
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



    
        
          Timeline

        

        
        
          Aaron Abilene

        

        
          Published by Syphon Creative, 2025.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      TIMELINE

    

    
      First edition. November 17, 2025.

      Copyright © 2025 Aaron Abilene.

    

    
    
      Written by Aaron Abilene.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Aaron Abilene

	    

      
	    
          
	      505

          
        
          
	          505

          
        
          
	          505: Resurrection

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Balls

          
        
          
	          Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Before The Dead Awake

          
        
          
	          Dead Sleep

          
        
          
	          Bulletproof Balls

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Carnival Game

          
        
          
	          Full Moon Howl

          
        
          
	          Donovan

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Codename

          
        
          
	          The Man in The Mini Van

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deadeye

          
        
          
	          Deadeye & Friends

          
        
          
	          Cowboys Vs Aliens

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Ferris

          
        
          
	          Life in Prescott

          
        
          
	          Afterlife in Love

          
        
          
	          Tragic Heart

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Island

          
        
          
	          Paradise Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 2

          
        
          
	          The Lost Island 3

          
        
          
	          The Island 2

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Inheritance

          
        
          
	          James & Zoe

          
        
          
	          Sourcing Trip

          
        
          
	          Reality Check

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Hunger of Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Wrath of Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Death of Korrak

          
        
          
	          The Return of Korrak

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru

          
        
          
	          Kuru Zombies

          
        
          
	          Laughing Death

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Pandemic

          
        
          
	          Pandemic

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Prototype

          
        
          
	          Prototype

          
        
          
	          The Compound

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Slacker

          
        
          
	          Slacker 2

          
        
          
	          Slacker 3

          
        
          
	          Slacker: Dead Man Walkin'

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Survivor Files

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files: Day 1

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 1 Part 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 2

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : On The Run

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 3

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 4

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 5

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 6

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 7

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 8

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 9

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 10

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 11

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 12

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 13

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 14

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 15

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 16

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 17

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 18

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 19

          
        
          
	          Survivor Files : Day 20

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Texas

          
        
          
	          Devil Child of Texas

          
        
          
	          A Vampire in Texas

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Author

          
        
          
	          Breaking Wind

          
        
          
	          Yellow Snow

          
        
          
	          Dragon Snatch

          
        
          
	          Golden Showers

          
        
          
	          Nether Region

          
        
          
	          Evil Empire

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Thomas

          
        
          
	          Quarantine

          
        
          
	          Contagion

          
        
          
	          Eradication

          
        
          
	          Isolation

          
        
          
	          Immune

          
        
          
	          Pathogen

          
        
          
	          Bloodline

          
        
          
	          Decontaminated

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      TPD

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 2

          
        
          
	          Trailer Park Diaries 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Virus

          
        
          
	          Raising Hell

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 2

          
        
          
	          Zombie Bride 3

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          The Victims of Pinocchio

          
        
          
	          A Christmas Nightmare

          
        
          
	          Pain

          
        
          
	          Fat Jesus

          
        
          
	          A Zombie's Revenge

          
        
          
	          The Headhunter

          
        
          
	          Crash

          
        
          
	          Tranq

          
        
          
	          The Island

          
        
          
	          Dog

          
        
          
	          The Quiet Man

          
        
          
	          Joe Superhero

          
        
          
	          Feral

          
        
          
	          Good Guys

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet and Zombies

          
        
          
	          The Gamer

          
        
          
	          Becoming Alpha

          
        
          
	          Dead West

          
        
          
	          Small Town Blues

          
        
          
	          Shades of Z: Redux

          
        
          
	          The Gift of Death

          
        
          
	          Killer Claus

          
        
          
	          Skarred

          
        
          
	          Home Sweet Home

          
        
          
	          Alligator Allan

          
        
          
	          10 Days

          
        
          
	          Army of The Dumbest Dead

          
        
          
	          Kid

          
        
          
	          The Cult of Stupid

          
        
          
	          9 Time Felon

          
        
          
	          Slater

          
        
          
	          Bad Review: Hannah Dies

          
        
          
	          Me Again

          
        
          
	          Maurice and Me

          
        
          
	          The Family Business

          
        
          
	          Lightning Rider : Better Days

          
        
          
	          Lazy Boyz

          
        
          
	          The Sheep

          
        
          
	          Wild

          
        
          
	          The Flood

          
        
          
	          Extinction

          
        
          
	          Good Intentions

          
        
          
	          Dark Magic

          
        
          
	          Sparkles The Vampire Clown

          
        
          
	          From The Future, Stuck in The Past

          
        
          
	          Rescue

          
        
          
	          Knock Knock

          
        
          
	          Creep

          
        
          
	          Honest John

          
        
          
	          Urbex

          
        
          
	          She's Psycho

          
        
          
	          Unfinished

          
        
          
	          Neighbors

          
        
          
	          Misery, Nevada

          
        
          
	          Vicious Cycle

          
        
          
	          Relive

          
        
          
	          Romeo and Juliet: True Love Conquers All

          
        
          
	          Dead Road

          
        
          
	          Florida Man

          
        
          
	          Hunting Sarah

          
        
          
	          The Great American Zombie Novel

          
        
          
	          Carnage

          
        
          
	          Marge 3 Toes

          
        
          
	          Random Acts of Stupidity

          
        
          
	          Born Killer

          
        
          
	          The Abducted

          
        
          
	          Whiteboy

          
        
          
	          Broken Man

          
        
          
	          Graham Hiney

          
        
          
	          Bridge

          
        
          
	          15

          
        
          
	          Paper Soldiers

          
        
          
	          Zartan

          
        
          
	          The Concepts of a Plan

          
        
          
	          The Firsts in Life

          
        
          
	          Vlad The Bad

          
        
          
	          The Husband

          
        
          
	          Silver Town

          
        
          
	          The Squatter

          
        
          
	          Unlucky in Love

          
        
          
	          Unhappily Ever After

          
        
          
	          Giant Baby

          
        
          
	          The Valley of Death

          
        
          
	          Skunk Ape

          
        
          
	          Dog Man

          
        
          
	          The Hag

          
        
          
	          Delulu and The Asshole Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Remover

          
        
          
	          Cannibal Prospector

          
        
          
	          New Nazi

          
        
          
	          Tyrant's Fall

          
        
          
	          China Madman

          
        
          
	          A Bad Day

          
        
          
	          Predators

          
        
          
	          Project Alpha

          
        
          
	          Secret Killer

          
        
          
	          Amnesia

          
        
          
	          No Tomorrow

          
        
          
	          Blackout

          
        
          
	          East Bound

          
        
