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For the women who have been part of my life, and for the beautiful baby girl Elisa.
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Introduction: The Memory of Freedom
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At its heart, this is a story about the awakening. It explores the blurred lines between possession and connection, and the thin veil between the love that protects and the love that imprisons.

In a world designed to make you forget, remembering is the ultimate act of rebellion.

This is a journey through the dark, written for those who know that the light shines brightest when the shadows are deepest.
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Chapter 1: Weight of Existence
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The control room existed in a place that should never have had a name.

It was cathedral-vast, but wrong the way dreams are. The walls curved where no walls should curve, bending into directions that made the eye ache.

Ancient Egyptian hieroglyphs carved into obsidian pillars stood shoulder to shoulder with towers of humming servers, their cooling fans whispering a constant white noise. Massive mechanical switches of brass and copper, older than any engine on Earth, jutted from the floor at odd angles, their levers polished by hands centuries dead. Between them, holographic displays floated in the air, sheets of light pouring data downward in shimmering streams that moved like water, like thoughts.

It was a living museum of millennia of engineering—stone and spell, gear and code—layered on top of each other until the whole structure resembled a coral reef of technology. Ancient, reliable systems ran beside bleeding-edge prototypes.

If you walked the curve of the main chamber shadowed by the sun gate, you would eventually reach Subsection Two, where two operators sat watching a single feed, waiting for the sleeping man to open his eyes.

* * *
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A ray of morning light left the sun eight minutes ago, crossed cold emptiness and the thin blue skin of atmosphere, slipped through a break in the clouds, and bounced off a dusty window three floors up.

It slid across the small apartment and came to rest on the wall beside his bed, illuminating the words he had painted there in his own hand, letters so large they nearly covered the plaster:

Pain will end, sun will shine

He woke with a spasm in his jaw, teeth clamped hard enough to send fine cracks of pain through his skull. His eyelids were screwed shut, his forehead locked in a tight frown.

The new day pressed down on him at once, heavy as wet wool on his chest—another stretch of hours to endure.

His heartbeat slowed from panic toward something like rhythm as he groped his way toward the window. In his vision, bubbles of geometric shapes and spears of brightness floated and collided—a strange language only his damaged sight understood. Over time, he’d learned to read that ghost-script when the world refused to come into focus, to translate chaos into the basic information of doors and edges and distance.

He reached the window and pushed it up. Cold air rushed in, washing his face, filling his lungs. It carried the smell of damp soil and flowers from a neighbor’s terrace—the soft sweetness of petals, the clean mineral scent of watered earth.

Somewhere above, sparrows were already arguing with the morning, their chirps tumbling over one another in bright cascades. For a brief moment, the sound stitched him to the day. The world felt almost generous. His vision steadied, outlines sharpening, leaving only the familiar halo of floating shapes that existed stubbornly in his eyes but nowhere in the actual world.

Then his legs and stomach reminded him what gravity felt like in a broken body. A blade of agony shot from hip to ankle, and a deep burn rolled through his gut. Around those two main fires, countless smaller aches flickered—untraceable, relentless. Each one whispered the same lie: let go, just fold, let the floor take you.

He reached for his phone like a lifeline. One press and Vivaldi’s The Four Seasons poured into the room. Violins rose like birds over a field, bright and defiant, threading their way through the murk of his thoughts. The music didn’t erase the pain, but it stood beside it and refused to move.

When he finally made it into the shower, the water hit his skin in a scalding rush. Where the stream touched, the torment thinned, as if each droplet were rubbing it out.

His phone buzzed while he was dressing, every movement careful, like threading himself back into a fragile shell. A text from his supervisor glowed on the screen: Running late. Can you open?

Aether texted back: Yes.

He worked at a data processing center downtown. The job was simple: numbers and fields, lines and columns. It didn’t pay much, but it allowed him to sit, his mind engaged just enough to feel useful. His coworkers were kind in a quiet, measured way, like people handling glassware they were afraid to crack. They did not ask about his condition. He was “the guy with the disability,” and that label covered everything they didn’t want to look at too closely.

* * *
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On the bus, he took a seat in the disabled section and watched London drift by his window like a slow film.

He could never predict when his legs would seize or when his mind would fog and tilt toward nausea. His body was a weather system with no forecast. Sitting was safer; the less time he spent standing, the fewer storms he had to ride out.

He got off at his stop and walked toward the center, each step, for once, clean and free of cramp. For a short stretch, the act of walking felt almost like belonging in his own body.

At the entrance, an elderly man in a wool cap was struggling with an oversized briefcase. Aether held the door open. The man paused, looked up at him with pale, watery eyes, and touched his cap in a slow, deliberate salute.

“Thank you, my lord,” he said quietly, his gaze rising to Aether’s face with a steady, quiet respect—then walked on without another word, his footsteps quick and certain.

Aether lingered, the strange phrase hanging in the air like incense, then unlocked the door. Fluorescents buzzed to life, washing the worn office in flat light. Cleaning couldn’t mask the stale air of worn furniture. He retreated to his corner cubicle—a shadowy refuge when the world blurred. Logging in, he began fixing the day’s data errors. It was painstaking, but each correction felt like a victory. He was mending something, even if only a column of numbers.

At lunch, he stayed at his desk, unwrapping a sandwich whose taste he barely registered. The screen held him. The anti-war forum he moderated pulsed with new posts—heated debates about the latest military action, late-night confessions from people who had lost fathers, brothers, children to conflicts they never chose. Words on a screen, but heavy, like stones carried in the chest.

