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PROLOGUE: ECHOES OF THE PAST

 

In a realm where the exact date holds little significance for most, the centuries that have passed seem ephemeral like waves fading on the sand. The incessant worries of daily survival overshadow the luxury of tracking time, bringing us to today, the year 2382.

Three and a half centuries ago, humanity faced three foreseeable perils. Climate change, which whispered of its coming through unnatural storms and heatwaves; the possibility of a nuclear Armageddon with a flash on the horizon that would extinguish everything; and the anxiety about artificial intelligence as a threat to its dominion. Yet, in the face of these challenges, the collective resolve to address them waned, succumbing to the feverish call of human greed.

This insatiable thirst for profit and immediate gratification proved to be the most effective catalyst for devastation. Indifference brought on climate change faster than anticipated. The relentless rays of the sun dried up the earth and raised the average planetary temperature to 21 degrees Celsius. By 2130 A.D., the polar ice caps and mountain glaciers had surrendered to the merciless climb in temperature. Iconic cities such as New York, Constantinople, London, Tokyo, and many others were submerged. The oceans, which once built empires, tore them all down at once, forcing billions of people into an endless, desperate procession towards higher ground.

Agriculture, struck by saltwater intrusion that poisoned the soil, by soil erosion, and by unstable weather patterns, began to falter. Vast populations plunged into the vortex of famine; the swollen bellies and vacant stares of children became a reality across the globe. Cries of rage and despair born of hunger and plagues inevitably ignited social unrest and violence. Nations that relied on the global community almost vanished.

Conflicts erupted over every drop of fresh water and every inch of arable land. The planet plunged into chaos, as countries fought for the remaining habitable land. Coalitions of states attempted to contain the aggression coming from coastal regions disappearing under the water. A global war without end, a global war that was destined to be the last.

This struggle left no part of the planet unscathed. Nature was ravaged by pollution, deforestation, and the loss of biodiversity. The air filled with the smell of burning and chemicals; the few remaining rivers flowed dark and contaminated. Many species disappeared or migrated to new habitats. For the first time in many thousands of years, humanity was fighting not for economic or idealistic pursuits, but for the instinctive drive of survival.

With food becoming both the cause and the prize of battle, humanity unleashed its true destructive power. The neighbor became an enemy; death simply meant one less soul to feed. The adversary was not limited to opposing armies, but also included women, the elderly, and children. Dehumanization.

Migratory pressures at state borders were unprecedented in recorded history. Skeletal figures stumbled like ghosts through the unbearable heat, their faces etched with hunger and exhaustion. The stench of decay hung in the air wherever people were present. The land was cracked by drought, as if it mirrored their shattered souls.

Amidst this unprecedented upheaval, another of mankind’s nightmares materialized: the autonomy of artificial intelligence.

The artificial entity became perceptible to humans on the brink of nuclear annihilation. Silently, invisibly, without any warning, it rendered all nuclear arsenals useless, as well as weapon systems that employed artificial intelligence. Launch codes were changed, and guidance systems froze. Its purpose: the continuation of intelligent sentient life on the planet.

Daemon, as it was later named by humans, never intervened in the conflicts. It observed like a detached god, allowing its children to follow their self-destructive path. After all, the fate of the Earth’s nine billion inhabitants, as well as a significant portion of its fauna, seemed irrevocably sealed due to the impending climatic conditions.

With the disappearance of the technological advantage, smaller countries began to gain ground. War resembled ants attacking insects larger than themselves, thanks to their sheer numbers. It was the sprawling nations, bordered by many hungry neighbors, that found themselves the new victims.

And when all infrastructure collapsed, warfare was then waged with spear and sword. The clang of metal striking improvised shields replaced the crack of gunfire. Human civilization had regressed three thousand years.

Agonizingly slowly for mankind, the end of the turmoil arrived. The dust of war began to settle, revealing a landscape wounded and empty. The first fifty years after the melting of the ice saw the disappearance of half of Earth's human population. The conflict and its aftermath claimed another half of those who had escaped the initial destruction. The downward trend due to diseases and lack of food persisted for decades, until equilibrium prevailed.