          
	          Endless Trip

          
        
          
	          Haunted

          
        
          
	          Nobody

          
        
          
	          Peg Leg Jew

          
        
          
	          Eat The Rich

          
        
          
	          Exposed

          
        
          
	          Secret Weapon

          
        
          
	          Darwin's Apocalypse

          
        
          
	          Death of The States

          
        
          
	          Romeo & Juliet in Space

          
        
          
	          Wanderer

          
        
          
	          Burning Man

          
        
          
	          Passengers

          
        
          
	          Ponytail

          
        
          
	          Crackhead

          
        
          
	          Roid Rage

          
        
          
	          Activated

          
        
          
	          Time Warp

          
        
          
	          Train

          
        
          
	          The Devil on House Arrest

          
        
          
	          Diner

          
        
          
	          The Town

          
        
          
	          The Car

          
        
          
	          The End of The American Empire

          
        
          
	          Mom and Pop's

          
        
          
	          The Brute

          
        
          
	          Kalani

          
        
          
	          The Walker

          
        
          
	          Grime

          
        
          
	          Mythical Creatures

          
        
          
	          Blue Eyed Girl

          
        
          
	          Hero

          
        
          
	          Inadequacies of Man

          
        
          
	          To The Brink

          
        
          
	          Parasite

          
        
          
	          The Convention

          
        
          
	          The Spawning Room

          
        
          
	          The Other Side

          
        
          
	          The Other Me

          
        
          
	          The Perfect Crime

          
        
          
	          Immortal

          
        
          
	          4000

          
        
          
	          The Earl of Saint Louis

          
        
          
	          The Ranch

          
        
          
	          Trigger Warning

          
        
          
	          Evil

          
        
          
	          In The Woods

          
        
          
	          Badlands

          
        
          
	          Brittle

          
        
          
	          Timeline

          
        
      

      
    
    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Timeline

[image: ]




Written by Aaron Abilene



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​Chapter 1: The Underground Beat
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Nobody but the rats and the most desperate of the city’s urchins ventured down Death Row Alley after midnight. Which made it the perfect time for Max Reeves and his busted-ass synth to make an entrance.

Neon bled from a thousand stacked signs above: ads for sugar drinks, quick-fix body mods, back-alley brothels. The day’s rain had churned the alley into a gutter of iridescent filth, and every puddle was a slick mirror reflecting a lie. A steel grate bolted to a chipped cement wall hid the stairs to The Echo Chamber. Max stepped over the limp body of a needle junkie, tried not to breathe too deep, and keyed in the access code on the slab.

The door slid open with a moan. A sickly waft of ozone and sweat hit him as he descended. The Echo Chamber was a pressure cooker under the city’s rotting bones—an illegal venue packed with the fifty or so people in all of Sector 7 who remembered what it meant to hear a song that wasn’t cooked up by MindSync’s Algorithm.

Inside, the crowd pressed tight, faces lit by a pulse of cheap LEDs strung like nooses overhead. They watched the stage with the hunger of wolves, waiting for the next drop of blood. Max’s heart pounded as he shouldered through, getting plenty of sneers and a few rough slaps on the back from the regulars. Some of them already buzzed with homebrew stims, pupils blown wide as sewer grates.

“Late again, Reeves!” shouted a spiked-hair girl from a couch stitched together out of car seats and packing foam.

“Fuck off, Lena. He’s only late if he sucks,” another one hollered, waving a dented can of what passed for beer.

He gave them the finger, then muscled to the makeshift stage—a platform of scavenged shipping pallets, painted matte black except for the parts already worn back to splintered wood.

Waiting for him at the setup, double-fisting a tray of glowing shot tubes, was Zara Chen. “Max, babe, you look like shit,” she grinned, but her eyes moved constantly, scanning the crowd, the ceiling, the goddamn water pipes for any sign of a bug.

Max dropped his synth case with a clunk, flicked open the battered latches. “You’d think the ‘iconic underground act’ gig would pay enough to get new clothes. Yet here we are.”

Zara leaned close, offered a blue shot. “To bad decisions.” Her arm was a patchwork of tatts, most of them memes from the pre-Sync days: a dancing baby, a bleeding heart, some line-art of a cassette tape.

He downed the shot. It tasted like windshield fluid and regret.

She bent to cable in the synth, fiddled with the gaffer-taped mess of wires, voice low: “Zero drone pings so far, but we’re getting closer to the open. Try to keep it to one encore tonight.”

Max snorted, but he respected the ask. Last time, they’d had to flush the whole set when a MindSync drone clipped their broadcast at song four. There were rumors that the next tier of infraction meant ‘rehab’—one-way ticket to some white room where they rethreaded your personality until you sang Harmony tunes in your sleep.

He stepped to the mic, plucked a loose toothpick from his pocket and chewed it. The crowd went from raucous to tense, the moment of silence before the pitch dropped.

“Ladies and gentlemen, defectives and degenerates: welcome to the only legal way to lose your mind.” His voice echoed off concrete and hope. “Here’s to the ones who remember. Here’s to everyone who still feels.”

He stabbed the synth’s power, and the opening riff of his set—raw, distorted, almost animal—blasted the room in a wall of sound.

In the first row, a shaved-head bruiser threw up both fists and started a wave of jumping bodies. The girl on the couch was instantly up, arm-in-arm with two others, stomping to the tempo. Zara, at her station, twiddled a knob and layered in the thickest bass she could wrangle from scavenged hardware. The ceiling trembled as a hundred feet battered the floor in time.

The music was all filth and feeling, the anti-matter to MindSync’s perfectly-calibrated, focus-grouped “Harmony” trash that every street-level feed blasted twenty-four hours a day. You could almost see it: the way the crowd came alive, tearing free from the synthetic calm that clamped the rest of the city. A wild, beautiful, honest mess.

Max fed off the chaos. His fingers flickered across the keys, sweat already running down the back of his neck. Every note screamed in protest, the synth bleeding feedback and distortion, an intentional fuck-you to the idea of “acceptable audio.” The song reached its first break, and the crowd screamed—some of them in tune, most of them just howling for the sheer animal thrill of making a noise nobody had designed for them.

On the bridge, he glanced back at Zara. She wasn’t dancing, not really, but her shoulders moved with the beat as she kept a hawk’s eye on her patched-together monitoring slab. The device was a mutant child: part frequency analyzer, part spectrum sweeper, held together by strips of black tape and an alarming amount of hope.

Three songs in, Max noticed a subtle change: Zara’s usual cocky smirk had folded into something sharper. She signaled with two fingers, an old code they’d worked out: “Eyes up, ears open.”

