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This is not science fiction. Well... it is. But not entirely.

This story wasn’t born from imagination alone, but from a lifetime of questions, visions, and truths that refused to stay silent. For more than fifty years, it lived inside me. For over thirty, I wrote it, not just with my hands, but with my spirit and my heart. Grief, memory, and something older than language shaped this story. Something that remembered me first.

I didn’t do this alone. Without Steven, this wouldn’t have been possible. Friends who listened to the wild shape of my thoughts guided, challenged, and encouraged me. They helped me find the right words to carry them. Some of these friends are no longer with me. Some remain in spirit.

If you’re holding this book, I ask only this: Read slowly. Feel deeply. And listen between the words.

There are parts of this story I didn’t invent. I remembered them. Some of what you’ll read came to me in moments I still can’t fully explain. I have watched friends die in visions before it happened. I have stood between silence and knowing. I’ve studied scripture and myth, science and spirit, not for answers, but for echoes.

This book is a seed.

Let it remember you.


• Eric M. Sears
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Introduction: The Remembering
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There are stories we inherit and stories we survive. This is both. Before Terra had legends, before its mountains wore names and its rivers knew kings, another world existed. Red and dying. Beautiful. Betrayed. And from it came the last light of something sacred—something hidden, not in weapons or machines, but in memory.

ArcheoCore: Last Seed of Mars is not merely a tale of the fall of a world. It is the long exhale after devastation, the dream of one who endured the fire, and the whisper of a machine older than civilization itself. It is a story about stories—about how we are shaped by what we remember, and haunted by what we choose to forget.

At its center stands Elian Thorne, a boy born in chains, whose journey stretches beyond survival, beyond prophecy, and into the very Spiral that binds time, spirit, and meaning. Around him orbit the lives of warriors, spies, madmen, and martyrs—each a fragment of a collapsing mythos, each a spark that might yet ignite rebirth.

This novel is a record of that rebirth.

What you hold in your hands is not science fiction, though it wears the trappings of stars and ruins. Nor is it mythology, though it breathes in symbols and sacrifice. It is a remembering, a reconstruction of things once lost, and what has, through story, now been found.

From the ghost cities of Mars to the hidden halls of the ArcheoCore, from the haunted simulations of KARMA to the birth of Terra’s moon, from the fall of Dr. Cain to a candle lit for the dead, this is the chronicle of the last seed, of the boy who bore the memory of a world, and of a world that, in turn, became memory.

You may read it as a warning. You may feel it as a prayer. If you listen closely, you may find something older moving behind these pages. Something not created, but uncovered. A pattern buried in fire and silence and blood. A shape in the dust that cannot be erased.

A Spiral.

If that Spiral calls to you, then perhaps you, too, are one of the Remembered. You, too, are a Witness.
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Prologue
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Dr. Zareth Cain, the King’s nightmare, dreamed. Spiral arms of glowing galaxies slowly wheeled across the sky like the dusty winds spiraling across the desert outside the slave quarters. The arms seemed to beckon as the galaxies hummed his name. In his dream, he blinked. Eyes closed, he saw one huge universal spiral. Eyes opened, he saw spirals everywhere. They hummed with one voice, hummed one name.

He dream-walked across an endless war-torn Martian desert under a full moon’s watchful gaze. The moon seemed to frown at him, twisting away as if he woke it by somehow stealing inside it to read the name on a hidden door, yanking it open to reveal its sole occupant.

He commanded it to come out. “Arkenos!” The presence inside answered. “Elian!” He woke, not immediately remembering his own name.

	The Chains of Elian


The red dusk over Mars bled through the jagged duraglass of the dome, casting slashes of crimson light across the broken steel of the slave quarter. The storm had passed, but fine dust still clung to everything, coating a slender, seventeen year-old Elian Thorne’s skin and choking his lungs with grit as he crouched low in the shadows. The rag over his nose and mouth only helped a little. His ragged brown hair looked rusty from the dust. He had stuffed a small backpack with the biggest supply of food and water he could scavenge and some special tools he might need.

