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CHAPTER ONE

The Last Journey
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It’s the thirtieth hour of my life, and I’m about to die.

Time, the implacable mistress of life, was emptying my hourglass. And I, Haika Tarkesh, was a puppet dangling at the end of its strings. The thirtieth hour ticked away—a clock that mocked me through time and space as each second reminded me of the fleeting nature of my existence.

For my people, the Aeonians, the thirtieth hour marked the culmination of this corporeal life. It wasn’t only a natural end, but a transition that required going back home to entrust our bodies to the Guardians of Ascendence. Failing this sacred last journey meant an existence as a disembodied spirit in eternal pain, lost and drifting through this dimension, unable to unite our souls with the other ascended Aeonians.

A gentle voice broke through my morbid thoughts, bringing me back to reality. ‘Where are we going, ma’am?’ The shuttle-cab driver asked.

I shifted my gaze from the hypnotic flicker of the stars through the viewport to the driver at my side, a human woman in her early thirties whose long legs were crammed into the space of the front seat. Her raven hair framed a skinny face with a bony nose and sparkling green eyes.

‘Aeon, Dock Thirty,’ I croaked, my throat burning with each word. The address often caused trouble, and in my state, trouble was the last thing I needed. After all, I couldn’t arrive late for my funeral.

The woman nodded, and the shuttle continued its glide through the cosmic expanse.

‘Is there a festival?’ she asked, turning towards me.

I tilted my head, meeting her eyes. ‘What do you mean?’

‘You’re the seventh Aeonian I’ve transported to Aeon in three human days.’

The innocence of youth. She doesn’t know about the thirtieth hour.

‘Not really, my dear. Many of us were born in the same hour of the Aeonian calendar.’ My reply didn’t answer her question, but there was hope that would discourage her from asking further.

The pilot gazed at me until an insistent beep from the shuttle demanded her attention.

In the solitude of the passenger seat, I grappled with the dichotomy of my existence—a being with the knowledge of countless lifetimes, yet bound to the constraints of physical mortality—forgetting about the driver and her questions.

Lost in contemplation, I almost missed the subtle shift in the fabric of reality. A surreal distortion ripped through space, blurring my view. Once the vessel entered the warp veil—a corridor that would hasten my journey to the inevitable end—the woman turned to me again. ‘Now that the course is laid in, we wait. No festival, then?’

The woman’s curiosity filled the air—nothing new under the horizon—but my resistance to explain further persisted.

A sigh escaped my lips. ‘I don’t see many young faces doing this job, Ms,’ I said, hoping to divert her attention.

She shrugged. ‘I had to reinvent myself.’ Her voice dripped with bitterness.

‘It takes courage to reinvent oneself,’ I encouraged her.

She nodded but didn’t reply.

‘What is it, child?’

‘My name is Cynthia Manzelworth, but you can call me Cynthia.’

‘My name is Haika. And you can call me that.’

On one hand, Aeonians seldom spoke of our last hour, a subject met with reverential silence. On the other hand, people—especially shuttle-cab pilots—were aware of our unique relationship with death on this plane of existence. We’d been around for aeons, after all. However, some pilots harboured reservations about our habits, hesitant to transport us on our last journey.
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