He nodded, didn’t stop playing.

The fourth song was his favorite. It started like a threat and built until the whole room felt like it might actually combust. There was a moment, just before the drop, where everything went dead silent—a beat engineered to make people’s skin crawl. And in that engineered silence, Max’s attention snapped to the upper stairwell.

A shape moved, then froze. Was it a latecomer? Was it MindSync? The wrong answer would ruin more than the gig.

Zara made the signal again, insistent: “Wrap it.” But Max played through the fear, hands never faltering. This was why they did it—the risk was half the fuel.

When the last chord exploded, the crowd erupted, some screaming his name, some just unleashing all the raw noise MindSync denied them.

Max let the reverb hang, then leaned into the mic again. “You hungry for one more?” Fifty voices screamed yes, but Max looked to Zara. She shook her head: a warning.

He turned back to the crowd. “We’ll give you something they’ll never let you hear on the feeds.”

He swapped patches on his synth, ramped every dial past sensible limits. The sound that came out was jagged and dangerous, a chain-saw of frequencies, and the crowd LOVED it. Half were up on furniture, a few making out, some just crying in pure relief.

Mid-song, Zara darted to his side, grabbed his ear. “MindSync’s got new surveillance tech. They’re getting better at tracking frequency anomalies. We need to wrap this up soon.”

Max nodded, didn’t stop. If anything, he punched the tempo harder, making sure every second counted. If this was going to be their last set for a while, he was going to torch it.

The song rose, fell, shattered, rebuilt itself from the bones. Sweat dripped from his greasy bangs; his fingers went numb. The room surged, wild and alive, fifty nobodies screaming to remind the world they hadn’t yet surrendered.

When the final, untamed chord died, the only thing left was the sound of fifty people gasping for breath, the afterimage of impossible light burned onto their eyes.

Max and Zara didn’t wait for the applause—they knew the real encore was getting the fuck out alive.

They hit the back exit running. Zara yanked the emergency hatch and hustled Max into a concrete stairwell that smelled like cat piss and cheap solvent. Every door had been welded shut, except the bottom one, which opened into the oubliette of the alley system. A few yards in and they could already hear the first sirens, the high-pitched digital whine of MindSync’s city-wide surveillance drones.

It was always the same after a show: You played god for half an hour, then spent the next two weeks dodging the consequences. If you were smart, you left through the sewers. Max and Zara were too amped for that; they moved on adrenaline and bad ideas.

They hugged the wall, shadows pressing tight as the drone passed overhead, searchlight slicing the alley into jagged bits of black and blue. In the open, the crowd had already begun to scatter—some into the storm drains, some just running headlong into the maze of slums and infrastructure that made up the underbelly of the city.

At the end of the first corridor, Max heard it: the static buzz of a MindSync patrol. A hovercycle, blue lights chasing down a lone straggler. The kid must’ve been at the show—he wore the uniform: black hoodie, neon patch over one eye, shoes held together by the power of hope and shoe goo.

He didn’t make it far. The cycle clipped him with a pop of electric discharge, and he dropped, spasming. Two enforcers in full riot armor were on him before he could even scream.

Max and Zara froze in the stink of the alley, watching through a chain-link fence as the enforcers cuffed the kid with plastic bands and hoisted him like a sack of dirty laundry.

“That’s the third one this week,” Zara hissed. Her hand trembled inside her jacket, fingers tight on a circuit board she’d lifted from an abandoned radio earlier in the day. “Soon we’ll be the only freaks left.”

Max watched the enforcers. They didn’t even try to hide their brutality. The city ran on fear, and they were just cogs in the engine. He felt his jaw clench.

They slipped through a side cut, climbing over a mountain of trash bags and the carcass of an ancient flat-screen. At the next junction, Zara stopped. “We split here. They’ll expect a pair. You know how to get home?”

“Walk fast, don’t look up,” Max muttered. He risked a glance at her. “You okay?”

She grinned, all teeth. “We’re alive, aren’t we?”

He wanted to say more, but the echo of approaching boots ended it. Zara peeled off into the mess of Sector 9, and Max took the other way, hugging the rusted-out hulk of an old tram line.

Above, the billboards never shut up. They glared down from every streetlight and overpass, the same mindless rotation: beautiful, surgically identical faces, their teeth and eyes so perfect they made your skin crawl. MindSync’s latest Harmony model. A new hit, every morning, every noon, every night.

“Music for optimal human enjoyment,” the ad droned, and the actor—genderless, maybe even personless—smiled like they’d never tasted failure.

Max passed a puddle at the foot of the sign. The ad reflected in the oily water, neon halo around its vacant head. His own reflection popped in for a second—slouching, grim, the opposite of corporate fantasy.

He snorted, walked on.

Past the third block, the sidewalks got more hazardous. The city let trash pile up here; it wanted to forget this part even existed. The walls were tag-bombed with angry memes and ancient hashtags. Max ducked into a doorway as a patrol drifted by, then kept moving, matching his steps to the pulsing strobe of ad cycles so he blended with the colors.

He reached his block in Sector 7 just as a hard rain started. The apartment complex loomed over the street like a condemned battleship, windows dark except for the ones flickering with the mandatory entertainment feed. He hesitated at the lobby, scanned for anything suspicious, then let himself in.

He was home. Technically. At least until the next gig, or the next sweep, or until MindSync decided tonight was the night they stopped being merciful.

It took three different ID cards to get through the security door and up to his floor. Max palmed the last lock and listened to the little servo groan as it recognized his bio-print. The door yawned open into his closet of a studio—one window, one bed, one bathroom, and the single legal indulgence: a 60-inch flatscreen mounted right where the landlord could prove compliance.

He shut the door, exhaled. The screen flared to life before he could even throw his bag down. “Welcome, Maximilian Reeves!” said the same inhuman, syrup-sweet voice that every Harmony unit used. The face onscreen was that model from the ad, their empty eyes now doubled and tripled in the reflected glass.

“Now streaming: ‘Glow Your Soul’—the scientifically perfected music for optimal human enjoyment.”

Max’s lips curled, and he thumbed the remote down to volume three—the legal minimum, anything quieter and the apartment would rat on you. He yanked the blackout curtains shut, cutting out the pulsing billboards from across the street. Instantly, the only light in the room came from the screen and the faint glow of the synth controller buried in his IKEA knockoff coffee table.

He flipped up the hidden panel and slid the synth into place, its edges still sticky from the last show. Next to it was the battered laptop, held together with duct tape and wishful thinking. He ran the cable, hands on autopilot, but his head was back in the Echo Chamber: the howl of the crowd, the stomp of bodies, the bliss of sound too real for corporate code.