He wasn’t supposed to be awake. He definitely wasn’t allowed out at night. He’d learned to build a device that temporarily disabled the pulse relay on his slave collar so he could scout access tunnels. This time his goal wasn’t curiosity. This time he would escape.

Somewhere deep in the dark belly of the compound, Dr. Zareth Cain, the self-proclaimed Master of Progress, Visionary, Genius, Monster, slept. Elian had spent his entire life under Cain’s rule, born to a slave woman for whom Cain held no regard and only a passing lust. He owned everything and everyone in his domain and had a brutal desire to dominate all the women it. Elian’s mother had died just after his tenth birthday, not knowing which of the men she’d been given to had fathered him. He’d been given to another slave woman to be raised with her daughter. Cassie, two years younger than Elian, had always wanted an older brother to protect her. Hoping she might also escape one day, he’d made her a device to temporarily disable her collar.

Raised in the bone-dry tunnels of the Refinery District, Elian learned early how to survive where others perished. Recognizing his intelligence, Cain had given Elian technical training. Elian learned to repair the incredible machines built by ancient Martians that Cain had scavenged from their ruined cities, and decode ancient Martian blueprints that no one else understood. He had been chosen for his intelligence yet punished for it daily. Cain hated talent that questioned, and Elian questioned everything. He had always assumed his punishments were those due to a slave, as another mind to be broken. But sometimes, in the way Cain looked at him, they felt personal. Too personal.

His curiosity led him in secret to find old manuscripts about ancient wars that had doomed even more ancient Martian cities. He read about the latest war between Cain and the King that had reduced the world population to only a few hundred thousand souls and obliterated large parts of Mars into desert. The war ended in an uneasy truce because neither side could dominate. They were both too well defended.

Among those documents, he found a map that led to the King’s bunker. From Cain’s territory—marked as “Cain’s Canyon”—that surrounded the deepest and widest canyon on Mars, someone would have to trek almost 2900 kilometers northwest to the King’s bunker, located in and around the base of the tallest mountain on Mars. The map called it “King’s Mountain”. Several oases dotted the desert for several hundred kilometers between them. A jungle started about 900 kilometers from Cain’s territory, marking the start of the King’s territory. Someone lucky enough and courageous enough might endure the month-long trek across the desert to the mountain.

One problem took him months to figure out. The energy fields that surrounded Cain’s experiments could be deadly to the slave unfortunate enough to be selected to not be protected by Cain. At night Elian could see the fields in neon blues and greens flare and pulse as they overlapped the direct path he had to take away from Cain toward King’s Mountain. By chance, he found a maintenance manual for the energy projectors, and in it read about the PM or preventive maintenance cycle. Equipment had to be checked and maintained periodically, and that started by first shutting them down projector-by-projector. The PM manual had a map that located all the projectors.

After careful study, he realized that if he could create a narrow path through the overlapping fields for the length of time it would take to cross, then he might escape. He built a transmitter that could send the shutdown code to a list of projectors. He very briefly tested it on one of his night scouting trips, and took heart when he saw the narrow corridor clear, the neon blues and greens fade to black. Just as quickly, he restarted the projectors. He hoped their outage would simply look like a transient glitch.

Even though the war ended with an uneasy truce, Elian knew Cain hadn’t given up on conquering the King. Elian had seen part of a new structure outside the slave quarters in the floor of the canyon. Knowing Cain the way he did, it had to be a weapon. It looked and felt like no other device Cain had built. Now that Elian knew where to find the King and how to cross the energy barriers, he had to warn him. His desperation and his hatred of Cain fueled his desire to escape.

He had chosen this night when he saw that all the mech guards around the slave quarter had powered down to recharge. He crept through the dark machinery yard, past drone husks and dissected androids, wary in the eerie silence. Even though the mech guards stood like statues, he didn’t trust the quiet. Cain liked to lull his slaves into thinking they had a chance to escape, then laugh when they failed and died.

