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​Chapter 1 - Rebel
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I had never imagined that metal could voice fear of its own destruction. The left wall vanishes in flames, wailing like a dying man.

Explosion.

People howl. My own screams drown out every other sound, leaving only wide-open mouths – grotesque, silent masks I will never forget. I probably look the same to them.

Another explosion.

Fewer voices now. A pressure wave rips through the spaceship, cracks running faster than people. All my instincts vanish in that instant, leaving behind nothing but a sack of flesh and bone, hurled backward by the blast. I feel no fear. No, that is misleading. To be paralyzed is not the same as being fearless.

“We’ve lost the engines. Evacuate the ship.” The captain’s broken voice screams through the speakers. “I repeat, evacuate the ship.”

Debris floats chaotically among bodies, speaking louder than any words. Mindless, I push, pull, and twist like a wounded snake through the flying shrapnel – some primal instinct has seeped back into this flesh sack. I don’t know where instincts live; my mind is empty but for a raw, screaming voice: Run! Maybe that is all you need. Philosophy won’t save you now.

I stretch my left hand toward a small mask on the wall, just a filter. Better than nothing. I miss. There is no grace in zero-g. My foot brushes something floating past, and I kick hard with panic. This time, I reach the wall and grab the mask. Then I see it: the thing I kicked was Den. The closest thing I had to a friend here. Not anymore. His eyes are dark – not with hate, not really. Animal terror. I delayed him. He shoves me, and my back slams into the wall. My gasp is soundless.

Gases hiss from ruptured pipes, swirling down the corridor in poisonous ribbons. Sirens wail. To my left, a pocket of vapor blooms in slow motion: a bird, wings spread. Beautiful. Later, my mind will replay it – this surreal, shimmering death. But death isn’t surreal.

The escape hatch glows at the far end, half-sealed.

The bird drifts toward a girl ahead of me. No mask. Her hands claw at nothing. Too late. A spasm, then she is just a body, a doll knocked by a flying table. The impact twists her white face toward me, eyes wide and frozen, staring at me: black, black, black. She rotates like a clock hand. Den spins counterpoint beside her. It’s like they’re dancing – only they’re not.

“Move!” someone growls and shoves me forward.

I reach the escape hatch sideways – legs slam into the wall, then my head. Pain blackens my vision for a few moments. To anyone still sane, I might look like a zero-g acrobat. But no one is watching. Not like that. Here, I am just another obstacle between them and survival. A tall, red-haired woman seizes my wrist. Her grip is iron. She pulls me through the hatch, then hurls me into an emergency capsule. I am numb, unable to react.

“Press the orange button,” she rasps, her voice sharp with desperation.

I know this. We drilled it a hundred times. But drills don’t teach you how to function when panic eats your brain alive. I hit the button. Blue restraints bloom from the walls, cocooning me – soft yet rigid. Like my mind. Ozone stings my nose. The sour tang of poison still clings to my tongue, though I am safe now. Aren’t I?

“Take care.” Her voice cracks – gentleness beneath the urgency. Tears glint. But my lips stay locked. In my nightmares, I swear she says my name. The hatch seals with a hiss, hurling me into the void.

With a terrible scream, the ship unfolds in a scorching hell. A flash burns my eyes – silvery white, mixing with the white of the girl’s fading face, her wide black eyes staring at me. The last thing I remember before darkness falls, and the world becomes soundless.

That is all that remains of my life. The rest was scorched away. Doctors rebuilt my body, but not my past. Even the fact that the red-haired woman was my mother returned to me only through newsfeeds, in a picture. Our faces side by side. Past waiting to be remembered.

***
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White light scorched my closed eyelids, clawing at a mind lost outside time. Explosions hammered: boom... boom... boom! Images flickered, shattered, burned away by blinding flashes – a film reel chewed up and spit out. Then, nothing.

Something was off. The emergency capsule’s light should’ve been blue, cool, clinical. Instead, I opened my eyes to a beach so bright it stung. A sun hung like a stuck pixel above the horizon. I blinked. The beach didn’t budge. The air was thick, tasting of dust and static, like I had licked a leaky battery. No sound. No wind. The sea was a glass slab, reflecting nothing. I lay on a slanted sand bed, sinking as if it wanted to swallow me whole.

Not my world, I thought. My world ... what? A city? A house? Memories slipped like sand through a cracked hourglass. I must have lived somewhere, but it was all fog. I blinked again. The beach glared back. Then, from the shimmering horizon, Den and the white-faced girl with black-hole eyes strode toward me, faint footprints trailing in the sand. Their swimsuits showed bodies patched like chessboards, new skin grafted in uneven squares, not yet fully blended.

The girl stopped and casually flicked a small crab off my foot with a kick. The creature flipped over, its legs flailing as if it were starring in a low-budget circus. She nudged me with her icy toes. I glanced down and saw that my own feet were a patchwork of new, pink, and raw skin. I must have been burned in the explosion, too.

“Get up, lazy boy. It has been five years since we saw the sea. Move.”

Half of me wanted to snap at her. The other half wanted to laugh at the absurdity. Pick a side, brain – anger or silliness? I picked neither. “Do I know you? Like, pre-spaceship?”

“Of course, big brother,” she said, her black eyes glinting like obsidian.

I remembered no sister, so this was a joke that should have been familiar. But the ship ... the girl ... the explosion. The aftermath clawed at me. I shoved it down like a bad takeout order. At least we were alive. “And you, Den?”

“Just a friend,” he said, laughing.

“Get up,” the girl insisted, nudging harder.

I tried to move. Nothing. My body was a lead weight, glued to the sand. I sighed and closed my eyes, begging for strength. Boom! Boom! Explosions roared, gases hissing like pissed-off specters. I snapped my eyes open. The beach held. So did the girl. I sighed again, flashing her a stupid grin.

“Doc, it wasn’t an accident. The ship was destroyed by a missile.” An unfamiliar voice yanked me elsewhere.

Darkness. Nothing to see. Nothing to feel but a throbbing ache, not quite mine. My hearing sharpened in the void. I wanted the beach back – less pain, better view. A sharp, chemical scent of antiseptic and ozone stung my nose – hospital vibes, too familiar. Pain sliced my thoughts. Curiosity dulled it, but it lingered.

“They wanted the boy,” the voice continued.

Me? Why me? What happened to the girl?

“Who did it?” Doc growled, already knowing.

“The Travelers. His Field sensitivity woke too soon. The Resistance sent him off your planet to train beyond their reach.”

Your planet? The voice sounded human, normal ... but what was normal anymore?

“He reached into the Field mid-flight. A Field Crawler reacted. Space makes mental communication easier to detect.” The alien’s voice was dull, as if he was reading a starship manual. “The Travelers’ sensors caught it. They hit fast. They know we rerouted his pod to your station. The energy spike betrayed us.”

Station? What station?

“Armin, they will come for him. There are ten million souls here.”

“That would breach the Treaty.” Armin’s voice softened, then – tap-tap-tap – Doc’s fidgeting fingers forced him to add: “But you are right. They will come. Be ready.”

“With what? No ships. No weapons. The Treaty left us defenseless.”