He tried to channel it, even a little. He stabbed a key, and the synth barked an atonal squawk. He twiddled with the patch but it just got worse—every noise bounced off the feed from the screen, creating a toxic soup of Harmony trash and whatever mutant music he tried to force into existence.

Max hammered through three more patches, fighting to summon even a sliver of what he’d played for real people only hours ago. He couldn’t. Every note felt dissected, every chord pre-chewed and spit back by the goddamn Algorithm. Even alone, he could feel the room watching him. Judging. Waiting for him to slip up so it could report him for “self-harmful creative activity.”

He stopped, hands hovering above the keys. Fuck. Maybe he really was losing his edge.

He closed the lid on the synth and reached for the secret stash under his battered mattress. Not a stim or a vice—just an ancient, crumpled polaroid of his parents, taken in the one good year before MindSync dropped its first release and the world went to hell. His father had a goofy mustache, his mother wore a Nirvana tee she’d smuggled in from the pre-ban days. They looked happy. Human.

It was the only photo they hadn’t burned when the authorities came for them. Max kept it as a reminder: that people could exist outside of the feed, even if only for a minute.

He slid the photo back into its sleeve and glanced up at the screen. The ad was running again. “Glow Your Soul” blared, punctuated by flashes of that same mannequin face, promising a perfectly curated experience.

Outside, the patrol drones zipped down the street, spotlights cutting through the rain. One lingered outside his building, scanning for movement, and Max ducked instinctively.

He left the synth out, daring the sensors to catch him. Sat on the edge of his bed, staring at the screen, feeling every ounce of rage and defeat thump in his chest.

The feed looped again: “Harmony: scientifically perfected for optimal human enjoyment.”

Max watched his reflection flicker in the glass—messy, bitter, never quite what the Algorithm wanted.

He grinned. Maybe that was enough.
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​Chapter 2: The Executive's Empty Victory
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Max Harrington’s morning started with the thud of his pulse against the inside of his skull, and a subtle but distinct sense that the city expected an apology for his existence. Not that he gave one. His hovercar—an Onyx-Eclipse, all carbon-fiber lattice and bulletproof bravado—pulled a perfect diagonal arc across the microclimate dome and stopped with an air-brake hiss on the reserved terrace of Nexus Innovations. The glass and steel sculpture of a headquarters shimmered behind a security haze that filtered out every pollutant, human or chemical. He checked the fit of his graphene suit—custom, Italian, as if anyone in Italy could still afford to make suits for anyone but the elite—and palmed open the gullwing.

Outside, the city moved in coordinated, nervous patterns: runners in hydrophobic workout gear, a maintenance drone spritzing the sidewalk with disinfectant, a toddler in a rolling exosuit trundling after her bored minder. Max watched them with a blankness perfected by years of mid-level corporate dronehood. Now, as a promoted senior executive, he was allowed to display a measure of personality, but not so much that it suggested error in the Algorithm’s social predictions.

He flexed his left wrist, just so. The new Titan-series implant hummed beneath his skin, numbers and meeting reminders blooming along the inside of his retina like an over-enthusiastic spreadsheet. Max forced his lips into the practiced half-smirk that the consultants said tested best in beta trials. He didn’t even notice the man in the matte-black helmet scanning the lobby with a heat gun—he’d long ago made peace with omnipresent paranoia.

On cue, Diana Wells appeared out of the elevator’s brushed-aluminum womb, brandishing a tablet like a ceremonial weapon. Diana was five-seven in heels, hair a neural-threaded silver that turned to plasma blue at the tips. Her suit was the same cut as Max’s, but with zero effort to hide the weapons-grade intellect or the bioplast muscles that flexed under every tailored seam.

“Max,” she called, not waiting for him to close the gap. “Congrats on the bump, though I’d hold off on popping the champers until after you survive Voss’s ten a.m.”

Her smile was all edge, no warmth. She tapped the tablet and a 3D agenda extruded above it: meetings, presentations, maybe a window to pee if the gods were kind.

“You sound optimistic,” Max replied, scanning the floating icons.

“Not optimism. Statistical analysis. You’re forty percent more likely to get flamed by the board within the first week of promotion. Last guy in your chair made it eleven hours.”

He adjusted his tie, laughed like he wasn’t sure whether it was a joke or a threat. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

Diana shrugged. “That’s what I’m here for. Well, that and managing your schedule. Ready to run the gauntlet?”

They walked in step toward the Nexus lobby, shoes whispering against the onyx polymer tiles. The first line of security greeted them with automated courtesy: “Welcome, Mr. Harrington. Ms. Wells.” The scanners didn’t need to be visible—everyone knew they mapped your neural signature from twenty paces out. Somewhere above, a cluster of bio-sentinels zipped past the ceiling, green LED eyes checking air quality and facial tension.

Inside, the lobby could have been a temple, if temples were designed by sociopaths with an obsession for surface tension and silence. There were zero right angles, zero trash, zero space for dissent. The air was about five degrees cooler than outside, just enough to keep the sweat under your suit from becoming a distraction. Max glanced at the massive sculpture in the center—somebody’s idea of kinetic art: a double helix of mirrored glass that reflected every visitor in fractal, perfect alignment.

He stopped to watch for a second, searching for a flaw in the pattern. Diana saw the hesitation and nudged him. “If you stare too long, the motion sickness sets in. They caught one intern puking in the gender-neutral restroom; poor bastard’s been remote ever since.”

Max snorted. He liked her. Not enough to trust her, but enough to appreciate her savagery.

“Walk me through the day,” he said, pretending he hadn’t read the schedule three times already.

She slid into briefing mode, the words as precise as surgical incisions: “Nine-thirty, meet and greet with the neural engineering team—no handshake, just the wave. Ten sharp, board update in main auditorium. Voss is chairing and bringing in the heavyweights from the Tokyo merger. Eleven: closed-door with legal over the Mexico City leak. At noon, social luncheon in the Executive Garden. If you survive that, the rest is clean-up.”

“Social luncheon. Delightful.” Max forced a yawn.

“I recommend the chicken. They say it’s real this time.” Diana deadpanned, then pulled up a mirrored overlay on the tablet, showing the current state of Max’s facial microexpressions. “Try not to let them see you sweat. Especially Voss. He’s been spinning up the MindHarmony project specs to investors already.”

Max kept his gaze on the moving helix, but his jaw twitched. “He’s pushing the timetable?”

“Hard. And he wants a live pilot by next quarter.”

They passed two junior execs locked in a display of fake camaraderie. Both wore the same vacant smile, a perfect simulation of sincerity.