War-damaged, flickering green night lights cast live shadows over the mag-rail depot. Its repair bots huddled in their charging cradles for the night. If he could reach it, if he could override the platform’s lockdown protocol, maybe, just maybe, he could slip onto the outer freight line that serviced the outlying quarries. That would be faster than walking, and he needed speed to avoid being chased. Once out, he would find the King’s bunker, the last refuge of Cain’s enemies after the war.

He heard it then, a low, electronic whine, faint but rising. He froze, trying to locate the source.

“Elian!”

He spun, fists clenched at the fierce whisper, and then relaxed. His friend Cassie called to him. The tiny, dust-covered, fifteen-year-old girl had eyes far too wise for her age. She peeked out from a service hatch in the wall.

“They sent hounds,” she whispered. “Hear them? You need to run.”

He slunk over to her, heart pounding. “Why are you out here?”

She shrugged. “Looking for you.” She smiled, then her face fell. “I woke up and you were gone. I disabled my collar and came looking for you. Before the mech guards powered down, I overheard them say Cain knows you’re out here, and he ordered them to hunt you down. This time he’s using the war hounds.”

Elian’s voice cracked. “Tell your mother I’m sorry.” The girl solemnly nodded and then pointed. “They’re coming from below. The old vent shafts. Cain changed the patrol routes.” Of course he had. Predictably unpredictable, Cain always led one step ahead.

Elian ran. Down the trench between the fuel tanks. Past the hangar for the outer freight line. His muscles screamed; his collar buzzed weakly, trying to reactivate. How long until it surged? How long until the override failed?

A growl echoed from a side tunnel behind him, low and unnatural, almost playful. The war hounds were Cain’s idea of artistry, stitched together from nerves and wires, part AI, part Martian beast. They could talk, after a fashion, and now snarled his name, “Elian!”

He dove behind a fuel tank just as the first one skittered into view, all powered legs and red eyes and metal razor teeth gleaming in a bio-mechanical face. Two more charged close behind it. He couldn’t outrun them. He couldn’t outfight them, so he crawled slowly, silently, toward an old, abandoned conduit pipe buried in a rock wall and locked shut by a sensor hatch. This escape route would be his only chance.

Suddenly, the collar flared with white heat. His back arched in pain, teeth clenched to stifle a scream. The pipe hatch blurred as he fought nausea. The hounds turned, sniffing the air. Elian pressed his hand to the hatch, wincing in pain. He’d rewired its biometric sensor two years ago to only recognize him. He prayed it still worked.

Click. The hatch opened inward with a gasp of stale air. He slid inside, quickly pressing it shut to relock it, plunging him into blackness. He slithered deeper into the pipe, barely breathing. With shaky hands he pressed his disabling device to the collar and sighed as sudden relief washed through him. He didn’t move. Outside, the hounds sniffed and scraped. He waited. After a few minutes of silence, he finally took a deep breath and gently released it through his mouth. He still wasn’t safe, but for now he tasted freedom.

Deep in his mind, Cain’s voice echoed—arrogant, magnetic, inhumanly calm. “Mars is mine to shape, Elian. Mine to remake. And you, you are either part of the clay...or part of the fire.”

Elian gritted his teeth. No, he thought.

Cain saw Mars as his to rule, but Elian had seen Cain’s new building in the canyon—the pulsing core of a merciless storm, a huge weapon. It convinced Elian that Cain planned more than ruling Mars; he planned to destroy it.

	The Serpent’s Den


Lyra Spree adjusted her optics as she peered over the jagged ridge. Her camo coveralls only marginally blocked the chill Martian night wind, but with the hood sealed over her head, it made her invisible to most radiation and energy fields, visual light and infrared. Just below, nestled into the middle of the canyon floor, green lights pulsed beneath the black dome of Zareth Cain’s latest facility. Like a parasite sinking into flesh, it bored into the bedrock.