“It left you alive.” Armin paused. “We will deploy extra sensors. They will just infiltrate commandos to ... find him. Take him to Deep Blue. Heal him. Train him. First-stage protocols only. We will convene the council when he is ready.”

The door hissed open. Footsteps – light, precise – then the scrape of a chair. My blindness sharpened my hearing; I tracked the newcomer’s movements like a bat navigating darkness.

“Erun, you were submerged in Deep Blue, and time bleeds faster than we think.” Armin’s voice became suddenly warm.  “Did you hear us?”

“Every word. As did half the station via the Net.”

“The price of transparency,” Armin said, almost amused. “Your people chose open governance over the Main Planet’s ... ruthless efficiency. History will judge who chose wisely. The Travelers are busy to develop their New Field.”

“That cursed Field will be our grave.” In anger, Erun struck something – metal, by the sound of it. “The ship’s destruction violates the Treaty’s spirit. Can we weaponize it?”

“The Observer was notified,” Armin said, “but it’s too little to make a case in the Galactic Council.”

“Observer?” Erun’s laugh resembled a bark. “A Travelers’ ally. Every impartial eye serves the Faction pulling the strings in our system.”

“Many Observers are former Celestial Faction Travelers. This is the reality we...”

“You mean the reality we endure.” Erun’s chair screeched as he stood. Pacing. Footfalls like a ticking clock.

“Then endure it well. Train him well.” With that, Armin left, the others trailing like shadows.

Doc! Don’t leave. Help me!

But no one answered.

Until that moment, I had been neither dead nor alive. The machines were still rebuilding my brain, neuron by agonizing neuron. My sudden spark of awareness failed to control my body. For hours, pain was my only companion – a wolf gnawing my bones under a bloody full moon. When the coma reclaimed me, it was almost mercy. Almost.

The memory of that agony never faded. It never will.

***
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“Brain now ninety-five percent recovered,” the whisper sliced through the silence – clinical, muffled, wrapped in gauze. Some primal instinct claimed the brain as mine. “Pulse stabilizing.”

My heart thrummed faster. Time itself seemed to accelerate, words contracting, pauses vanishing.

“He survived. Three hundred didn’t.”

The girl...

“Add two milligrams to his perfusion.”

Of what? Fog swallowed my thoughts – cool, suffocating – time suspended outside time.

Then, the spark.

“You are awake.”

I tried to open my eyes. Nothing. I tried again. A twitch. I blinked – a fraction of a second. Behind my eyelids, an afterimage crystallized: a face with a smile too precise. “Nurse-bot,” I croaked. “Capsule?” But the place didn’t look like an emergency capsule. Am I dreaming? Too young to wonder if I was dead.

“Capsule or not, your vitals look good,” it replied, a faint hum in its tone that might have been amusement – or a glitch. “What’s your name?”

“Name?” My voice scratched like sandpaper.

“Yes, your name.” The voice was patient, but bots are built to be patient. Aren’t they?

“...know.”

“Try again. What’s your name?”

“No ... know!” My eyes snapped open, stinging under the harsh artificial light. I glared at the too-precise face. Curse...

“What happened to you?”

I lifted my head, just enough to see my body – naked, wired with more electrodes than a spaceship console. I felt them tugging at my skin and something deeper, like my bones were still arguing with gravity. A hospital bed. Something happened. “Boom.” Wounded. I raised my right arm, and it trembled, skeletal, before flopping back onto the bed. My skin was pink, hairless, and fresh.

“What boom?”

“Explosion,” I said, the booming still echoing in my head. “Ship. Space. Boom.” I looked at my body again. Pink. Thin. “Big boom.” Pink skin. Burned. “Wounded. Burned.”

“Yes, a big boom, and a big burn,” the nurse-bot said with a lilt that felt like it was teasing me.

The door opened. “Welcome to Aurora.” A woman’s voice, warm and soothing. Mara. An oval face framed by black hair. I jerked upright; her hand pressed me back with gentle strength. “Too soon,” she murmured, her fingers brushing my hair. “Your journey is not over.”

Journey. The reconstruction of charred flesh into a man. White light stabbed my eyes – retinas seizing it – and suddenly, she was there: a girl’s white face, black voids for eyes. “No!”

The light vanished.

“It didn’t hurt,” Mara chided, and shame sealed my lips about the ghost. “Your reflexes are good.” She meant the left eye, grown from right-eye stem cells, the one miracle spared by fire.

“I’m dizzy,” I rasped, my voice teetering between fear and awe. The nurses smiled. Unfair.

“You were sedated until your body could function,” Mara said.

Sedated. The memory of my first attempt to wake returned. And the memory of pain.

“You are nearly healed. Sedation is lighter now. Physically, you are whole.” She paused. “Your muscles need work. Your memory needs work. There will be pain.”

Pain is relative, depending on who experiences it. I swallowed a scream, bit back a curse, and Mara’s smile crushed my rebellion.

Fine. I’ll howl silently at the bloodied moon.

***
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Aurora – three hundred feet of spinning metal clinging to a frozen moon, its parent planet a swirl of toxic colors in the void. You know this already. For me, it was like opening a blank file labeled Aurora and finding nothing, a white space waiting to be filled. The word floated in my mind with no context, just another piece of debris in the shipwreck of my memory.

AI helpfully projected a hologram: a blue-white frozen moon, pockmarked and icy, with a tiny orbital speck – my home now. The connection clicked, without feeling. But it was interesting to link the abstract notions drifting inside me to the real world.

When I first opened my eyes in the station’s hospital, my gaze landed on the nurse-bot. Humanoid. Flawless. Yet I knew it was artificial. A small victory – proof that some instincts had survived the memory wipe.

The nurse-bot followed me to my new home in Deep Blue – a comfortable companion, taking care of me while I scavenged for memories like a beggar picking through trash. Relearning everything from scratch would have taken years, a slow, childlike crawl toward understanding. I refused that fate, and I forced AI to bombard me with holograms, jolting my dormant mind awake with brute-force stimuli.

Two places had been claimed in this frozen wasteland: 

Ice Manor – hanging on the only rock piercing the frozen ocean, a tiny defiant mole of life against the desolation.

Deep Blue – built on the ocean floor, deep beneath the ice shelf, its large dome glowing sapphire under artificial daylight. Constructed at the cliff’s edge, it overlooked abyssal black waters.

Linking them: a three-mile-long vertical tunnel. The most advanced transit system ever – and the most boring. You can’t see a damn thing from inside the moving capsules.

Today, I learned that the red-haired woman who saved me on the spaceship was my mother. I tried to feel something. Anything. Nothing came. AI suggested mourning. I couldn’t. I didn’t know how to mourn, or why I should. I tried to understand what it meant to have a mother, what she might have meant to me. I turned to the dictionary: Mothers love children. Children love back. It meant nothing to me.

“AI?” I asked, helpless.

“Love is a human feeling. Euphoria driven by hormones. Your brain releases a surge of neurotransmitters like dopamine and oxytocin. It makes you feel warm and fuzzy.”

“Oxytowhat?”

“Oxytocin,” it replied. “The cuddling hormone. The stuff that makes humans go gooey over each other.”