Diana, now in full briefing mode, whispered, “Heard they’re running the Harmony protocols in the background already. Ultra-low dose. Beta test. No one’s actually told the staff.”

Max stopped. “That’s illegal.”

Diana shrugged. “So’s running unsanctioned test subjects. Welcome to the big leagues.”

She led him to the main elevator. The doors opened on silent command, interior lined with nano-silver mesh, the floor so immaculate Max could see his own anxious smile reflected back at him. Diana touched the panel and the car rose, humming barely above the level of thought.

“Everyone’s watching you, you know,” she said, suddenly almost gentle. “Last night, your feed metrics were through the roof.”

He tried to turn his head, but the glass made his nerves visible from every angle. “What are they saying?”

Diana grinned, teeth too perfect. “That you’re a wild card. But Voss thinks wild cards are easier to play than company men.”

He rolled his tongue against his teeth, a nervous habit from the old days when caffeine still worked on him. “What do you think?”

She gave him a look, neutral but not unkind. “I think you already know how to survive this place. You just need to remember who you were before they started rewarding you for being predictable.”

For a second, the elevator was a confession booth. Then the doors hissed open and the city unfurled at their feet: eighty stories of engineered beauty, arranged in grids and arcs, with every visible human exactly where the Algorithm expected them to be.

Diana stepped out first, walking with military precision toward the reception zone. “Let’s do this, Mr. Harrington. The future’s waiting.”

Max followed, every inch of his practiced walk calibrated for confidence. But underneath, he felt the sweat trickle and the implant pulse—a heartbeat of doubt that, in this place, could be fatal.

The elevator’s ascent was liquid, nearly frictionless—a brief float in a glass tube suspended over the mathematically precise grid of New City. Max and Diana stood shoulder to shoulder, neither looking at the other, both taking in the sweep of the world as it climbed into view.

Below, the skyways rippled with perfect formation: hovercars moving in compliant flocks, ground traffic reduced to service vehicles and delivery bots. The green of the parks glowed with something closer to code than to chlorophyll, grass cut by nanobots into identical, undulating carpets. There wasn’t a scrap of litter or a whiff of pollution, not since the municipal AI had started calculating human waste as an engineering challenge rather than a moral one.

Max watched as the elevator overtook one of the mag-rail lines and coasted silently past the upper floors of a residential tower. Each balcony held exactly two chairs, perfectly spaced, every window clean. No laundry flapped. No music spilled. If there were families inside, they were silent, or more likely, at work—the new economy made a virtue out of relentless engagement.

Diana tapped her heel twice, then rolled her shoulders, tablet hovering just over her palm. Her voice was still in professional register, but quieter, like the elevator was a confessional.

“I used to hate heights,” she said, not looking at him. “But after three years here, the ground just feels...messy.”

Max nodded. “I wouldn’t last a day in the Old City.”

She grinned, quick and real. “You would. You’d just buy your way to the top.”

He liked that. Or at least, he liked the idea of it. In truth, Max had never seen Old City except through Nexus’s PR footage—every shadow sharpened, every protest quickly snuffed or spun as the birth pangs of a new society. He wondered what it really looked like, now that the MindSync initiative had driven all the non-compliants and creative defects underground.

Diana cleared her throat, flipping the tablet. “Voss is already demoing MindHarmony to the Asia-Pacific board. I saw the deck; it’s all ‘evolutionary leap’ and ‘subconscious consensus.’ Real hush-hush, but the leak channels are picking it up.”

Max shifted his gaze to the city’s horizon, where the solar panels merged into a horizon-to-horizon gleam. “Let them. It’s not like anyone outside can stop us.”

She hesitated, then nodded. “It’s the inside leaks I worry about.”

He turned to her, caught her eye for half a second. Her look was practiced—no obvious concern—but she had a tell: she blinked too slow when she was gaming out a worst-case scenario.

He tried for humor. “You nervous?”

Diana let out a short, humorless laugh. “I’m always nervous, Max. That’s why I get promoted instead of replaced.”

The elevator’s glass walls curved as they passed through a cloud of cleaning drones. Each one carried a micro-scrubber on a telescoping arm, buffing the outside until even the glare was sterile.

“Do you ever wonder,” Max asked, low, “if it’s all too perfect?”

Diana glanced at him, wary. “Are you asking as my boss or as my therapist?”

He surprised himself: “Neither. Just as—” He stopped. As what? He had no word for it.

She filled the gap. “As someone who remembers what it was like before. Maybe.”

He looked down, past the rows of identical trees to the sports plaza where a game had just finished. The losing team filed out in matching neutral expressions; the winners barely celebrated. In a city where every feeling was tracked and managed, there was no incentive to feel anything deeply, except perhaps envy.

“Guess it doesn’t matter now,” he said, more to himself than her.

Diana closed her tablet, shifting her weight. “Voss is expecting you to set the tone for the meeting. If you show a crack, the others will jump.”

He grunted, “Wouldn’t be a board meeting without at least one knife fight.”

They both watched as the elevator neared its stop, the doors lining up to a circular reception suite that was empty but for one sitting AI in human drag, smiling a precisely measured greeting.

Diana paused, then turned to him with a rare, almost unguarded look. “You okay, Max? You’ve got that thousand-yard stare again.”

He ran a hand over his hair, tried to frame the feeling. “Just nerves. Haven’t quite synced up to this altitude yet.”

She smirked. “I’ll recalibrate the next elevator ride.”

The doors peeled open. Max watched their reflections overlap and merge in the chrome, two sharp-edged ghosts caught in the moment before entering the boardroom. He squared his shoulders and gave the mirror his best smile, but the eyes looking back seemed older than they had any right to be.

Diana led the way. “Let’s not keep the future waiting.”

Max followed, feeling the city at his feet—proud and broken, immaculate and empty, and all of it his.

The executive suite at Nexus Innovations was more operating theater than boardroom. Walls of brushed steel closed off the outer world, their only ornament the faintest ripple where the material met in seamless welds. The conference table, a paraboloid slab of black glass, floated on magnetic lifts, humming quietly as the occupants settled in. Holo-displays shimmered above the surface, each one tuned to the exact visual spectrum favored by the board.

Max took his seat, back straight, shoes precisely aligned. Diana perched two places down, tablet stowed, face neutral but eyes active—always watching, always calculating. Around them, the other board members arranged themselves with the grave, predatory poise of well-fed raptors. No one spoke; they all waited for Voss.

He entered without announcement, tall and severe, black suit pressed to surgical precision. His hair—silver, perfectly parted—reflected the ambient light, as did his teeth, which Max knew to be some custom ceramic composite. Voss’s presence reconfigured the energy in the room, turned it electric and cold.