Three years earlier, he had started the forum on a quiet night, half out of anger, half out of helplessness. At first almost no one came. On a whim, one sleepless night, he renamed it Scream of Gaia—a place for the planet itself to howl through whoever still cared. Now, thousands of members organized, argued, wrote letters, shared links. Voices from all over the world poured through a structure he’d built inside a haze of pain and pills.

A notification slid across his screen: Marcus wants to video chat.

Aether clicked to accept. Marcus’ face filled the little window—mid-thirties, a dark beard, eyes with tired rings that somehow still held sparks.

“Hey man,” Marcus said. “You coming to the protest Saturday?”

“I don’t know. The walking...” Aether’s gaze shifted briefly to his legs, as if they might answer for themselves.

“We’ll have chairs,” Marcus said quickly. “We’ll park you in the front like a king. Come on, we need you there. You’re the heart of this thing.”

Aether’s mouth twisted into something almost like a smile. “If I were the heart of this thing, you’d need a battery to keep it running.”

“I’ll try,” he added after a breath of silence.

“Good enough.” Marcus’ grin resurfaced. “Oh, and hey—you remember I mentioned my buddy who works at Nexus Systems?”

“The tech company?”

“Yeah. They’re hiring a systems architect. Big money, like three times what you’re making now. I told him about you, and he wants to set up an interview.”

Systems architect. The title felt small compared to the daily engineering required just to get out of bed.

“Is that a joke?” Aether asked, a sharp edge entering his voice. “Because if they want an architect for surviving pain, I’m their CEO.”

He tried to laugh, but it caught in his chest, turning into a dry, hacking cough. He rubbed the back of his neck, the sudden energy draining out of him as quickly as it had come.

“But actual tech?” He looked away, his voice dropping. “I can’t do that, Marcus. I’m just... I’m just a guy with a laptop.”

“Come on, man. You built our entire forum infrastructure from scratch,” Marcus shot back. “You’re brilliant. You just don’t see it.”

Aether truly didn’t know how he had done it. One afternoon he had sat down, focused as if stepping onto a narrow bridge, and when he looked up the bridge was complete. The code had flowed in one long current, ordered and clean, as if it had always been waiting in his hands.

“That’s different,” he said. “I don’t know how I did that. It just... happened.”

“Exactly,” Marcus said. “That’s called talent. Look, I know about the medical bills. I know the pain’s getting worse. This job could change everything. At least take the interview.”

The stack of envelopes on his kitchen counter flashed through his mind—pharmacy receipts, hospital bills, the rent notice he’d turned face-down. Hope flickered in his chest, cautious and bruised.

“Okay,” he said quietly. “I’ll do the interview.”

After the call ended, he sat with half a sandwich growing dry in his hand. Hope was treacherous. It brightened the room only to cast a sharper shadow. Still, it stayed, a stubborn little light refusing to be smothered.

His phone buzzed again. Charlotte: Coming over tonight. Make sure you have wine.

He replied: Okay.

The single word felt like a stone tossed into a still pond. Ripples of anticipation, of complication, moved out through the rest of his day.

* * *
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He finished his queue at five-thirty. Outside, the city had put on its evening dress—late sun gilding the rooftops, turning the Thames to molten bronze in the distance. A red double-decker rumbled past, its windows blazing. The smell of roasting chestnuts drifted from a vendor’s cart, mixing with diesel and cold stone.

Aether got off the bus two stops early. Sometimes walking felt like asserting the smallest right: to choose his own pace on his own two feet. He moved along the pavement, the air cooling against his face, shop lights flicking on one by one like cautious stars.

He was catching his breath on the sidewalk when he saw her.

Across the street, a woman stood rooted to the concrete—very still, looking at nothing in particular, or at something he couldn’t see. There was something in the angle of her shoulders, the quiet line of her neck, that clenched something low in his chest.

She turned her head, just slightly, and for the fraction of a second he believed, with utter certainty, that he saw her eyes. Green. Bright as leaves in sun.

The same eyes. He had seen them before—in dreams he couldn’t quite remember, in the blur at the edge of waking. The distance and his damaged vision should have denied him that detail, but the impression landed with such sharpness it stole the air from his lungs. A dizzy swell of happiness rushed through him, as if someone had opened a door inside him and flooded the room with light.

He needed to find her. To know who she was. His feet edged toward the curb of their own will. His hand rose toward the crosswalk button.

He stopped. The old lessons gathered around him like guards. His condition would not let him chase strangers down streets and across intersections on a whim. He let his hand fall, turned slowly, and walked toward home. He didn’t look back. But the feeling, like the afterimage of a bright flame, followed him along the pavement.

At his building’s elevator, he closed his eyes. In the darkness behind his lids, the eyes appeared again—green, sharp as glass catching sun, impossibly clear against the fuzz of his usual sight.

The elevator doors slid open. Richard, his neighbor, stepped out, smelling faintly of cologne and citrus cleaner.

“Hey darling,” Richard said, voice bright. “We need to celebrate. I just got my license for therapeutic massage. It helps with pain, and it’s free for cute neighbors.” He giggled at his own flourish.

“Thanks, you’re very kind,” Aether answered, mustering a small, polite smile as he slipped past, his body already angling toward the refuge of his own door.

