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The sun was a blazing, unrelenting fireball high in the cloudless Texas sky. The ground beneath David Mallet’s boots was cracked and parched, the kind of baked earth that seemed to suck the life out of anything that lingered too long. Dust clung to the soles of his boots as he stepped toward the hulking steel frame of the oil rig, its towering form shimmering in the heatwaves that rose off the barren landscape. In the distance, rows of giant wind turbines spun lazily as spiraling dust devils do their part on white blades cutting high in the sky through the hot air. The juxtaposition of old industry and renewable energy felt almost ironic, but David didn’t spare it a second thought.

David leaned into the metal scaffolding of the rig, his gloved hands gripping a wrench as he worked on a stubborn valve. His muscles strained, the effort amplified by the heat that felt like it was boiling him alive under his sweat-soaked shirt. He paused, wiping his brow with his forearm, leaving streaks of grease and grit across his face.

“Move it, Mallet!” The foreman’s bark carried down from the platform above. “We’re already behind, and that drill’s not gonna fix itself!”

David muttered under his breath but didn’t bother replying. The foreman’s voice was just another layer of noise, blending into the endless hum of machinery and the clang of metal against metal. He adjusted the wrench and threw his weight into it, the valve finally giving way with a metallic groan. The rig’s equipment roared to life again, sending vibrations through the metal structure and deep into the dry ground below.

The air smelled of oil and scorched machinery, a combination so thick it coated his tongue. David stepped back from the pipe, his chest heaving. His arms hung heavy at his sides, and for a moment, he let himself look out past the rig to the endless expanse of dirt and scrub. The wind turbines on the horizon turned steadily, indifferent to the toil and sweat of the men working below.

Later, with the hot sun long gone in the night, the trailer’s shower was a joke. Lukewarm water sputtered out in a weak, uneven stream, but he stood under it anyway. It didn’t matter that it didn’t wash away the heat. He closed his eyes and leaned his forehead against the cool, cracked tile, letting the water trace paths down his dirt- and sweat-streaked skin. His muscles ached, and his mind wandered, pulled back to another desert.

The mountains of Afghanistan were jagged shadows against a blistering sky. The convoy crawled forward like prey across open terrain, exposed and vulnerable. David sat in the back of the Humvee, his grip firm on the rifle in his lap. The road was too quiet, the kind of quiet that hummed with unseen danger.

Then, the world erupted.

A deafening explosion swallowed the lead vehicle in fire and debris. David was thrown against the side of the Humvee, his helmet cracking against the interior. The air filled with shouts and screams, chaotic commands lost in the roar of gunfire. He hit the ground hard when he leapt out, dust and blood clouding his vision as he scrambled for cover.

It was chaos—pure, unrelenting chaos. And somewhere in the chaos, he could hear his name, shouted over the din. “Mallet! Move! Get the hell—

The water ran cold, snapping him back to the present. David inhaled sharply, his hands braced against the wall of the shower stall. He ran a hand through his wet hair, letting the memories drain away with the dirty water pooling at his feet.

When he finally stepped out, the dry heat of the trailer slapped him in the face again, a reminder that the real world wasn’t much kinder than his nightmares. He grabbed a bottle of water from the mini-fridge and dropped onto the creaky vinyl couch in the corner. The television flickered to life as he leaned forward, elbows on his knees.

For a moment, he stared blankly at the screen, the buzz of static providing a kind of white noise that dulled the edges of his thoughts. His eyes wandered to the scar along his left forearm, a jagged reminder of a night he didn’t like to think about. The room was quiet except for the hum of the fridge and the distant grind of machinery outside. David rubbed the back of his neck, his fingers brushing over a tension that never seemed to leave.

His phone buzzed against the counter, rattling faintly against the worn laminate. The screen lit up with a number he didn’t recognize—313 area code. Detroit. He glanced at it but didn’t move to pick it up. Instead, he let it buzz and die, the glow of the screen fading back into silence. He closed his eyes, leaning his head back against the couch. The noise outside the trailer seemed to grow distant, replaced by the hum of memories pressing against the edges of his mind.

