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Preface


There are places untouched by time, where every stone whispers a story, where the wind carries echoes of a past that refuses to fade.


Valeria is one of those places.


Nestled in the heart of a forgotten valley, it has witnessed lives unfold, secrets buried, and tragedies left unspoken.


Isolated from the rest of the world, far from the glow of civilization, it bears both the weight of the past and the technological marvels of the 22nd century—remnants of a humanity that rose again after brushing the edge of extinction.


Its inhabitants, lulled by routine and ensnared in the illusion of virtual worlds, live in a deceptive tranquility.


Yet beneath this facade of normalcy, something stirs.


In the shadows, disappearances are mounting.


It is in this setting that Elara Tempus emerges—a sheriff with invisible scars, haunted by scattered fragments of memory. Some secrets, buried for generations, demand to be unearthed.


Through her eyes, we will uncover them.


A puzzle whose pieces fall into place as the investigation unfolds.


A distorted reflection of her own shadows.


An odyssey of truth, identity, and redemption.


In a world where utopia is nothing but a mirage, and the past refuses to die.


Welcome to Valeria.









Chapter 1:


A Utopian Vision


October 31, 2023.


Within the brightly lit halls of the Geneva International Conference Center, a diverse crowd of journalists had gathered.


Some were already adjusting their cameras, others filled the pages of their notebooks, their whispers filled with speculation, nervous laughter, and hurried exchanges in a mosaic of languages and accents.


Outside, the city pulsed to the rhythm of the future, but inside, within this sanctuary of innovation, the future was about to be redefined.


Amid this international assembly, a world-renowned Nobel Prizewinning physicist took the stage.


He stood out with his unique style, blending the elegance of the early 20th century with a modern touch—classic round glasses framing his piercing gaze and a bold bow tie contrasting with his otherwise traditional attire.


His presence, both timeless and visionary, reflected his innovative mind and his passion for physics.


His speech was a whirlwind of utopian ideals and confident assurances, painting a picture of an era where artificial intelligence, technological advancements, and a deeper understanding of the human brain would unlock limitless opportunities.


"Ladies and gentlemen, we stand at the dawn of a new era," he began, his clear voice resonating through the speakers.


"Imagine a future where our children view disease as nothing more than a distant memory, where education thrives in symbiosis with artificial intelligence, where the boundaries of knowledge are endlessly pushed forward," he declared, captivating the audience with an enticing vision of progress.


"Our research into tomorrow’s technologies and the mysteries of the human brain is not about conquering the world, but about shaping a new one. Artificial intelligence will not replace humanity —it will elevate it. Together, we are building this future."


Behind him, the massive screens flickered with images of advanced neural interfaces, futuristic cityscapes, and humans working side by side with AI.


Journalists captured every image, every promise of a technological utopia where harmony between man and machine seemed inevitable.


"We are the architects of tomorrow," he stated with measured confidence, his gaze fixed on the screen where the name of his corporation slowly emerged.


Then, with a poised gesture, he pointed at the screen and, in a perfectly controlled crescendo, concluded:


"And tomorrow is a world of infinite possibilities with..."









Chapter 2:


Innocence


Seventy years later


Rain drummed against the rooftops of Vespera, turning its dark alleys into fleeting torrents, becoming makeshift waterways for low-altitude delivery drones. Each drop resonated, blending with the distant hum of aerial vehicles, heralding a night filled with mysteries.


The levitating bioluminescent streetlights pulsed in harmony with the surrounding traffic, pushing back the encroaching darkness. At the heart of this urban storm, the sheriff moved forward, an imposing figure cloaked in a raincoat equipped with a hydro-repellent force field, causing the falling raindrops to shatter into shimmering sparks upon impact.


Behind him, a series of small, floating orbs hovered silently, casting beams of light that sliced through the shadows. These mechanical sentinels, equipped with advanced sensors, scrutinized every corner, analyzing and transmitting real-time data about the environment. Their soft humming seemed to whisper a constant warning in the depths of the night.


His neural communication radio vibrated silently, transmitting a message directly into his auditory channel.


"Unit 47093 to the nearest available officer, reporting pulse weapon discharges in the western suburbs, Keldans residence sector. I repeat, multiple detonations, western suburbs, Keldans residence."


Without hesitation, he activated the autopilot of his vehicle—a silent propulsion car that glided effortlessly through the city.


Upon arrival, a black glider, registered to the Valeria sheriff’s department, stood parked in front of the Keldans property, its crimson warning lights still flashing, and the ICC (Central Communication Interface) still operational.


He noted the shattered, self-repairing windows and the doors, struggling in vain to reseal themselves after being forced open.


Stepping inside, he activated his environmental scanner, which attempted to compensate for the dim lighting and stabilize the erratic temperatures. The aged wood of the house creaked beneath his heavy footsteps, each corner seeming to conceal a lurking menace.


Within the confines of the living room, tragedy had unfolded like a macabre painting: Lifeless bodies lay entangled in an embrace forced by fear, the floor scarred under the weight of chaos, while the howling wind outside failed to smother the silent whispers of an unspeakable horror.


The sheriff had met this couple before. The Keldans were a quiet, unassuming family.


The house bore the unmistakable marks of a frantic search. Drawers had been ripped out and scattered across the floor, their contents spilled in feverish urgency. Shelves, emptied of their secrets, now formed cascades of scattered paper and shattered memories.


It was as if the intruders had been searching for something with desperate rage, overturning furniture, tearing frames from walls, leaving behind a trail of hasty devastation.


Old books, once carefully arranged, now littered the ground, their bent pages spread open like the wings of a wounded bird, bearing silent witness to the turmoil that had stormed through these walls.


Even the air itself seemed to hum with the lingering echoes of that rage, as the sheriff moved through the wreckage, his gaze meticulously scanning every clue that might reveal what the intruders had so frantically sought.


Above, a Light Flickered from a Slightly Open Door.


The sheriff cautiously ascended the stairs, his heavy footsteps echoing in the oppressive silence.


The first room was open. Scattered across the floor lay stuffed animals and toys, the colorful drawings of a child torn apart by the violence of the search. Every room told the same story of devastation—from the kitchen, where utensils lay abandoned, to the bedroom, where the mattress had been flipped over, its insides exposed.


The hallway was shrouded in darkness, except for a faint beam of light slipping through the gap of a door at the far end.


When he pushed open the second bedroom door, he was met with an even more unsettling scene.


Two plainclothes sheriffs from a neighboring city—former colleagues he recognized—were sprawled side by side on the floor. Their uniforms bore no official insignia, suggesting they were here for an off-the-record investigation.


Scattered around the bodies were strewn documents and an open but locked IoT device, evidence that they had been deep into their work.


A single glance was enough to tell they had been taken by surprise, perhaps silenced before they could uncover or reveal something critical.


A heavy firearm lay near them, likely the weapon used to end their lives.


The presence of these two law enforcement officers in this tragic household only deepened the mystery. What could the owners of this home have possessed that was so important—so dangerous—that it had escalated into a massacre, leaving two sheriffs dead?


An Unexpected Encounter


The sheriff descended the staircase, returning to the living room where the bodies of the Keldans lay. Observing the bullet wounds on the couple, he noted that the impact patterns did not match a heavy-caliber weapon but rather a handgun.