Inside the apartment, the quiet greeted him like an old friend. He went to the bathroom and splashed hot water on his face, letting the heat soak into his skin, trying to wash away the phantom sensation of the street. But the image remained. The same pair of green eyes, waiting for him in the dark like a secret he had always known.

* * *
[image: ]


Charlotte arrived at eight, letting herself in with the casualness of habit. She stepped in wearing a tight dress and high heels that seemed designed for brighter places—restaurants blazing with light—not his small, peeled-paint studio.

Her perfume hit him, and his shoulders tensed.

“You got the wine?” she called, dropping her purse on his unmade bed as if it were a familiar armchair.

“Yes.” He lifted the bottle she’d demanded last time—red, expensive, its label elegant and slightly smug—and poured her a glass. The liquid caught the overhead bulb in a deep ruby glint.

She took it with a pleased smile and sat on his bed, already scrolling through her phone. “God, work was hell today...” Her voice spilled details—difficult clients, long meetings, petty office wars—while her fingers danced over the glowing screen.

Aether sat in his desk chair first, listening, letting the sound of her complaints and laughter fill the room. After a while, he rose and moved to sit beside her on the bed. He let his hand drift along her arm, feeling the warmth and softness of her skin, then down the fine line of her back, tracing the graceful curve of her waist. The curve of a woman’s body always seemed to him a quiet miracle: smooth arcs and soft planes.

When his hand rested on her, his own body’s constant hum of pain dimmed, as if someone had turned down the volume. In its place came a hypnotic joy, a stunned gratitude that must have shown in his eyes.

For Charlotte, his touch was like warm water spilling over her, washing away the invisible dust of the day. It soothed her, drew her slightly out of the glowing rectangle of her phone. But she had erected a thin fence around this evening in her mind—this wasn’t the time for that kind of comfort.

She glanced up at him, surprise flickering across her features. “You’re in a good mood.”

“Yeah.” Aether felt the strange, gentle smile still on his face. “Today someone called me my lord.”

Charlotte’s eyes locked on his, and for an instant she looked as though something had punched through her chest. Her expression flickered; she forced it smooth again. Her fingers tightened around the phone and began to move over it, this time tapping quick Chinese characters like rain on glass.

“I didn’t know you could speak Chinese,” Aether said, watching the unfamiliar symbols bloom on her screen. A flicker of unease pricked him—three months together, and she’d never mentioned it.

“Just keeping my mind busy.” Her tone was light, almost bored. “So when did it happen—on the bus or at work?”

“Work.” Aether could feel his interest in the conversation thinning like a stretched thread.

“What did she look like?” Charlotte’s words sharpened unexpectedly.

He looked at her, his brows drawing together, not understanding why such a simple story was being cross-examined.

She answered his confusion with a playful, slightly spoiled smile. “I’m just trying to picture it, MY LORD.”

Her voice wrapped the title in flirty sarcasm. She went back to her phone, fingers flying faster now, as if chasing something only she could see.

After a moment she switched topics with a snap. “Oh my god, I forgot to tell you—Jake is getting married! To his boyfriend David. Remember I told you about them?” She didn’t wait for an answer. “I never thought two guys could be soulmates, you know? But they’re literally the happiest couple I’ve ever seen. They always support and take care of each other.”

She paused, watching him closely, her eyes searching his face for a reaction.

“Maybe we could be like them if I were a guy. I could be more helpful... with your physical problems.”

The words fell into Aether’s chest like a stone. If I were a guy... I could be more helpful. The sentence drew a line he suddenly found himself on the wrong side of.

He did not feel like a man anymore—as if his own girlfriend had just suggested that the failing variable in the equation was him, the man who could not carry or lift or walk the way a man should. The gentle trance from touching her broke sharply. He pulled his hand back. The moment his hypnotic joy vanished, the pain crashed in, tidal and absolute. There was no second of smooth transition, no middle ground. His life swung between those two extremes: small islands of sensory escape and the crushing, relentless weight of his body.

His mind was searching the past, trying to find a moment of shelter that did not hurt. But he could not walk backward in memory; his childhood and teenage years lay behind a locked door, swallowed by agony. Sometimes it felt as if his life had simply begun with that remote college degree, the past cut off like a limb. He could speak philosophy, guide others toward their own meanings, but his own past remained a territory he could not cross.

Around ten, Charlotte stood, smoothing her dress with one hand, still holding the phone in the other.

“Ciao, cutie. Early shift tomorrow.”

“Okay.”

She leaned down and kissed him—quick, practiced, the way someone might straighten a picture frame on the wall—and then she was gone, heels ticking softly down the hallway.

Silence settled back into the apartment, filling the hollows she left behind. Aether sat on the edge of the bed, listening to the small household sounds the world made when no one spoke: the refrigerator’s low hum, a car passing far below, the apartment breathing around him.

His phone buzzed. Marcus again: Interview confirmed for Thursday. You got this.

He looked at the empty wine glass on the bedside table. At the messy stack of bills waiting on the kitchen counter, pale and accusing. At the faint reflection of himself in the dark window—a single figure in a small, half-lit room, shoulders slightly bent.

He let his gaze slip away from that reflection and turned inward, toward the memory that had taken root in him. He knew, rationally, that he could not have seen her clearly across the street—not with his vision, not at that distance. All he had really seen was a woman’s outline, a blur framed by amber evening.

But he had seen those eyes before. In fever dreams during his worst nights. In the strange calm that sometimes descended just before sleep. They had always been there, waiting at the edge of his life like a half-heard song.

