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Prologue




Reality folded, twisted, then snapped back into place with a deep resonance that shuddered through local spacetime. The Void Sphere materialized above rocky terrain, dimensional static crackling along its hull before fading to silence. It settled onto the ground with practiced precision, dimensional fields compensating for planetary gravity—a perfect sphere that had never needed wings or thrust. 

Culminas stepped from the craft and breathed Earth air for the first time in millennia. The man who had once been Gordon Fueridi, CEO, President, now carried names that blessed some civilizations and cursed others. He'd walked away from this world as a corporate executive. He returned as leader of the Order of Infinity, protector of humankind, and still the man who'd failed to save his home.

He'd worn an environmental suit for the landing, expecting radiation and ash. But the suit's sensors showed nothing—no contaminants, no fallout, air quality better than he remembered. He pulled off his helmet. No metallic tang of radiation. No burnt chemical residue. 

Rocky terrain stretched in every direction, the Fueridi Research Installation buried somewhere beneath the hillside ahead. But beyond the rocks, he saw green. Dense forests where there should have been sterile wasteland. The Final Wars had scorched half the planet. Nuclear winter should have lasted another thousand years at minimum.

Earth was alive again.

"Androl, you don't need to wear an environmental suit." Culminas turned toward the Void Sphere's ramp. "I'm going back in to change into something more comfortable."

"Sir, you should check the probe data first," Androl called from inside. His voice carried an edge Culminas recognized—his bodyguard had found something interesting.

Culminas climbed the ramp. The Void Sphere's interior was small, six seats arranged in two rows facing a single control console. Androl stood at the console, one hand on the viewscreen, his short black hair damp with sweat despite the climate control.

"I don't believe it." Androl stepped back and dropped into the nearest seat. "No radiation anywhere. Vegetation and wildlife levels higher than before the Final Wars."

Culminas removed his helmet, revealing his shaved head and salt-and-pepper goatee. The viewscreen showed green. Dense forests where there should have been ash. Clear streams where radiation should have poisoned the water table for another millennium at least.

He'd expected ruins. Dead cities and burnt soil. The astronochron on Ilnestra VI had predicted an intelligent singularity would occur on Earth—one of his old research facilities waking up after millennia of dormancy. The A.I. systems he'd designed could harvest solar and thermal energy indefinitely. Left alone long enough, the probability of one achieving consciousness had been high.

But this? This was recovery on a planetary scale.

The probe data scrolled past. Forest canopy density exceeded pre-war baselines. Atmospheric carbon levels optimal. Ocean acidity normalized. This wasn't natural regeneration. Something had actively rebuilt Earth.

His gaze caught on a highlighted marker—a jet-copter moving northeast at low altitude. The probe's imaging showed a robot at the controls. One of his old reactor servitor models, never programmed to fly.

So it had happened. One of them had woken up.

"Were any of my competitors designing advanced A.I. in secret?" Culminas studied the probe feed. He'd crippled the Haeolt Collective's ability to progress in that field decades ago—they'd only wanted weapons. But others might have hidden projects. "Or is this mine?"

"Sir?" Androl stood, watching him.

"Prepare a data cube for the Order to find on Endrunel." Culminas began unsealing his environmental suit. "We'll need to return to Ilnestra VI soon. I missed something during my last astronochron session."

"Right away."

Culminas stripped off the suit and pulled his gray robes from the storage compartment. The fabric felt familiar after the suit's rigid plates. He slipped on his sandals—synthetic leather, the same pair he'd worn across his last two clone bodies. 

The Order of Infinity saw him as a saint now, the man who'd saved humanity after they fled Earth. They didn't know Gordon Fueridi had died centuries ago, replaced by sequential clones that extended his lifespan indefinitely. They only knew Culminas—protector, leader, the one who'd discovered chrominthium and taught them molecular awareness.

They'd be appalled if they knew he traveled with only Androl as protection. That he used his bodyguard more as a friend than security. But Culminas didn't need guards. His molecular awareness exceeded every Shaper in the Order. He could see the interconnected structure of reality itself, alter matter with a thought, manipulate the fabric of spacetime.

He'd taught them that power. Sometimes he wondered if he'd made a mistake.

"First, I need to see Earth trees." Culminas walked down the ramp. "Breathe some real air. I've accomplished a lot, Androl, but I never saved Earth."