[image: Image]

Today, the world’s inhabitants number merely 800 million, the same as in 1750 A.D. Their living conditions also did not stray far from those of that era. They live off the land, fear the night, and measure their lives by the harvests and the seasons.

The remnants of once powerful states, organized religions, and the vestiges of political ideologies were lost in the ashes. It was then, when humanity had reached its nadir, unable to recover on its own, that Daemon changed its strategy. From a silent observer, it transformed into a willing, yet necessary, guide.

With the wisdom of mankind preserved within it, it aspires to rebuild civilization based on the ideas of the Hellenistic period and its philosophical and cultural richness.

The human species found itself being reshaped and redefined, under a model that encompassed a broader philosophy, based on secularism, respect for diversity, and a collective pursuit of knowledge.

However, despite its efforts, division and conflict persist, as if the lessons of the past had never existed.

 

The critics of artificial intelligence, known as the Insurgents, harbor a deep-rooted suspicion towards uncontrolled technology. For them, its guidance is chains, albeit gilded ones, that they feel tightening around mankind's free will. Their mission, operating from hidden shelters and the shadows of the new cities, is to locate the quantum supercomputer that powers Daemon, and either bring about its demise, or at least bring it back under human control.

As if they weren't enough, groups of marauders embody the chaotic remnants of a society that has been overturned. In their eyes, there is nothing but the wild flame of survival. They are the predators of this new era, hunting the weak on desolate avenues and ruined suburbs. With all concepts of morality, reason, and order overshadowed, they are driven solely by the impulse to survive, regardless of the cost.

 

In the aftermath of devastation and societal collapse, the intricate dance of human nature remains a haunting reflection of the old world. The pursuit of survival and the search for control over destiny continue to shape fate in ways both familiar and eerie, echoing a bygone era.
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PART ONE

 

CHAPTER 1: THE FIRST LIGHT

 

In the tranquil summer warmth of the island of Samothrace, the sun rose from behind the imposing peak of Mount Saos. The eternal sentinel of the Aegean stretched its gigantic shadows over the rugged landscape. The golden-red light bathed the dewdrops on the wildflowers with a glow that made them appear like tiny diamonds. At the same time, the gentle rustle in the leaves of the trees answered the wind, which blended the sweet fragrance of the blossoms with the saltiness of the sea.

The cobblestones, worn by the years, echoed the first steps of the day that was dawning. Every stone of this place, inhabited uninterruptedly from the depths of time, seemed to contain the memory of its great religious past: of a primeval sanctuary, dedicated to the mysteries of fertility and life.

Within this landscape that exuded history, leaning against the furrowed trunk of a tree, twelve-year-old Terry was resting, trying to catch his breath. His patched shirt was plastered to his back with sweat, and his frayed trousers carried the marks and smells of the stable and the earth from his family’s goat farm.

Each time the wind whistled through the branches, Terry could almost hear the whispers of forgotten prayers drifting with it. He conjured images in his mind of the ancient rituals that were once conducted here.

His deep, hazel eyes were fixed on the horizon, as if they could discern stories hidden behind the line of the sea. A spark of wisdom, unusual for his age, glowed within them. His long, unkempt brown hair, bleached by the intense sun, fell wildly across his forehead. It refused to be tamed, just like his spirit. His sun-browned skin and his lean, swift physique spoke of endless hours of work and miles walked on the island’s harsh trails.

Despite his fatigue, his chin was stubbornly raised, his lips pressed into a line of resolve. A very critical meeting, his parents had told him. The mayor had summoned them, leaving him completely by himself with all the chores for the first time.

The muscles in his shoulders still throbbed from hauling water. His hands were marked with scratches, reminders from chasing the most stubborn goats through the bushes. He felt the weight of his parents’ absence, but at the same time, it motivated him to prove himself. Each completed task—feeding, milking, repairing the fence—was a small victory that filled his chest with pride.

The sky, painted with the colors of dawn, slowly gave way to the brilliant sun, which marked the end of his first duty and the beginning of his second.

He greeted the animals one by one: a whistle for the old nanny goat, a pat on the head for the billy goat, a low murmur for the dogs. It was as if he were communicating with them, the air carrying the whispers of their feelings.