“What’s cuddling?” I squinted at the hologram.

“You take someone into your arms to show love. It triggers your brain to release...”

“Oxytocin,” I cut in, rolling my eyes. I half-expected AI’s glowing sphere to sprout arms and demonstrate. “So love is just oxytocin? What is oxytocin, then?”

“A cyclic nonapeptide composed of nine amino acids arranged in a ring. The structure is stabilized by a disulfide bond between two cysteine residues...”

“Shut up! A cyclic nano-whatever can’t be love. That’s like saying a ship’s engine has personality.”

“Technically, a spaceship engine has charisma,” AI quipped, voice laced with synthetic smugness. “But fine. Love is messy. Hormones, neural pathways, a dash of chaos. I recommend watching some movies. I’ve compiled a list, mostly romance, zero explosions. You are welcome.”

“Really?” I groaned, struggling to understand why people hugged each other for no reason – it wasn’t hygienic.

“Statistically, 91% of humans find them heartwarming,” AI said, annoyingly chipper. “Just try them.”

Logically, it all made sense: cuddling, hormones, neural pathways. I could understand that. But logic wasn’t the same as feeling. It couldn’t replicate that supposed weight in your chest or warmth behind your ribs – phrases I had learned from those movies. They were ... interesting. Something inside me wanted to go beyond rational analysis. An irrational urge.

So I asked Mara – she was human, after all.

“You’ll know love when you feel it,” she said, her smile kind. “Something undefined, strange and sweet at once. Don’t try to define it. It’s not math. You will just know. And don’t ask AI about feelings; it will make a mess of chemical pathways.”

My emotional center was rebuilt like a faulty circuit. Nightmares of white flames and the dead girl’s black, hollow eyes – sometimes chased by a ridiculous scene of a flipped crab flailing its legs – made me howl. When the horror faded, I felt like an idiot because of that stupid crab. Logically, I could accept fear. Stupidity? No thanks, that was not on the recovery menu. Doc suppressed my hormones, fearing the trauma would turn me into a human firecracker, and told me to leave her – the unknown girl – buried in forgetfulness. I obeyed. Mostly. The memory, set to unlock in a few months, ticked like a time bomb.

Frustration gnawed at me. I wanted everything to happen faster. A new world was out there, probably laughing at my slowness. I knew I should focus on positives, but negatives stuck to my mind like tar. Without hormones, I had no feelings, so the negatives shouldn’t have mattered, but they did in some twisted, not-quite-feeling way that made zero sense. Sometimes, life is perverse. I read that in a pamphlet somewhere. I forced myself to sit cross-legged in front of a mirror and mutter: “I am still alive.” Some movie called it meditation and positive thinking. It didn’t help. Then: “My mental state is improving.” No dice.

“I am a hologram explorer,” I joked to the nurse-bot.

She – AI warned me it was impolite to say it – smiled back with programmed politeness. But I clung to the small victory of spotting the difference: her smile lacked the natural ease I had read about. There were subtle gaps between human and robotic expressions. The idea of a serene smile fascinated me. I chased it through dictionaries, down rabbit holes of definitions, running from one new word to another, for emotions I couldn’t experience. What’s the point of knowing about joy if you are hollow?

In a fit of mimicry – like I had seen in another movie – I hurled my tablet against the wall, hoping to feel anger. A sharp crack. Plastic shattered. The nurse-bot stared.

I felt nothing.

“Sorry,” I muttered, robotic, only because I knew I had to say it. I picked up the remains and left my room, the serene smile still rattling inside my mind, struggling to grasp the difference between its technical meaning and the real thing.

Then, one day, I stepped into the cliffside park – and for the first time, the void inside me wavered.

A girl sat on a bench, her gaze lost in the abyss, a book forgotten in her lap. The Net whispered her name before I could ask – Lamia – analyzing the image I had captured. She noticed my intrusion; the Net had alerted her, too. She waved, her fingers fluttering like a bird testing the air. Something stirred in my chest, a flicker of warmth, instantly smothered as I scrambled for my mental dictionary. 

“Natural attraction,” AI supplied. “It’s a human feeling that...”

“Hormones. I know. Shut up. I need to think.” But by the time I processed the definition, the feeling had already dissolved into clinical terms. Yet in that moment, I finally understood what a serene smile looked like.

Later, I took Lamia’s place on the bench. The metal still held the ghost of her warmth. Beyond the glass in front of me, the city’s lights stirred the deep blue in slow, continuous motion, following invisible currents, up and down, left and right. Not waves, not like those that break upon a shore. More like liquid lace, or the delicate filaments of galactic dust. Lasers traced shifting salinity and temperature, a mesmerizing illusion. No life stirred in those depths. The lightshow was a consolation prize, a glittering lie to fill the void.

Technology stitches our world together. The Net wraps around us, a second skin, blending reality and augmentation. They navigate it effortlessly. I am still learning. But even the Net couldn’t mask the truth: ten million souls crammed into a subterranean hive, living in fear. The Peace Treaty was just words. No one trusted the Main Planet’s government.

A contest had been announced – design ecosystems and creatures to dance in our dead ocean. AI nudged me toward genetics courses. I enrolled, imagining my creations waltzing with Lamia’s lights. The Net told me she had entered the contest, too. That night, I fell asleep with her smile etched behind my eyelids. And for once, my dreams weren’t filled with fire and black, staring eyes.

Morning brought an unfamiliar unease. Is Lamia beautiful? The Net flooded me with images of beautiful girls – thousands of them, all different. Curves, angles, colors that contradicted one another. How could they all qualify?

“Why are they beautiful?” I asked Mara, projecting the holographic images between us, and hundreds of faces shimmered in the air.

Her lips curved. “Because they are.”

“But why?” I isolated Lamia’s picture – her quiet smile, the way her hair caught the artificial park light. “Is she beautiful?”

“Ah.” Mara’s arm settled around my shoulders, warm and gentle. “Let’s see. Do you like looking at her face?”

I studied the image, then Mara’s profile – the crinkles at her eyes, the way her cheek rounded when she smiled. “Yes.”

“Then she is beautiful.”

A pause. Words formed before I understood them: “You are beautiful too.”

“Thank you.” Her voice softened. “That was kind.”

“A compliment,” I recited from the dictionary. “You say something pleasing and expect reciprocity. Will I receive...?”

“This is not a transaction,” she laughed, ruffling my hair. “And you already got one back.”

“I don’t understand...”

“You will.”

In front of the classroom, I hesitated, hand on the door handle. On the other side, people. Strangers. A strange tightness coiled in my chest.

“Doubt,” AI offered. “A human reaction...”

“Hormones. I know.”

“No, you don’t. It’s logical. Your brain is modeling possible outcomes, trying to solve the unknown behind the door. Like a puzzle. But with worse stakes than a game show. You are alive, after all.”

“Shut up,” I muttered, half-smiling. AI was annoying, a glitch I couldn’t quite hate.

Until now, my world had been sterile: Mara, Doc, the nurse-bot. A closed loop.

A few days ago, they had freed my hormones. But chemicals alone couldn’t summon emotion. You need connection, something that sears or soothes.