Four days of racing her small, stealthy, anti-gravity bike across desert flatlands and weaving carefully through ravines had brought her to within a kilometer of the canyon.

After hiding her bike, she had hiked across exposed Martian highlands north of the canyon wall, scouting and slipping through facility perimeter checkpoints and evading surveillance drones. Previous drone intel showed that, on the floor of the canyon, Cain had built a facility unlike the others that dotted the canyon’s rim. She’d have to climb down to find out its purpose.

The landscape bore no scars yet, no hints of the devastation she imagined could come. The canyon below her, its walls jagged and pristine, lay strangely quiet. But that silence felt wrong. Anticipatory. Like the planet itself held its breath.

Lyra noted that each rim facility had a big service elevator shaft outlined in white safety lights that connected it to the canyon floor. Even at night they flowed up and down at fairly regular intervals. Each dust-protected shaft had a ladder with occasional inspection platforms running down its outside length. With a quick, tight grin, she scrambled over the rocks to the nearest building compound to get a better look.

Climbing down the ladder wasn’t as problematic as she worried it might be. Every now and then, she briefly rested on a platform to scan for enemies. Stepping off the last rung, she trotted across the relatively flat canyon floor to the new facility, trusting in her suit’s invisibility. The facility’s neon blue and green energy flares displayed in the camo suit’s optics flagged entrances to be avoided. Many types of energy fields couldn’t penetrate her suit, but she took no chances on the ones she could see.

She glided toward a maintenance tunnel that opened into the new facility. The guards in front wore no insignia and carried rifles bigger than standard military issue. She mused that they weren’t there to repel spies but to keep secrets buried.

After waiting for their patrol rotation, she slipped inside, moving like a shadow down rust-streaked corridors that hummed from exposed geothermal piping mounted with dim blue lights. Somewhere deeper in the facility, machinery groaned like something alive yet mechanical.

Then she heard him, Cain. His voice drifted through a half-open chamber, conversational and smooth. “We’re almost ready for the initial test. Everything must be precisely timed. If we begin phase-lock too early, the plasma drill beam won’t hold. It must be perfectly aligned and stable if we are to reach the planet’s core.”

Lyra froze. The planet core.

A second voice responded in clipped tones, “We can test the beam within the hour. Magnetic alignment is stable. Gravity-well projectors are charging. If all goes well with follow-up tests, we can go live in two weeks. Core penetration estimated at another two weeks.”

Cain chuckled, a sound that felt more like a scalpel sliding through silk. “Imagine it, the planet core ripped free like the soul from a corpse. And with it comes everything we need. Power. Control. Domination.”

Lyra’s pulse thudded in her ears. She now knew how he would do it. He didn’t plan to bomb the surface. He planned to discharge the planet’s heart into space. The effect would be cataclysmic. Tectonic plates would shear. The atmosphere would boil. Oceans, if there were any left, would freeze or vaporize. The canyon would be ripped wide open as a wound across Mars’s face. It would become the first casualty of the apocalypse. The planet itself would shatter if Cain ripped out the entire core.

She pulled back into the shadows as he stepped out into the corridor with his assistant. His skin looked stretched, ashen, as if he no longer ate or slept. The lights flickered faintly as he passed, seeming to recoil from him.

“Seal the resonance chamber after ignition. No interruptions.”

The assistant nodded once. “Yes, Doctor.” Cain stopped abruptly, eyes narrowing. He turned his head slowly toward the darkness where Lyra crouched. For one breathless moment, she thought he saw her, but then he smiled, small and knowing, and turned to walk on.

Just as Lyra started to draw her pistol to shoot the loathsome monster, a squad of guards passed Cain, marching toward her in the corridor, blocking her shot. Before she could be trapped by the extra bodies, she exhaled shakily and glided in the opposite direction. Her mission now crystallized. Get out with the intel. Warn the King. Warn Dr. Grey. Warn them all, because what Cain had built here had pronounced a death sentence for Mars, and the countdown had already begun.