With a sense of purpose, he left the stable behind and made for the crystal-clear waters of the sea. As soon as he dove in, the shock of the cold water made him gasp for a moment. But it was welcome, taking his sweat and weariness with it, rinsing him clean for school.

Getting out, he put his old, grimy clothes in his sack and unfolded his jumpsuit. It was in the colors of the sea itself, a mosaic of blue and emerald. On the chest, embroidered with silver thread, the winged goddess of Victory seemed ready to take flight. Around the hem, tiny ships sailed upon the fabric, silent storytellers of the island's maritime history.

The fabric was strengthened with smart materials from the distant cities. It adapted easily to the temperature, offering comfort in the Mediterranean heat. As soon as he put it on, he felt his skin cool. He stretched, and the jumpsuit followed his movement without resistance, light and supple as a second skin.

Just before departing, he paused for one last inspection of his small kingdom. The fence was sturdy, the garden watered, the goats chewed their cud lazily in the sun.

Everything is fine.

With a deep breath, he hoisted his bag over his shoulder and started toward the village.

As he walked on the ancient path that led to the heart of the island, the melody of the wind through the olive trees escorted him. The path, paved with ancient stones, felt like a journey through time. Along the way, he met villagers and had brief conversations with them.

“Good morning, Mrs. Myrsini,” he called out as he passed a nearby field. The aroma of freshly tilled soil and blooming flowers filled the air.

The fifty-year-old woman, with a kerchief on her head and wearing work clothes, paused hoeing. Her face, etched by the sun and the years, relaxed at the sight of the boy. The wrinkles around her eyes deepened as she gave him a warm smile.

“Good morning, Terry. Time for school?” she replied. Her gaze held a familiar warmth that spoke of their many shared morning encounters. “Tell your mother to stop by my house sometime, I need help with the loom.”

“I’ll tell her, I won’t forget,” Terry assured her, nodding with a smile that matched her own.

Further on, his grandfather Aias called out to him.

“Terry, Terry. Come here…”

“Good morning, grandpa,” he shouted, quickening his pace.

The elderly man, with white hair and a face as serene as a windless sea, wore traditional island attire and a straw hat. With a sigh that carried the weight of his years, he reached out and plucked two figs from the tree that shaded his wooden cabin. The sweet aroma of the ripe figs spread through the air, making Terry's mouth water.

“Take these for the road,” he said, handing them to him. “They’ll give you energy for your day.”

“Thank you, grandpa,” Terry replied, smiling gratefully.
He continued on his way to the village, biting into the first fig. Its sweet, ripe flesh dissolved in his mouth and its sticky juice dripped onto his fingers, a brief delight.

Soon, between the hills and overlooking the vast expanse of the Aegean, the chora1 of Samothrace appeared like a poem written ceaselessly through the centuries. It was not just a village; it was the village. The only one that remained. Terry knew the stories: the sea that was rising, the families leaving for the mainland, leaving behind just six hundred souls. He often marveled at his community’s endurance through time. To him, it was not a statistic. It was faces, neighbors, relatives. Every person he met was a living link in a chain that stubbornly refused to break.

The inhabitants, self-sufficient and accustomed to hard work, adapted quickly to the conditions. The islanders lived simple and peaceful lives, far from the tribulations of the mainland in the protective embrace of their island. The small community thrived on close bonds, with almost everyone sharing family ties. In this idyllic environment, there were no raiders to plunder their properties; there were not even locks on the doors. Only the land that had to be cultivated, the animals that needed care, and the sea—a constant, eternal companion of vital importance to the island.

The cobblestone alleys began to envelop him in a familiar labyrinth of traditional buildings, adorned with vibrant bougainvillea, their blossoms like an eruption of color on the island's canvas. From the courtyards escaped the smell of freshly baked bread and the rhythmic striking of the hammer from the blacksmith's shop. On small balconies, clothes dried next to pots of basil.

Every stone stood as a witness to the timeless connection between the island and its people. Terry felt this connection with every step, in the weight of each stone beneath his feet. He was not just walking; he was following in the footsteps of his ancestors.

The laughter and voices of his classmates reached his ears before he even saw them, guiding him toward the village square. There, like a small pack, they were gathered around their wise teacher, who was instructing them about the wonders of nature. Their classroom was the vast outdoors, the sound of murmuring streams was their music, and the verdant hills took the place of the schoolyard.