“Don’t try to hunt down your feelings,” Mara told me, when I complained that nothing had changed. “Don’t push. Let them come to you. It’s better this way.”

Easy for you to say, I had grumbled.

Inside the classroom: four girls, five boys. Including her. The girl with the serene smile. I looked at them all, trying to feel something. I felt the same as I did about the nurse-bot. Worse, maybe. Because I felt nothing about my nonexistent feelings.
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“Don’t delete the filaments,” Lamia protested as I adjusted the simulation. We were alone in the lab. My fourth month at school, my second working with her on the genetic project for the contest. “I need them for the fluorescent light. I want them to dance on the waves. We have to find the right music...”

They’re useless. “There will be predators in the water, and our creature won’t survive with those long cords.” Proper music... Music won’t help it survive. Maybe it’s about beauty. But that won’t help either. “It’s like you trying to swim away from me – I had always catch you by your long hair.” I liked that idea. Involuntarily, I smiled. She caught it.

“They are not cords; they are filaments. And my hair is neither.” Her tone shifted – that subtle change in a girl’s voice when you said something wrong. And, of course, I had no idea why. They get upset over the smallest things. I was sure I was right. Our jellyfish would be easy prey in simulations against the others’ creatures. “I will make the filaments poisonous,” she brushed off my argument. “Then no one can touch them. Something I should do with my hair, too.”

“I will use gloves.”

A book flew past my head. I leapt up from behind the table just as she lunged. She chased me, but I was faster, circling behind her and grabbing her hair. Gently. “See? Just like that.”

Our project died. We didn’t speak for days. The strangest part? Realizing how much I missed her.

Later, when I asked Mara for help – since I couldn’t fix it alone – she just smiled and said, “Try flowers; they will help.”

“Flowers? They can’t think. I don’t see...”

“Just try them,” she said. “And add a box of chocolates.”

***
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On the big day, I followed Lamia into the lab, my lips twitching with an unfamiliar spasm. Is this fear? Fear of losing? I stole a glance at her – shoulders rigid, fingers kneading the edge of her sleeve. A lock of hair had escaped from her braid, trembling slightly with each breath. She is afraid too.

The school aquarium was a vast hall, far emptier than its capacity to host people. Every team had brought their engineered creatures, eyes gleaming with unshakable confidence. Only winners, no losers. I had no idea why they were all so sure. Ten tanks lined the right wall, shrouded in darkness until the reveal. Lamia’s knuckles whitened around her tablet; her free hand rose to her mouth, teeth worrying at a thumbnail. Then, catching herself, she tucked the offending hand behind her back and lifted her chin.

I reached for her other hand. Our fingers tangled together, her grip tight. I like this. I like her like this – unguarded.

By chance, our project was last.

The first tank lit up – a medusa with long, luminous tentacles. The second: another medusa, its tendrils glowing at the tips. The third: yet another. Lamia’s foot began tapping against the tile. When the fourth appeared, identical, she exhaled sharply through her nose, a sound I couldn’t decrypt. Then another.

Then came ours.

An alga.

Not fluorescent on its own, but when the laser struck its long filaments, it glowed for a minute.

Lamia’s breath hitched. The light pulsed through the tank, and her body leaned forward as if pulled by an invisible thread. For a while, she forgot to blink.

Then, triumph. Her elbow jabbed into my ribs, her grin sudden and brilliant. “See?” she whispered, voice dancing. “Told you the filaments were worth it.

Weeks earlier, I had filmed Lamia swimming – her long hair fanning out like a golden net in the water, her arms slicing through the current with effortless grace. Backlit by the pool lights, she looked like a fairy. I stole strands of her hair from the hologram, wove them into a deep-sea simulation, and synced them to a flickering laser. A slow spin brought everything to life.

I sent it to her.

Near the park’s edge, where the plateau dropped into the abyss, there was a rock shaped like a face – The Head. As expected, she moved the hair from the depths to The Head’s crown and sent it back with a smiley emoticon and a cryptic note: Better. But it’s missing something.

When I asked what, she only tilted her head, a smirk playing at the corner of her mouth. “Figure it out.”

It felt like cheating – the good kind. Will she let me kiss her?

We met in secret after that, crafting photosensitive chlorophyll in the lab’s dim blue glow. Lamia worked with feverish precision, biting her lip when concentrating, tucking her hair behind her ears only for it to slip free again. Sometimes, when she thought I wasn’t looking, she would stretch her arms overhead, arching her back like a cat in a sunbeam.

Each time, I lingered, inventing reasons to stay. Just being near her filled me with warmth I couldn’t explain. After a breakthrough, she threw her arms around me, her laughter vibrating against my chest. Her hug was tight and warm, as if she, too, was chasing this unnamed feeling.

The teachers didn’t know about our hair. Officially, our project was another fluorescent medusa, right up until the final day, when we replaced it in the tank. For a while, our alga existed only in the DNA simulations we had run at home and in test tubes.

After the contest, we walked through the park as dusk settled, the dome sky streaked with violet and gold. Lamia’s steps slowed near an old tree; she plucked a leaf, rolling its stem between her fingers. When the shadows grew long, she turned toward me.

“Well?” she said, her voice soft.

I hesitated. Then I kissed her. I had found excellent movies and descriptions of how to kiss a girl on the Net, so I think I did it properly. When we stopped, I didn’t let her go. Couldn’t. She fit against me perfectly, her forehead resting on my shoulder, her heartbeat a wild echo of mine. A strange, pleasant warmth spread through me, consuming everything else.

“Something wrong?” she murmured, tilting her head back to study me. A faint blush painted her cheeks.

My face was burning, so it was probably redder than hers. “It’s...” Words failed me. “I’ve just never felt this good before.”

Her smile was slow, shy. “That was sweet,” she whispered, and kissed me again, her fingers tracing the line of my jaw like she was memorizing it.

The Head loomed in the deep, its craggy face bathed in the ghostly glow of submerged lamps, just enough light for photosynthesis, just enough shadow to give it the look of some ancient, brooding creature. Atop its crown, our hair swayed: twenty meters of undulating dark red, each strand alive with the ocean’s pulse, glowing discreetly. The currents lifted it in slow arcs – right and left, up and down – a hypnotic ballet of light and darkness.

Then the lasers struck.

At first, the alga’s response was shy, its faint glow half-drowned by the laser’s brilliance. But when the beams cut out, the creature awoke. Semitransparent cells ignited in bursts of blue-green fire, flaring along the filaments. Their lives were fleeting – mere seconds – but their rhythm married the eternal sway of the waves, a phosphorescent sonata. In those moments, the abyss became a dreamscape. A fairytale. Our fairytale. The school submitted our project to the general contest. We took the second prize.

***
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Today, I will be declared mature. On paper, I am twenty – two years older than the other candidates. Papers. An archaic term, clinging to life like a ghost limb. Our true identity lives in the AI chip embedded in the cervical vertebra, humming with the Net’s ceaseless whisper. It filters every byte that reaches me, mediated by my mini-Di. But today, I receive my full DigitalEgo – or Diego, as it’s usually called.

The irony isn’t lost on anyone. My paper age is twenty; my real age, counted from resurrection, is four. 