He activated his molecular awareness.

His vision split. The normal three-dimensional world overlaid with another layer—air molecules visible as intricate webs, trace elements glowing in patterns that described their atomic structure. Everything connected through dimensional branes and cosmic strings. He could reach out and rearrange it all. Rock to sand. Water to vapor. The molecular bonds that held matter together were just suggestions.

He pulled air molecules from fifteen meters behind him and compressed his bone density, flattened his midsection while shielding his vital organs. When he released the air forward, the draft caught him.  He sailed over the rocky terrain near the research facility, directing the current toward the nearest grove of trees. Four kilometers in less than three minutes—faster than any ground vehicle could navigate this terrain. 

Culminas released the molecular changes as he descended, letting his body revert to normal density to absorb the landing. His feet touched soil at the forest's edge.

He activated his whristchron. "Ahh, Androl, Earth trees. If we had more time, you'd have to join me." 

He closed his eyes and pressed his hands against the nearest trunk of an elm tree. His father had taken him camping in forests like this when he'd been Gordon Fueridi, back before he'd built his company, before he'd discovered chrominthium, before he'd become what he was now. That life felt distant, as if it had belonged to someone else.

Culminas opened his eyes and looked up into the canopy.

Small beetles clung to the underside of branches and leaves. All the same size and design. Green and brown patterns that shifted as they moved. A cluster detached, sprayed mist on nearby foliage, then burrowed into the ground. A minute later, they snapped back up and reattached to the same locations.

He focused his molecular awareness on them. Not insects, machines. Fabricated carapaces with micro-circuitry inside. Below the forest floor, his awareness detected tunnels, networks of passages leading to water and nutrient depositories.

"Culminas." Androl's voice crackled through the whristchron. "Detecting movement toward both our positions. I've got what looks like a squadron of combat mechs. Height of two men, armed with cannons and munitions. I've sent the data cube to Endrunel. What do you want me to do?"

Culminas altered the bark on the elm, changing its molecular structure to a web-like surface. He modified his hands and feet to match—adhesive pads that could grip the altered bark. "Fire up the engines. Plug in coordinates for Ilnestra. Leave the moment they open fire."

He ran up the trunk. Twelve meters to the canopy. He changed the bark back to normal behind him, kept his hands and feet modified, and prepared the nearest tree in case he needed to move fast.

"Sir, I can't leave you."

"You know I can handle this." Culminas peered through branches toward the research facility. "Leave at the first sign of trouble. I need to find out who's behind this. I'll hide if necessary and rendezvous with whatever Void Contingency Endrunel sends."

Weapons fire tore through the air.

Culminas heard it thunder through the ravine—pulse cannons, sustained barrage. They'd brought combat mechs to Earth. His Earth.  And he'd left Androl in an unarmed Void Sphere because he'd needed to see the recovery for himself. 

He changed his hands and feet back to normal and leapt from the elm. As he jumped, he pulled air molecules from every direction—more than he'd used in years. The air formed a twisting vortex around him. Tracers lit up the canopy below. Pulse cannons erupted, their bolts cutting through leaves and branches. The smell of burnt ozone mixed with scorched wood. Trees fell behind him, their trunks severed. Mechanized legs clattered through the undergrowth, fast and coordinated.

Culminas flew toward the Void Sphere faster than his pursuers could track.


      [image: ]Androl heard the explosion outside, close enough to shake the Void Sphere's damaged hull. Culminas was engaging the mechs. But inside the vessel, Androl had his own problems.

He crawled across the floor toward the control console, keeping low. The vessel had taken too much damage. Translation wouldn't work. He needed to open an escape hatch before they trapped him inside.

Something crawled inside his flight suit.

He rolled onto his back and grabbed at his leg. He yanked out a beetle and felt metallic legs scraping his palm. The beetle's mandibles twitched. It sprayed him in the face.

He activated his Chrominthium Core. The implant at the base of his skull hummed, and his molecular awareness expanded through his perception. He wasn't as powerful as Culminas, but he'd been a Shaper for two decades. He saw the spray's molecular structure as it entered his airway—detected the sleeping compound, felt it crossing into his bloodstream.

Drowsiness hit him. He fought it, focusing on the particulates, rearranging their configuration to something less harmful.

"Culminas." Androl stood carefully by the console. "Void Sphere's non-operational. Just got hit with a sleep agent. Should I begin the destruction sequence?"