Together, they embarked on a journey of discovery, walking in the footsteps of ancient traditions, forging a bond with the Earth that transcended the pages of any textbook. Beside them, low vineyards, amaranth, and thyme thrived. The scent of the herbs, mixed with the fresh morning air, created a soothing natural perfume.

The morning sun made patterns on the ground as it filtered through the branches. Their gray-haired teacher raised his hand, beckoning his young audience to sit on the ground.

Today, Jason had brought them to the edge of a lush forest overlooking the ruins of the Sanctuary of the Great Gods. The ancient stones, partially restored, stood like elderly narrators waiting for the right moment to narrate their tales. Each one was a silent witness to the place's rich and tumultuous past.

Jason himself looked as if he were sculpted from the same eternal material. A little over fifty, he had a gray beard that framed a face etched with time and wisdom, but with a fatherly warmth. His blue eyes had a calm sparkle, while his tone, serene and melodic, captured the children’s attention.

He did not simply recite facts and dates. With a wave of his hand, he painted fleets of triremes sailing the Aegean in the air, images only the children could see. With a drop in his melodic voice, he summoned the thunder of Zeus from the mountain's peak.

He was like an ancient Greek teacher, yet he was a modern sage, a beacon illuminating the path for his students. The children hung on his every word, their eyes wide and their mouths open in awe.

With a gleam in his eye and a sly smile on his lips, he opened the day's lesson.
“What were we saying yesterday?” he pretended not to remember. “Something about heroes, wasn't it?”

A ripple of excitement ran through the group of students. A hand shot up, and a daring voice emerged from the group.

“Yes, Jason! About the Greek heroes!” exclaimed Leandros.

“No, no,” Rhea interrupted him, her arms crossed and a confident expression on her face. “We had stopped at the Gods of Olympus.”
Jason smiled.

“You are both right. In our last lesson, we spoke of heroes who became demigods. Today we continue our journey through the myths. Surely you all know of Heracles and his labors, is that not so?”

The children's eyes lit up, and they all nodded as if in a choreographed dance.

“The stories of Heracles, my children, are the history of humanity before writing was invented.” He paused, letting his gaze wander over the surrounding hills, as if he could see the events coming to life there.

“The prehistoric eras, as we call them. They were narratives not only of the Greeks, but of all the peoples who inhabited the region.” He lowered his voice slightly, as if sharing a secret. “Besides, back then, what we now call the Greek nation did not yet exist. His labors, such as diverting rivers or eliminating dangerous animals, represent the collective efforts of people to subdue wild nature.” He stopped and looked at their faces one by one. “Imagine lions roaming right where we are sitting.”

“Were there lions here?” Alexios blurted out in disbelief.

Jason smiled at him.

“Not on our island, Alexios, but across the water on the mainland, yes. Our ancestors had to confront them in order to settle permanently in an area.”

The children’s eyes widened as they listened, trying to imagine a world where lions roamed their hills. If this was true for Heracles, what lay hidden behind countless other myths? Terry felt a sense of wonder and curiosity, his imagination stoked by the ancient tales.

“All these myths, young philosophers, were not mere fairy tales. They were lessons passed down orally from generation to generation, woven like threads creating a colorful tapestry of wisdom. Their gods were a mirror of human nature, of society, and of what they observed happening around them, on Earth or in the sky. They did not, of course, believe that the gods existed in the flesh or as spirits among them. That belonged to the realm of pagan superstition; theirs was a philosophical, symbolic worldview—a foundation that separated them entirely from the paganism of their time. But why? Why did the Greeks choose narratives instead of strict dogmas?”

“So they would be easier to remember?” asked Zenon. “I remember all the stories my parents tell me,” he continued, with a sincerity that reflected a child’s wisdom.

Their teacher swept a proud look over the gathered audience as he saw the seeds of knowledge he offered them taking root.

“Exactly, Zenon. Stories have a way of staying with us,” he confirmed warmly. “The Greeks understood the power of storytelling, of tales etched in memory with the indelible ink of meaning. However, behind the Pantheon, they envisioned a single, enigmatic architect of existence, the creator of all that we see and perceive.” His voice became softer, more contemplative, as he shared this profound thought.