Now, when he closed his eyes, they came back—vivid, bright, refusing to fade.
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Chapter 2: Mr. D
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The helicopter touched down on the private helipad just as dawn broke over the mountains. The blades slowed from a roar to a heavy sigh, chopping the thin morning air. The pilot, eyes fixed on the horizon, said nothing; years of flying this passenger had taught him that silence was the safest language.

Fog still pooled in the folds of the hills. The breeze carried the sharp scent of pine and cold rock, a clean, wild smell. The man in the back unbuckled and stepped out, and the air seemed to thin around him.

He moved with a fluid grace, as though gravity were only a suggestion. In the first grey light he looked to be in his late twenties, skin unlined, body lean and efficient. He wore racing leathers that cost more than most people made in a year—black, understated, and cut to his form with merciless precision.

His face was the kind the world forgot easily—no sharp hooks for memory to catch on—yet people who met his eyes always remembered the feeling that followed: a weight in the chest, a chill at the base of the spine.

The staff at the racing arena knew him only as “Mr. D.” When he passed, they bowed—not the polite incline of employees to a rich client, but a small, instinctive fold, as if their bodies recognized a predator.

As he walked toward the hangar, his boots silent on the concrete, a young mechanic jogged up to him, wiping grease off his fingers with a rag that would never be clean again. Barely out of his teens, the boy’s eyes shone with a dangerous kind of excitement, the kind that didn’t yet know when to kneel.

“Your beast is ready, sir,” the young man said. His grin flashed bright in the cold light. “Purring like a cat.”

The supervisor, a man who had served Mr. D for a decade, went the color of paper. He stepped forward, already stammering an apology in his mind for the boy’s informality.

But Mr. D lifted a single hand, a small, almost lazy gesture, and the supervisor froze mid-step.

Mr. D stopped in front of the boy. To his credit, the mechanic did not flinch, did not drop his gaze. Mr. D’s mouth curved—a slow expression that bent his lips but left his eyes untouched.

“A cat,” he repeated, tasting the word. “I was hoping for something more.”

His hand landed on the young man’s shoulder in a friendly clap that carried real weight. The grip was warm, unhurried, but the strength in it made Leo straighten involuntarily.

“Next time, Leo,” he murmured, the voice a low purr, “make it roar like a dragon.”

He walked away without looking back, leaving the supervisor sagging and young Leo standing there grinning, thrilled, oblivious to the edge he had just danced along.

The car they had prepared waited under the hangar lights, a creature of carbon fiber and titanium. Its lines were sharp and patient. Under the hood, the engine was a heart they had altered just for him, each modification unique, each safety feature reimagined and improved at his request.

He slid into the driver’s seat, his body folding into the familiar cradle. The leather held the faint, warm memory of oil and speed. The moment his hands wrapped around the steering wheel, a quiet thrill ran through him, burning away the early-morning chill.

This was how he began important days.

The engine roared to life, silencing the morning birds. The track lay empty, reserved entirely for him. He pressed down. The first turn came at 120, the painted lines stretching out like pulled thread. By the third lap he was pushing past 220, the world outside collapsing into streaks of color and torn sound. Each drift brushed the lethal edge of the track, chaos held in check by his hands alone.

Ahead, the track bent obediently toward the arena, but beyond it the ancient forest waited. Sunlight pierced the canopy, illuminating a peace that slipped under his armor for a fraction of a second.

A memory stirred—an era when his power carried self-respect, when his hand could crush and still choose not to, before victory turned bitter.

His eyes narrowed. He slammed the gas pedal to the floor and yanked the wheel toward the trees. Feral joy lit his face.

The impact was a spectacle. Metal screamed. Glass burst into a storm of shards. The car folded around an ancient oak, the engine block driving into the trunk with the force of a small war. The crash echoed like a thunderclap, sending birds skyrocketing from the trees.

Then came silence. Smoke wandered lazily into the pale morning. The smell of burned rubber and hot metal drifted, deceptively sweet, under the towering branches.

And then he stepped out from the ruins.

The car was crumpled, barely recognizable. He tore the twisted metal aside, arms moving with hydraulic precision, and emerged from the wreckage. Not a scratch. Not a bruise. His breathing was calm, measured.

He stretched, rolling his shoulders, vertebrae popping in a satisfied ripple. A smile spread across his face—content, almost boyish.

Perfect. Exactly what he needed.

The private ambulance—a sleek white box with tinted windows—arrived within minutes. It always did. They were on standby whenever he played.

The doctor who climbed out was the same one as always. Mr. D watched the man’s eyes as he approached and saw it there, clear and bright: hatred. It glowed under the professional calm like coals under ash.

Good, he thought. Hatred flavored the air, made it thicker.

He watched the doctor’s jaw tighten. People who hated him deeply and still called him sir, who still followed protocols and bowed their heads—he enjoyed that. Their obedience wrapped around their loathing like silk over a blade. It gave him a sense of dominion that no applause could match.

“Sir,” the doctor said. The word scraped his tongue like poison. “Please, let me examine you.”

“Five minutes,” Mr. D replied. His voice was casual, as if they were discussing coffee. “Make it quick.”

The examination was rote, a ritual they both knew by heart. Blood pressure. Reflexes. Pupil response. The doctor’s hands trembled minutely as he worked; whether from fear or rage, it was hard to say.

“You’re fine,” the doctor said at last, voice flat as an empty road. “As always.”