He stood at the head, swept the room with an appraisal. “Let’s make this brief. The numbers are in.”

The holos above the table flared to life, displaying a dashboard that would have made lesser men weep with envy. Lines charted ever upward: market share, public approval, government contracts, even the all-important “Wellness Quotient” that Nexus had helped invent.

Voss looked straight at Max. “Seventeen percent increase in workplace productivity, Mr. Harrington. Thirty-two percent reduction in civil disturbances. Across three continents.”

Max smiled, playing the humble champion. “Credit to the Algorithm. And to your direction, sir.”

The other board members made the noises of approval—soft grunts, satisfied nods—but not one smiled. They were already calculating next quarter, next move, next conquest. Voss gestured and the display shifted to a world map, pinpointing every active MindSync deployment, color-coded for compliance. Nearly all of North America and Eurasia glowed green.

“Your work has put us ahead, Max. But our advantage is measured in weeks, not years. The imitators are coming, and they don’t have our ethical constraints.”

He tapped the display. Up came a model of a brain, rendered in unsettling clarity. “That’s why we move now. Project MindHarmony.”

The board members stiffened, the moment they’d all been waiting for. Max felt the familiar thrill of a new initiative, mixed this time with something sour.

Voss spoke as if reciting scripture. “We’re launching the pilot within sixty days. The objective is direct emotional harmonization—not just suppression of antisocial impulses, but real-time optimization of affect. Mood, motivation, empathy. All tuned at the sub-threshold.”

One of the board, a woman whose name Max had never bothered to remember, spoke up. “Sub-threshold? Without user awareness?”

“Exactly,” Voss replied. “Conscious consent is inefficient and unreliable. Sub-threshold modulation sidesteps resistance entirely. The trials in Seoul and Rotterdam were promising.”

Max interjected, careful to keep his tone inquisitive. “What about feedback instability? The risk of rebound effect, or cognitive drift?”

Voss’s smile was as tight as piano wire. “We have mitigation strategies. Behavioral nudges, micro-adjustments, and—if necessary—override sequences.”

Diana scribbled a note, eyes locked on the brain model. Max felt her attention, but not her support. He glanced at the display, trying to focus on the details, but the words blurred into an indictment.

One of the old guard spoke, voice gravelly: “And user safety?”

“Better than placebo,” said Voss. “There’s no evidence of lasting harm. And any side effects are correctable in firmware.”

A ripple of laughter, dry and lifeless, moved around the table.

Max swallowed. “I assume regulatory is covered?”

Voss actually grinned. “Regulatory is on our side. They want a showcase city up and running by fiscal Q3. You’re the man to deliver, Max.”

He heard the unspoken “or else.”

Voss moved around the table, slow and deliberate, stopping behind each member. “MindHarmony is our future. If we don’t do it, someone less careful will. We’re not asking for permission—we’re offering a better world.”

He stopped behind Max, one hand landing heavy on his shoulder. “And you’re going to lead it.”

For a second, Max’s corporate composure flickered. He felt every eye in the room waiting for him to either rebel or submit.

He nodded, because there was nothing else to do. “Of course.”

Voss squeezed, just shy of painful. “Excellent. I knew you’d see the opportunity.”

The room deflated as quickly as it had charged. Voss released his grip and swept out, already onto his next war. The others filed after, silent as ghosts.

Max sat for a moment, hands flat on the table. He stared at the brain model, still spinning in perfect 3D above the glass. Across the table, Diana met his gaze. For the first time, her face was unreadable.

When he finally stood, she spoke first. “Congratulations, Mr. Harrington. You just became the most important man in the world.”

He barked a laugh, all bitterness. “Yeah. Let’s hope the world appreciates it.”

He left the room feeling lighter, and at the same time, infinitely heavier.

Max’s apartment crowned the Nexus arcology’s west face, a minimalist triumph that floated forty stories over the engineered wilds of New City. The floors, pale concrete with hydrophobic inlay, stretched unbroken by clutter. The furniture was functional, geometric, and expensive, each piece clearly designed for aesthetic impact rather than comfort. Everything in its place, everything curated for maximum performance—an extension of the world below, where optimization trumped all else.

When he entered, the security system sang a brief melody of recognition, then faded into silence. The walls adjusted their color temperature, shifting from the cold logic of the office to a gentle twilight lavender, calculated to ease the transition for high-value personnel. Max peeled off his jacket and tossed it onto a chair, then picked it up again and hung it with surgical precision. Old habits: nothing left to chance.

He headed straight for the bar, where a single bottle of whisky—Glenfrazer 28, older than the Algorithm itself—sat untouched next to a block of clear ice. He poured two fingers, not bothering with the ice. He raised the glass, not in a toast but as a question.

“Congratulations,” he muttered. The silence answered back.

He turned to the wall display, which scrolled through a slow parade of his own achievements: Leadership awards, R&D patents, the crystal obelisk they’d given him for the global rollout of MindSync. Max watched them march by, each trophy a little emptier than the last. On the shelf beneath, a collection of actual books—first editions, real paper—sat unread, an artifact of the life he’d meant to have before he’d been optimized.

He let the whisky burn its way down, savoring the moment before the post-meeting adrenaline crash hit. Beyond the windows, the city’s grid lit up in algorithmic waves, each block programmed for a different circadian rhythm. The world was wide awake, but up here, only Max was watching.

He wandered the perimeter of the space, tracing a finger along the shelves, the glass, the cold stone of the countertop. There was a chill in his hands he couldn’t shake. He found himself in front of the view wall, looking down at the city’s nerve center: the illuminated campus of Nexus, the lines of light marching outward in perfect symmetry, and beyond that, the sprawl of residential towers, each one more sterile and beautiful than the last.

He pressed his forehead against the glass and closed his eyes.

That was when the memory hit. Not a thought, not a feeling—something more violent, a flash of sound and sweat and color that seized his entire body.

He was somewhere else, someone else, hands flying over a battered synth keyboard, the air so thick with heat and hope you could taste it. Faces pressed close, mouths open, all of them shouting or laughing or just feeling, unrestrained, unscripted, human. The smell of armpit and cheap stim, the static cling of too many bodies in too small a room. On stage, his own face—older, more alive—grinned at the chaos, spat out a line of music that defied every Harmony rating ever invented.

It lasted an instant, but when it passed, Max stumbled. The whisky glass shattered against the floor, ice and liquor pooling on the immaculate stone. His hands shook. He gripped the counter, riding out the tremor, refusing to look at his own reflection in the window until he was sure he wouldn’t see someone else staring back.

