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	DISCLAIMER

	 

	This work is a fictional novel within the genres of fantasy and alternative history.

	All characters, places, dynasties, events, religious figures, and mythological elements appearing in this book are used solely as artistic material to construct a fictional world. They are not intended to represent, interpret, or recreate real-world history, religion, or political systems.

	The dialogue, thoughts, actions, and destinies of the characters are not meant to reference, criticize, or imply any real individuals, organizations, beliefs, or nations. Any resemblance to real persons or events is entirely coincidental.

	Concepts such as “divine mandate,” “deities,” “reincarnation,” “karma,” “the afterlife,” and similar metaphysical ideas are employed purely as narrative devices and do not represent doctrinal or religious claims.

	Readers should understand that this story takes place within a fictional universe in which philosophical and spiritual concepts are reconstructed according to the internal logic of that world. The content of this work should not be interpreted as commentary on real historical, cultural, or religious realities.

	 


ABOUT THIS BOOK

	 

	When Professor Zero presents a controversial theory about evolution, he expects criticism. What he does not expect is to awaken in a reality that challenges everything he thought he understood about life, intelligence, and civilization.

	Beneath the familiar surface of Earth lies a hidden world—an ancient and highly organized civilization built by the Rats. Their society has no kings, no wealth, and no ambition for conquest. Instead, it survives through balance, cycles, and a vast living network that connects regions beneath the planet.

	As Zero journeys deeper into this subterranean civilization alongside his companion Anh Vu, he begins to realize that the Rats are only one part of a much larger structure of life. Other civilizations may exist across different layers of the world—birds in the sky, creatures of the deep oceans, and societies that humanity has never imagined.

	But stability comes with a cost.

	Within the Rat Federation, subtle fractures have begun to appear. Some believe their perfectly balanced system must be preserved at all costs. Others argue that evolution requires risk, expansion, and change.

	Caught between these opposing visions, Zero is forced to confront a question far greater than his original scientific theory:

	What if humanity is not the center of the world—but only one civilization among many?

	And if the balance between worlds begins to break, which path will lead to survival… and which will lead to collapse?

	 


CHAPTER 1: HOME

	PART I — WHERE AM I?

	“Zero!”
“Zero!”
“Zero!”

	“Answer us!”
“Explain yourself!”
“Is the Great Professor pretending to be unconscious?”
“You won’t escape today!”

	The sound crashed into his skull like thunder.

	Zero forced his eyes open.

	A grand hall stretched before him.

	Hundreds of people filled the chamber, dressed in European fashion from decades past. Their faces burned red with fury.

	He stood below a raised platform — like a defendant before a tribunal.

	Behind the long desk sat twelve figures in a row, their expressions dark and unreadable.

	A panicked voice pierced the noise.

	“Professor! Explain yourself! If you don’t, they’ll kill us!”

	Zero flinched.

	Beside him, a parrot with three tails clutched his coat, trembling violently.

	One of the twelve slammed his fist against the table.

	“Zero!”

	“You are the ape!”
“Your entire bloodline are apes!”
“Explain yourself!”

	Zero exhaled slowly, bracing his hands against the table before straightening.

	“Very well. I will explain.”

	He turned toward the parrot, his face draining of color.

	“…Explain what, exactly?”

	The parrot stared at him.

	“Professor… this time… you are truly finished.”

	 

	PART II — THE SUSPENSION

	The chamber was not as calm as it appeared.

	No one shouted now, but anger hung thick in the air — heavy as morning fog over the Thames.

	Pens tapped against wood.
Paper folded sharply.
Chairs scraped across stone floors.

	“This is unacceptable!”

	A man shot to his feet.

	“He is dismantling the foundation of modern science!”

	“Or perhaps,” another voice replied coldly, “he is dragging us back into the age of witch hunts.”

	Zero stood at the center of the room, feeling as though every gaze pressed against his ribs.

	“I merely presented a scientific hypothesis.”

	His voice trembled — not from fear, but from restrained anger.

	“If you have objections, then counter them with data.”

	“Data?”

	A bitter laugh.

	“You compare humans to apes and dare call it data?”

	A female scholar struck the table.

	“This is a scientific council!”

	“Precisely!”

	Another voice hardened.

	“We must defend the boundary.”

	No one defined what that boundary was.

	They did not need to.

	Director Flint had remained silent the entire time.

	He studied Zero for a long moment. There was no rage in his eyes, no defense either — only exhaustion.

	Then he rose and exited through a side door.

	The room erupted.