During the entire exam, Mr. D had been watching the paramedic. She was young, a little short, pretty in an easy, ordinary way. She watched the doctor with the soft, patient look of a woman waiting for work to end so she could wrap him in her arms and feed him breakfast.

Mr. D frowned slightly. Most women in his orbit angled their smiles to catch his gaze, but the paramedic hadn’t glanced at him once.

Combined with Leo’s earlier familiarity, it was an irritation. Two people in one morning ignoring his gravity field, walking as if his pull did not define their orbit.

He let it go. Today he had other business. Dates required a different kind of performance.

* * *
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First, breakfast.

He chose a common diner on a busy street, the sort of place where families gathered for pancakes and construction workers grabbed coffee. The air smelled of fried eggs, toast, and the damp wool of coats.

He took a quiet table near the wall. He ordered simply—nothing extravagant, nothing to draw attention—but he ate slowly, savoring each bite as if practicing humanity.

When the bill came, he left a tip ten times the amount. The waiter froze, eyes rounding. Gratitude washed over the young man’s face.

Mr. D watched the reaction carefully. He filed the look of pure relief away in his mind.

In his pocket, the ring felt heavy.

He had bought it three weeks ago: platinum, a two-carat diamond, the kind of ring that shouted forever in a universal language. He had done this before, many times, but the thought of opening the small box still sent his pulse skipping. Ritual had its own power.

Not today, though. Today was for the slow pour, the gentle slope. There would be time.

He drove to his office building, a gleaming tower of glass and steel in the financial district. It rose from the street, an ice blade, its mirrored surface catching the sky and throwing it back indifferently. This was one of his companies; the building bore his fortune in every polished surface.

They said he had built it from nothing. Magazines repeated the myth in glossy spreads, turning his life into a neat story of grit and genius. The truth, as always, was rougher and more twisted, with roots sunk into places no camera would ever show.

His assistant approached with a catwalk stride, her high heels puncturing the marble silence in steady, sharp clicks. She greeted him with a practiced smile that stopped just before her eyes.

“Good morning, Mr. D. Your nine o’clock is waiting in conference room A.”

“Thank you, Helen.” His answering smile was warm, shaped with perfect care. “How is the fundraising going for your homeless project? If you need more support, let me know. The foundation can handle it.”

A real spark lit her gaze for a moment. “Yes, sir. Thank you so much.”

He moved through the office at an unhurried pace. He paused at desks, remembered names and details he should have had no reason to recall. He offered a sentence of praise here, a word of encouragement there, each one landing with deliberate warmth.

At a young programmer’s station, his attention snagged on a small, yellow rubber duck perched on top of the monitor.

“Excellent work on the interface, Liang. Thanks to you, now I can actually see what I am approving,” he said, his voice a low, approving rumble. He pointed to the duck. “And who is your associate?”

Liang flushed. “It’s, uh, for debugging, sir. A rubber duck. You explain the code to it.”

Mr. D’s lips curled into a slow smile. “A silent partner,” he said. “The best kind. It lets you find your own answers without interruption.” He tapped the duck lightly, as if patting a good dog.

The programmer managed a weak laugh, though a small knot of cold took shape in his stomach.

They loved Mr. D here, or told themselves they did. They admired his memory, his attention, his generosity. But under that surface admiration lived a quiet, ignored fear. They were good at ignoring what they could not change.

None of the regular employees were allowed onto floor 15.

That floor was for the real meetings. The conference room near the private elevator saw a constant trickle of people who had nothing to do with this business—men and women with blank expressions, movements so smooth and synchronized they looked like they’d rehearsed in front of mirrors for weeks.

His last appointment of the morning was with Charlotte.

She entered his office as if stepping onto a stage, wearing a single-piece dress that revealed as much of her body as possible without tipping over into vulgarity. Confidence clung to her like perfume.

She closed the door behind her and smiled, all bright teeth and intention. “Things are going well,” she said. “I have influence on him.” She paused, then added, “By the way, could you find the operative who saluted him at work?”

Mr. D looked up from the papers on his desk. For a brief heartbeat, his expression changed—something cold slid across his features, killing the room’s warmth.

He cut through her words as if they had never been spoken.

“Tell me,” he said softly. “Does he hate all women now? Not just you. All of them.”

Charlotte’s mouth opened, then closed. She said nothing.

“Does he at least like men instead?” Mr. D asked. The question slipped out smooth as oil, but there was a tremor buried deep in it.

Her gaze dropped to the floor. The silence was answer enough.

She swallowed the terror rising in her throat. The assignment wasn’t new—she had been working the target for four months. She was a useful instrument—skilled enough to execute, but blind to the Empire’s true depths. Yet she was not blind to the man before her. Beneath the cruelty of the questions, she sensed a vibration she had never associated with Mr. D: desperation.

Aether was an anomaly in her files. After months of surveillance, she had found no hidden threat. He was genuinely kind, despite being dismantled by life—disabled, stripped of all vanity, his only ambition to survive the day. The objective defied tactical logic.

“You have one year,” Mr. D said at last. His voice rose, each word a hammer blow. “If you fail, you know exactly what will happen to you. Ghen-ak thym.” Charlotte needed an archaeologist to translate the last sentence. But her body understood perfectly, locking her muscles and preventing her from moving at all.

“Get out.”

She fled.

For a moment he sat alone, listening to the blood in his ears. Rage flickered inside him, hot and brief, then smoothed out, settling back into its usual coiled place.