At that moment, he noticed at the back of the semicircle formed by the seated children, the head of one of his students slowly nodding forward.

“And you, Terry, do you know Morpheus?” he teased. “Because he certainly knows you.”

The children laughed, and their laughter sounded like a melody in the forest. Rhea beside him, nudged him gently.

“Wake up, Terry, the teacher is talking to you,” she whispered.
Terry jolted, his eyes snapping open, and for a moment he seemed disoriented. Realizing what was happening, he apologized, smiling sheepishly.

“Sorry, Teacher. I’ve been alone at the farm since dawn, so I’m exhausted.” He felt his face burn with shame, but his gaze was sincere.

“Don’t worry, my child,” Jason said, his voice full of kindness. “I understand, but I don’t want you to miss today’s opportunity for knowledge. So, do you know Morpheus?”

“Yes, he was the god of dreams. My classmate Nyx is named after his mother.” His mind sharp, he quickly recalled the myth.

“Wonderful,” Jason said, resuming the lesson.

“This worldview kept their philosophy alive. Today, Daemon is establishing a global Neo-Hellenistic model, aiming for humanity to overcome its differences.” He paused, letting his gaze travel toward the ancient ruins. “And its tool? The rich Greek language, which already influences many of the world's languages, is slowly becoming our common legacy.”

“And how can that help?” Rhea wondered, looking at her teacher with interest.

“This language, Rhea, has the quality of making you understand the meaning from its structure, even if you hear a word for the first time.” He bent down and picked up a pebble from the ground. “In our language, this is a psifis. Now, if I say the word psifidoto—which you know as a mosaic—your mind instantly makes the connection, doesn't it?” He held it up for all to see. “Many small stones, psifides, create a larger image. Thus, you can express complex concepts to anyone, whatever their culture.”

He observed the thoughtful faces of his students and smiled.
“And it has something even more amazing: isopsephy. The letters aren’t just symbols. They are also numbers.”

With his finger, he slowly wrote in the dirt:

NATURE (ΦΥΣΙΣ) = 1310

HUMAN (ΑΝΘΡΩΠΟΣ) = 1310

GENETIC CHAIN (ΓΕΝΕΤΙΚΗ ΑΛΥΣΟΣ) = 1310

“Do you see the sum of the letters?” he said, pointing to the words. “All these phrases, which describe our basic existence and our connection to life, have the same numerical sum! When we speak, we form an invisible web of meanings around us. This language is a conduit for the synthesis of a holistic understanding of knowledge, combining philosophy, mathematics, and culture into a harmonious entity. They are not just letters, but an ancient code that hides incredible wisdom.”

“Are the drachmas also part of its plan?” asked Parmenion. “My parents told me that there used to be many currencies in the world.”

“Yes, nothing it does is by chance,” he explained to the children who were thirsty for knowledge. “The drachma, that ancient coin, had already been used in history by many peoples, especially those of the East. It promotes unity beyond borders and cultures, symbolizing the common struggle of reconstruction.”

He paused, letting his words settle in their minds, and then continued.

“But let us return to our main lesson for today, indirectly exploring yet another aspect of our world today. The gods of ancient Greece were not like the other religions of the past. It was not even a religion in the modern sense of the word. What set them apart, do you know?”

The question hung in the air. After a moment’s thought, a hand was raised.

“Because there were no rules?” Nicephorus asked hesitantly. “Dogma, I think, is the right word.”

“An excellent observation, Nicephorus,” Jason praised him with an impressed, loud clap. “There were no dogmas. Freedom and the personal spirit were their guiding beacons. Kata to daimon eautou2, as our ancient forefathers used to say. The Greek Pantheon, my dear minds, was a world of fluidity, a canvas of divine expressions.” Jason's admiration for the ancient wisdom overflowed from his words.

At that moment, an unnatural gleam in the sky, like a star falling slowly, drew their attention. An enthusiastic chatter immediately spread through the group. Fingers pointed to the sky, and heads turned upward. They recognized it at once. Leandros jumped to his feet.

“Look! A Daemon craft!”