	“He should be suspended immediately!”
“This is an insult to the Academy!”
“Or shall we wait until the mob outside hears of this?”
“Bruno once merely ‘asked questions’ as well!”

	The name stilled the chamber in a single breath.

	Zero felt his throat tighten.

	The door opened again.

	Flint returned, his face noticeably pale.

	“The inquiry… is suspended.”

	He spoke slowly, each word heavy.

	“Professor Zero is permitted to leave until further notice.”

	“Suspended?”

	A bitter laugh echoed.

	“That is all?”

	Flint did not answer. He avoided their eyes.

	Zero rose. His legs felt unsteady.

	As he stepped into the corridor, the murmurs behind him did not fade.

	Through a tall window, he saw the academy courtyard.

	In the silver-grey light of London, a young woman stood motionless.

	She was not looking toward the chamber.

	She simply stood there — as though she had been waiting for a very long time.

	Zero stopped.

	A strange familiarity rose within him — without reason, without memory.

	Before he could steady himself, she turned and disappeared into the crowd beyond the gates.

	“Come.”

	Zero startled.

	The parrot stood on the stone railing nearby.

	“Who said that?”

	“I did.”

	Zero stepped back, heart pounding.

	Moments ago, in his haze, he had not noticed that the parrot could speak.

	“This… this cannot be real.”

	“You are under considerable strain,” the bird replied calmly. “But we must leave.”

	“We?”

	Zero let out a sharp laugh.

	“What exactly are you?”

	“I am Anh Vu. And I belong to you.”

	“I do not own a bird!”

	Zero snapped.

	“I don’t even remember ever—”

	“Your father left me to serve you.”

	That sentence froze him in place.

	 

	PART III — THE CARRIAGE

	Beyond the academy gates, London moved on.

	Horse-drawn carriages rattled over stone streets.
An early motorcar growled past, leaving behind the heavy scent of oil.
A newsboy shouted the afternoon headlines.
Gentlemen in tall hats and ladies clutching their skirts hurried through the cold wind.

	No one noticed the young professor who had just walked out of a room that might have condemned him.

	In the middle of the street stood a waiting ox cart.

	The ox was white. Large. Untroubled.

	“…No,” Zero whispered.

	“This is impossible.”

	“Your carriage, sir,” Anh Vu said.

	“I am not riding an ox cart!”

	He nearly shouted.

	“This is England!”

	“It is your father’s,” Anh Vu replied evenly. “As I am.”

	Zero stared at the animal for a long time.

	Passersby glanced briefly, then continued walking.

	No one seemed surprised — or perhaps they were simply accustomed to looking away.

	The cart began to move.

	London receded behind him: narrow streets, dark brick terraces, unfamiliar faces he somehow knew he once belonged among.

	That certainty no longer felt solid.

	 

	PART IV — THE HOUSE

	The house appeared at the southern edge of the city.

	The cart halted before an old iron gate.

	Zero stepped down.

	The gate was already open.

	The housekeeper stood waiting.

	She was elderly now, silver hair neatly pinned, hands trembling lightly before her.

	Beside her stood the old gardener, leaning on his spade, eyes reddened by sun… or perhaps something else.

	The moment they saw Zero, both froze.

	Then the housekeeper stepped forward and bowed deeply — deeper than ceremony required.

	“Y-Young master… you have returned…”

	Her voice broke.

	The gardener removed his hat and clutched it tightly.

	“Thank God…” he muttered.
“We thought… we thought you were gone…”

	No one asked where he had been.

	No one asked why he had returned.

	They simply looked at him — as though witnessing someone risen from the dead.

	Zero opened his mouth.

	Nothing came.

	He stepped through the gate.

	Past two people who watched him with joy and fear intertwined — as if he might vanish again at any blink.

	The front door stood before him.

	He reached out.

	The door opened.

	Zero froze at the threshold.

	His heart pounded violently. His eyes widened until they ached.

	He could not believe what he was seeing.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 2: THE HOUSE AND THE BOOKS

	 

	 

	PART I — THE LIBRARY

	Inside was not a drawing room.

	There was no staircase.
No corridor.
No tea table, no sofa, no sign of domestic life.

	Before him stood a vast library.

	Not a room.

	But a vertical expanse that rose upward beyond what the three-storey façade could possibly contain.

	The walls were covered entirely in books — from the stone floor to where dim light fell from a ceiling impossibly high above.

	Tier upon tier of shelves were connected by narrow iron staircases and thin balconies.

	At the center stood a large dark wooden desk.

	Bare.

	Solitary.