When the phone buzzed again, he ignored it. Whatever it was, it could wait. Everything could wait.

The television crackled, pulling his attention back. The image of Canadian Prime Minister Graham Stokes filled the screen, his voice measured and polished. “We must secure the future of our nation,” Stokes declared. “For too long, unchecked immigration has drained our resources and endangered our citizens. Today, we take decisive action.”

David stared at the screen, his jaw tightening. Behind Stokes, half-obscured by shadows but unmistakable, stood Victor Maltheron. His clean-cut suit and emotionless expression radiated control, his presence silent but commanding.

David tightened his grip on the water bottle, his knuckles white. The heat of the day suddenly felt colder as a new storm began to gather—not on the dusty horizon, but on the flickering television screen in front of him.

David leaned forward on the couch, the half-empty bottle of water clutched loosely in his hand. The Prime Minister’s voice carried on, steady and self-assured, as though the words he spoke weren’t laced with cold finality.

“We will prioritize the safety and prosperity of Canadian citizens above all else. Effective immediately, a series of immigration reforms will drastically limit entry into our borders. Those who do not meet the new criteria will be removed.”

David’s eyes flicked to Victor Maltheron’s image on the screen. The trillionaire stood off to the side, his expression unreadable, but there was something in the way he carried himself—an air of detachment, as if he already knew how this story would end. Maltheron wasn’t the kind of man to stand idly by; his presence here meant he was pulling strings, orchestrating a bigger play than anyone could see yet.

The thought irritated David more than he expected. He tossed the bottle onto the floor, where it rolled and came to a stop against the fridge. For a long moment, he just sat there, the television droning on as the words blended into a single monotonous hum. He didn’t care about politics. He didn’t care about Canada. But something about Maltheron’s face—about the man’s silent control—itched at him, like a splinter he couldn’t dig out.

The phone buzzed again, pulling him out of his thoughts. This time, the vibration rattled against the counter harder, as though the caller had something urgent to say. David turned his head toward the device, the Detroit number still glowing on the screen. He didn’t move to answer it.

Instead, he stood and walked to the small window over the sink, peering out at the Texas landscape. The heat hadn’t let up. The horizon shimmered in the distance, the wind turbines still turning in their slow, endless rhythm. Somewhere out there, beyond the scrub and dust, was the rest of the world—loud, chaotic, and full of problems he’d spent years trying to escape.

He exhaled slowly, his fingers brushing against the windowsill. The scar along his forearm caught the light, its jagged edge twisting like a pale, raised map of his mistakes. For years, he’d told himself he wasn’t running away. He was surviving. But out here, miles from anything that mattered, survival didn’t feel much different from hiding.

The phone buzzed again. David clenched his jaw, his patience thinning. Without looking, he grabbed the device and swiped the notification away, silencing it. He didn’t need another reminder of what waited for him outside this bubble. Whatever it was, it wasn’t his problem.

He turned back to the television just as the broadcast shifted. The Prime Minister had stepped aside, allowing Victor Maltheron to take the podium. David froze, his grip on the phone tightening.

Maltheron spoke with the practiced ease of someone who had rehearsed every word. “These are necessary steps to secure the future of humanity,” he began. “For too long, we have allowed ourselves to be divided by borders and politics. The time has come to take a stand, to reclaim what has been lost, and to rebuild our world. One nation at a time.”

David narrowed his eyes, studying the man’s face. He’d seen his type before—men who didn’t just want power, but needed it, as if their very existence depended on bending the world to their will. Maltheron’s words dripped with persuasion, every syllable calculated to plant a seed of agreement in whoever was listening. It made Davids skin crawl.

The broadcast ended with applause, but David remained motionless. The silence in the trailer felt heavier than the heat outside, pressing down on him as if the world had shifted without warning. He didn’t know why Maltheron’s speech bothered him so much. Maybe it was the man’s arrogance. Maybe it was something deeper, something he couldn’t quite name.

The phone buzzed again, breaking the silence. David glanced down, the Detroit number flashing once more. This time, he let it ring. Whatever storm was brewing out there, it wasn’t his to fight.