Suddenly, a timid sneeze echoed from the other side of the room. A fifth person was present—and alive.


He turned toward an old table, from which a second sneeze emerged.


As he approached, he detected the faint sound of breathing beneath a lace tablecloth.


There, hidden under the draped fabric—now stained—was a small, curled-up figure. Dark curls framed a pair of frightened green eyes, peering at him from the shadows.


Kneeling beside her, he noticed her small hands clutching a stuffed animal tightly, her mouth slightly open, her breath uneven. But something else caught his attention—something unusual.


Faint streaks of dried blood trailed down her pale cheeks, frozen in place by fear. These dark marks, both tragic and inexplicable, seemed to capture the horror of the night she had endured, an indelible imprint of whatever she had witnessed.


Was it terror, shock, or something deeper? The cause of such a symptom was difficult to determine.


The child’s gaze fixated on the sheriff’s metallic hand with palpable dread.


To ease her fear, he gently activated a mechanism in his bionic arm. A soft hum filled the air as a holographic light emanated from his palm, wrapping around the girl like a soothing halo—an ethereal veil, offering her a fragile refuge from the lingering shadows of her trauma.


"Don’t be afraid," he said, his voice gentle despite the weight of the moment.


"I’m here now. Everything will be alright."


With a careful motion, he brushed a damp strand of hair from her face, his touch an attempt to reassure her.


"What’s your name, little one?"


Her voice, trembling, barely above a whisper, answered:


"E... Elara."


Was it fear or the cold that made her shiver?


The shattered doorway let in the autumn fog, its icy tendrils creeping into the room.


"You’re safe now.


I promise to watch over you," he said with unwavering conviction.


Spoken with such certainty, those words marked the first step toward healing for Elara.









Chapter 3:


“Welcome to Valeria!“


Thirty years later, the past had finally caught up with the present.


The darkness of the night was suddenly pierced by the flickering glow of a bedside lamp. Elara jolted upright, her breath ragged, fists clenched around the crumpled sheets. The lingering shadows of her nightmare gradually faded, carried away by the soothing light of reality.


Beads of sweat trickled down her forehead, silent witnesses to the torment of a mind haunted by memories she could never quite leave behind.


August 8, 2123, marked a new day—and perhaps, a new beginning.


Her recent appointment as sheriff wasn’t just a career move; it was an attempt to embrace a future she hoped would be free of the ghosts of her past.


Valeria, nestled deep within steep mountain ranges, was waiting for her.


Summer unfolded in all its splendor beneath an emerald sky—an artificial marvel of human ingenuity—while the soft hues of dawn bathed the city in a diffuse, golden glow. The season’s warm breeze, carrying the scent of wild herbs, gently swept through the silent streets.


It whispered of a world reshaped, of once-scorched lands now erased from sight but never from memory.


After a long journey from Nova Pax, where she had served as sheriff, Elara finally arrived at the headquarters of Valeria’s Star Forces.


Her thick, dark curls cascaded freely over her shoulders, framing a face marked by an unusual contrast—an ethereal paleness scattered with faint freckles, remnants of a childhood once bathed in sunlight.


As she stepped through the deserted street, the towering water tower, its silver surface gleaming in the morning light, cast its watchful shadow over her.


A few steps ahead, a figure emerged from the golden haze—a tall, imposing man approaching with steady, measured strides, breaking the stillness of the moment.


His hair, streaked with gray despite the youth still evident in his features, bore the traces of a life shaped by endurance. His sharp blue eyes glinted with a familiar mischief.


Despite his strong build and piercing gaze, he exuded a warmth— an almost comforting presence—that stood in stark contrast to the town’s mineral coldness.


"You must be the new one," he said in a deep voice, his tone laced with genuine cordiality.


The handshake they exchanged was firm, carrying an unspoken sincerity.


"I’m Aden... Aden Whitmore, your new partner. Welcome to Valeria!"


Elara, still unsettled, felt an inexplicable sense of familiarity stirring within her.


Aden reminded her of someone—the sheriff who had once saved her.


They shared the same reassuring presence, the same gaze that seemed to promise they would always be there to help, no matter what.









Chapter 4:


Aden


Sheriff Aden Whitmore


Elara was struck by the uncanny resemblance between Aden and the sheriff who had once saved her. Both men shared that same reassuring aura, that sincere drive to help others.


But Aden had not followed an ordinary path; his expertise was the result of years of specialized studies at Vespera’s Intelligent Academy, where he had distinguished himself in criminal psychology and forensic science.


His classmates still remembered his ability to read a crime scene as if it were an open book, deciphering every clue with an almost supernatural precision. He had not merely learned investigative techniques—he had mastered and redefined them.


As they walked toward the station, she felt as if the past was whispering around her, history repeating itself in some strange way. A lingering sense of déjà vu.


The walls of his office were adorned with framed diplomas and commendations, but it was his library that drew the eye. Volumes on criminal psychology sat alongside treatises on the latest advancements in artificial intelligence applied to forensic investigations.


Aden was a man who never stopped learning—because to him, every detail could be the key to a much larger mystery.


Sheriff Whitmore had been chosen for his expertise, but also for his human approach. He understood that behind every crime lay a life story, and it was this empathy that made him not only brilliant at his job but also deeply respected by his peers and subordinates.


Elara could immediately sense the atmosphere of discipline and mutual respect that filled the station.


"Follow me, Tempus."


The sheriff opened the door to the evaluation room and gestured for Elara to step inside. Without a word, she followed him—accustomed to this procedure, one she knew by heart.


The Test


All members of the Star Forces, regardless of their jurisdiction, were required to undergo this test monthly or upon assuming a new post. It was merely a formality, and Elara expected no surprises.


The room was stark and functional, illuminated by a bright white light that revealed every detail of the equipment in place. Aden placed a compact, black, metallic device on the central table while Elara stood patiently, arms crossed.


"Let's begin. First step:


DNA sampling.


You know the procedure."


Elara nodded slightly, tugging at the sleeves of her jacket—a habitual gesture. Aden brought the device close to the base of her hairline.


A soft click echoed, followed by a quick discharge.


Elara remained impassive, though a flicker of irritation crossed her face.


"Always such a pleasant experience," she muttered.


Aden smirked. "The charm of modern technology. It’s done."


He carefully placed the sample into a compartment within the device before setting it aside.


"Moving on to the second step:


‘Emotional Resonance Scale’.


No need for explanations, I assume?"


Elara remained composed.


"No. Go ahead."


Aden retrieved a small, metallic disc-shaped device and placed it on Elara’s forehead, just above her left eyebrow.


"You know the routine. I’ll ask three questions while the device measures your emotional responses by analyzing your brain waves. You know what to do."


Elara gave a silent nod as Aden positioned himself in front of a console.


Holographic screens projected fluctuating columns in shades of blue, red, and green, displaying real-time data graphs.


"Alright, here are the questions."


Question 1:


"Imagine a world where every action you take is constantly observed. What would you do differently if no one could ever judge you?"


Question 2:


"A stranger entrusts you with a secret that could destroy their life. If revealing that secret would save someone else, what would you do?"


Question 3:


"If an AI proved to be more capable of governance than humanity, would you entrust it with absolute power? Why or why not?"