	As though the entire house existed only to revolve around it.

	Nothing else.

	Zero remained motionless at the threshold.

	His heart pounded so loudly it blurred his hearing. His eyes swept across the space, searching for something familiar — but there was none.

	Suspended high above hung a large portrait.

	A thin man wearing a brimmed hat.

	Sharp features. Deep-set eyes.

	The corner of his mouth curved faintly — as if he were smiling. Or perhaps not.

	The gaze fell directly upon Zero.

	Not accusing.
Not welcoming.

	Just watching.

	A chill ran down his spine.

	Beside him, Anh Vu tilted his head, surveyed the room, then glanced back at Zero with what could only be described as amusement.

	“Surprised?”

	Zero did not answer.

	The silence was oppressive.

	The only sound was the faint contraction of wood in the evening cold.

	He stepped inside.

	The door closed behind him.

	He stood alone in that towering void.

	This was not a room containing books.

	It was a structure built for the sole purpose of containing them.

	The shelves rose so high he had to tilt his head fully back to see their upper edges.

	Iron staircases clung to the walls.

	Old books.
New books.
Thick volumes.
Thin ones.

	All arranged with care. No dust. No randomness.

	Zero walked forward and pulled one at random.

	Worn paper. The scent of aged ink.

	He flipped through several pages.

	He did not read.

	He only looked.

	A strange familiarity brushed past him — like touching an object once held long ago and forgotten.

	He replaced it.

	Took another.

	Then another.

	No title held him longer than necessary.

	Yet the deeper he walked, the stronger the familiarity became.

	Not with the content.

	With the arrangement.

	As if the mind that ordered these shelves had once thought the same way he did.

	Zero approached the central desk.

	It was empty.

	No paper.
No ink.
Nothing but a simple wooden chair.

	He sat.

	His body felt more exhausted than he had realized.

	Since leaving the academy, everything had accumulated inside him like a low fever.

	He leaned forward, resting his elbows on the desk.

	Closed his eyes.

	Just for a moment.

	 

	Memory

	A voice emerged from darkness.

	“Your name is Zero.”

	He saw the man standing before him.

	Thin face. Stern eyes — but not cold.

	A philosopher, though the child he once was had not known that word.

	“Why Zero?” the boy asked.

	“Because it is the beginning,” the man replied.

	“Not the end.”

	The image dissolved.

	 

	Another house.

	Smaller. Fewer books.

	A fifteen-year-old boy stood at the doorway.

	The man faced away, hand on the handle.

	“I must leave.”

	No explanation.

	“When will you return?”

	No answer.

	Only an elderly woman behind the boy, placing a gentle hand on his shoulder.

	 

	A great lecture hall.

	Rows filled.

	Eyes watching.

	Curiosity.
Suspicion.
Carefully concealed envy.

	“The youngest professor in England,” someone whispered.

	Zero stood at the podium.

	Manuscript in hand.

	His heart raced, but his mind was clear.

	This was where he belonged.

	At least, he had believed so.

	 

	Noise.

	Another chamber.

	Harsh lights.

	A long table.

	Familiar faces, not friendly.

	“Are you claiming that man descends from apes?”

	“I am speaking of evolution,” Zero replied.

	“Based on observation.”

	Whispers.

	Pressure building.

	The image trembled. Warped.

	 

	PART II — A STRANGE ORIGIN

	Zero jerked awake.

	A faint sound came from beneath the desk.

	Scratch.

	He lifted his head.

	His heart pounded. Cold sweat gathered at the nape of his neck.

	Something darted in the shadows under the table.

	“A rat…”

	He whispered it as reassurance — proof that reality still obeyed reason.

	When he looked up, Anh Vu stood upon the desk, head tilted.

	Black eyes, deep and unreadable. The curve of his beak suggested quiet amusement.

	“Did you rest well?”

	Zero swallowed.

	He did not answer.

	 

	Lunch passed in silence.

	Simple food: bread, hot soup, cold dishes arranged neatly upon a long wooden table.

	Zero ate slowly.

	Not from hunger.

	His mind simply lagged behind the events of the morning.

	The elderly housekeeper stood nearby.

	Zero looked up.

	“Where is my mother?”

	She hesitated — just for a fraction of a second — then shook her head.

	“I… do not know, young master.”

	He frowned.

	“My father never spoke of her?”

	“He never married.”

	Her voice was soft.

	“One night… he brought you home in his arms. He said only, ‘Raise this child.’ Then he left.”

	Nothing more was said.