As she retraced her steps to the exit, it nagged at her that Cain explained everything just as she appeared. No one could see her in the camo suit, but Cain seemed to have sensed her presence. No matter. She ran.

	The Edge of Despair


Elian’s legs buckled under him, the weight of exhaustion finally overwhelming his body. He stumbled, skin burning from the relentless Martian sun, his throat parched beyond pain. The desert stretched endlessly in every direction, its vast emptiness swallowing him whole.

He had been on the run for days now, or maybe weeks? Time had lost meaning out here in the dust and silence. His life had been abysmal in the shadow of a cruel master, trapped in endless servitude, but more vicious than that, the desert’s blistering heat evaporated his very soul. Hiding from the occasional drone flying overhead only gave him a brief rest.

The desert surrounding Cain’s Canyon had been his prison, the cracked, barren soil his only horizon. Elian had never seen oceans or forests, although he had read about them and seen videos. Not much changed as he now traversed the endless, suffocating dust of Mars. Days ago he had navigated by map to an oasis where he rested and refilled his canteen. Days later, the oven-dry heat smelled only of the scorched bones of some luckless animal he spotted half-buried in the sand. In his stumbling delirium, as he crested a low sand dune, he now saw a miraculous sight—a jungle shimmering in the late afternoon heat. He shook his head to clear the mirage.

And yet now, as he slid down the other side, something strange happened. The air shifted, subtly at first, a cooling breath where there should have been none. The dry sand beneath his feet softened as the red dust gave way to the vibrant green of impossibility.

His steps faltered. The barren wasteland had vanished. In its place towered a thick stand of trees, their gnarled trunks wrapped in vines and moss that glowed faintly in the waning light. The dry air filled with the pungent scent of earth and growing plants. Leaves shimmered like liquid jewels overhead. Pale green, soft grass cushioned his battered feet. Flowers pulsed with an eerie bioluminescence, casting alien shadows across the landscape.

His mind reeled. Beyond luck, he had found the boundary of the King’s territory shown on the map. He felt delirious. He had stepped into a dream or into the forgotten memories of Mars itself, but he had no time to marvel as he collapsed onto the grass, coughing, each gasp like a knife ripping at his parched throat.

As his vision blurred, the jungle growled. A soft thump vibrated through the ground. Leaves rustled louder as if something hunted him.

Panic surged through Elian’s battered frame. He crawled, desperately trying to pull himself to safety. He heard a deeper growl, closer this time. The ground trembled under something heavy, something monstrous.

From the dense foliage, the huge head of a scaly beast erupted, its eyes burning red. Part reptile, part machine, the weapon of old wars hissed. Its forked tongue flicked out between long, sharp steel teeth. The rotting stench of its breath as it roared from mere meters away gagged him.

Desperation gave Elian a final spark of strength. He scrambled, clawing at the earth. The creature lunged in a blur of scaled muscle and predatory hunger.

Something yanked hard on Elian’s arm. “Hold tight!” a voice barked above him. Strong hands lifted him up, dragging him sideways as the beast’s claws sliced the air where he had been a heartbeat before. Another soldier emerged from the trees firing a machine gun to cover their retreat.

“Stay down!” the first soldier ordered, hauling Elian behind a thick tree trunk.

The creature hissed, circling, bullets stinging it until it finally withdrew, slinking back into the shadows.

Elian collapsed against the tree, gasping, barely conscious. The soldier knelt beside him. “You’re lucky we found you in time,” the soldier muttered. “Stay with me, now.” He trickled water from a canteen between Elian’s parched lips. The first drops burned but he gulped greedily anyway.

From deeper in the jungle, more soldiers appeared, moving with precision in heavy armor, weapons raised, eyes sharp and wary.

“Is he alive?” a second soldier called.

“Barely,” the first grimly replied. “We need to move.” Elian staggered between them, half-dragged, half-carried. The soldiers formed a living shield around him, guiding him along a twisting trail, at every step guarding against unseen threats.