“The toddler has matured,” they joked.

I gritted my teeth and pretended not to hear. But some words carve grooves in your bones, no matter how you stand. And when we fought – ah – then those two extra years were an advantage. After a while, they started to call me Rebel. I had no idea why. They were rebels; I landed here because of bad luck. Perhaps they only wanted me to tease me.

On Aurora, they implant Diego at eighteen, when the brain is theoretically fully mature. On the Main Planet, they do it at twelve. There, Diego isn’t just a companion – it’s a sculptor. The state’s psychologists design its algorithms, bending young minds to fit their vision of civilization.

My first Diego died in the explosion, burned by fire. A mercy, really. Losing half your brain is lethal; losing half a shared mind? Unthinkable. And yet, it was the only good thing that happened to me during the assassination attempt. Once inserted, Diego becomes a twin mind, its organic tissue growing inside your brain. Any separation is dangerous. Losing almost half your brain in an explosion is dangerous too, so I can see – again – how lucky I was. The shred of my mind that survived remembers nothing of it. Sometimes, I wonder how is it to grow up with an adult mind nested inside yours, playing along with your childhood.

On the Main Planet, they separate Diego only for enemies of the state – those still anchored in the past, unfit for modern society. A quote from The Government Guide to a Healthy Mind, better known as The Poisoned Book.

My former self likely revered it. Now? My disdain is a product of Aurora’s culture ... and maybe my own mind. Probably. How can I ever be sure?

Soon, Diego will wake in my skull. Full synchronization takes months, but I have time. I probably thought the same before the accident. Anyway, I am eager to see how my new life will be.

The white chamber smelled of ozone and antiseptic – the kind of scent that lingers in the back of your throat. I lay prone on the operating block, my neck exposed where the nurse-bot had shaved a small patch above my cervical vertebra. The cold gel they had applied numbed the skin, but I could still feel the pressure as the vibratory scalpel burrowed into my body, carving bone.

“Keep your breathing steady,” Mara murmured, her gloved fingers adjusting the alignment for the third time. In her visor’s reflection, I could see the targeting lasers, twin red dots dancing along my spine, cauterizing flesh and blood vessels.

The chip rested in a sterile cradle beside me: a sliver of black nano-ceramic, barely larger than a grain of rice, pulsing with faint bioluminescent markers. They had shown me the activation sequence earlier. Watching those dormant circuits flare to life had felt like witnessing the birth of a child.

A sudden, intimate pressure as needle-thin probes – no thicker than a neuron’s axon – breached my meninges and blood-brain barrier. My muscles locked as relaxants and Diego’s neural threads unfurled into my cerebellum, each synaptic connection firing behind my eyelids. The nurse-bots’ voices faded to distant echoes as my mini-Di initiated the handshake protocols – its familiar presence suddenly crowded by something vast and alien reaching through the link. For one terrifying moment, I existed in two places at once – watching myself from above while drowning in the flood of initialization data pouring through the new link.

Then the world snapped back into focus.

Only a phantom itch remained at the base of my skull, and a new sensation: the distinct feeling of being observed. Not just by the medical team, but from within.

“Primary integration successful,” Mara announced. Relief colored her voice, though the words rang hollow.

The real work would begin now – in the quiet hours between sleep and waking – as Diego’s organic matrices slowly intertwined with my neural pathways. They had warned me about the dreams. About how the ghost of my old DigitalEgo – that bloody tool of oppression – might surface in fragmented memories. What they hadn’t said was how heavy the silence in my head would become. Pregnant with the weight of another consciousness, waiting to be born.

The medical block hummed with the low-frequency pulse of monitoring equipment, each beep marking the seconds of my silent vigil. I waited for an inner voice, a sign, anything. “Hello, I am Diego.” Something.

Then it came – not words, but a liquid invasion of my brain. I knew it wasn’t real. It felt real. Cold tendrils of consciousness seeped through my neural pathways, the sensation so visceral I recoiled as if from physical violation. Wires tethered me to the couch; my thrashing only sent a tray of instruments clattering to the floor. Apparently, I had a natural talent for that.

“We can sedate you,” Mara offered, trying to ease my fear.

I’m not afraid, I lied to myself.

My pulse thundered in my temples. My fingers clawed at the couch’s padding. No pain, just physical reaction. The flood reached my frontal lobe now, a glacial weight filling my skull. I shook my head sharply, half-expecting to hear the slosh of cerebral fluid.

Mara’s laughter filled the room. Even Doc’s stern mouth twitched.

“Don’t worry.” She pulled me against her, fingers combing through my sweat-damp hair. The gesture should have soothed me. It didn’t.

“I am not a child.” The protest sounded petulant, even to me.

“Rebel, you are our four-year-old big boy.” Mara’s breath tickled my ear. “We all tried to feel the water moving inside our heads during activation. Even Mr. Doctor here.” She jerked her chin at Doc, who rolled his eyes but didn’t deny it.

By the time they unhooked me, the liquid sensation had vanished. Only hollow silence remained. No greeting. No Diego.

“Turn your head,” Doc said, his voice leaving no room for argument.

I complied, movements jerky with residual tension. Nothing.

“Faster.”

A sharp twist. And there. A flicker at the edge of my vision, like a shadow detaching itself from the wall. I froze. The room was empty. Of course it is. It’s inside.

Doc’s smile was all teeth. “Well?”

“A shadow,” I whispered. “Inside.”

The silence stretched.  Then – from the back of my skull – not a voice. An impression. A shape.

Are you Diego?

No answer. Just the faintest pressure. Like a finger pressed to closed lips.

***
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The alarm shattered my dream at 03:00 – a crime against sleep. Especially when the dream featured her: all sun-warmed skin and tangled hair, her silhouette blurred at the edges like a watercolor left in the rain. The kind of dream I had never had before kissing her.

“What happened?” I snarled at Diego.

His yawn echoed through my synapses, as sluggish as my own. “Generator failure on the ice field. Pipeline breach. Force field at sixty-two percent. You have five minutes to reach the elevator.”

It had taken me months to get used to Diego materializing and speaking inside my mind – our interactions invisible to anyone else. A shifting hologram overlaying my vision, sometimes a smirking doppelgänger, other times a featureless silhouette. In the beginning, I had waved a hand in front of my eyes just to see if it would disrupt the image, a pointless exercise – there’s no way to block a visual generated directly in your brain’s optical cortex.

Tonight, he had chosen the form of a sleep-rumpled technician, translucent fingers drumming against my visual field.

“One more minute,” I bargained, chasing the ghost of Lamia’s half-naked likeness.

Dreams were the last frontier, even Diego couldn’t influence them. And they felt so real. Low-tier simulators couldn’t replicate the chemical rush of real desire, and the high-end ones were locked behind educational-use-only firewalls. No chance to simulate realistic naked girls. Or more... Our teachers wanted us to interact more in real life.

A searing jolt exploded across my chin.

“You slapped me!”

Not literally – Diego was just a neural subroutine – but the pain signals he fired into my facial nerves were worse than the real thing. My fingers flew to unmarked skin. No bruise. No witnesses. Just the aftertaste of discipline.