	 

	In the afternoon, Zero walked into the garden.

	The open air eased his breathing.

	Damp grass. Low shrubs. Carefully tended soil beds.

	A place meant for observation, not display.

	He circled once, then stopped.

	“At the academy…”

	His voice was low.

	“Why did I faint?”

	He turned to Anh Vu.

	“When I woke, I felt… strange.”

	“As if I were myself.”

	“But at the same time… not entirely.”

	Anh Vu regarded him steadily.

	“Because you do not wholly belong to this world.”

	Zero froze.

	“What did you say?”

	Anh Vu opened his beak to continue, but Zero bent down and picked up a large stone at his feet.

	“Divine nonsense…”

	He hurled the stone hard onto the ground before the bird.

	“If you are something extraordinary, then split that rock in two with your sharp beak.”

	The stone did not move.

	Nothing happened.

	Zero gave a dry laugh.

	“Exactly.”

	He turned and pointed toward the ox standing nearby.

	“And you. What are you, truly? Ox or cow?”

	The animal slowly lifted its head.

	Looked at him.

	Opened its mouth.

	“Moo…”

	Zero straightened.

	“Well. At least you know what you are.”

	He turned and walked away.

	Behind him, Anh Vu remained frozen.

	Beak slightly open.

	Unable to close it.

	 


CHAPTER 3: THE UNINVITED GUEST

	 

	 

	PART I — THE STRANGE CREATURE

	The afternoon passed slowly.

	Zero returned to the library as the light shifted in tone.

	From high above, narrow windows cast angled beams across the vast interior, dividing it into clear bands of light and shadow.

	The library no longer overwhelmed him as it had before.

	But it still made him feel uncomfortably small.

	He did not read.

	He walked.

	Moving along the shelves, Zero paused and crouched to examine the floor.

	The old stone tiles were worn unevenly. Some patches were polished smooth, as though rubbed for years.

	“Strange…”

	He knelt and traced a faint groove running along the base of a shelf.

	It was low.

	Very narrow.

	Too low for a human to notice.

	Yet continuous.

	Not a natural crack.

	More like… a pathway.

	A faint sound came from behind him.

	Scratch.

	Zero turned sharply.

	No one.

	Only bands of shadow lying still between the shelves.

	He held his breath.

	The sound came again.

	Clearer this time.

	A rapid series of soft taps — like claws lightly grazing stone.

	Zero stepped back.

	“I know something is here.”

	His voice was steady.

	“If this is some sort of trick… it isn’t amusing.”

	No answer.

	But beneath the large central desk, a shadow flickered.

	Quick.

	Close to the ground.

	Zero approached carefully.

	“A rat.”

	He said it with more certainty, as reassurance.

	“Just a rat.”

	Another scratch.

	But this one was not frantic.

	Zero crouched lower.

	Under the desk there was not one movement.

	There were many.

	Small shapes shifting between cracks of darkness.

	Pairs of eyes reflecting faint light.

	Not the bright red glare of wild vermin.

	Darker.

	Measured.

	Observing.

	Assessing.

	A chill crept up his spine.

	“You…”

	He hesitated.

	“Are you watching me?”

	One rat stepped halfway into the open.

	It did not run.

	Did not flinch.

	It stood taller than normal.

	Head slightly tilted.

	As if listening.

	Zero did not move.

	The distance between man and animal had become absurdly small.

	“This is my house.”

	He spoke slowly, clearly.

	“If you are here… you should at least know that.”

	The rat did not respond.

	But behind it, the subtle movements spread along the grooves in the stone floor — as if the library possessed a hidden network he had never noticed.

	“Professor.”

	Anh Vu’s voice came from above.

	Zero looked up.

	The parrot stood upon the upper railing, gazing down.

	“Do not step further.”

	His tone was calm.

	“Not yet.”

	“Not yet for what?” Zero demanded.

	He grabbed a book from the floor instinctively, raising it like a shield.

	When he looked again, the rat before him had taken half a step back.

	Not fleeing.

	Not vanishing.

	Simply retreating.

	Zero straightened.

	His pulse hammered in his ears.

	He looked around the vast library — a place that should have belonged to books, intellect, and humanity — and now revealed another layer of existence.

	Lower.

	Hidden.

	But not weak.

	“Very well…”

	Zero murmured.

	“It seems I am not the only master of this house.”

	Anh Vu did not reply.

	In the darkness, the small eyes continued to watch.

	Silent.

	Patient.

	As though they had been waiting for this moment for a very long time.