Not yet.
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The ballroom of the Canadian Parliament building was a cathedral of wealth and ambition, its high arched ceilings adorned with gilded chandeliers that reflected a thousand points of light. Every corner of the room radiated opulence, from the polished marble floors to the velvet-draped walls. The air hummed with conversation, a symphony of murmurs from politicians, corporate executives, and media elites, all gathered for one purpose: to see and be seen by Victor Maltheron.

He stood at the center of it all, a gravitational force in a sea of influence. At fifty-two, Maltheron exuded a charisma that few could match. His tailored suit was sharp enough to cut glass, its jet-black fabric catching the light as he turned to shake hands with yet another eager attendee. His silver hair was immaculate, a perfect complement to his cold, piercing blue eyes that seemed to assess and dismiss everyone in the room in equal measure.

“Prime Minister Stokes,” he said smoothly, extending a hand to the man beside him. His voice carried the weight of authority, each word deliberate and calculated. “Your speech was impressive. A bold step forward for Canada.”

Graham Stokes, slightly shorter and far less composed than the man standing beside him, clasped Victor’s hand with both of his own. “Thank you, Mr. Maltheron. Your guidance has been... invaluable.”

Victor’s smile was thin, more an acknowledgment of power than an expression of warmth. “Guidance is nothing without execution, Prime Minister. And you executed perfectly.”

The two men stood side by side, a tableau of power and influence. Stokes basked in the reflected glory of Victor’s approval, while Victor, as always, seemed two steps ahead, already calculating the next move. Around them, the crowd watched with a mix of admiration and unease. Everyone in the room knew that while Stokes might be the face of Canada’s new policies, Victor Maltheron was the architect.

A young aide approached, her expression careful as she handed Victor a tablet. “Mr. Maltheron, the projections you requested.”

Victor took the device, his eyes flicking over the data with practiced efficiency. It was an analysis of the immigration reforms’ immediate effects—economic shifts, social unrest, and potential corporate gains. His lips curved into a faint smile. Everything was unfolding as expected.

“Perfect,” he murmured, handing the tablet back to the aide. “Continue monitoring. I want updates every hour.”

“Yes, sir,” she replied, disappearing into the crowd as quickly as she’d arrived.

Stokes shifted beside him, his tone almost apologetic. “There’s been some backlash already. Protests in Toronto, Vancouver... even a few in smaller towns. It’s not unexpected, but—”

“It’s irrelevant,” Victor interrupted, his gaze fixed on a point in the distance. “Protests are noise. They create the illusion of resistance, but in the end, they accomplish nothing. What matters is control. And control, Prime Minister, is something we have in abundance.”

Stokes nodded, swallowing whatever hesitation he might have felt. Victor’s confidence was as unshakable as it was unnerving. It was why people followed him, even when they feared him.

Victor stepped away from Stokes, moving toward the floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked downtown Ottawa. The city stretched out before him, a patchwork of lights and movement, alive with the pulse of millions. To Victor, it was a machine—a vast, chaotic engine that he had spent his life learning to master.

Behind him, the murmurs of the crowd faded into the background as he allowed himself a rare moment of reflection. He wasn’t in this for wealth—he had surpassed the need for money decades ago. He wasn’t even in it for power, at least not in the conventional sense. For Victor Maltheron, it was about legacy. The world was broken, its people divided and shortsighted. Someone had to take control, to guide humanity toward a future worth surviving.

Later, in the Parliament dining hall was an echo of old grandeur, a relic of Canada’s colonial past that still bore its opulence with pride. The long mahogany table was set with fine china and crystal glasses, the faint glow of candlelight reflecting off polished silverware. Outside the towering windows, the lights of Ottawa stretched across the horizon like veins of gold.

Victor sat at the head of the table, his posture relaxed yet commanding. Around him were a collection of ministers, business leaders, and strategists, each handpicked for this private gathering. Beside him, Prime Minister Stokes gestured animatedly as he recounted the day’s success.