The emergency team was already assembling when I reached the elevator – five figures encased in thermal suits, their breath fogging the visors. Karl, our instructor, stood with arms crossed, his scowl deeper than usual.

“Took you long enough, Rebel,” he grunted, tossing me a suit. But I knew it was just for show.

I glanced at my watch and started dressing. “Forty seconds left to the deadline. I am on time.”

Marion, already suited up, lobbed a helmet at me. “Focus, dreamer. Unless you want your pretty face frost-kissed.” We had nearly lost her a month ago when her helmet malfunctioned during a repair run.

I was the last one to enter the elevator. And the first one to leave it, up there, on the surface, inside the dome of the Ice Manor.

Our boots crunched against the ice, a fragile rhythm in the immensity of the space. Work on the surface was rare enough to feel like a privilege. Blurred by the energy field of the dome, the view of the giant gaseous planet was enchanting. It was only my third trip to the surface. I was a newbie. We moved across the frozen plain, the surviving generators maintaining a pocket of -5°C in the -270°C hellscape beyond.

We sometimes played with the edge of the dome. A finger thrust through the energy field would come back glittering with instant frost. Hold it too long, and you would lose it to flash-freezing.

My old memories were gone, but I knew they hadn’t held anything like this – a fragile, magnificent death-dance with absolute cold. Advanced field technology didn’t exist on the Main Planet. And it reminded me: we, from the planet, are technologically behind. They mock us. Call us Puppets. We shot back with Selfish, but the insult rang hollow to me now.

Who am I, really? We or they?

Diego materialized in my mind’s eye as an old sorcerer, his translucent robes fluttering in the neural winds of my subconscious. The worry lines on his forehead deepened – an expression stolen from some forgotten movie. “Well, it’s up to you to decide,” he said, his tone bearing the weight of a teacher watching a student step toward a cliff’s edge.

We had learned together. He had seen every shameful thought, every moment of weakness. Every pleasure. There were no secrets between us.

“One day I will decide,” I shrugged.

The field shimmered before me, its edge humming with contained chaos. Temptation won. I thrust my hand beyond the safety line. The color of the force field shifted – white to red, then purple.

Because of me?

I looked at my gloved hand. Nothing to see. Waves of color slid down from the top of the semi-transparent dome, and a shudder ran through it. The field flickered – just for a moment – fully revealing the true void beyond: endless black, stars like frozen spears.

The silence deepened.

“Terrified?” Diego murmured.

“Alive,” I corrected, trying to understand what was happening.

Slowly, I pressed further, just to make sure the protective field was still intact. Ten seconds passed – the absolute limit. Diego’s electric lash snapped through my nerves, yanking my arm back. Pain flared, bright and clean.

“You know I feel that too,” he hissed, voice frayed with anger.

“Glad to know that.” I grinned and turned away.

Karl’s voice crackled over the comms: “Field stability at fifty-nine percent. We have maybe twenty minutes before... Marion, disconnect the failed generator from the grid. Jarvis, pressure checks. Ricardo, monitor the field harmonics.”

His gaze landed on me.

“Rebel, you are on pipeline duty. Disconnect the right ones. Try not to freeze anything vital.”

As I moved to check the pipelines, Diego murmured in my inner ear, “You’re thinking about her again.”

I didn’t deny it. The work was brutal, but my hands remembered the weight of Lamia’s braid, the way her pulse jumped when I...

The field’s glow shifted. White to crimson to violet. A ripple of spectral color swept from the dome’s apex.

“Run!” Diego’s scream wasn’t words – it was pure synaptic fire, jolting my spine, kickstarting my legs before my mind could catch up.

Karl’s voice thundered through the comms: “We’re under attack! To the generators. Now!”

But we were already running. Every Diego, in every skull, had sounded the alarm milliseconds before our human senses could process the threat.

The field fractured. The sky tore open like paper. Between the ragged edges, the gas giant loomed – full color, alive with storm-swirl chaos. Air hissed outward. Our helmets sealed with a mechanical click-hiss, pressurized oxygen flooding in.

Then...

The field snapped back. And the shuttles appeared, plasma cannons blooming like poisonous flowers. Passing through the shield, their shots came slow at first – lazy streaks of yellow-red. But as the field weakened, they gained speed, heat, purpose.

I felt the impact before I heard it.

A punch of heat across my back. A whump as plasma met ice. The shockwave lifted me. For a few breathless seconds, I was airborne – weightless. Then the ice rose to meet me. A deafening crack split the surface as another volley landed. Beneath me, the ice groaned – then fractured into a glowing spiderweb of fissures.

The heat meant the back of my suit had been punctured, but there is no way to check your own back. I forced my body upright and scrambled behind a metallic structure, one leg twisting awkwardly beneath me as I fell. Crawling deeper between the generator blocks, my head slammed into something hard, and bright flashes burst across my vision. The pain came later, held back by fear rushing through my veins. Something warm trickled down my spine – blood or sweat. Both equally dangerous in a breached suit.

Through the colored bursts in my vision, I saw the shuttles circling, repositioning for a clearer shot. Small and fast – the kind used by special forces for stealth missions. Plasma cannons only. No missiles.

My breath came in short, ragged gasps, but my mind still found enough clarity to wonder how the shuttles had even gotten here undetected. Later, I shook my head and squinted at the field. The pressure inside the dome had dropped by a third but remained manageable. So had the temperature. The generator’s residual heat and our suits kept us alive. Once everyone regrouped, the force field reconfigured, shrinking until it stabilized at half its original size.

Silence settled in. Only the occasional pop of dying electronics outside our shrinking sanctuary broke it.

“We have oxygen for another twenty minutes,” Diego assured me. “Breathe normally.”

Easy for him to say. Code lines don’t need to breathe.

My back burned where the plasma had grazed me, the pain a living thing gnawing at my spine. Diego dampened the worst of it, a cold numbness spreading through my nerves, but the damage to the suit was real. Every breath came thinner than the last, the air tasting of recycled metal and fear.

A transport pod detonated without warning, its battery core erupting with enough force to ripple the ice. The shockwave sent a hairline crack racing toward my boots. I pressed myself tighter against the generator.

Beyond our fragile dome, plasma jets scorched whatever was left exposed – tools, vehicles. It was a pocket of hell out there. Smoke billowed. Circuit boards and engines popped and fizzled. The world burned in slow motion. Acrid smoke coiled along the field’s boundary, pierced now and then by plasma arcs. My eyes watered – from toxins, or memory, I couldn’t tell. The dead girl from the wreck flickered at the edge of my vision again, her face preserved in perfect, ashen stillness.

Not now.

I clenched my fists until my gloves creaked and fixed my gaze on the planet overhead. Storm bands churned across its surface, utterly indifferent to our desperation. Another explosion. Closer. A battery ignited, lifting a tank into the air. It crashed down seconds later, stirring a small icequake.

The field shrank again.

And as I sat there, scarcely able to move, I realized that our chance to escape was shrinking with it.

“Stay where you are. Stay hidden. I called the base, help will be here in fifteen minutes,” Karl tried to calm us.

Then the world turned white.