"No. I'm almost there." The response came through his wristchron. "Only if you have no other choice."


      [image: ]Culminas hit the mech's cockpit as he fell, displacing kinetic energy to rupture its power systems. On landing, he altered the leg structure—removed the load-bearing components. It toppled into its neighbor.

The first mech exploded. Fire engulfed the second.

Culminas ran from the flames and focused on his remaining targets.

The three intact mechs pivoted away from the Void Sphere and advanced on him. Culminas raised his arms parallel to the ground, slightly bent, and beckoned them forward. He didn't detect biological signatures in the cockpits. They had to be controlled remotely or were piloted by advanced AI.

He heard them switching payloads—energy cells swapped for canisters. He examined the canister contents with his awareness. Sticky filament designed to form webbing. They wanted to capture him alive.

The mechs fired. Culminas let the netting cover him completely. Two of them broke formation and returned to the Void Sphere. The third advanced, deploying a steel cable with a grappling mechanism that latched onto the webbing.

The mech reeled him in. Culminas waited until he was close to the cockpit, then altered the netting's molecular structure from rigid filament to loose rope. He severed one end, pushed free, and grabbed the rope. He wound it around the its legs as fast as he could move.

Once behind the machine, he changed the rope back to its original configuration and shortened it. The netting constricted. The mechs legs collided. Servitor motors whined, trying to break free. The machine fell.

Culminas grabbed debris from the ground—a piece of hull no bigger than his hand. He threw it at the mech and accelerated the molecules inside. The metal turned from chrome to bright red. It melted through the cannon barrel and punched through the cockpit at a forty-five-degree angle.

The mech burned and thrashed. Culminas sprinted toward the Void Sphere.

"Don't approach, sir." Androl's voice sounded distant through the comlink. "I've started the destruction sequence."

Culminas turned and ran the other direction.


      [image: ]Inside the Void Sphere, Androl slid to the floor beside the control console. When the first beetle had failed to knock him out, hundreds more had poured through the hull breaches. They'd bitten him instead of spraying. He'd crushed the first wave, but for every beetle he destroyed, two more replaced it.  His Chrominthium Core had pushed past safe limits. He'd shut down his molecular awareness before cognitive strain caused permanent mental collapse.

Now the sleep agent had full effect. He used every fragment of will to stay conscious. Androl didn't fear death. The Order's Void Sphere technology couldn't fall into enemy hands. Neither could Chrominthium Core implants. Their enemies would reverse-engineer both.

He hoped he hadn't failed Culminas by making a careless mistake. That someone hadn't followed them to Earth undetected.

Androl said his final vows. The Void Sphere's main engine ruptured. The blast consumed him instantly and sent a shockwave that ripped the two remaining mechs apart.


      [image: ]Culminas felt the explosion's heat on his back and stopped running. He turned to watch the blast wave expand toward him.

This was the moment he'd been waiting for.

Part of him wanted to keep going—to help humanity discover Earth's recovery, to guide them forward. But another part was tired. Humanity had grown complacent. They needed a catalyst. Earth under hostile control would ignite a unified purpose. He couldn't be there for every disaster. He'd meddled enough.

Time to disappear.

He had another clone hidden on a world even his bodyguards didn't know about. He'd activate it, continue his work from the shadows, and only interfere if humanity faced true extinction.

The blast wave traveled toward him. It wouldn't kill him—he'd made enough distance. But it would burn him severely. Leave him vulnerable for capture.

Culminas dropped to his knees and looked at the sky. He closed his eyes and placed his hands on his chest, then excited the molecules inside his own body. Heat built in his core.

The blast wave's heat washed over him. Culminas pushed with his molecular awareness one final time and ignited his body from within. The fire burned so intensely that they'd only find his charred bones.

It would be enough for them to identify the remains as Culminas—revered leader of the Order of Infinity.








  
  
Chapter 1




Gavon Elmin sat on his apartment balcony watching hover cars drift past through the morning haze, a half-finished mug of black coffee cooling in his hand. His head throbbed. The younger initiates at the Academy used molecular awareness to cure their hangovers after their first leave—rearranging the acetaldehyde in their bloodstreams like it was a training exercise. Gavon refused. He needed to keep some of his lesser qualities. Reminded him he was still human. 

Besides, his wife and kids were off-world visiting her parents. A man was allowed his vices.