“I already vision a brighter future for this nation,” Stokes said, his fork tapping lightly against his plate. “The immigration reforms will protect our borders, secure jobs, and reinforce our values. And frankly, we needed to catch up. The United States acted first, and we can’t afford to lag behind.”
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Victor nodded slowly, his fingers steepled in front of him. “The United States... the ever-convenient useful barometer,” he replied, his voice calm. “But it’s the optics here that matter. This isn’t just about following their lead. It’s about setting the tone for the future. The world is shifting, and Canada now can position itself as a global leader in that shift.”

Stokes smiled, though there was a flicker of hesitation in his eyes. “Until now, I’ve always been, hesitant to use my position to effect policy on this magnitude.”

Victor’s gaze sharpened, his blue eyes piercing. “Policies are tools, Prime Minister. What matters is how we wield them. You’ve taken the first step. The challenge now is ensuring that the narrative remains in our favor. Fear, security, economic stability—these are the pillars that will hold up your administration.”

The other guests murmured their agreement, though some shifted uncomfortably in their seats. Victor’s tone carried an edge of inevitability, as though the world was already moving according to his design.

A server entered the room quietly, placing a folded note beside Victor’s plate. He opened it with practiced ease, his expression unreadable as he scanned its contents. After a moment, he folded it again and slipped it into his pocket, his focus returning to the table.

“Gentlemen,” he said, his voice cutting through the chatter. “Let’s not forget that progress requires sacrifice. What we do now will define the next century. And history, as we know, is written by those who lead.”

Stokes raised his glass, his confidence bolstered by Victor’s conviction. “To leadership,” he said, and the room echoed the toast.

Victor’s smile was faint but satisfied. Outside the window, the lights of the city burned brightly, but his mind was already on the shadows beyond the horizon.

Moments later, the sound of heels clicking against the polished marble floor drew the attention of the room. Prime Minister Stokes turned toward the entrance, his expression softening as his wife, Evelyn, approached with their daughter, Emma, at her side. Evelyn wore a sleek black dress that radiated understated elegance, while Emma, barely nineteen, fidgeted with the strap of her evening bag, clearly uncomfortable with the formal setting.

“Ah, my girls,” Stokes said warmly, standing to greet them. He kissed Evelyn on the cheek before turning to Emma. “You’re beautiful, as always.”

Emma gave a half-smile, brushing a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “It’s a bit much for a dinner, don’t you think?” she muttered, glancing around at the table filled with politicians and executives.

“Not just a dinner,” Evelyn corrected gently, her tone carrying the grace of someone well-versed in diplomatic appearances. “It’s a moment to celebrate progress.”

Victor rose from his chair, offering a polite nod to both women. “Mrs. Stokes, Emma. A pleasure to see you again.”

Evelyn returned the nod with a practiced smile. “Mr. Maltheron, it’s been too long. Graham’s been singing your praises nonstop these past few weeks. I dare say I might have to compete for his attention.”

Victor chuckled, a sound as calculated as his every move. “Your husband is a man of great vision. It’s easy to support someone who understands the importance of decisive leadership.”

Emma said nothing, her eyes darting nervously to the window. Outside, the lights of Ottawa shimmered like distant stars, but something about their stillness unsettled her. She shifted her weight, avoiding Victor’s gaze as she sat down beside her father.

The small talk continued—Evelyn commenting on the decor, Emma politely answering questions from a minister seated nearby—but a subtle tension hung in the air, unacknowledged but palpable. Victor’s presence had a way of doing that, creating ripples even in the calmest waters.

It started with a single phone.

A faint, unnatural tone—low, resonant, and deeply unsettling. Victor’s phone vibrated on the table in front of him, the sound sharp and alien against the ambient hum of conversation. He frowned, picking it up and glancing at the screen. No caller ID. Just a single message: Emergency Alert.

Before he could process it, the buzz spread. One by one, every phone in the room came alive with the same tone. Ministers, executives, aides—all glanced at their devices, confusion and unease rippling through the room like an invisible wave.

“What the hell is this?” someone muttered, breaking the fragile silence.

Prime Minister Stokes grabbed his phone, his brow furrowing as he read the alert. His lips moved silently, forming the words on the screen: National Emergency. Seek shelter immediately.