He took a slow, shaky breath, and another. The apartment, unchanged, offered no comfort. He was alone, the only sound the faint ticking of the HVAC and the distant thrum of the city, barely audible at this height.

He knelt to pick up the glass, moving carefully, afraid of the cuts. He pressed his palm to the floor, felt the cold and the wet and the grit where the cleaning bots had missed a speck. It was more real than anything else he’d touched all day.

For a second, he wanted to smash every award on the wall. To tear the place apart, scream until the neighbors called Security and he was dragged out for “behavioral remediation.” He wanted to go back to the basement, the music, the possibility that there was another world beneath the one he’d built.

But he didn’t. He swept up the glass, rinsed his hand, wiped away the blood with a towel that would self-clean within the hour.

He stood, poured another drink, and walked to the windows. He killed the lights. The city glowed below, impossibly bright and neat, every line a testament to his success and a rebuke to what he’d just seen.

He finished the whisky in one long pull, letting the burn remind him he was still, at least partly, alive. He pressed his palms to the glass again, and this time, when he closed his eyes, the music didn’t return.

Just the silence, and the city, and the soft, inexorable hum of everything in its right place.
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​Chapter 3: The Farmer's Peace
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Before dawn, in the cold slice between midnight and the sun’s first apology, Max Miller lay awake and imagined burning the world down with his hands. Then he rolled out of bed, blinked, and remembered he already had.

His feet hit the plank floor of the homestead with a familiar complaint. He moved quiet, so the kids wouldn’t wake. The house wasn’t big—none in New Eden were, by decree and by physical necessity—so Max didn’t waste time pretending privacy. He fumbled for his shirt, a coarse homespun thing, and shrugged it on over skin that never quite healed from the daily abuses. His hands, still soft at the start, had become knotted and gnarled with work; once, years ago, he’d paid for a manicure before a client meeting, and now he had to use his thumb to pry dried mud out from under the nails.

He found the lamp, lit the wick. The whole house was built to squeeze maximum use from minimal means: a single square room, roof thatched and double-anchored for the valley’s mean winds, beams chiseled from dead pine, every inch braced with iron thrift and fear of another bad winter. The kitchen was two steps from his bed, the main table three. There was only one real piece of furniture—the bench Max had made by hand, every joint showing its rookie status. He was no carpenter, but wood was honest, at least, and never lied to him the way people used to.

In the east corner, a battered steel chest sat wedged against the wall. It was bolted shut and chained with a lock scavenged from the Old City, spray-painted black and ugly as sin. The chest never moved, and neither did the unspoken rule about what was inside: parts, gears, circuitboards, all the relics of a time before New Eden, before the Collapse, before his new life as a walking warning label.

He heard the soft creak behind him, and Elena was up, already halfway dressed, hair knotted in the strict, practical way that showed zero interest in romance or personal glory. She tied off her apron, wiped her hands (already clean), and gave Max a look: tired but warm, eyes so brown they were almost black.

“You’re early,” she said.

“Couldn’t sleep,” Max replied, voice sanded down to its essentials.

She grunted, busying herself at the small stove, which ran on a daily ration of pressed sawdust and optimism. He watched her in the lamplight: the shape of her shoulders, the wiry muscles in her forearm, the hands as raw as his. It was both comforting and a little heartbreaking, seeing how they’d both become this place, worn into the grain of the floor and the callus of the day-to-day.

A muffled commotion from the next room: the kids. Two sets of feet hit the boards, then Liam and Sarah appeared, as always, bickering over something invisible.

Liam was twelve, tall for his age, his hair a wild brush of straw that he refused to cut except by order. Sarah, nine, was the house’s undisputed force of nature, chin forever streaked with whatever she’d last gotten into. Today it was soot from the lamp Max had repaired for her reading corner, which meant she’d been up after hours again.

“Morning,” Max said, flat as a drumbeat.

“Morning, Dad,” they mumbled in unison, shoving past each other for the kitchen table.

Elena dropped a lump of bread and a cup of chicory for each, and Max pulled out his knife to start slicing a withered apple. He worked the blade slow, savoring the sharpness—homemade, from an old file, but with a razor edge.

“Eat quick. We’re behind already,” he said.

The kids inhaled their food. Max had drilled efficiency into them, but some days he wondered if all he’d done was teach them to treat every meal like it might be the last. He caught Liam staring at the chest in the corner, and felt the usual twinge.

“You ever think about what’s in there?” Max asked, voice casual.

Liam looked at his plate, then at Sarah. “Sometimes. But you said not to touch it.”

“Good,” Max said, but he kept his eyes on the kid another beat, just to be sure.

They dressed in silence, layering shirts and jackets, boots caked with last year’s mud. Max zipped his parka and shrugged into the battered work gloves, patched at every joint. He snagged the big water can, and nodded to Elena.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Always,” she replied, and the words were the closest thing to a love song they had anymore.

Out in the morning dark, the wind cut even sharper. It tasted of resin and old snow, and set the trees to shivering up on the ridge. Max could smell the valley’s funk: manure, smoke, faint rot from the compost heaps lining the boundary. Above them, the sky had the same burnt purple as an old bruise.

They walked the path to their plot, boots breaking the ice crust on the dirt. Every step was routine, muscle-memory and a thousand repetitions. The rows of corn stalks—last year’s dead, brittle ghosts—rattled and snapped in the breeze. At the far end, the Miller family field was half prepped for spring. If they didn’t get the seed in by next week, they’d be fucked for the season.

Liam and Sarah peeled off without a word: he to the well, she to the scarecrows. Elena set down her bucket and started at the closest furrow, spreading compost with a practiced sidearm flick. Max took the plow. It was the same one they’d always used, a Y-shaped branch with a steel wedge at the end, hand-forged and mean.

He jammed it in the ground, put his back behind it. The tool bit, and the dirt rolled back, clods and stones and last year’s root scraps. Max plowed a straight line, then another, each one a small war against inertia. He could feel the old injury in his shoulder throbbing, and sometimes it felt like his bones wanted to leap out of his skin and escape.

A rock snagged the blade. Max swore—“Shit”—and gave the handle a brutal shove. He paused, glanced up to see if the kids had heard, but they were busy at their own tasks.

Elena caught his eye, smirked. “Language.”

“Said worse in church,” he replied.

She laughed, a real sound, and for a second the world felt possible again.

They worked in silence. Max fell into the rhythm: dig, pull, step, repeat. The ground was stubborn, the plow heavier every time, but he’d learned to pace himself. He’d seen men try to brute-force the whole thing in a day and end up pissing blood by supper.