The explosion came from the generator protecting us. We were lucky, at least; it was on the other side. Whether it was a direct hit or a cascade failure, I will never know. The shockwave sent us sprawling. When my vision cleared, Marion was down, her suit smoking. Someone was screaming, but I couldn’t hear much over the ringing in my ears.

Karl reached her first. The big man didn’t hesitate and slung her over his shoulder like a sack of grain, then charged toward the last generator still standing. “Follow me!” he roared, blood trickling from his nose.

Stumbling after him, I caught a glimpse of the shuttles overhead – circling like carrion birds, their plasma jets painting the ice in streaks of molten gold. But what chilled me more than enemy fire was the look on Karl’s face.

Not fear. Recognition.

“These are Main Planet markings,” he whispered over the comms.

And in that moment, I understood why Diego had looked so worried earlier. He already knew.

“Pressure is dropping again,” Karl’s voice crackled in the comm – calm. Too calm. “Field is stabilizing at thirty-seven percent.” He materialized beside me, his suit flashing oxygen warnings, but a sealing patch was already slapped over his chest. “Suit integrity?” he asked, already yanking a repair seal from his belt.

“Back,” I managed. “Can’t reach.”

He spun me roughly. His hands were fast, practiced. The sting of nanogel on torn skin made me gasp. “Lucky shot,” he grunted. “Two centimeters left and you would be spineless.” The patch hissed as it bonded with my suit, pressure equalizing. Not a moment too soon – my wrist display was already blinking an urgent red for temperature loss. “Stay hidden,” he ordered, voice tight. “Help is coming in ten minutes. Your vitals are spiking. Don’t panic now, Rebel.”

If we have ten minutes.

The shuttles had changed tactics. No more random plasma bursts – now they struck in coordinated volleys, each impact painting the force field in concentric rings of violet and gold. The field held. But barely. With every strike, it shrank – just a little smaller. Just a little closer.

I craned my neck. The ice around our generator was pocked with steaming craters, but farther out, the surface was untouched – except for one sinuous path leading directly to my first hiding spot, the generator that had exploded.

Why me?

“Are you complaining?” Diego quipped.

“Trying to understand. We may need to run again,” I shot back, mindlessly. My leg throbbed where I had twisted it. No running now.

Diego projected a holographic replay of the first phase of the attack, when I was running. The initial shots from the shuttles had been random – probing, testing the dome’s resilience. But their AI had adapted, using the distortion patterns in the field. The hologram flared, dozens of crimson lines chasing me on the ice. Only me.

Why?

I shivered and felt short of breath. “Oxygen level?”

“Ten minutes,” Diego replied curtly.

Bad.

Eyes closed, I forced myself to focus on one of the many pictures of Lamia stored in my mind. Anything to keep from thinking about suffocating to death in a pressure suit. I gasped. Breathe normally. In that moment, the plasma fire stopped. I turned my head and caught it, just at the edge of my vision. The colored rings on the shield, right above me. The shuttles were targeting here now. Shooting from directly overhead. The shield was all red, yellow and purple, but it was holding.

In an all-too-human reaction, everyone moved away from me, trying to escape the line of fire. But the shield had shrunk to a thirty-foot radius. You can’t go too far, I muttered, with grim satisfaction at their pointless retreat. Sweat slid down the back of my neck, alternating warm and cold. I stared, hypnotized, as the colored circles descended toward me, with the shrinking field.

Breathe normally.

I clenched my jaws, trying to suppress the panic – slow my heart, my lungs. I failed. More cold sweat down my spine. Diego sedated my nerves, and air flowed again smoother through my nostrils. Cold. Crisp. Tinged with the faint metallic tang of the small oxygen tank on my back.

“We have enough oxygen,” Diego whispered, without saying for how long, and I curled inward, folding into a fetal posture meant to slow my breathing, to calm the body and conserve what little air remained.

“Our shuttles will come in time,” Karl said, his voice steadier than I expected.

When? I wondered, too tired to speak. Even speaking burned oxygen.

A new sound cut through the chaos: a high-pitched whine from above. The force field shuddered; its radius collapsing further around us.

“Three minutes of oxygen left,” Diego said, faint but clear.

The shuttles stopped firing.

The field rippled. Two obsidian ovoids materialized. Far above, the enemy shuttles banked hard, retreating. A translucent sphere formed around me and one of the ovoids. The air inside was now rich, unfiltered. My suit recognized it and shut off automatically. The air shimmered – not like heat distortion, but as if reality itself had taken a sharp breath and held it. This wasn’t just a barrier. It was a pocket of elsewhere. Its surface crawled with phantom fractals that dissolved when I tried to focus. Light bent wrong around the edges, warping the view beyond, though nothing had moved. Inside, the laws of physics felt ... softened.

Temporal distortion.

How did I know it was a temporal sphere? I couldn’t say. The thought just appeared. The ovoid’s underbelly irised open. A needle-thin probe extended – glinting with something that wasn’t liquid, wasn’t light. It stopped inches from my visor.

Scanning.

Then a figure stepped through. Tall. Hooded. Its suit was neither Auroran nor Main Planet design. The visor reflected my own face, pale, sweating. The figure extended a hand. Not in threat. In invitation. His visor opened. “Glad to see you again,” he said, his smile broad but unfamiliar.

Everything about him unsettled me. The way light bent around his edges. The stillness of his breath in the frigid air. That smile demanded a response, but my voice had fled. Do I know an alien? On the Main Planet, the ones on the news only ever spoke to government officials. I was nobody; I had never worked for the government. And this creature didn’t match any known Traveler from the Celestial Faction. Not the silver-eyed envoys. Not the luminous Lords. “Who are you?” I managed, trying to stand. My leg buckled, and my but landed hard on the steel-like ice. The shock went up my spine into my head.

“We have met before. Centuries ago, on the Main Planet, in a time your memories haven’t reached yet.” His voice carried the weight of many centuries. “You must follow your dream to become an astronaut.”

My breath hitched. “How do you...?”

“I told you. We have met.”

“There is no astronaut program on Aurora,” I protested. “The Peace Treaty forbids it – no deep-space tech. Just planetary shuttles.”

“You will return to the Main Planet,” he said. “It is important.”

Then...

A vision erupted in my mind: waves crashing on a sunlit shore. Not a hologram. A memory. Salt stung my lips. Warm sand shifted beneath my feet. Somewhere deep inside, I recognized this place, but the name did not come.

“How are you doing this?” I whispered, already waist-deep in turquoise water.

“Messing with your mind, a little,” he said with a chuckle, somewhere between amusement and seriousness. “On the Main Planet, seek Batranu. He will help you.” A pause. “You will forget about this until the right moment. Then you will remember.”

“Remember what?” I asked. “What do I have to remember?”

“The sea.”

Then he was gone. The ovoid vanished. Around me, the crew milled about, oblivious. I clutched a shard of ice; its cold bite the only proof I hadn’t dreamed it all. The alert on my suit blinked off. The field had stabilized.

But nothing else had.

“Nothing to worry about,” Doc said, his scanner humming over my scalp. “Superficial burns on your back, minor abrasions. Lungs clear. Eyes undamaged.” He tapped my twisted knee and nodded. “You will heal fast. You handled the stress well.” Then his tone shifted: “Rebel, what movie was it? That sea memory of yours is ... vivid.”