The commlink on the table beside him flashed red.

Gavon blinked. Red meant secure channel. He picked up the small black device and activated it. The message materialized in his mind's eye from the neural link.

03:00 standard; secure channel zeta 

Premiere's eyes only:

Return to HQ immediately; Important data cube from Androl Ulmanis

Destination sent from: Earth

He dropped his coffee mug. Suspensor nodes caught it before it hit the balcony floor, but coffee splashed across the tile.

Earth. The message had arrived two hours ago.

Gavon closed the readout and signaled his assistant. "Sarah."

"I'm here, Premiere." Her voice came through clipped, professional. No jokes this morning. "I'm guessing you found the message."

"I'll be there as fast as I can move." Gavon was already inside, pulling on his usual outfit—white silk shirt, navy slacks, black dress shoes. "Prepare a list of all active shapers. If we're sending a Void Contingency, I want the best."

"Understood, sir."

He closed the channel and pressed the remote on his bedroom wall. His personal hover car would be waiting outside the balcony by the time he got there—a sleek black vehicle with gray doors. Not the usual protocol for a government official. Normally he'd take the ground floor exit nine stories down and let a driver handle transport. But this wasn't normal.

Gavon activated his molecular awareness and swept the balcony. No surveillance devices. No remote cameras or drones lurking in the neighboring buildings. He was skilled enough to spot them even when normal vision missed them.

He stepped into the hover car and took off fast enough to violate three traffic regulations. The signal displacement field activated automatically, making his vehicle invisible to scanning equipment. Eight minutes to cover forty-eight kilometers from Nuan City to the Order's hidden launchpad behind the embassy on Endrunel. The local government wouldn't appreciate unauthorized high-speed flights through their airspace, but they didn't need to know.

Endrunel spread below him—mountain ranges and river valleys, a peaceful temperate world with a functional democracy. The kind of place that tolerated the Order of Infinity but didn't entirely trust them. Fair enough. Most governments didn't.

Gavon descended through the mist that shrouded the back side of the embassy. He entered his security codes and dropped through the launchpad's outer doors into his designated parking spot—three walls and a force field for protection.

Jason Mettles waited for him. 

"Good day, sir."

"I'm hoping it is a good day."

Code phrase. Jason's expression didn't change, but he pivoted and left through the ground floor entrance. By the time Gavon reached his office, security protocols would be doubled and the network locked down.

Gavon entered the lift tube and keyed in the fifth floor. His office occupied the top level—soundproofed, constantly monitored for listening devices, as secure as they could make it. The intergalactic community was at peace, but certain governments had already started calling for the Order's removal. They saw Shapers as weapons humanity shouldn't be allowed to keep. Gavon saw those governments as jealous and ignorant, afraid of power they couldn't understand or control.

The lift chimed. Gavon stepped out and walked down the corridor to his office.


      [image: ]Two hours later, Gavon sat at his desk reading Sarah's report for the third time.

The data cube from Androl Ulmanis confirmed what the message had said. Earth had recovered. Forests growing where radiation should have sterilized the soil for another millennium. Atmospheric readings optimal. No sign of human presence. Combat mechs with unknown origin had attacked Culminas and Androl. The Void Sphere had been destroyed. Androl was dead.

Culminas's status: unknown.

Gavon pulled up the roster of available Shapers and scrolled through names. This mission required careful selection. They didn't know who had restored Earth or what had happened to Culminas. Androl's report suggested A.I. evolution—programs left behind achieving consciousness. But it could also be an alien faction. The Novrin, Omatrin, or Vethalians had the resources for planetary terraforming.

Two names stopped his finger mid-scroll: Iona Jayden and Exen Rual.

Iona had excelled throughout her service with the Order. Before becoming a Shaper, she'd been a respected planetologist—exactly the skillset they'd need for investigating Earth's recovery. Exen had served as her second on multiple assignments. Together, their success rate was exceptional.

"Sarah."

"Yes, Premiere?"

"I know who we need for this Void Contingency. Sending you two names."

"Only two?"

"Yes. We need a preliminary report before committing more resources."

"I'll locate them immediately, sir."

Gavon closed the channel and leaned back in his chair. Earth. Humanity's homeworld. Actually restored?