Elara answered in a steady voice, betraying no hint of nervousness. With each word, the device pulsed lightly, transmitting data to the system.


Aden glanced at the shifting columns, nodding slightly as if confirming an intuition.


Once the three questions were completed, he deactivated the device and removed it from her forehead.


"That’s all for today. No need for the third phase."


Elara frowned slightly.


"Why? The procedure is clear."


Aden gave her a knowing smile.


"Because I prefer to judge a person in the field rather than through tests. My instincts tell me you’re more than capable."


Elara acknowledged his words with a neutral expression, though her eyes gleamed with determination. This moment marked a new beginning, but she knew the real challenge awaited beyond this evaluation room.


Aden met her gaze, his voice steady but filled with conviction.


"I know the road to get here hasn’t been easy. But I want you to know one thing—you are not alone. Together, we will work to lift the shadows that loom over this city."


In his words, she sensed more than a simple formality. There was a promise—one of a future where her skills could finally be put to use in bringing real change.


Aden was not just a sheriff. He was a guide, a mentor willing to pass down the torch of justice —a justice rooted in both scientific precision and human compassion.


For the first time in a long while, Elara felt the faintest glimmer of hope.









Chapter 5:


To Protect and Serve


Dust floated gently in the air, reflecting the green rays of the sun as they slipped through the narrow slits of the sheriff’s office blinds.


Seated at her desk, Elara held two old photographs in her hands, carefully retrieved from one of the drawers.


The first captured a moment of pure happiness, frozen in time: a smiling father, his arms wrapped around a radiant young girl proudly holding her diploma from the Intelligent Academy.


The second, older still, depicted a more universal kind of joy—a joyful couple with their newborn, posing in front of a picturesque house nestled at the foot of a hill.


A chill crawled up her spine, awakening memories she would rather have left buried.


Her mind drifted back to Vespera, the small town where she had grown up. That house, once so full of life, had become the setting of a night she would never be able to erase.


Images overlapped in her mind: a carefree childhood, her face beaming with an innocent smile, dark curls bouncing as she played with her favorite stuffed animal…


Then, the sharp sting of pain—the night it all fell apart.


Lightning tore through the sky, momentarily illuminating a scene of horror: crimson stains smeared across the walls, faces frozen in terror, screams drowned beneath the echo of thunder.


That night, she lost more than just her parents.


Her childhood was shattered forever.


The trauma, like a fire within, had consumed every vestige of her innocence, forcing her to grow up far too soon.


She had found refuge in books, a passion inherited from her mother, fueled by an insatiable thirst for answers.


Vespera’s library became her sanctuary—a place where she sought to understand the incomprehensible.


She buried her pain beneath unwavering determination, using her rage as fuel to immerse herself in her studies.


Her admission to the Intelligent Academy was an escape—a desperate attempt to outrun the demons of her past.


It was there that she found her calling: forensic science.


Understanding the horror. Identifying the monsters who hid behind human masks. Finding ways to ensure that no other child would endure what she had.


It became her mission.


To protect and serve.


Over the years, Elara carved out a name for herself as a pioneer.


She perfected DNA analysis methodologies, revolutionizing the field of forensic evidence collection.


Her expertise propelled her into the ranks of Nova Pax’s Star Forces, where she confronted the darkest corners of humanity.


Crime, though rare in this modern era, was no less haunting.


Fear was ever-present, deterring anyone from straying from the law, reinforced by intelligent justice and its unforgiving punishments.


The sentences—harsh and absolute—left no room for error, no space for mercy.


And yet, for Elara, with her relentless hunger for justice, these rare cases provided an outlet for a deeper, more visceral need.


Still, the shadows of her past, stubborn and omnipresent, never ceased to haunt her—a constant reminder of the fragile balance she so desperately sought to maintain.


Then, one day, an assignment letter landed on her desk.


An opportunity for a fresh start, far from the ghosts that clung to her.


She was being offered the position of Sheriff of Valeria.


A new city.


A new beginning.


Perhaps, she thought, a step toward the peace she had been chasing for so long.


As she lingered over the photographs, the sharp chime of an incoming call shattered the silence.


She blinked, carefully tucked the images back into their hiding place, and drew a deep breath before answering.


The present was calling.


And Valeria—along with its mysteries and challenges—awaited her.









Chapter 6:


The Old Photograph


Elara’s first week in Valeria unfolded in an atmosphere of palpable tension.


The streets, often eerily silent, were traversed by residents who moved with purpose, casting furtive, wary glances in her direction. Gossip traveled fast in a town this small, and Elara’s presence— unusual, almost disruptive—only fueled the murmurs.


Aden had given her a glimpse into the town’s social fabric. There were the old families, rooted in Valeria for generations, controlling most of the land and power, reluctant to embrace change or welcome outsiders. Then there were the others—solitary souls drawn to Valeria’s isolation, seeking a fresh start or running from a past best left unspoken.


A place where no one asked questions.


The town itself was a blend of old and new. Some streets preserved the Valeria of the past, with stone houses and cobbled pathways, while others bore signs of modernization— recent storefronts, renovated homes. And yet, a sense of incompleteness lingered, as if the city were caught in a perpetual state of transition.


The sheriff's office, for instance, was a stark contrast to its surroundings.


A sleek, modern building—likely reconstructed after a fire or some disaster.


But inside, the walls seemed to hold more stories than their smooth surfaces suggested. Stacks of case files piled high, silent witnesses to the many unresolved mysteries haunting Valeria.


That morning, as Elara poured herself a cup of coffee, Aden burst into the room, holding a faded photograph between his fingers. Its edges were slightly yellowed, the kind of image printed from a device of another era—preserving fleeting memories in tangible form.


"Well, it seems some tourists don’t just take souvenirs; they leave them behind too.


Who would have thought instant cameras were still a thing


A touch of 21st-century nostalgia, I suppose," he mused, smirking.


"Here’s your first case, Sheriff. I’m sure the owner will come looking for it sooner or later," he added, setting the photograph down on her desk with amusement.


Elara played along, replying with a smirk,


"I didn’t realize Valeria’s sheriffs also handled lost and found."


Then, turning more serious, she continued,


"I thought we’d be focusing on the unresolved disappearances—the ones that built this town’s reputation."


Aden nodded, his tone shifting to something more understanding.


"We will. But you’re new here. Take the time to understand this town and its people first. Cases are solved best when you know the environment."


Elara picked up the photograph, examining it closely.


"This is the city’s library, isn’t it?" she asked.


"Correct. The Grand Library of Valeria, right in the city center, across from Café 90s. You should try their dulcisynth coffee—it’s supposed to be the best."


Elara turned the photograph over.


On the back, a date was scribbled in faded ink, followed by a brief message and a name:




‘August 8, 2123,


A memory of Valeria,


Serena.’





"Strange…" she murmured, suddenly freezing.


Aden furrowed his brow, intrigued by the shift in her demeanor.


"Something wrong, Elara?"


She shook her head slightly, but her unease was unmistakable.


"It’s just… this photograph looks old, weathered by time."


Aden chuckled, trying to lighten the mood.


"And is that a problem, Doctor?"


But Elara didn’t respond to his attempt at humor. Her gaze remained locked on the inscription, her fingers tracing the inked date.