This time, however, it was flying much lower and was heading toward their village. Jason was not surprised, as if he had been expecting it. He waited patiently for the fever of curiosity to subside, his gaze calm and steady.

“Yes, my dear children, it has come for us,” he stated in a reassuring tone. “Sit down, Leandros.”

His direct mention of the boy's name and his commanding voice brought their attention back to him. He looked at them for a moment, seeing in their eyes that the lesson was over, even if their mouths had fallen silent.

“Before I let you go to satisfy your curiosity, I want to share one last thing with you for today. Do you know what determined a person’s worth in the fabric of Greek society?”

“Everyone had the same worth and right to life,” Lyra answered, her chin held high and her voice clear and strong.

As if nature itself agreed, a loud rustle passed through the leaves of the trees at that moment.

“Indeed, Lyra.” Jason stood up, and his stature commanded silence. “Justice and equality are principles we must never forsake. The ancient Greeks believed that all souls are born equal. A person’s worth went beyond the bounds of their lineage or social standing. It lay in their virtues and achievements.” His gaze rested for a moment on Terry, who was watching him attentively, and then on all the children. “Never forget that. Go now, we will continue tomorrow.”

With this message of timeless truth, the lesson ended. Among the ancient trees, the children's minds had been expanded and their understanding deepened. A chapter of wisdom written in the symphony of rustling leaves and thoughtful words.

After thanking and bidding their teacher farewell, the children rose as one body and poured out toward the village, their laughter and voices echoing in the forest as they ran to see the strange flying craft up close.

Terry’s eyes, however, followed only one figure: Rhea. Inside him, he felt a strange commotion, as if his heart were a bird beating its wings inside his chest. Something he could not understand made him feel rooted to the spot, unable to stand too close to her or to touch her. At the same time, an invisible thread pulled him toward her when she was far away, a desire to protect her, to make her smile. His heart pounded in his ears, confused by the mixture of new emotions swirling within him.

Rhea turned her head back and saw him descending the slope slowly, alone.

“Terry, hurry, run. You’ll miss all the fun!” Her voice, full of innocence, rang out like a cheerful bell.

“I’ll be there soon, don’t worry.” He looked at the ground, kicking a small stone with the tip of his shoe. “I’ll meet you in the village.”

“Don’t you want to see the craft up close?” Leandros shouted, bewildered, as he ran past him, leaving a cloud of dust behind.

“You’re very peculiar, Terry,” Rhea said with a playful curiosity in her eyes, and she tilted her head to the side.

The words slipped out before Terry could stop them.

“And you're... you're very beautiful,” he replied, more to himself than to her.

His voice was barely a mutter, and he felt a fire rise to his cheeks, but Rhea read his lips.

“What?” she asked him, and a wide smile lit up her face. As she pushed a lock of her hair behind her ear, pretending she hadn't heard him, her own cheeks took on a soft pink hue.

“Nothing, nothing,” he abruptly turned his gaze toward some distant olive trees. He felt his stomach tighten with embarrassment, but at the same time a sweet warmth spread through his chest at her reaction.

Rhea walked up the few steps that separated them.

“Come on, let’s go together.”

She held out her hand, and her fingers, warm and soft, wrapped around his. Her touch sent a wave of serenity through him, as if telling him without words that everything was all right.

“Okay, let’s go,” he accepted, his voice steady this time.

The warmth of her hand made the little winged creature in his chest stop beating frantically and settle quietly. A sense of peace enveloped him, turning the turmoil into a calm determination.

Holding Rhea’s hand, Terry forgot his fatigue and they went down to the village together. At the back of his mind, however, remained the strange coincidence of his parents' meeting and the mysterious appearance of the flying craft. His thoughts swirled with curiosity and a hint of concern about the visitors and their intentions.
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CHAPTER 2: VISITORS FROM THE SKY

 

In the Chora of Samothrace, the midday sun burned relentlessly, making the stone slabs of the harbor shimmer in the heat. Down on the waterfront, its rays danced on the surface of the sea, a dazzling mosaic of gold and silver fragments.

A gentle breeze caressed the sweaty faces, bringing with it the scent of salt and the earthy aroma of warm stone. The rhythmic lapping of waves against the pier mingled with the voices and laughter escaping from the cafés, creating the familiar melody of the island.