He stood, adjusted his shirt cuffs, straightened his collar. Slowly, deliberately, he put his kind, loving face back on. The transformation was so complete that a stranger walking in would have thought he had been smiling all morning.

Benevolent. Gentle. Perfect.

By noon he had changed into his casual costume: designer jeans, a simple shirt, nothing garish, everything expensive. He took one of his more modest cars from the underground garage, a silver BMW that said successful instead of untouchable.

The restaurant where they were meeting sat on a tree-lined avenue, upscale but not ostentatious. Its windows framed small, curated glimpses of the world outside—passing cars, people in good coats, leaves shaking lightly in the breeze.

He arrived early, as always, and chose a table with generous light. He wanted to see her face clearly.

And then she walked in.

Tiana.

Her skin was pale, with a softness that gathered light rather than reflecting it. Her eyes were green—not the easy green of grass or fresh leaves, but the deep, submerged shade of moss at the bottom of a well. She never wore makeup; nature had done enough.

When she smiled—which she did rarely—it was like watching the sun break through a bank of storm clouds, hesitant but unstoppable. She was twenty, still almost at the border of girlhood, but something in her face made people look twice.

Mr. D felt his heart hammer against his ribs, a sensation he rarely tolerated. No matter how many times he saw her, his body responded as if it were the first.

He rose as she approached, and she gave him a small, tired but honest smile.

“Sorryyy,” she started kindly, slipping into her chair. “Traffic was terrible.” Her hands moved the air between them in a small, dismissive gesture, while she gave him a cold look as if he was responsible for the traffic.

“You’re worth the wait,” he replied, and meant it. “You look absolutely radiant today. That dress—” he let his gaze glide over the fabric “—it’s perfect on you. Though, of course, everything is perfect on you.”

She observed the compliment with a gentle smile.

“I was thinking about you all morning,” he went on, reaching across the table to take her hand. “Couldn’t focus on work. You have that effect on me.”

“Ohhh how sweet.” She was testing the strength of the table cloth with her fork, instead of looking back at him.

He cut in gently. “You seem distracted.”

She could not say: Yesterday I saw a strange man across the street. I felt a warmth I’ve never felt before. I dreamt about him all night.

“Hmm, no, I'm okay.” She took a sip of wine, using the motion to buy a breath. “I’ve just been feeling... a bit off lately.”

“Off how?” His tone was calm, but a small wire of tension coiled under the words.

“Not sure.” She stared at the wine swirling in her glass, holding the chair to help her posture. “Do you ever feel like something’s missing? Like you’re supposed to be somewhere else, being someone else.” She laughed, but it rang hollow, like a spoon against an empty cup. “Now you think I'm crazy.”

“Not at all.” He squeezed her hand, his fingers closing around her skin with careful pressure. Her warmth shot up through his arm in a jolt that was both pleasure and pain. “Everyone feels that way sometimes.”

“Do you?” she asked.

“Never,” he lied smoothly. “I’m exactly where I’m supposed to be.”

She looked at him then, really looked, and something flickered in her eyes for an instant. Recognition, suspicion, or just the first spark of waking—he could not tell.

She smiled, but sadness threaded through it. She was looking at his eyes now without looking away. “Sometimes I feel like I want to fly out the window, but then I realize my body isn’t what I imagined it to be. Like I’m wearing a costume that doesn’t fit.”

A faint shiver prickled along his arms.

“That’s just existential ennui,” he replied lightly, reaching for the wine to break the eye connection, as if naming it made it trivial. “Everyone goes through it. You need a change. A vacation, maybe. Or a new project.”

“Maybe.” The word fell soft, unconvincing.

They went back to casual conversation while they ate, but Mr. D could not shake the unease.

He would need to be more careful from now on. More attentive. More present in her days, filling every empty space before it could invite someone else.

Or perhaps, he thought, she needs a good heart attack. He could wait another twenty years.

He pressed the thought down gently.

* * *
[image: ]


While Tiana was heading back home, imagining she was a tiger running through the streets, Aether left the office at the usual time. He moved carefully, counting every step between his desk and the door.

The bus shelter on Cheapside smelled of newsprint. Aether pressed himself into the corner, one shoulder against the scratched plastic, watching the blur of red taillights smear across his vision like spilled paint. A pigeon pecked at a discarded chip wrapper near his shoe. Commuters shuffled past—umbrellas half-furled, breath clouding, everyone carrying the particular exhaustion of a London Monday.

He was tracing the halo of a streetlamp with his eyes when he felt someone step into his space.

The old man in the wool cap.

He approached Aether slowly, as if crossing an invisible line. Up close, his eyes looked clearer than they had in the morning, the cloudiness pulled back. His mouth twitched, as if he was trying to form words he wasn’t used to saying out loud.

He leaned in, close enough that Aether could feel his breath on his cheek.

The man opened his mouth.

The first shot cut the air in half. No muzzle flash, no nearby report—just the bullet arriving from nowhere.

Four more followed so quickly they sounded like one long crack. The street exploded into sound—shouts, the squeal of brakes, glass somewhere shattering. The old man jerked once, hard, as if someone had yanked him backward by an invisible rope.

Before his knees hit the pavement, his hand shot forward with surprising strength. His fingers drove into Aether’s coat and shoved something small and folded deep into his pocket.

Then he fell.