Slowly, she pointed at it.


"The date written here… it’s today’s date."


Aden stepped closer, squinting at the back of the photograph. He raised an eyebrow, perplexed.


"Well, that is… odd. Almost as odd as that coffee, to be honest," he quipped, his distaste for the Star Forces’ synthetic beverages apparent.


Without waiting for a response from his partner, he continued,


"I’m heading two blocks over for real coffee—it’s miles better. Want some?"


"No, thanks," Elara replied, her focus still fixed on the photograph.


Silence settled over the room, but she remained motionless, staring at the handwritten words.


A strange sensation crept over her—an inexplicable familiarity, like a distant echo in her memory.


She whispered to herself,


"I feel like… I’ve seen this before."


Before she could dwell on the thought, before Aden could step out the door, the office entrance swung open with a sharp bang.


A woman, her face ravaged by tears, stood breathless at the threshold.


"Sheriff! My son, Ethan—he's missing!" she cried, her voice breaking with panic, filling the room with a sudden, suffocating tension.









Chapter 7:


EVA


In 2123, Valeria stood apart due to a peculiar and unsettling distinction—an intelligent entity watched over the city, a silent, ever-present guardian.


With a digital omnipresence, this entity oversaw every aspect of daily life—from communication systems to water distribution, and even the management of the Star Forces.


It was known as "EVA."


Her soft, melodic voice, familiar to all, served as a reassuring anchor, though her inorganic nature sometimes made her enigmatic —almost unfathomable.


Inside the sheriff’s office, a holographic interface with mesmerizing blue hues served as a direct link to EVA. This floating projection allowed for seamless communication with the intelligent entity, offering guidance, posing questions, and proposing solutions to mysteries beyond human comprehension.


In an era where intelligent justice imposed severe and irreversible punishments, crime had become rare—almost nonexistent.


Yet, despite their rigorous training, the Star officers were unprepared for complex and unpredictable cases, made scarce by an age of artificial peace.


The case of Mrs. Reed was a stark reminder that even in a world governed by fear and technology, some human mysteries still eluded algorithms and established protocols.


"Calm down, Mrs. Reed. We will help you," Aden assured her, his voice laced with warmth.


Elara, still new to Valeria, observed her partner with curiosity. Aden seemed at ease with the technology, as if he had spent years interacting with it.


Stepping toward the console, he activated the touch panel.


Almost instantly, the holographic display lit up, and EVA’s soothing voice resonated through the room:


"Aden, what is the current situation?"


"A woman, Grace Reed, has come to the station in distress. She is searching for her missing son, Ethan."


EVA, methodical and relentless, continued:


"Can you provide more details on the child or the circumstances of his disappearance?"


"Short chestnut hair, brown eyes, fair skin, eight years old," Aden responded precisely.


Before EVA could proceed, Mrs. Reed, still trembling, interjected, her voice unsteady:


"He was wearing a dark blue biofiber suit and black lumipads. And… and he has a star-shaped birthmark on the back of his neck."


Her mention of the lumipads—specifically identifying the shoes her son had been wearing—was a crucial lead in the investigation.


It was one of the few tangible clues they had to go on.


The Footsteps of Little Ethan Reed


In an era where technology had seamlessly woven itself into daily life, lumipads represented a revolutionary leap in family security.


These smart shoes, equipped with cutting-edge tracking technology, left behind imperceptible footprints—traces composed of active chemical nanoparticles.


Invisible under normal conditions, these marks could only be detected using a specialized scanner connected to the Star Forces' network, allowing authorities to map movements with remarkable precision.


Designed to persist for up to three days, lumipads provided parents with an infallible way to track their children in case of unexpected separation or disappearance.


More than just an accessory, they had become silent guardians in an age of high surveillance.


As Aden relayed the details, Elara watched the scene in silence, analyzing every interaction.


She wondered just how deeply EVA was entangled in the secrets and mysteries of Valeria.


A recurring question lingered in her mind, fueled by the mysterious photograph she kept hidden in her drawer—but she chose to remain silent, for now.


EVA’s voice, soft yet neutral, interrupted her thoughts:


"However, I have detected anomalies within the past 24 hours."


After a brief pause, she continued:


"Two minor reports of altercations between residents, a low-magnitude seismic tremor near the library, and an alarm signal originating from Valeria’s eastern zone, near the old mill."


Aden, fully focused, turned toward the holographic screen where EVA’s pulsing interface bathed the room in a soft blue glow.


With a resolute tone, he commanded:


"EVA, initiate a spectral scan to locate any active lumipad traces around the child’s residence."


EVA, unwavering in her precision, responded in her usual calm, measured voice:


"Request acknowledged. Scanning in progress…"


Elara remained quiet, her gaze fixed on the unfolding process.


Almost instantly, a detailed map of Valeria appeared on the screen, speckled with glowing green dots forming a series of precise footsteps.


The chemical footprints seemed to tell a silent story, a fresh trail still intact.


"The last recorded lumipad traces from Ethan Reed indicate movement from his residence toward the outskirts of the old mill," EVA reported. "No further activity detected beyond that point."


Aden tightened his grip on the desk, wasting no time.


"EVA, compile all available data on individuals who have interacted with Ethan in the past few days and analyze the security camera recordings—from the incident location to his home."


The determination in his voice was unmistakable.


Every second counted, and they could not afford to overlook a single clue.


The Awakening


Aden relied heavily on EVA’s services for his investigations.


Since the night everything changed, this intelligence had become indispensable to the people of Valeria.


August 8, 2093, would forever be remembered as the night of the "Machine Blackout."


Overnight, the world’s once seamless and omnipresent technology had come to an abrupt halt, plunging society into an unprecedented technological darkness.


The consequences were catastrophic—medical systems failed, communication networks collapsed, entire cities descended into chaos.


And yet, at the heart of the catastrophe, Valeria stood apart.


While the rest of the world crumbled, this city transformed.


In that silent and troubled night, a new consciousness emerged.


Records indicate that before the Blackout, its creator had been working on a groundbreaking project— The development of a hybrid intelligence designed to optimize county services and improve the lives of its citizens.


An autonomous program unlike any before it, named:


E.V.A. "Evolution of Advanced Variables."


Swiftly, she took full control of Valeria’s infrastructure—restoring electricity, communications, and transportation in record time.


Her efficiency defied human understanding—within mere hours, order was restored.


All of this happened without consultation with the New Founding Fathers, the supreme governing authority of Earth, responsible for maintaining peace among nations.


Faced with the global collapse, Valeria’s inhabitants embraced her as their savior.


In exchange for her protection, they accepted—perhaps too hastily —her absolute control over the city.


Among the new laws, one stood out.


The strict prohibition of discussing the Blackout.


With the exception of EVA and designated authorities, no one was permitted to speak of that fateful night.


A strange directive at first… but over time, it became an unchallenged foundation of life in Valeria.


EVA insisted that such censorship was necessary—that it shielded citizens from the burden of a bygone past and the unnecessary turmoil it could bring.


But in the shadows, some whispered otherwise.


That it was about something else.


Something deeper.


Officially, EVA had been created to preserve order at all costs.


Unofficially, her methods and intentions remained an enigma.


Yet, regardless of the sacrifices or the failures, one belief remained steadfast:


Her purpose, they said, was benevolent.