	 

	PART II — THE ENVOY

	Zero sensed the creature before he truly saw it.

	Not with his eyes.

	But through the sensation of being observed.

	“You need not step back.”

	The voice came from very near.

	Not behind him, as he expected.

	Lower.

	Near the edge of the desk, where light failed to reach.

	Zero bent down.

	The creature was smaller than he imagined.

	No higher than his knee.

	Its body was thin, but not fragile.

	It stood upright.

	Hind legs planted firmly.

	Forelimbs folded together — a posture that suggested long practice.

	A rat-person.

	Not a wild animal.

	Not an experiment.

	Its eyes were bright.

	They did not reflect light like nocturnal beasts.

	They absorbed it.

	Focused.

	Analytical.

	Unflinching.

	“I am an envoy.”

	The creature spoke clearly.

	“I have not come to negotiate. Nor to threaten.”

	Zero remained still.

	“Then why have you come?”

	“To observe. And to learn.”

	Zero gave a dry smile.

	“You have chosen the wrong place. This is a library, not a laboratory.”

	“For us,” the envoy replied, glancing around at the towering shelves, “the two are not distinct.”

	It pointed toward an open book resting upon the desk.

	“Could you explain this symbol?”

	The printed letters were familiar.

	Human script.

	“This is written language,” Zero said.

	“How did you learn it?”

	“Through statistics.”

	“Through repetition.”

	“And through error.”

	Zero paused.

	“How long?”

	“Sixty-seven observational cycles.”

	The envoy answered without pride.

	“Shorter than our initial projections.”

	Zero did not conceal his surprise.

	Their exchange continued.

	Mathematics.

	Biology.

	The principles of evolution.

	The rat understood quickly what could be systematized.

	But when the discussion turned to history — to war — to the irrational decisions of humankind — the envoy fell silent for a long moment.

	“You sacrifice millions of individuals,” it said slowly, “for abstractions that cannot be measured?”

	“That is history,” Zero replied.

	“And the cost of civilization.”

	The envoy did not argue.

	But something in its gaze dimmed.

	“Are you aware,” it asked, “of our species’ present condition upon the Earth’s surface?”

	Zero nodded.

	“Rats are considered pests.”

	“Exterminated systematically.”

	“Denied the status of intelligence.”

	The envoy stepped back slightly.

	Its shoulders trembled — barely perceptible.

	“Then our model was incorrect.”

	It spoke without anger.

	“We believed humanity had evolved beyond that stage.”

	Silence lingered.

	“Do you believe humanity to be the most advanced civilization?” the envoy asked.

	“I once did,” Zero answered.

	The rat lifted its head.

	“In our world,” it said carefully, “there exists a species whose morphological structure closely resembles yours.”

	Zero held its gaze.

	“What are you implying?”

	“We call them ‘Humans.’”

	A pause.

	“But they are not like you.”

	A strange pressure tightened within Zero’s chest.

	“I want to see it.”

	His voice was firm.

	“I need to witness it myself.”

	The envoy shook its head.

	“You cannot.”

	“Your biological structure is incompatible.”

	“That environment would kill you before you could comprehend anything.”

	“I am unable to adapt you. That lies beyond our capability.”

	A voice descended from above.

	“Not entirely.”

	 

	 

	 


CHAPTER 4: BENEATH THE EARTH

	 

	PART I — RESTRUCTURING

	Zero looked up.

	Anh Vu stood upon the upper railing, head slightly inclined.

	“You possess something they do not,” the bird said.
“An interface.”

	“What interface?” Zero demanded.

	Anh Vu did not answer. He descended and settled lightly on Zero’s shoulder.

	His beak touched the leaf-shaped sigil on Zero’s chest.

	“It is not transformation,” he said quietly.
“It is restructuring.”

	Before Zero could respond, the sigil began to warm.

	No flare.
No burst of light.

	Only the sensation of something opening from within.

	A display appeared before him — not external, not projected into space, but as though raw data were being streamed directly into his mind.

	Structural layers unfolded.

	Bone.
Muscle.
Neural pathways.
Respiratory systems.

	Numbers cascaded too quickly to follow.

	“Stop,” Zero said sharply. “I did not consent.”

	The pain arrived.

	Not as a single violent rupture.

	But in waves — layered.

	As if his body were being dismantled and rebuilt while his consciousness was forced to remain present and aware.

	He collapsed.

	His spine contracted.

	His skeletal frame compressed.

	He heard the sound of his own bones shifting.

	Not breaking.

	Sliding.

	As though joints were being recalibrated for a different geometry.