He hit the ground on his side, his cap rolling away toward the gutter. A dark patch spread under him, blooming across his shirt, thin fabric turning almost black.

Aether dropped to his knees beside him. The whole scene narrowed to a tunnel: the old man’s face, the spreading stain, the noise swirling around them like loose debris.

Only then did recognition land.

It’s him. The one from the office doorway. The one who had bowed and called him my lord.

Aether’s chest tightened. He didn’t want this man to die. It was a raw, simple refusal, cutting through everything else—through pain, through fear, through the old habit of letting the world do what it wanted to him.

“No, no, stay with me,” he said, not even sure if the man could hear. His hands moved on instinct, going to the buttons of the shirt, pulling at the wet cloth. He had seen enough medical dramas to know he should find the wound, press down, do something.

With clumsy fingers, he tore the shirt open.

The fabric peeled back, heavy with blood.

Underneath, the chest was bare and pale.

And unbroken.

No bullet holes. No torn flesh. No bruising. Just skin, rising and falling in shallow breaths, glistening under the streetlight. Skin that belonged to a body decades younger than the face above it—smooth, taut, without a single line or sag.

He had seen the impact. He had heard the sound. But his fingertips touched unbroken skin. For a second, the impossibility of it suspended his fear, leaving only a hollow kind of awe. Then the old logic crashed back in: My eyes. It’s just my eyes.

The old man’s eyes snapped open.

“My lord, I am grateful,” he said.

Before Aether could answer, before he could even draw in a full breath, the man moved.

He rolled to his feet in one smooth motion, fast and clean like a young athlete springing off a track. In a blink he was up, shirt hanging open, chest bare and whole, blood still smeared across his skin like paint that had nowhere to come from.

He turned and ran straight into the road.

“Aether!” someone shouted behind him, but the voice came from far away.

Aether glanced briefly in the direction of the sound. When he turned his head back, the old man was gone.

It’s my vision, he told himself. The only explanation his mind would accept. Again. It’s just my eyes.

He dragged his gaze back to the pavement where the man had been lying.

There, on the wet concrete, lay five small lumps of metal. They caught the streetlight dully—flattened, twisted, as if they’d hit something they couldn’t quite pierce. Bullet heads, peeled and ruined.

Aether stared at them. The sounds of the street rushed back in all at once—people screaming, someone calling emergency services, a car door slamming. It all pushed against the edge of his hearing without really entering.

His body chose that moment to collect its debt.

His hands slipped on the pavement. The world tilted, sudden spasms seizing his chest and stomach. He found himself on his side, cheek against the cold concrete, breath sawing in and out in short, useless gasps.

“Aether! Aether!”

A pair of hands grabbed his shoulders, turning him gently. His supervisor’s face swam into view above him, drawn and frightened.

“Easy,” the man said. “Hey. Breathe. I’ve got you.”

He hauled Aether up with careful strength, letting him lean all his weight against him. One arm went around Aether’s back. The other steadied his front, fingers brushing the pocket where the old man’s hand had gone a moment before.

In that tiny gap, the supervisor’s hand moved.

He slipped the note out of Aether’s pocket with a motion so smooth it could have been an accident, then tucked it into his own.

“Come on,” he said softly, guiding Aether away from the bus stop, away from the scattered bullet heads glinting faintly on the ground. “Let’s get you somewhere safe.”
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Chapter 3: Source
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Twenty Years Earlier

The woman was dying.

Gabby could see it in the way her mother’s fingers had stopped gripping back. In the way the heart monitor’s rhythm had grown slower, lazier, like a clock winding down. The hospice room smelled of antiseptic and something sour and final.

“Mama?” Gabby whispered. She was seven years old.

Her mother’s eyes fluttered open. They focused—truly focused—on her daughter’s face, and something like realization passed through them. Her mouth parted, but no sound came. Her kind features stretched over a soul-deep, voiceless scream that felt loud enough to shake another universe.

Gabby squeezed tighter. Her younger brother stood frozen in the corner, too small to understand, old enough to know something was wrong. Their grandmother sat rigid in the vinyl chair by the window, rosary beads clicking through her fingers like a desperate clock.

The doctors said it was a brain tumor. Aggressive. Inoperable. They’d given her weeks; she’d lasted three.

What the doctors didn’t know—what no one in that room could possibly know—was that there was no tumor. There never had been.

In the fluorescent brightness, Gabby watched her mother’s face and didn’t blink. She was memorizing. Every line. Every shadow. The way her mother’s hair spread across the pillow like dark water. The smell of her skin beneath the hospital soap.

She knew she’d remember this forever.

Her mother’s face, frozen in that last exhale, burned into her vision—but before the image could settle into memory, something intercepted it. Someone else was watching through her eyes.

* * *
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In a hidden dimension grafted onto the world, a VR headset covered half a man’s face. Black glass swallowed his eyes, feeding him the girl’s perspective in crystalline detail.

He floated in reduced gravity, his body drifting through the air like a swimmer in invisible water. He saw what she saw. Felt the small hand clutching weakening fingers. Tasted the thick fear that coated the back of her throat.

They called him Master.

“Status,” the Master whispered. In the silence, his voice carried like a gavel.

“Nominal,” an operator answered, her voice flat as a dial tone. “Iteration 7000, terminal process in action.”

Through the VR feed, he watched the woman’s chest rise one final time.

He watched it fall.

His hand slid to the cable connection beside him.

