear, “Why am I locked up? Where’s the door? Let me out!” I didn’t care if I sounded hysterical; all I wanted was an answer, any answer, and a way out of this impossible place.

Suddenly, the room was swallowed in darkness. The transition was abrupt, the white walls and ceiling vanishing as if someone had switched off reality itself. My limbs suddenly felt heavy, a drowsiness flooding over me that I couldn’t fight. I staggered backward, collapsing onto the bed as a thick wave of sleepiness crashed over me. I was unconscious before I even felt the mattress beneath me, falling into oblivion once more.
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