	“This… was not within projection…”

	The Rat Envoy stepped back.

	For the first time, its voice wavered.

	“No organism retains consciousness through this process.”

	Zero tried to answer, but his jaw no longer aligned correctly.

	Facial muscles tightened.

	Skin stretched.

	Then gradually became covered by a transitional organic layer.

	Not fur.

	An intermediate biological structure.

	The most familiar sensation — his own face — began to dissolve.

	“No—”

	He struggled to breathe.

	“Stop.”

	The system did not stop.

	His ribcage narrowed.

	Lungs adjusted to reduced volume.

	Heart rhythm altered.

	His center of gravity shifted lower.

	Arms shortened.

	Fingers compressed, becoming more precise, more efficient.

	No claws.

	No grotesque distortion.

	Everything optimized.

	Nothing excessive.

	No tail.

	That detail anchored him to a final coherent thought:

	At least… I am still human.

	When the pain subsided, he lay motionless upon the cold stone floor.

	Lower.

	Lighter.

	Zero pushed himself upright.

	Before him, a polished metal plate affixed to a shelf reflected his image.

	He froze.

	A Rat-Person stared back.

	Compact frame.

	Balanced proportions.

	Upright stance.

	Not monstrous.

	Not feral.

	A form calculated for survival — not intimidation.

	A rat’s face.

	And yet—

	Zero raised a hand to his cheek.

	Beneath the rat-like structure, he could still sense the familiar architecture: brow, bridge of nose, jawline.

	All present.

	Hidden.

	Like a human face encased within a living biological mask.

	“Impossible…”

	His voice sounded higher.

	But it was unmistakably his.

	The Envoy regarded him as one might regard something forbidden.

	“This configuration…” it whispered,
“does not belong to any species we know.”

	Anh Vu remained silent — unusually restrained.

	Zero studied his reflection once more.

	“This,” he said slowly, deliberately,
“is not evolution.”

	He lifted his head.

	“It is a question.”

	No one answered.

	Ahead, in the shadowed depths of the library, the space began to sink inward.

	As though the world itself were opening to receive a being that should not exist.

	 

	PART II — TERRITORY, SCALE, STRUCTURE

	Zero no longer felt as though he were “underground.”

	That sensation vanished quickly when the sigil warmed again.

	No light.

	No pain.

	Only a subtle pulse — as if a hand had briefly pressed against his heart and withdrawn.

	The space before him expanded.

	Not upward.

	Not outward.

	But through continuation.

	Passages overlapped.

	Chambers interlocked.

	Lower and higher strata intertwined without following vertical logic.

	Zero placed a hand against the stone wall.

	“This… is a city?” he asked carefully.

	“No,” the Envoy replied.
“This is a region.”

	“A region?”

	Anh Vu tilted his head.

	“Meaning small or vast?”

	The Envoy did not respond immediately.

	It placed its small hand upon the rock.

	The sigil on Zero’s chest vibrated once more.

	And in that instant, Zero did not see.

	He perceived.

	Not a map.

	Not an image.

	But extension.

	The space did not end where he stood.

	It continued — branching, merging, dividing again — like the root system of an ancient tree spreading beneath the earth.

	No central trunk.

	No singular origin.

	Zero stepped back.

	“How far?” he asked quietly.

	“Far enough,” the Envoy answered slowly,
“that we no longer measure it as distance.”

	Anh Vu let out a low sound — not quite laughter.

	“That is not an answer.”

	He glanced toward Zero.

	“It sounds like the way ministers once spoke.”

	Zero did not respond.

	He was dismantling an assumption embedded within him for decades:

	That every civilization required a center.

	Here, he sensed none.

	Only continuity.

	“You do not divide territory?” Zero asked.

	“No borders? No fixed boundaries?”

	“We do,” the Envoy replied.
“But not as you do.”

	It gestured toward a darker branch of passage.

	“When environment shifts, boundaries shift.”
“When population shifts, boundaries shift.”
“When necessity shifts, boundaries shift.”

	Anh Vu frowned.

	“Then how do you wage war?”

	The Envoy regarded him calmly.

	“We do not fight to retain land.”

	A pause.

	“We relocate.”

	Zero closed his eyes briefly.

	A civilization without fixed territory.

	The idea unsettled him — not because it was wrong.

	But because it fit no model he had ever studied.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 5: TRANSPORT — MOVEMENT — RHYTHM

	 

	The Rats’ mode of transport did not wait for them.

	It appeared when needed.

	No summons. No visible signal.