Through a gap in the trees, Elian saw a grey troop transport, its stubby wings almost touching the brush skirting a small clearing. Soldiers half-carried him up the loading ramp and buckled him into a window seat. He felt the transport lift. As the jungle blurred past a hundred meters below, he passed out.

A gentle shaking woke him. Elian saw the King’s bunker built into the side of a huge mountain as the transport settled. Its surface gleamed under the Martian twilight, stark, cold, dark, and metallic, a relic of human defiance in a war-ravaged world. He staggered down the ramp.

The bunker doors hissed open. Cool, sterilized air poured out, wrapping around Elian’s battered frame like a balm, a caress from a world he never dreamed existed. Strong hands steadied him, pulling him inside.

As the doors sealed behind them, Elian staggered forward, blinking against bright lights. The touch of salvation, the sudden absence of pain and fear, overwhelmed him. The world tilted; lights blurred. As the cool air enveloped him, wrapping his tortured body in safety, an irresistible relief crushed the last of his strength, and the world swirled into darkness. He collapsed, cradled by strangers who had, somehow, chosen to save him.

And so, without knowing it, Elian Thorne passed the first of many gates on that part of the Spiral that connected him to the future of two worlds.

	The King’s Bunker


Elian drifted in and out of consciousness, suspended somewhere between fevered memory and the stinging present. A thin blanket covered him. Cool, sterilized air brushed his skin, humming with invisible power. Somewhere, distant boots echoed. Voices murmured. Machines hissed. Memories of the desert and jungle faded into a vague dream.

He jolted awake, his body rebelling with every movement. Someone had cleansed his arms of caked blood and the stinging sweat of survival and wrapped bandages around the torn skin. Something cool and blue dripped from a bag into an IV line inserted into a vein in his inner elbow. He lay on a mattress, thin, military, but soft compared to the ground he’d grown up on.

A face appeared above him. Soft features, short silver hair, warm brown eyes. A medic—real, not imagined—smiled faintly.

“You’re safe,” she said gently. “You made it.” Safe? What did that even mean? The last things he remembered were silently screaming for help that might never come. Jungle thorns tearing his skin as he fell and crawled. The howl of something not quite animal behind him. Then gunfire, shouts. Soldiers. Armor. Real people. Flying. And then coolness and the blinding white of interior floodlamps.

He sat up fast, gasping, reaching for a weapon he didn’t have.

“Whoa!” someone barked—a gruff soldier across the room. “Relax! You’re not back in the jungle. You’re in the King’s Bunker now.”

The medic read a note from her datapad. “The neck collar we removed from you had the name Elian Thorne stamped on it.” Looking up, she added, “Obviously, you’re an escaped slave. You traveled through the desert region alone, unarmed, half-dead, and still breathing. That’s a damn miracle.”

Elian shook his head. “How did you remove the booby-trapped collar?”

She smiled. “We have ways.”

A door slid open with a mechanical hiss. Four armed guards stepped inside before a tall, iron-jawed man entered the room, his uniform crisp and midnight black. Every line in his face looked carved by war.

“Commander Halvax,” the medic said with a respectful nod.

The man’s eyes locked on Elian, probing, as if Elian were a weapon being evaluated.

“You’re lucky the patrol found you in time,” Halvax remarked, stepping closer. “Any later and you’d be bones in the trees.”

“There were trees,” Elian murmured, still unsure if he believed it. “And a monster. One that shouldn’t exist.”

“They do,” Halvax replied. “After the last war, Cain’s mutants roamed free.”

The Commander gestured for the guards to leave. As the door sealed behind them, silence wrapped around Elian like a dust cloud of secrets too thick to breathe.

“Do you know why you’re here, Thorne?” Halvax finally asked.

Elian shook his head.

“You’re alive,” the Commander declared. “You aren’t supposed to be. Only one other survived Cain’s territory. No one else ever got out alive or sane. That makes you interesting. And the King is interested in interesting.”