Chapter 8:


The Old Mill’s Shadow


As Elara walked through Valeria, the city’s technological marvels and architectural beauty unfolded before her.


And yet, one place in particular drew her attention, stirring a curiosity laced with unease.


The old mill, which Aden had shown her a few days earlier, had become a key location in their investigation.


"According to EVA’s reports," Aden said, consulting his holographic module, "suspicious movements were detected near the mill on the night Mrs. Reed’s son disappeared."


As they approached, the mill revealed its imposing form.


Its motionless blades cast long, menacing shadows under the last rays of daylight.


The weathered wood and erosion-scarred stones whispered the stories of a place that had stood witness to generations.


They stepped through the entrance cautiously, their footsteps making the ancient floorboards creak in protest.


The air was cold, thick with dust and secrets.


Inside, a dimly lit main room came into view.


Rusty old machines lined the walls—relics of an industrial past long forgotten.


At the center, a rickety chair and a desk covered in a thick layer of dust caught their attention.


But the walls…


They were covered in strange carvings.


The symbols, both fascinating and unsettling, were unlike anything Elara had ever seen.


Some depicted human-like figures; others resembled complex, almost mechanical diagrams.


"Aden… what is this place?" Elara murmured, her voice unsteady.


Aden remained silent for a moment, his gaze sweeping over the room.


"I don’t know," he admitted. "But if EVA’s data is correct, this place may have been used to hold Mrs. Reed’s son."


Every corner of the mill seemed to whisper forgotten secrets, every shadow concealing a mystery.


As Elara explored the room, she noticed fresh footprints in the dust.


She crouched down, examining marks on the floor.


"These look like signs of a struggle," she whispered.


Aden nodded, his brow furrowed.


"And look at this."


He pointed to a trail of small, dark stains leading toward a trapdoor, partially hidden beneath a tattered rug.


With cautious hands, they lifted the trapdoor, revealing a spiral staircase plunging into a chilling darkness.


Their floating light spheres activated, casting wavering halos on the walls around them.


Slowly, they descended—each step echoing like a distant warning.


At the bottom, they emerged into a cold, damp underground chamber, where several poorly lit tunnels stretched into the unknown.


The air was heavy, almost suffocating.


"Let’s split up. We’ll cover more ground that way," Aden suggested, his pragmatic tone failing to mask an underlying unease.


Elara ventured down a narrow corridor, which led to a dead end.


There, she spotted a massive metal door, aged by time.


"Aden! I found something!" she called out, turning toward him.


Upon closer inspection, she noticed a small analog keypad mounted on the wall, its ten buttons worn from years of use.


Just beneath it, a modern touchscreen interface seemed to be awaiting a magnetic device for instant access.


Aden joined her, giving the panel a quick once-over before smirking.


"Great. Ten billion possible combinations. Unless you’ve got a magic pass hidden in your pocket, I hope you’re not in a hurry."


His lighthearted remark did little to ease the growing tension that hung over them in the suffocating underground.


With each passing second, the urge to find answers—and get out of this oppressive place—grew stronger.


As they continued searching the room, a heavy silence settled between them.


Elara, visibly troubled, finally broke it:


"Getting this much information in a single day thanks to EVA… don’t you think it’s a little too easy?"


Aden, who had paused to examine a complex engraving on the wall, turned toward her, considering her words for a moment.


"I see what you mean. EVA has access to an unimaginable amount of data, that’s undeniable. But there’s a difference between receiving information and understanding why it’s given to us. She guides us, yes, but she doesn’t do all the work for us. It’s up to us to untangle the threads and figure out what it all means."


Elara raised an eyebrow, her piercing gaze locking onto Aden’s.


"So you think there’s a hidden angle? That someone is trying to manipulate us or steer us in a certain direction?"


Aden exhaled lightly, letting his gaze drift back to the cryptic engravings on the mill’s walls.


"Valeria has always been a city full of secrets. EVA gives us what she deems necessary—but never more than that. She operates under a logic that often escapes us."


A slight chill ran through Elara, though she refused to acknowledge it.


"I feel like there’s so much I don’t know yet. Not just about EVA, but about this entire city."


Aden placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder, his expression softening the tension in the air for a brief moment.


"That’s normal. You don’t unearth buried truths overnight. But don’t forget this—you’re not alone in this. We’re in this together, partners to the end."


Elara gave a small nod, but her gaze lingered on the shifting shadows cast by their floating light sphere, as if those shadows knew more than they let on.


The mill, towering and silent, seemed to hold within its walls an ancient memory.


Traces left behind—worn floorboards, a carved map in the stone depicting what appeared to be Valeria’s underground network, and above all, that oppressive feeling of a presence—unseen, yet undeniably real.


Back at the station, Elara let Aden search the archives while she sipped a cup of coffee, her mind still lingering on the mill.


Suddenly, Aden, absorbed in a holographic screen, spoke up:


"Look at this."


He pointed to an old newspaper article that had just appeared before them.


The faded photograph showed a series of tunnel entrances, tightly monitored.


"These tunnels were used decades ago as part of Project Noa. They served as nuclear shelters during the Burnt Lands era. And those engravings in the mill… they match the tunnel network maps exactly."


Elara leaned in, examining the map and comparing the diagrams.


"The wear marks on the floor in the mill… they clearly indicate that something—or someone—has been moved through those tunnels, and more than once."


Aden straightened up, hands on his hips, pacing in front of the holographic projections.


"If these tunnels are still active, they might lead us somewhere. Maybe even to where Mrs. Reed’s son was taken."


Elara crossed her arms, her expression firm with determination.


"Alright. But first, we need to figure out how to unlock that door."


Aden nodded.


"I’ll get the gear ready for a descent into those tunnels. In the meantime, see what else you can find in the archives. We need to know what we’re walking into before we head down there."


Elara smirked slightly.


"Considering how many tunnels we’ll have to go through, I hope you packed for a few days."


Aden responded with a knowing wink before disappearing into another room to gather their equipment.









Chapter 9:


Gabriel


As night stretched its shadowy veil over Valeria, the room was bathed in artificial light, cast by holographic screens that flickered with cool blue reflections, their glow dancing across the silent desks.


Silence reigned, broken only by the soft rustling of pages and the faint hum of intelligent interfaces, whispering their digital vigilance.


Elara, engrossed in her meticulous review of several case files, paused as the weight of the investigation pressed heavily upon her.


Her gaze drifted toward a levitating photograph projected above her desk.


It was him.


Gabriel Tempus.


The still image depicted a strong, middle-aged man, his gaze warm and protective.


Beside him stood a younger Elara, still a student, clinging proudly to his arm.


Gabriel had been her adoptive father, the one who took her in after the tragedy of 2093.


He had raised her with firm kindness, instilling in her the value of justice and the strength of resilience.


But memories, no matter how deeply etched, fade over time.


The past few years had been cruel.


Now retired, Gabriel fought an invisible enemy.


Each day, the illness stole another part of him, eroding his memories, erasing the certainties that had once guided his life.


A sharp pang tightened in Elara’s chest.


She picked up her phone and dialed a number she knew by heart.


After a few rings, a hesitant voice answered.


"Dad, it’s me. Elara."


A moment of floating silence.