He checked on the kids. Liam was already at the well, lowering the bucket slow and careful, avoiding the squeal that always woke the wasps. Sarah sprinted the rows, flapping her arms to scare off the crows that liked to peck at the compost. She shrieked at them, shrill and delighted, and Max smiled despite himself.

After a few hours, the sun climbed above the ridge and set the field to glowing. Max peeled off his outer shirt, wiped the sweat from his eyes. His back itched, skin raw. The others kept moving. Elena never stopped, just shifted her stance, hand scattering seed in the exact way her mother taught her. Max had never met Elena’s mother—dead before the journey—but in that moment, watching her work, he imagined she would have looked just like this: all determination, never a wasted motion.

By midday, the first section was done. Max leaned on the plow, chest heaving, hands numb and red. Elena sat down next to him, arms streaked with dirt, face flushed but peaceful.

They watched the kids chase each other down the path, Sarah shrieking, Liam pretending not to care but grinning the whole time.

“We could make them finish the second half,” Elena said.

Max shook his head. “Let ‘em run. Tomorrow’s soon enough.”

She rested her head on his shoulder, just for a moment. Max felt the weight of it, the bone-deep fatigue, and for a minute he let himself believe this was the only world they’d ever had.

He stared at his family, at the patchwork field, and tried to imagine anything better.

Then the wind changed, and the smell of fire reached them from the next valley over. Max stiffened. He knew that smell: burning trash, maybe, or maybe something else, something more deliberate. The old instinct, the one he’d spent years burying, told him to go see.

He squashed it down, and looked at Elena.

“Tomorrow’s soon enough,” he said again.

She nodded, squeezed his arm, and they sat there until the sun was high and the day’s work demanded they start all over.

The mid-morning light found the Millers on the porch, a rare concession to rest. They ate the noon meal in silence—mostly root mash, some dried goat, and chicory that doubled as both beverage and appetite suppressant. Max sat on the top step, elbows on knees, while Sarah tried to scrape caked dirt from her boots with a stick. Liam sat on the porch rail, bouncing one leg and pretending not to listen as his sister narrated her life in bird calls and fart noises.

They heard the Elder’s approach before they saw him. The shuffle of heavy boots, a tap-tap on the path, and then the slow, deliberate ascent of each wooden step. Thomas never hurried. He was the oldest person in New Eden, which meant he remembered the world before, and his whole existence was proof of survival by stubbornness.

Max stood as the old man arrived, gave the perfunctory nod.

“Morning, Elder,” he said.

Thomas grunted, a noise halfway between agreement and accusation. The beard was fuller than ever, trailing down the front of his patched coat, and his eyes looked even sharper in the daylight: blue and cold, scanning everything in frame, including the children and the shadows they cast.

“Didn’t mean to interrupt your meal,” Thomas said, which was a lie—interrupting was the Elder’s main job, and everyone knew it.

Elena rose, wiped her hands, and ducked inside for the guest cup. She reappeared with it and poured water from their clay jug, careful to let the air bubbles settle first. She offered the cup to Thomas with two hands, a gesture of respect drilled into every citizen since birth.

Thomas sat, accepted the water, and held it between both palms. He didn’t drink.

“Festival’s coming,” he said, “and there’s word you might take charge of the bonfire this year.”

Max exhaled, amused and tired. “Somebody has to set it up, or else the Collins boys’ll light it with half the town standing too close.”

Thomas’s mouth almost twitched into a smile. “It’s true, your rigging last year kept us from a nasty incident.”

They let that hang in the air, alluding to the time Max had used a physics hack to topple the bonfire in a direction no one expected. Technically a rules violation, but it had spared three drunk teenagers and a goat. Max was still paying for the stunt, reputation-wise.

Elena sat beside Sarah, holding her daughter’s leg still for the de-mudding. She glanced at Max, then at the Elder. There was a long, careful silence.

Thomas finally sipped his water, cleared his throat.

“I’ll get to it,” he said. “There’s trouble with the Reeds.”

Max nodded, already knowing but pretending not to. “Trouble?”

Thomas fixed him with the stare. “Jacob Reed’s built a device. Not just a better lever or a hand mill. A full pulley, from scrap and old rope.”

Elena looked down, as if the news might stain the boards.

Max scratched his neck, affecting confusion. “For the well?”

“For the well,” Thomas confirmed, “and he’s showing it to everyone. The Collins woman is raising hell. Says it’s the first step back to the world we left. She’s calling for removal.”

Sarah stopped fidgeting. Even the kids knew what “removal” meant, and nobody in New Eden talked about it loud.

“Christ,” Max said, low.

Thomas’s head jerked, sharp as a hawk. “You know the rules, Max. You know why they matter.”

Max nodded, but looked away, out over the patchwork of fields and tangled fences. “You think a pulley’s going to kill us all?”

“I think it starts with a pulley, and ends with fire,” Thomas said. His voice, never loud, landed like a weight. “I want you at the meeting tonight. You can keep a level head. Jacob trusts you.”

Max ran a hand through his sweat-crusted hair, sighing loud enough to make the point. “It’s a rope and a stick. It doesn’t even work half the time.”

Thomas smiled then, but only with his mouth. “If it doesn’t work, he wouldn’t fight so hard to keep it.”

He set down the cup, empty now, and let his fingers drum once on the rim. “It’ll be a hard vote. We need you to help. And keep your boy from mixing in with Reed’s.”

Liam, hearing his name, straightened but said nothing.

Elena broke the silence: “I’ll see to it, Elder.” She took the cup, eyes down, then shot Max a warning look—say the right thing.

Max grunted, “I’ll be there.”

Thomas stood, brushed crumbs from his lap, and extended a hand. It was a knotted thing, all tendon and scar. Max shook it. The Elder’s grip was softer than expected, but the look in his eye never left.

“Good man,” Thomas said, then leaned in close, voice just above a whisper. “Remember what’s in that chest, Miller. Even small things can be a spark.”

Max felt his insides clench. He nodded, let the old man turn and disappear down the path.

When he was gone, Elena set the cup inside and came to Max’s side.

“Do you want me to come to the meeting?” she asked, voice careful.

He shook his head. “No. I’ll handle it. Keep the kids close.”

Elena stared out at the field, the scarecrows, the way the wind dragged at the seed rows they’d just planted. “You’re not on Jacob’s side, are you?”

“I’m not on anybody’s side,” Max lied, or tried to.

She let it slide. “You just don’t want to fight.”

Max watched the horizon, the faint plume of smoke curling up from the Collins place. “I just want to keep us here. Together.”
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