“No movie,” I said, too quickly. “The memory just came back to me today.”

Mara leaned against the med-bay wall, pursing her lips. “He is right.” With a flick of her fingers, my neural readouts hovered in the air. “Look ... taste receptors firing, olfactory traces, even dermal feedback. No movie could embed sensory data so rich. Only a high-tier simulator or...” She trailed off, her eyes locking onto mine. “Did this happen during the attack?”

“I think so.” My throat tightened. “Does this mean my old memories are returning? Will I ever be who I was?”

“Rebel, you are who you are.” Mara squeezed my hand, and her smile was gentle, but it didn’t reach her eyes. “Memories don’t define you. Just the weight you choose to carry.”

Doc wasn’t listening. “Stable. Too stable,” he murmured, scowling at the charts. “When was his last neural check?”

“Twenty-eight days ago,” the nurse-bot replied.

“Weekly checks from now on,” Doc ordered, distracted. His gaze drifted upward, toward the ceiling, toward the sky that we could never see from the Deep Blue, toward things unsaid.

I edged toward the door, leaving it cracked as I slipped out – an old trick. Just enough to catch Doc’s low, resigned sigh:

“Poor kid,” he muttered. “The Travelers tried to kill him again. But that sea memory...”

Mara didn’t answer, and I felt that her was gaze fixed on the door, as if she was trying to see me.

Doc continued, voice lower now. “Erin signature all over it. Sensory layering, emotional anchor, temporal bleed, classic Erin. Everything buried deep behind the memory of the sea. I wonder who was up there. They didn’t contact us after repelling the attack.”

“Armin. He always planned for failure,” Mara said, quietly.

“The kid is not ready.”

“He won’t have a choice.”

The pause was longer now, then Doc said, “If this memory resurfaced, others aren’t far behind. And if the Travelers catch even a whisper of Erins helping him...”

“They will come again,” Mara finished, her voice hard.

“Not just for him. For everyone he has touched.”

“We should tell him.”

“No,” Doc said, instantly. “Not yet.”

“He is strong enough. Smarter than we expected. If he remembers the Erin’s codes...”

“And if he doesn’t? If he breaks?” Doc’s voice became nervous. “You have seen what happens when half-awakened hosts try to read those layers too early. We lose them. Or worse, the Travelers enslave them. We are running out of time. He will need to be ready soon. Because if Armin gave him back the memory of the sea, a new chain of events started.”

The room fell into silence, heavy with all they hadn’t said. Then the door closed.

***
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The air warped, and the alien materialized among us. One moment: empty air. The next: him. His sudden appearance triggered an instinctive reaction, my fingers twitching with the irrational urge to touch him, to test his reality. His gaze pinned me in place. The same man. The one from the ice. During the attack.

“I am real,” he laughed, the sound like dry leaves skittering across ice. His glance held unspoken knowledge – our encounter on the surface, the Travelers’ assault, all of it.

“Acting is his specialty,” Erun, our colony leader, said from his seat. “Doors are for lesser beings. When he is feeling generous, he answers to Armin. The Erin.”

Chuckles rippled through the room. Armin joined in, his laughter untouched by offense.

The name unlocked a memory: a hospital bed, searing pain, blindness – voices murmuring: “We will gather a council when his time comes.”

Is this that time? Time for what?

You have questions,” Armin turned toward me, his amusement fading. For the first time, I saw the complexity in his eyes – depths I couldn’t measure, the center of a thousand intersecting moments. Not just alien. Ancient.

“I’ve found some answers,” I said, opting for blunt honesty. “They came with the pain, on the hospital bed. But they are incomplete.”

Doc stiffened. “Pain? You were sedated. The med-scans showed nothing. I am sorry...”

“His genetic difference might explain it,” Armin interrupted with a shrug. “He has found some shortcuts through the Field. That’s why the Travelers want him. Anyway, his knowledge makes this meeting easier.”

As he spoke, the air across the table shivered. A form began to coalesce in an empty chair – not a body, but the idea of one: translucent, eyeless, a chilling humanoid void.

My muscles locked, primal terror screaming at me to flee. But no one moved for weapons. They even smiled, and I felt embarrassed by my overreaction.

“Meet the Gate,” Erun said, watching my face. Then, to the apparition: “Do I know you?”

“Gate: A being capable of galactic teleportation,” Diego informed me. “Multiple instances exist. My access to their data is limited. Classified.”

“There are hundreds of us,” the Gate said, her voice a rustling breeze. Feminine. Amused. “Why assume we have met?”

“Only one Gate I know bothers with humor,” Erun said, arching a brow. Then to me: “This one usually takes a woman form. Calls herself Houston.” He turned back. “Why this shape today? A joke?”

The shimmering void extended a finger toward me. “I am to train him. He deserves a choice.”

“Is Houston your real name?” I asked, my voice steadier than I felt.

“One of many,” she said. “You may give me another.” Her form began to shift – features melting and reforming. A Traveler Lord. A Main Planet diplomat. Famous actresses. A dozen alien beings I couldn’t name. Some too alien for my comfort.

“If Houston works...” I managed.

“Simple is good.” Eyes bloomed in the void, violet, impossibly deep. A face sculpted itself from the nothingness: sharp cheekbones, pale skin, lips parted mid-breath. “We can begin,” Houston said, with her mouth, and reality twisted.

Our cramped meeting room dissolved.

One heartbeat, we were seated around a table. The next, we floated inside a huge ovoid, its curved walls displaying our solar system in perfect miniature. The gas giant I had seen from the ice field – when I had nearly died – now spun lazily at my fingertips, the size of a human head.

“For those not yet aware,” Houston continued, her voice echoing through the void, “this is a simulation. A bit more advanced than yours.” Her smile was all teeth. Though her words were for everyone, her violet eyes locked on me. “Some of you will hate what comes next.” The view shifted. The Main Planet swelled into focus, its blue expanse expanding until it filled the ovoid’s ceiling.

A collective gasp rippled through the group – half wonder, half anguish. These were exiles, people who had spent years buried in Aurora’s claustrophobic underground. Now their lost home hung before them, vivid and vast. Memories of better times.

I saw Erun’s fingers twitch toward the absent oceans.

Houston raised a hand, and a web of white light bloomed across the planet, its threads stretching beyond the ovoid’s edges like a living lattice. “The Universe’s Field,” she said. “Some call it the Matrix Field, or simply the Field, the substrate from which all matter emerges. Every material thing begins here. Everything is preserved in the Field – every memory, every choice, every unmade future.” The web pulsed, its filaments alive with latent energy. “Two centuries ago, the Celestial Faction absorbed all the rival Factions in our galaxy. After a million years of managed chaos, one Faction reigns supreme.” New objects appeared in orbit: sleek black satellites. “Fifty years ago, the Celestials began crafting their own Field.” As she spoke, the satellites spat threads of darkness. Where they touched the luminous web, it vanished, cleanly, violently. Voids spread like wounds. “Phase one: blockers. Designed to fracture the Matrix Field. For now, they only monitor, or block, communication within it.”
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