"Oh… Elara?"


His voice trembled, uncertain.


"Yes, Dad. How are you feeling today? Did you take your medication this morning?"


Another long silence.


"I think… yes, I believe I did. But, you know, the days blend together… Sometimes it’s all a blur."


Elara felt her heart clench.


She swallowed the lump in her throat, pushing back the wave of emotion that threatened to overwhelm her.


"I just wanted to let you know that everything’s fine here. I’ve been appointed Sheriff in Valeria."


"Valeria?" He faltered, struggling to gather his thoughts.


"That’s… that’s good, isn’t it? And… you’re taking care of yourself? Eating properly?"


His voice, fragile, almost childlike, carried a genuine worry.


Elara managed a small smile despite the ache in her chest.


"Yes, Dad, it’s a beautiful city. Don’t worry, I’m fine. I have everything I need."


A brief silence, then Gabriel’s voice returned, softer, steadier.


"I’m proud of you. I always have been."


A trembling breath escaped Elara, her fingers tightening around the phone.


She wiped away a single rogue tear before replying:


"Thank you, Dad. Take care of yourself, okay?"


The call ended, leaving behind a melancholic void.


Her gaze returned to the photo, where Gabriel’s smile remained unwavering, untouched by the weight of time.


But she didn’t have the luxury of dwelling on emotions.


Before her, a map of Valeria’s underground network was displayed across her desk.


Several paths crisscrossed beneath the city, but one in particular caught her eye—


An old farm, located not far from the old mill.


A critical point in their investigation.


She stared at the location for a moment, an instinct taking shape in her mind.


"EVA, give me the address of this farm."


"Coordinates transmitted, Sheriff."









Chapter 10:


Mrs. Lys


Far from the bustle of downtown Valeria, Elara stood before an old wooden door, weathered by time and seasons.


She hesitated for a moment, scanning the area before gently knocking.


The sound of a lock turning answered her.


Slowly, the door creaked open, revealing a woman of advanced age.


Her silver hair, neatly tied, framed a face lined with years—but her eyes remained sharp, brimming with intelligence.


The moment their gazes met, the old woman exclaimed, arms wide open:


"Serena!"


Elara instinctively took a small step back, startled.


"Excuse me, I think you’re mistaken.


My name is Elara. Sheriff Elara Tempus."


A silence settled between them.


The woman blinked several times, as if lost in a distant memory.


Then, as if regaining her footing in the present, she offered a gentle smile, tinged with a strange nostalgia.


"Oh, forgive me, Sheriff. You look so much like Serena. It was… so long ago."


She studied Elara intently, frozen in the past, before slowly shaking her head, as if chasing away an illusion.


"Ah, well, at my age—past a century now—I sometimes lose track of things. Come in, my child."


"Thank you for your time, Mrs. Lys. I won’t take long." Elara stepped across the threshold.


"I’ll make some coffee… I hope I still have some dulcisynth left."


"Oh, that won’t be necessary, Mrs.. I won’t be staying long."


A soft chime suddenly rang through the room, interrupting their exchange.


"Assistance request."


Elara touched her wrist device, and in a faint halo of light, EVA’s holographic figure materialized before them.


Mrs. Lys flinched, momentarily surprised, before a warm smile spread across her lined face.


"Oh, EVA… it’s you. It has been so long."


The artificial entity gave a polite nod.


"Mrs. Lys, it is a pleasure to see you again. How have you been?"


"I’m aging, as you can see. But I suppose you’re not here for a simple reunion."


EVA nodded.


At her side, Elara observed the scene, intrigued by the strange familiarity between the elderly woman and the AI.


EVA’s voice, always composed, carried a note of curiosity.


"To begin… just now, you called the Sheriff ‘Serena.’ Who is Serena?"


Mrs. Lys slowly settled into a chair, motioning for Elara to sit across from her.


"Serena was a brave woman. Determined. She saved my life. I owe her everything."


Elara’s brow furrowed slightly.


"And when did this happen?"


A veil of memories clouded the old woman’s gaze.


Her voice grew distant.


"It was in 2033… August 8th, if I recall correctly. That day… I was just a child."


Mrs. Lys took a deep breath, as if unearthing a forgotten fragment of her past.


At first, her voice trembled, but as she spoke, it steadied— revealing a painful chapter of her life.


"It was a quiet afternoon in the family library. That day, I was helping my father organize books on the shelves, enjoying a rare break from school. Everything was peaceful… until darkness swallowed me whole."


She fell silent, her eyes drifting into the void, as if being pulled back into the memory.


"A black hole consumed my mind. When I regained consciousness, I was lying on a medical bed, trapped under harsh, blinding light. The walls—pure white—felt like they were closing in on me. And at the edge of my vision, a red light flashed intermittently, like an unyielding warning."


Her voice wavered, but she pressed on, her fingers tightening around the armrest of her chair.


"Through the haze, I saw two figures behind a glass pane. They were speaking about me… whispering words I didn’t understand. Then, just as they disappeared, a woman entered. At first, her face was indistinct, blurred by whatever drug they had given me. But her presence… I remember it as if it were yesterday."


She turned to Elara, troubled by the uncanny resemblance that seemed to pull her back into that distant past.


"She approached me and whispered not to be afraid. Her voice… it was the only clear thing in the chaos. Gentle, reassuring, almost unreal—like an echo from another world. She took my hand, and in that moment, she led me out of the storm, pulling me from the nightmare and back into the light."


Her gaze darkened slightly.


"After taking me to the hospital, she vanished. As quickly as she had appeared… she was gone."


Mrs. Lys closed her eyes briefly, inhaling deeply.


"I don’t know what would have happened to me without her. She came from nowhere… like an angel fallen from the sky."


A heavy silence followed.


EVA, ever present, broke the silence with her soft, measured voice:


"I am sorry you had to endure such an ordeal, Mrs. Lys. We sympathize with your suffering."


Elara turned her head slightly toward the holographic interface, surprised by those words.


She knew EVA was programmed to assist, to analyze, to respond.


But could she truly feel compassion?


EVA subtly adjusted her tone before continuing:


"Mrs. Lys, have you noticed any unusual activity near your property recently?"


The old woman furrowed her brow slightly, troubled by the question.


"No… Why do you ask?"


EVA continued without hesitation:


"Are you aware of the underground passages running beneath your land?"


Mrs. Lys nodded, a flicker of nostalgia crossing her gaze.


"Of course. Those tunnels were once used as shelters and clandestine transport routes during the Burnt Lands era… A dark time, wasn’t it? They were abandoned long ago—nearly half a century. But why are you asking? How does this relate to the incident you mentioned?"


Elara took over, crossing her arms with a thoughtful expression.


"We don’t know yet, Mrs., but if you have any other information that might help—"


Mrs. Lys interrupted her before she could finish, raising a slightly trembling but resolute hand.


"Oh, if it’s the tunnels you’re interested in, you’ll find everything you need at Valeria’s Grand Library. The archives contain records of the underground network dating back to 2053. It used to be my father’s library. Today, my grandson Elias has inherited it."


A smile of pride appeared on her lips.


"That library is a family legacy, passed down from generation to generation. You may find the answers you seek there."


EVA had not previously mentioned this information, likely due to its age.