Ending the vessel now was simply efficient—a controlled transition while her essence remained potent. The carefully calibrated electroshock had done its work, disguised as organ failure, logged as natural causes. Clean. Clinical.

The Master preferred these manufactured conclusions. Natural deaths were chaotic outbursts from a system he required to be mute. This way, he aligned the cycles, ensuring the next iteration arrived on his schedule, precise as a planetary alignment.

His face, behind the VR glass, did not move. What he watched was not tragedy.

It was process.

He disconnected the cable, the motion as smooth and practiced as pouring tea.

“Sophia out,” the operator called. “Iteration terminated.”

“Confirmed,” another voice replied. “Beginning reload sequence.”

* * *
[image: ]


The Master drifted along the elevated platform to a second port, cable in hand. The gravity here barely reached a tenth of Earth’s pull; people weighed less than their own shadows.

Below him, the control room floors dropped away in concentric circles, a technological amphitheater descending into the dimension itself.

From above, it looked like time stacked in rings—golden circuit walls beside robotic arms, hand-powered gears driving miniature reactors. Panels were etched with hieroglyphs, Latin, and scripts no one could name. Whenever engineers tried to tidy this chaos, the Master had one law: “If something is working, don’t touch it.”

Hundreds of operators sat at their stations, faces lit by shifting light from their displays, each one riding their own river of data. Through clear flooring, more levels could be seen below, deeper rings vanishing into haze.

At Station 47, an operator in her twenties with green-dyed hair and bruised half-moons under her eyes removed a crystalline drive from its slot. The crystal glowed with a faint, warm light, like a memory preserved in amber.

“Archived,” she reported, voice flat with routine. “Loading new instance.”

She slid a fresh crystal home. Numbers cascaded down her screen like rain.

The Master plugged the main cable into the new port and sank again into the VR feed.

His perspective dropped sharply—

São Paulo. A delivery room. A woman screaming.

He felt, for a moment, the splitting pressure, the ring of fire, the crushing, relentless push.

Then the release.

A baby girl spilled into the world, red and furious, slick with newness. Through her unfocused eyes, the Master caught jumbled shapes—searing lights, blurred faces leaning in, the noisy confusion of first sensation.

It was always like this at the beginning: bright, raw, perfect.

“Sophia online,” the operator confirmed.

The Master disconnected, set the cable back in its cradle, and reached for the thermos on his console. Earl Grey, strong, with a splash of oat milk. He poured it into a metal cup with deliberate slowness.

In a place that defied physics, small, tactile rituals were the only gravity that mattered.

In the operators’ chamber below, Jane leaned over an operator’s shoulder, watching the new life blink into existence on his screen.

He nudged her with his elbow, grinning. “Come on, Jane. Look at that fire. You and me could make a beauty just like this one.” He pointed at the newborn’s tiny, furious face with one crooked finger.

Jane smiled despite herself. “We could maybe make something like your finger. But nothing like this baby. I don’t keep partners, Eddy. You know that.”

She started to turn away.

Then frowned.

On the monitor, the waveform stuttered.

Jane leaned in, breath hitching. “Sophia isn’t responding.”

On the screen, the infant’s heart rate fluttered wildly, then dropped. Red warnings bloomed across the display—distress, oxygen hunger, a cascading system failure. Doctors and nurses rushed in, hands moving fast, but they were caught in the slow drag of flesh and gravity.

Too slow.

Ninety seconds of panic. Brutal compression. Desperate interventions.

And then Sophia came back.

The baby gasped, lungs finally catching air properly, and began to cry—an outraged, iron-lunged wail that filled the delivery room.

“Stable,” the operator said, her relief audible. “Vitals returning to normal.”

But under the numbers, under the graphs, something was wrong.

The Master felt it first as a chill in the back of his neck. A wrongness in the rhythm of the data. He tore his gaze to the side monitors and saw the extraction efficiency values climbing.

One hundred fifty percent of normal.

Two hundred.

Three hundred.

“Check The Source,” he snapped.

* * *
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The room around him stretched like an endless tunnel—a control chamber carved from impossible space. At each side stood a giant, perfectly smooth sphere: two gates facing two infinities. One reflected a cavern deep beneath the Earth, its mouth ringed with golden structures and intricately carved walls. The other, larger and domed, occupying the center of everything within its curvature, held the shimmering image of a Dyson Sphere.

It was beautiful in the way a black hole is beautiful: terrible and undeniable.

Inside it burned The Source.

A captive sun blazed there, bright enough to bleach thought, surrounded by uncountable asteroids wheeling in precise, glimmering orbits. At their steady distances they formed rings and swarms; some constantly fell inward and vanished into light while others rose from deeper strata to take their place. Among them drifted a larger satellite, a thousand times the size of the lesser stones, circling alone inside a cleared orbit like a favored moon.

A team was already near the gateway. They sealed their suits and leapt through the gate to The Source. The Master watched their helmet feeds blooming across a holographic display.

Inside the Dyson sphere’s realm, the captive star began to throb.

Not with its usual slow, steady heartbeat, but with an erratic violence, like a drumline stumbling into chaos. The light it cast turned harsh, bleaching the shadows from the void, pulling more energy than its cage should have allowed.

Then the air changed.

At first, it was only a feeling—a heaviness, like the breathless pause before a mountain storm. The operators at their consoles barely registered it; they were staring at numbers. But the Master felt it the way an old animal feels a tremor. He straightened, tea forgotten, and turned slowly toward the Dyson sphere.
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