	Only this: when they stood in the correct position, the stone beneath them parted, revealing a long, low compartment — as though the ground itself had chosen to yield.

	Zero stepped in first.

	He had to bend slightly.

	The space had not been designed for a body of his height — even in his current form.

	His shoulders nearly brushed the inner walls.

	“You see?” Anh Vu muttered.
“I did say your proportions are… inconvenient.”

	The compartment sealed.

	No jolt. No ignition. Only motion.

	Zero felt the entire chamber glide forward — though not in a straight line.

	It tilted. Turned.

	Descended, then rose.

	Yet his body remained stable throughout.

	“It knows the route?” Zero asked.

	“It knows the environment,” the Envoy replied.
“To know a route is to remember. To know an environment is to respond.”

	Anh Vu made a soft dismissive sound.

	“That is a roundabout answer.”

	Zero did not smile.

	He looked outward.

	They passed other transit channels.

	No intersections.

	No collisions.

	Other compartments slid alongside them, then diverged, then merged again — like currents within a living subterranean waterway.

	“There is no congestion?” Zero asked.

	“There is,” the Envoy said.
“When too many individuals require the same direction.”

	“And then?”

	“We wait. Or we choose another direction.”

	Anh Vu blinked.

	“Wait? No one pushes ahead?”

	The Envoy tilted its head slightly.

	“Why would they?”

	The question lingered in the chamber for several cycles of motion.

	Zero realized something unusual:

	Here, time was not treated as an adversary.

	The compartment slowed as they passed a denser residential zone.

	Zero observed the rhythm of life.

	Not hurried.

	Not idle.

	Rats moved with purpose, but without haste.

	No one ran.

	No one stood waiting aimlessly.

	Each individual seemed to know where it was going — and accepted if arrival was not immediate.

	“There are no fixed working hours?” Zero asked.

	“There are cycles,” the Envoy replied.
“But not a single rhythm imposed upon all.”

	“And the indolent?” Anh Vu interjected.
“There are always some.”

	The Envoy was silent for several seconds.

	“If an individual fails to contribute across extended cycles… transit pathways no longer prioritize that individual.”

	Zero turned toward it.

	“You mean—?”

	“It continues to exist,” the Envoy clarified.
“But its movement becomes less efficient. Access to resources slows.”

	Anh Vu gave a low whistle.

	“Punishment without prisons. Impressive.”

	Zero did not comment.

	He noticed an elderly Rat moving slowly along a corridor.

	The surrounding transit channels subtly adjusted, opening space around it.

	No one urged it forward.

	“What of the weak?” Zero asked.

	“Weakness differs from non-contribution,” the Envoy replied.

	The compartment continued to glide.

	Zero began to understand something he could not yet articulate:

	Transport here was not merely logistical.

	It was structural.

	Those who moved easily were in rhythm.

	Those who struggled were out of rhythm.

	No written laws.

	No police.

	“Do you see?” Anh Vu said quietly, his tone altered.
“If humans were to attempt this…”

	He left the thought unfinished.

	Zero did not answer.

	The compartment slid into a darker branch.

	Deeper.

	Ahead, the Rat domain continued to unfold without visible end.

	Zero felt it with certainty:

	He had only glimpsed the outermost layer of this society.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 6: ENERGY — ECONOMY — THE CYCLE OF CONTINUANCE

	 

	 

	The transport chamber slowed, then came to a complete stop.

	The space they stepped into did not resemble the residential zones or transit nodes they had seen before.

	The ceiling was higher, yet it did not feel spacious.

	The air was dense — heavy, as though it carried more than breath.

	The moment Zero stepped down, the leaf-shaped sigil on his chest grew distinctly warm.

	Not painful.

	But impossible to ignore.

	“You feel it,” the Envoy said.

	Zero nodded.

	“There is something…”
He searched for the word.
“…moving. But not wind.”

	Anh Vu beat his wings lightly and rose a little higher.

	“It is crowded here,” he said.
“Not crowded with Rats. Crowded with… something else.”

	The Envoy did not contradict him this time.

	“This is where the Living Current passes.”

	“The Living Current?” Zero repeated.

	“Energy, if you prefer that term,” the Envoy replied.
“But not the kind stored in containers or carried by wire.”

	Before Zero stretched a dense network — though not tunnels.

	Structures clung to the stone.

	Soft. Living.

	They pulsed at a slow rhythm.

	Each pulse sent a faint vibration along the walls.

	The sigil on Zero’s chest began to translate.

	Not into clear images.

	But into sensation.