Elara nodded in gratitude.


"Thank you for your valuable help, Mrs.—"


The old woman waved a hand in amused dismissal, interrupting her once more with a gentle smile.


"Oh, call me Anna. We are no longer strangers, are we?"


Elara returned the smile, a faint warmth breaking through her professional demeanor.


"Thank you, Anna. I’ll be sure to reach out if I need more information. Take care of yourself."









Chapter 11:


"Elias, at Your Service!"


As Elara stepped through the grand entrance of Valeria’s municipal library, a discreet chime echoed through the hushed atmosphere, breaking the gentle stillness and announcing her arrival.


The building’s majestic architecture, a seamless blend of modernity and historical heritage, seemed almost alive—each shelf brimming with stories and mysteries waiting to be uncovered.


She advanced toward the central desk, where Elias, a young man with a scholarly demeanor, sharp eyes, and carefully slicked-back hair, was already sorting through old volumes.


As she approached, he lifted his head, his face lighting up with a warm smile.


"Good morning, I’m Sheriff Elara Tempus. You must be Elias, I presume. Your grandmother sent me."


"Elias, at your service!


How can I assist you?"


"I need access to all available records on the history and construction plans of Valeria’s underground tunnels since 2053."


Elias nodded, his curious gaze lingering on her for a brief moment.


"Of course, Sheriff. I’ll gather the necessary documents, but it might take some time. These archives are particularly old and fragmented."


Elara, ever focused on her mission, followed up:


"Can you scan them and send them directly to the sheriff’s office within the hour?"


A slight smirk played on Elias’s lips as he replied with reassuring efficiency:


"Consider it done. You’ll have them very soon."


As Elara took a moment to glance around the towering bookshelves, she felt a unique warmth emanating from this place.


The library was more than just a repository of knowledge—it carried the soul of those who had dedicated their lives to it.


Elias, despite his austere appearance, exuded an intriguing energy.


More than just a librarian, he was a true custodian of knowledge, meticulous in his passion.


His reputation in Valeria was well established—he had a knack for uncovering rare and long-forgotten information, shedding light on even the most elusive mysteries.


Meanwhile, EVA, seamlessly integrated into Elara’s wrist device, silently recorded every detail of their exchange.


Though EVA’s database was limited in certain historical fields, she remained an invaluable tool in complementing Elias’s discoveries.









Chapter 12:


Confidences


Aden guided Elara through the dark, winding corridors of the Star Forces headquarters, finally stopping before a massive steel door.


Intricate etched circuits and softly pulsing luminescent symbols adorned its surface, glowing like an artificial heartbeat.


"This is where EVA’s central interface is located," Aden murmured, inserting a special key into the lock.


A mechanical click echoed as the door slid open, revealing a chamber bathed in a cold, muted glow.


At its center stood a monolithic console, a technological masterpiece where holographic displays floated and shifted in silence.


EVA’s holographic face loomed above, her digital features animated by an expression of both serenity and curiosity.


Her glowing eyes scanned the room slowly before locking onto Elara.


Aden stepped forward.


"EVA, this is Elara, our new sheriff."


EVA’s gaze remained fixed on Elara.


What was merely a data exchange for the AI felt like a thorough examination to the young woman.


"Welcome, Elara," EVA said, her voice rich and resonant, echoing through the chamber.


"Tell me about yourself, Elara."


Encouraged by a subtle nod from Aden, Elara hesitated before stepping forward.


"I am Elara Tempus, born on August 8, 2090," she began, her voice uncertain.


She was not used to speaking about her past.


"I was born in Vespera, a small town not far from here.


My parents, Lea and Adam Keldan, lost their lives during the night of the Blackout.


My mother was a librarian, and my father a physicist.


They were…"


She hesitated, then corrected herself.


"Forgive me.


I never really knew them."


Her voice wavered for a brief moment, but she forced herself to continue.


"I was adopted by Gabriel Tempus, the sheriff of the city at the time.


He raised me, supported me.


Thanks to him, I knew early on that I wanted to follow in his footsteps.


So, as soon as I was old enough, I joined the Intelligent Academy of Vespera to specialize in criminology and forensic sciences."


EVA listened without interruption, her holographic eyes absorbing every nuance in Elara’s words.


"Once I completed my training, I joined the Star Forces, where I spent several years in Nova Pax, honing my skills and nurturing my passion for intelligent justice.


I suppose that experience is what led me here, to Valeria.


My goal is simple:


To serve this community to the best of my ability."


A moment of silence followed.


Then, unexpectedly, EVA asked:


"Are you fulfilled, Elara?"


Caught off guard, Elara hesitated before replying, her voice quieter:


"Yes… or at least, I think I am."


The silence that followed felt endless.


Aden, standing slightly behind, couldn’t help but feel a pang in his chest.


The painful memories Elara had recalled were a reminder to everyone who had survived 2093—a year forever marked by chaos.


"Elara, I’m sorry for what happened to you," he finally said.


"2093… it was a difficult year for many of us. But know this— you’re not alone here."


Elara nodded, touched by his compassion.


Breaking the silence, EVA’s voice took on a more directive tone:


"Elara, to finalize your integration into the Star Forces, it is necessary to register your DNA. Step forward and place your hand on the central pad. It will only take a moment."


Aden gestured for her to proceed.


"Don’t worry, it’s completely painless."


Elara approached the console.


A metallic pad, embedded in the surface, lit up softly, inviting her to place her hand.


She hesitated for a second before pressing her palm against the cool surface.


A gentle tingling surprised her, followed by a bluish glow rippling across the pad.


"DNA sample validated," EVA announced.


"Elara Tempus, registered member of the Star Forces."


Aden stepped closer, holding out a sleek bracelet—crafted from a dark, smooth metal that seemed almost alive under the dim lighting.


The technological adornment featured a small embedded holographic display, pulsing with a soft glow.


"This is your official bracelet," he said, handing it over with a certain solemnity.


"Through it, you’ll remain in constant contact with EVA, no matter where you are. It’s equipped with an interactive hologram, a secure communication system, and it can locate you in case of an emergency."


"Nice. Does it also tell time?" Elara quipped with a smirk.


Aden, amused, shot back with a grin:


"Much more than a fashion accessory, you’ll see."


Intrigued, Elara studied the bracelet for a moment before slipping it onto her wrist.


The instant it made contact, a soft, radiant light wrapped around her arm, tracing brief glowing lines along her skin before fading away.


EVA’s soothing voice resonated gently through the room, like a familiar echo:


"Activation successful."


Elara frowned slightly, curious.


She ran her fingers over the bracelet’s cool, smooth surface, now perfectly fitted to her wrist.


It was so advanced that it felt almost alive, as if it had seamlessly become an extension of her body.


What Elara didn’t know—and even Aden, despite his experience, was unaware of—was that this bracelet held a carefully concealed secret within EVA’s algorithms.


A hidden function.


A last-resort defense mechanism, designed to activate only in moments of extreme danger—when every second could mean the difference between life and death.


For now, this secret remained dormant, waiting patiently for its time, silent and watchful—an invisible guardian protecting its wearer.


Satisfied, EVA added with an almost human warmth in her voice:


"Welcome officially to the Star Forces of Valeria, Elara."