Elian’s chest tightened. The name Zareth Cain made his scars ache. “He’s building something,” Elian whispered. “Something deep in his canyon. I saw flashes. Machines. Energy. Something wrong.”

Halvax didn’t respond at first. He studied Elian carefully, then stepped over to a panel on the wall. With a swipe of his hand, a translucent screen flickered to life. “One of our spies found this in Cain’s Canyon.” It lit up in bleeding orange and deep, sickly red—a living map of slow destruction. Pulse waves rippled outward from a deep black scar at its center. Elian thought it looked like a heart hemorrhaging.

“We know what Cain’s up to,” Halvax said. “We’ve seen his weapon. The King has spies, but you’re the first slave to make it out intact. That makes you valuable.”

Elian looked away. His body still ached. His mind reeled. He didn’t want to be valuable. He wanted to be free. Yet, as Halvax spoke, something stirred deep inside him, a sensation he couldn’t name, something older than fear. As if unseen hands were guiding him down a path he had not chosen.

The Commander lowered his voice. “There’s a reason we built this bunker deep beneath King’s Mountain. A reason the King’s been quiet for so long. We’re preparing for something big, and we need people like you.”

“Like me?” Elian asked bitterly. “Who am I?” Halvax walked over to Elian and placed a hand on his shoulder. He spoke with a firm but kind voice. “A survivor. One with a clean slate. The King will want to see you soon. But until then, eat, sleep. Regain your strength. You’re going to need it.” With that, he turned sharply and left, followed by the medic. The door hissed closed behind them.

Elian sat up on the edge of the cot, alone. The silence buzzed in his ears. Only the soft blink of an overhead security camera cautioned him to relax. He lay back slowly, heart pounding, eyes wide open. He had survived the horrors of Zareth Cain’s wasteland, but in this bunker, surrounded by steel, whispers, and invisible wars, he wondered if he had merely traded one set of chains for another. Hope and fear were strange companions, but now they marched beside him, inseparable as shadow and flame.

	The Briefing


The elevator whispered downward to a halt. Elian stood between his two guards as the door slid open, revealing a corridor unlike any he’d ever seen. Narrow beams of light from recessed fixtures in the ceiling illuminated seamless, white, ancient alloy walls. The cool air smelled fresh and faintly scented with juniper and ozone. To Elian, it felt more like a precision-oriented sanctum of control than a luxurious palace.

They marched along the corridor in silence as he considered how far beneath King’s Mountain this architectural marvel had been carved into the bones of the planet. Those alloys he could recognize he knew could only be scavenged from ancient ruins. He spotted surveillance nodes tracking their location. Everything here seemed to have a purpose. They side-stepped maintenance technicians who busily ensured everything functioned flawlessly.

At last, they stopped at a tall door secured with a glowing biometric scanner. One guard placed a hand on it, and the door slid open with a hiss to reveal a wide chamber whose sharp corners outlined a low ceiling. A matte black round table dominated the center, surrounded by translucent interface walls that displayed tactical readouts, planetary scans, and encrypted feeds. The man standing at the far end of the room needed no banners or symbols of royalty to introduce him. The King studied a digital map of Mars projecting like a ghost in the air above the table.

He looked up as they entered. “Leave us,” he commanded. The guards obeyed, sealing the door behind them.

The man before Elian wore a dark gray uniform, simple but immaculately tailored. His tall, unbowed bearing hinted at enormous rank. Resolve had carved lines into his weathered face. A short white beard traced his jaw, sharp and clean.

“Master Bishop Orlander!” Elian exclaimed, his voice catching in mid-breath. “King of Mars.” He bowed, careful of his wounds.

The King regarded him carefully, like one might examine a blade just pulled from a forge. “You made it out,” he remarked. “Few do.”

“I had to find you, Sire, but I got lost,” Elian replied.

“That’s often how freedom begins,” Orlander mused, voice low. “When the world burns, even the lost find direction.” He gestured at the table. “Sit.”
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