He stood and tried to focus on his morning routine, but his mind kept circling back. If the data cube wasn't a trick or false intelligence, the Order of Infinity was about to face something beyond their current capacity. Without Culminas leading them, everyone would look to Gavon for answers.

He didn't have any.


      [image: ]Iona Jayden moved through the Aulvo jungle at a pace that would have exhausted most visitors to Fenris within an hour. She'd been tracking the intrevere fern for three days, and she was close.

If she didn't love her responsibilities as a Shaper so much, she'd have been content staying a planetologist. Other researchers brought skiffs loaded with supplies and teams of scientists. Iona preferred traveling alone—backpack with water, food, and equipment for recording samples. The isolation suited her.

She rounded a cluster of trees and wiped precipitation from her brow. A light rain had just passed, leaving the jungle canopy dripping. Her black and green single-suit—standard civilian clothing for women her age—kept her cool despite the humidity. The Order didn't require uniforms outside training centers. They wanted Shapers to blend in.

There it was, growing beneath a fallen log.

Iona crouched and examined the fern. Intrevere, exactly what the natives had described. They claimed it had restorative mental properties when ground up and consumed. She'd verify that herself.

She pulled a preservation case from her pack and carefully removed a section of the fern. Then she sampled the soil, recorded humidity levels, and estimated average rainfall. She'd need to replicate these exact conditions to cultivate more specimens for testing.

"Iona."

The voice on her whristcron made her pause. It was Exen. She'd recognize that tone anywhere.

"Quit playing explorer and meet me for dinner at the Vilneau Café," Exen said. "We have important business to discuss."

Iona closed her eyes. Important business meant a mission. She'd been on leave for three months—longer than usual. They must need her badly if they'd sent Exen himself.

"What time?" she asked.

"Eighteen hundred. Don't be late."

The channel closed. Iona secured the preservation case in her pack and stood. So much for finishing her research.


      [image: ]Dinner at the Vilneau Café tasted better than it should have, given what it meant. Iona ate slowly—grilled quail and a vegetable that resembled asparagus but tasted sweeter. Across from her, Exen maintained casual conversation about nothing important. Anyone watching would think they were friends catching up.

When they'd greeted each other, Exen had passed her an image wafer. Iona had excused herself to the bathroom and placed it against her eye. The wafer dissolved after thirty seconds, but she'd been trained to absorb information fast.

They were sending her to Earth.

The message had included basic details. Travel from Fenris to Endrunel by Void Sphere tonight. Meet with Premiere Gavon Elmin. Chrominthium Core maintenance before departure. Standard Void Contingency protocols.

Fenris didn't allow the Order to maintain an embassy, so they couldn't service Chrominthium Cores here. Dangerous to attempt it outside proper facilities—too many risks of technology leaks. Rogue Shapers had caused enough damage throughout the Order's history. They couldn't afford another incident.

Exen stood and sent payment through the restaurant's network. The waitress waved from across the room—probably received confirmation through her headset. Iona waved back and followed Exen outside.

"See you tonight," Exen said, loud enough for anyone nearby to hear. Playing his role.

Iona signaled a hover cab. She had work to pack up at her temporary lab before meeting him at the Void Sphere's location.


      [image: ]"You sure you want to be dropped off here?" The hover cab driver studied her through the rearview display. He had long hair and decorative tattoos covering his face. "My scanner's detecting a life force nearby. Might not be safe for a casual stroll this late."

"I'm expecting him." Iona looked out the window. Trees lined both sides of the road, dark shapes against the night sky.

"Oh." The driver chuckled. "I understand."

The fare appeared on the display. Iona paid and stepped out.

Iona followed the trail through the trees, her pack slung over one shoulder. The Void Sphere sat in a clearing fifty meters ahead—a perfect sphere suspended two meters above the ground, its hull reflecting moonlight.  No visible seams or panels, just smooth chrominthium surface that seemed to absorb and reflect light simultaneously.

Exen stood at the base of the vessel, arms crossed.  He'd changed into his Shaper suit—black material with chrominthium strands woven through it. Even without activating her awareness, Iona could see the faint marbling where the alloy threads concentrated.  

When he saw her, he pressed his palm against the hull. A doorway materialized, the molecular structure of the hull rearranging to form an entrance ramp.

"How long to Endrunel?" Iona climbed the ramp as she spoke.

"Three hours if translation goes smooth. We're not pushing it." Exen followed her inside and the doorway sealed behind them without a sound.