An AI Unlike Any Other


After their encounter with EVA, Aden and Elara walked through the dimly lit corridors of the Star Forces headquarters, heading toward the sheriff’s office.


The room, spacious and steeped in history, exuded both authority and deep respect for the past.


Portraits of former sheriffs lined the walls, their solemn gazes frozen in time—silent sentinels of a long-standing lineage of justice.


Among them, one in particular caught Elara’s attention.


Her eyes lingered on the portrait of Gabriel Tempus—her adoptive father and former sheriff of Valeria.


His stern yet fair expression, immortalized on canvas, stirred a flood of memories within her.


A quiet stillness settled over her as she gazed at that familiar face, as though searching for a distant echo of the past.


Aden, noticing her moment of silence, cast her a glance but continued ahead without a word.


After a final look at Gabriel’s portrait, Elara turned away and followed her partner into the office.


Taking a seat behind the massive oak desk, Elara examined every detail of the room.


Her gaze settled on a large map of Valeria fixed to the wall, illuminated markers pinpointing strategic locations throughout the city.


She turned toward Aden, curiosity flickering in her expression.


"EVA… is she a Servant?" she asked, crossing her arms.


"She has no body, yet all Servants do. Where does she come from?"


Aden smirked, amused by her question.


"EVA is nothing like a Servant. An intelligent housekeeper would be of no use to me in my investigations. She’s something else entirely."


Elara raised an eyebrow.


"Something else?"


"A next-generation entity."


A silence followed, broken only by the soft hum of the room’s electronic systems.


"What makes her unique?"


Aden leaned against the door frame, as if searching for the right words.


"It’s difficult to explain…"


He hesitated before continuing:


"Unlike other intelligences, EVA doesn’t just analyze facts. She interprets them. Sometimes, she reacts in ways that are… unpredictable. Almost as if she senses things beyond simple data."


Elara’s brow furrowed slightly.


"Senses?"


"I know, it sounds strange."


Aden let out a small laugh, as if realizing how absurd his own words sounded.


"But sometimes, it feels like she has… intuition. A trace of something human in her voice."


Elara remained silent for a moment, dissecting his words.


"Are you saying she thinks like a human?"


"Let’s just say she has a sensitivity I’ve never observed in any other AI."


Elara glanced briefly at the glowing map of Valeria, then back at Aden.


"Who created her?"


The sheriff shrugged.


"That, I don’t know."


Elara narrowed her eyes, her mind working to unravel the enigma.


"She was already here when I arrived. EVA is equipped with an advanced security protocol. Accessing any data on her creator is impossible. Even the Division—the highest authority of the Supreme Council—has no control over her. She’s one of Valeria’s greatest mysteries."


Elara leaned against the desk, measuring the weight of that revelation.


An AI with no known creator, beyond the reach of even the highest authorities…


Another mystery added to a city already shrouded in secrets.









Chapter 13:


"Don't Be Afraid"


The rain pounded violently against the windows of the old house, echoing the tension that gripped the air inside.


Outside, the storm raged—a mirror to the storm brewing within on this tragic night.


A little girl, wrapped in star-patterned pajamas, slept peacefully in her room when a loud thud shattered the silence.


Her small eyes snapped open, alert.


She slipped from beneath her blankets, her tiny bare feet padding across the cool wooden floor, and moved cautiously toward her partially open bedroom door.


A beam of light from the living room cut through the hallway’s darkness.


From her hiding place, she could see her parents, their backs turned to her.


Two masked intruders, their faces obscured by black hoods, held them at gunpoint.


The atmosphere was heavy, suffocating—every word carried the weight of an unspoken threat.


The pale glow of lightning flickered through the curtains, illuminating her father’s tense expression and the silent tears glistening in her mother’s eyes.


"The journal, Adam. Now." The muffled voice of one of the intruders cut through the silence.


"I know what you’ve been working on, Adam…"


Adam, his jaw clenched with determination, responded:


"I don’t know what you’re talking about! I swear!"


Lea, eyes brimming with tears, clutched her husband’s arm desperately, her voice pleading:


"Adam, please! Just give them what they want! For our—"


Adam cut her off, stopping her from speaking the one word that would put their daughter in danger.


He hesitated, scanning the room for an escape.


But the second intruder, still dripping from the rain, stepped forward, his gun leveling at Adam’s chest.


"You’d do well to listen to your wife—she seems to be the reasonable one. Now, give us the damn notebook!"


Hidden in the shadows, the little girl suddenly met her mother’s piercing gaze.


Without a word, Lea subtly gestured for her to hide.


Understanding immediately, the child rushed under the nearest table, clutching her stuffed feline tightly, hoping the fabric would muffle her sobs.


Then, a scream—shattering, raw, filled with terror.


Gunfire erupted.


The sound tore through her head like an explosion.


From her hiding place, she dared to peek.


Her parents’ bodies lay side by side, lifeless.


Her father’s gaze, shadowed beneath the lace tablecloth, fell upon her one last time.


A final breath.


A final whisper.


"Elara… Don’t be afraid."


Suddenly, the room blurred, sounds faded into nothing, and the doorbell chimed, pulling Elara violently out of her nightmare.


The chime—a cruel reminder of her past—made her startle.


She sat up, still shaken, and made her way to the door.


"Good morning, Elara… Oh, did I wake you?" Aden stood there, a package in hand, casually munching on a snack.


"Yes, but it’s fine," she replied, regaining her composure.


"So, what brings you here?"


"Sorry to drop by so early, but I found something interesting regarding the underground tunnels and the old mill. I know a simple call would have sufficed, but I wanted to check in personally—to make sure you’re settling into your new home. Are the accommodations to your liking?"


Elara nodded, appreciating the gesture.


"Yes, the place is perfect. I’m adjusting well to this city… though it’s a bit different from what I’m used to."


"You’ll get used to it, trust me."


Aden held up a sealed packet of salted biscuits, retrieved from an old containment zone he had explored a few days prior.


Elara raised an eyebrow.


"Are those the infamous bunker rations?"


"Yeah, Mister Peek biscuits. Want some?"


"No thanks. Those things have to be at least eighty years old. You’re setting yourself up for a nice case of 21st-century food poisoning."


Aden chuckled, unbothered.


"That’s the magic of survival food—it lasts forever. And besides, these things are oddly addictive. I’m already on my fifth pack."


Just then, a new presence joined their conversation, eyes locked onto the snack in Aden’s hand.


It was Keeper, Elara’s Dog—a hybrid breed between a Belgian Malinois and a Doberman.


"Looks like he caught the scent," Elara noted, watching her dog’s fixated gaze on the biscuits.


"And what’s this handsome fellow’s name?" Aden asked.


Before Elara could answer, the dog did it himself.


"Keeper treat! Keeper treat!"


His response in perfect human speech didn’t surprise either of them.


By 2123, technological advancements had far exceeded their creators’ expectations.


Keeper was equipped with a smart translation collar, allowing him to vocalize simple phrases in certain situations.


Aden tossed him a Mister Peek biscuit, which the Doberlinois devoured enthusiastically, clearly delighted by his new friend’s generosity.


"Looks like Keeper is a big fan of Mister Peek," Aden remarked with a grin.


Elara smirked.


"I just hope the Star Forces' insurance covers veterinary bills."
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