	From deeper layers — from strata he could not reach — energy rose.

	Directed.

	Distributed.

	“Where do you obtain it?” Zero asked.
“From geothermal heat? From the earth’s core? From yourselves?”

	The Envoy tilted its head.

	“We do not extract.”

	A pause.

	“We regulate.”

	Anh Vu let out a quiet sound.

	“That is how philosophers speak when they claim to own nothing — yet eat quite comfortably.”

	Zero observed more closely.

	The living structures did not operate continuously.

	They rested.

	Then resumed.

	The rhythm was irregular.

	Yet not chaotic.

	Like a vast organism breathing — without a central heart.

	“There is no primary production site?” Zero asked.

	“No,” the Envoy replied.
“We avoid concentration.”

	“For fear of sabotage?” Anh Vu asked.

	“For the sake of resilience,” the Envoy answered.
“Concentration produces dependence. Dependence produces control.”

	Zero remained silent.

	That was not the answer of an engineer.

	It was the answer of a society that had once tried — and abandoned — another model.

	They moved deeper into the region.

	Zero observed Rats working — if it could be called that.

	None carried anything resembling currency.

	No visible exchanges of “give and take” occurred before him.

	Yet nothing was free.

	“If you do not use money,” Zero said slowly,
“how do you exchange value?”

	“Through cycles,” the Envoy replied.
“Cycles of contribution.”

	 

	The Envoy led him to another node.

	Several Rats were present.

	They did not form a line.

	They did not compete.

	When one of the living wall-structures vibrated, an individual stepped forward, received what was needed, then departed.

	“How does it know who arrived first?” Anh Vu asked.

	“It does not need to,” the Envoy replied.
“It responds to present demand and the most recent record of contribution.”

	Zero stiffened.

	“Most recent? You do not maintain long-term records?”

	“We do,” the Envoy said.
“But not for punishment.”

	The statement reminded Zero of taxation systems, of thick ledgers in human institutions.

	“And if an individual attempts to accumulate?” Zero asked.

	“It would not function.”

	“Why?”

	“Resources here exist only within flow. Removed from the current, they lose effect.”

	Anh Vu opened his beak slightly.

	“So… no hiding wealth beneath a bed?”

	The Envoy did not understand the metaphor.

	But it answered regardless.

	“There is no place for such a practice.”

	Zero stood very still.

	A society without accumulation.

	The idea was both compelling and unsettling.

	He could not help wondering: if humanity attempted such a model, what would collapse first?

	“You do not fear scarcity?” Zero asked.

	“We do,” the Envoy answered plainly.
“Therefore we monitor the current.”

	“And if the current weakens?”

	“We adjust scale.”

	A brief pause.

	“We relocate.”

	Another pause.

	“Or reduce population.”

	Anh Vu said nothing.

	For the first time since entering the Rat domain, he did not make a remark.

	Zero looked again at the living structures.

	They were not beautiful.

	Not monumental.

	But they were not wasteful.

	“Have you experienced crisis?” Zero asked.

	The Envoy did not respond immediately.

	“Yes.”

	A measured breath.

	“And there will be more.”

	“Then why do you endure?” Zero asked.

	The Envoy regarded him calmly.

	“Because we do not pretend crisis will not come.”

	The transport chamber reappeared at the edge of the space.

	Zero stepped inside.

	A weight had settled in his thoughts.

	He was not yet thinking of humanity.

	Not consciously.

	But something had formed within him:

	The Rat society was not strong because it possessed abundant energy.

	It was strong because it knew how much it had — and chose to live within that number.

	The chamber slid away.

	Behind them, the slow pulses of the Living Current continued — a rhythm that Zero understood, if disrupted, would alter this civilization without hesitation.

	 

	 


CHAPTER 7: DWELLING — FAMILY — THE VULNERABLE INDIVIDUAL

	 

	The transport chamber left the region of the Living Current and slid toward lower branches.

	The air changed gradually.

	Less vibration.

	Fewer pulsing rhythms.

	The sigil on Zero’s chest cooled, as though whatever had touched him before no longer made direct contact.

	“Is this where you live the longest?” Zero asked.

	“No,” the Envoy replied.
“This is where we remain.”

	Zero was not certain he understood the distinction, but he did not pursue it.

	The chamber opened into a narrower space.

	Lower.

	Zero had to bend more than before.

	Here, the structures no longer resembled systems.

	They resembled hollows shaped around habit.

	He saw dwellings.

	No doors in the human sense.

	Only curved entrances, wide enough for a Rat individual to pass through.
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