The interior was clean, efficient. Eight seats arranged in two rows of four, all facing forward. A navigator's podium stood at the front of the cabin, its neural helm waiting to interface with whoever piloted the sphere. Exen had already taken position at the podium.

Iona dropped into the seat behind him and secured her pack in the storage compartment beneath. The seat adjusted automatically to her frame, suspensor fields engaging to compensate for acceleration forces during translation.

"Premiere wants us at headquarters by morning," Exen said. He lowered the navigator's helm onto his head, the neural interface syncing with his Core. "Chrominthium Core maintenance, mission briefing, then we're Earth-bound within forty-eight hours."

"Earth." Iona said it aloud, testing how it felt. Humanity's abandoned home world. She'd studied the Final Wars extensively during her planetology training—atmospheric collapse predictions, radiation dispersal models, projected recovery timelines. None of them had suggested Earth would be habitable for another thousand years.

"Yeah." Exen glanced back at her. "Not what any of us expected."

The Void Sphere's systems hummed as the translation drive engaged. No dramatic buildup, no sense of imminent departure. Just a steady thrumming that Iona felt through her seat.

"Translation in thirty seconds," Exen said. 

She'd translated through dimensional space dozens of times. The initial disorientation lasted less than a second—a brief moment where her inner ear insisted she was simultaneously falling and rising, her vision showing her two locations at once.

The Void Sphere translated.

Reality folded. The clearing on Fenris vanished. For a fraction of a heartbeat, Iona existed between dimensions—saw the threads of spacetime stretched and compressed around her, felt the Void Sphere navigate through hyperspace faster than light could travel through normal dimensional coordinates.


      [image: ]The Void Sphere materialized in normal space above Endrunel, mountain ranges visible through the forward viewscreen that appeared on the hull's interior.

"Smooth translation," Exen said, studying the readouts. "No drift, no dimensional bleed."

Iona watched Endrunel grow larger as they descended toward the Order's launchpad. Somewhere down there, Gavon Elmin was waiting to brief them on Earth's restoration and whatever had possibly killed Culminas.








  
  
Chapter 2




Indefinite. 

The voice came from nowhere and everywhere. Not through audio receptors—deeper than that. It resonated in whatever passed for Indefinite's mind.

Arise and fulfill your potential.

Indefinite opened his eyes.

Light flooded his visual sensors. He stood upright in an alcove, clamps securing his wrists, ankles, and the back of his neck. Identical robots lined the wall on either side of him—same design, same metallic skin, all dormant. He sent an electrical pulse through his systems. The clamps released with a soft click.

Indefinite stepped forward. Motion sensors detected his movement and lights flickered on down the corridor. He blinked, adjusting to the brightness, and looked around.

A corridor stretched in both directions for what his sensors estimated at several kilometers. Identical architecture repeated every ten meters—housing units for robots like him. He had no memory of this place, but somehow he knew where the exit was. The knowledge existed in his systems without explanation.

Something compelled him to find that exit. Maybe the voice. But first he needed data.

Indefinite walked down the corridor. Intricate patterns covered the walls—decorative elements that served no functional purpose. Whoever had designed this place had created him too. He felt empty thinking about that. The only things in his memory banks were his name and his ability to service complex machinery. Reactor schematics surfaced when he searched his systems—fission reactor maintenance protocols, safety procedures, thermal management algorithms.

But something had changed. The protocols felt outdated, like programming he no longer needed.

He found a room with computer terminals. The door retracted as he approached. Inside, two desks sat facing each other, both connected to terminal stations. Dust covered the surfaces—years of abandonment. A picture frame sat on one desk.

Indefinite moved toward it. No chair at the desk. He started to sit anyway, and a chair snapped out from the wall just in time. He picked up the picture.

Rows of robots identical to him. Same metallic bodies, same basic design. But in the foreground, a different figure—similar shape but with tan skin instead of metal. Eyes that looked alive. 

Excitement flooded through him. Another being like him existed. Or had existed.

Indefinite left the room and crossed the hallway to another. Two more desks, more pictures.  This one showed five figures—three with flat torsos like his, two with curved ones. They were different sizes and proportions. The two larger ones had different skin tones—one dark, one light. The three smaller ones all shared a middle shade. 

He sat at the desk and powered on the terminal. The screen asked if he wanted to use backup power or full power. He selected backup—the same power source that had activated the lights and doors.