The sound of the city’s emergency sirens cut through the night, their wail rising and falling in an unrelenting rhythm. Outside, floodlights flickered on, bathing the streets in harsh white light. The Parliament’s emergency horns joined in, their deep, echoing tone vibrating through the walls of the dining hall.

Evelyn gasped, clutching Stokes’s arm. “Graham, what’s happening?”

“I don’t know,” he said, his voice tight. He looked towards Victor, who was still staring at his phone, his expression unreadable.

Emma stood, her chair scraping loudly against the floor. “Is it an attack?” she whispered, her voice barely audible over the rising cacophony.

The room dissolved into chaos. Ministers barked orders into their phones, aides scrambled to open secure communication lines, and the previously composed atmosphere of the evening shattered into fragments of panic.

Victor remained seated, his hand resting on the table as he slowly raised his eyes to meet Stokes’s. The two men locked gazes, the air between them heavy with unspoken understanding. For once, Victor’s mask of control cracked ever so slightly, revealing a flicker of something rare uncertainty.

Stokes straightened, his jaw tightening as he fought to maintain composure. “Victor,” he said quietly, almost inaudibly beneath the chaos. “What do you know about this?”

Victor didn’t respond immediately. He set his phone down carefully, his fingers steepled once more as his piercing blue eyes bore into the Prime Minister’s. “I suggest,” he said finally, his voice calm despite the storm around them, “that we find out together.”

Outside, the sirens continued to wail, their relentless cries echoing across the city as if the world itself had come undone.
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The deep black of space stretched endlessly, punctuated only by the soft, ethereal glow of the distant stars. In the foreground, Neptune loomed—a giant, majestic orb swathed in bands of sapphire and azure. Its atmosphere churned with storms larger than the Earth itself, their swirling currents slow but immense, a testament to the planet’s power. The faint ring system encircling the gas giant shimmered like a fragile halo of frozen dust and ice.

Neptune’s moons orbited in silent precision, their surfaces bathed in the faint, pale light of the distant Sun. Triton, the largest, was a rugged, frozen wasteland of nitrogen ice, its geysers faintly venting plumes into the void. Farther out, Proteus and Nereid drifted like ancient sentinels, their cratered surfaces untouched for millennia. All seemed tranquil in this corner of the Solar System, a quiet so absolute that it bordered on sacred.

But then, silence broke.

From the infinite void, a disturbance erupted—a distortion of light and space, rippling the fabric of the cosmos. A sudden flash, blinding and brilliant, burst like an exploding star. And then, it emerged.

The ship tore into normal space with a thunderous ripple, its massive frame dragging trails of glowing plasma in its wake. Its surface was battered and scorched, the dark metal hull shimmering faintly with an otherworldly energy. Sections of the ship were visibly damaged—gaping breaches vented streams of gas and debris, spinning into the void like discarded remnants of a forgotten battle.

The vessel’s silhouette was unlike anything seen before, its structure alien yet oddly purposeful. Its elongated body glowed faintly at its core, a pulsating light that flickered in erratic patterns. Jagged spires jutted from its frame, some broken clean off, others bent and twisted as if they had withstood unimaginable forces. Whatever had happened to this ship, it had survived by a thread.

Neptune’s faint sunlight glinted off its damaged hull as it passed the ice giant’s orbit, its velocity blisteringly fast. The trajectory was unmistakable—straight toward the inner Solar System, toward the Sun.

The ship’s engines flared violently, spewing bursts of molten energy that sputtered and crackled as if struggling to hold together. Trails of brilliant blue plasma stretched behind it like the tail of a comet, marking its path. At its speed, even Neptune seemed to shrink in the distance within seconds, the vastness of space offering no resistance to its momentum.

As the ship hurtled inward, pieces of its structure began to break away. A smaller fragment detached, spinning erratically before slowing, as though guided by unseen forces. The fragment angled itself and veered off, heading on a direct path toward the asteroid belt. Another fragment broke loose moments later, adjusting its course toward Venus.

The main vessel, however, remained on its original path—an unrelenting trajectory toward the Sun. And in the distance, Earth awaited, a fragile blue gem caught in the crossfire of an event no one could yet comprehend.
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