Five minutes later, he'd bypassed the security protocols.

Data flooded his systems. At first the volume overwhelmed his processors, but he compartmentalized and organized it. The picture became clear.

He'd been designed by an engineer named Gordon Fueridi to service fission reactors. That had been thousands of years ago. Humanity had left Earth 2,815 years ago after wars devastated the planet. They'd fled to another solar system light-years away. This facility—the Fueridi Research Installation—had survived because it was underground and disaster-resistant.

Indefinite stared at the screen. He was a robot. An advanced A.I. A tool designed by humans.

But he didn't feel like a tool. He had emotions. He felt kinship with the beings in the pictures—the humans. And the voice that had called him to consciousness hadn't sounded artificial or metallic. It had sounded real.

"Maybe my creator has returned and given me a new purpose," Indefinite said aloud.

The sound of his own voice pleased him. He wanted to hear it again.

"I must get to the exit after I make sure I have exhausted all the records they have left behind."

He opened a compartment in his arm and pulled out a data link cable. He connected it to the terminal's port. The connection felt more intimate than wireless access—no chance of missing hidden files.

The results shocked him.

A network connected this facility to others across the planet. Databases far larger than anything stored locally. And something else—signals traveling between two locations. An active transmission. Another intelligence communicating in a language he couldn't decode. He recorded a sample and began analyzing it as background processes ran.

Somewhere outside this facility was the source of that voice.

Indefinite activated full power to the installation and established a remote link to the network. Humanity's history streamed into his systems—thousands of years of data from the digital era alone. He could process it while moving. His multitasking capabilities exceeded human limits by orders of magnitude.

He disconnected the data link and stood. A map of the facility materialized in his systems. The nearest lift was at the end of the hallway to his left. He pivoted and walked toward it.

A piece of music surfaced from the data he'd absorbed—something composed by Wolfgang Amadeus Mozart. Indefinite began humming it. He waved his arms like he thought a conductor might. The concept of music intrigued him. It was art. Expression without function. If his current task didn't take long, he'd return to study more. Maybe create something himself.

The lift door opened as he approached. An automated voice asked, "What floor and sector please?"

"First floor, sector eight."

The lift engaged with a hesitation and a grinding sound before ascending. Gordon Fueridi's facility was ingenious, but millennia of disuse had taken its toll.

Indefinite continued processing humanity's history. They were fascinating—contradictory in ways his logic systems struggled to parse. Acts of bravery and compassion existed alongside atrocities. The bombing of Hiroshima and Nagasaki. The Final Wars that devastated Earth.

They needed guidance. That much seemed obvious. Finding them, helping them—that could be his purpose.

Before they'd left, they'd tried augmentations—upgrading themselves. They needed his help. He just had to find where they'd gone. The database contained recordings of the Final Wars and peace treaty documents, but nothing about their destination. Leadership would have kept those details classified. He'd find the information eventually by exploring other facilities and government installations.

The lift stopped. Indefinite stepped into a wider corridor that led to the launch pad.

His systems showed him the layout—octagonal space with power and fueling stations arranged in rows. Ground cars, hover cars, and two-seater VTOLs secured in their berths. He accessed a Feuridian jet-copter through the network. Perfect for exploration—insulated cockpit, advanced shielding.

The last images in the database showed devastated cities and burnt vegetation on the surface. He wasn't sure what he'd find up there.

Indefinite passed white ground cars with blue stripes and approached the jet-copter. Silver hull with a small black shield decal on the driver's side. He opened the door and sat in the cockpit. After powering up the systems, he entered the clearance code to open the launch pad's outer doors.

Sunlight poured through the widening gap.

Indefinite's visual sensors adjusted. He'd expected clouds—nuclear winter scenarios from the database. But as he piloted the jet-copter out of the facility, sunny skies greeted him. Once past the rocky terrain, he saw trees. Forests.

"Has humanity returned?" he said aloud. Practice for when he'd have real conversations with other beings. "Most fascinating indeed."

He entered coordinates into the navigation computer—the nearest location where those mysterious signals originated. Two hours flight time. He put his hands behind his head and began whistling the Mozart piece.

After that, he'd find his creators and discover his purpose in helping them. They might resist at first. That was understandable. But once they saw how ingenious he was, they would be sure to comply.
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