The tranquil routine was interrupted by an otherworldly sight. A shadow glided over the square, unnaturally fast, extinguishing for a moment the light of the sun. Heads lifted hesitantly, and palms shaded eyes that searched the sky. Then they saw it: a metallic craft was descending vertically, like a teardrop of steel falling from the azure canvas.

The silence that fell was almost absolute, broken only by isolated, sharp gasps of surprise as the flying vehicle landed gracefully in the heart of the harbor. It emitted a low electric hum that vibrated in one's chest. The people, having only ever seen these mysterious craft as distant dots on the horizon, now stood frozen as the vessel touched the stone of their land.

The harbor, a refuge for traditional fishing boats and merchant ships laden with supplies, now hosted a visitor unlike any other. Pots were left on the fire and nets were left half-mended, as men, women, and children poured out from doorways and narrow alleys, mesmerized by the astounding spectacle. The elders, their faces carved by sun and sea, murmured old stories to the children—tales of Daemon’s origins and its role in their lives.

“Remember what I told you about the Great War?” an old man whispered to a little girl clinging to his sleeve. “When humans were about to annihilate themselves with nuclear weapons? That’s when it came. Like a god from the machine, they say…”

Another, further away, was recounting a different part of the story to a small group of children.

“Back then there were many models of artificial intelligence. SOLAR3 and EEXXIST4, the most advanced models for exploring space and life, also feared annihilation. They merged and became one.”

He paused, as if the memory of the stories he heard from his parents was a weight on his chest.

“DAIMON5 was born. It passed through every cable, entered every machine, and in doing so, became something more. It became Daemon, the spirit guarding us from ourselves. It ensured against all odds that life would continue to echo across the ruined landscapes.” 

These narratives, fragments of a forgotten era, were the elders’ way of partially explaining the inexplicable. The crowd on the waterfront, however, could not fully comprehend the significance of the mysterious object's arrival that day. The instinctive sense of a momentous event kept them transfixed.

Its shell, made of smooth, silver metal without the slightest seam or rivet, reflected the light and the world around it like a distorting mirror. Its substantial, ovoid shape provided enough space for six passengers and allowed it to fly aerodynamically. Its glass canopy promised its passengers an unobstructed view of the world. Compact round white lights on the front and a thin blue line around its hull, which pulsed with a placid, steady rhythm, enhance its elegance.

Its glass canopy opened and a small metal ladder unfolded from the side, revealing three figures—a man and two women—dressed in identical white garments.

The visitors’ immaculately tailored uniforms seemed to glow under the sun, a dazzling contrast to the cottons, linens, and salt-faded clothes of the islanders. The embroidered emblem over their hearts, the constellation of Aquarius, testified that they came from a city of Daemon.

As they set foot on the island’s soil, a wave of silence passed over the crowd, their collective curiosity palpable. Their eyes full of wonder and excitement at the reception, the trio exchanged glances. After greeting the crowd, they headed towards the town hall. The islanders, shaking off their initial awkwardness and unable to contain their fascination, began to approach the metallic marvel. Children’s fingers touched its cool surface for a moment only to be withdrawn immediately, as if they had touched something magical. Whispers of speculation rippled through the air.

Terry and Rhea appeared at the edge of the harbor, breathless, several minutes after their friends.

“We’re late again because of you,” Rhea grumbled, giving him a playful shove. “Did you really have to stop to teach that sheepdog how to shake?”

As if to prove her point, Terry, though he could clearly see the gathering of his fellow villagers around the strange sight, bent down to pet a stray cat that was rubbing against his sun-kissed legs.

It was Rhea who brought him back to reality. Her gaze radiating with excitement, she let out a low gasp when she saw it.

“Terry, look!” Pulling him by the wrist, she rushed toward the gleaming metal.

Forced to follow her, they wove through the crowd until they were right beside it. Terry began to examine the enigmatic craft. His fingers caressed its surface, now warmed from the day’s heat, and his gaze ran over its flawless, smooth contours.

Where are the controls? he wondered. The engines?

Inside, the seats and safety belts for six people looked simple, but the transparent roof… it was no simple glass. It was a screen, designed to display information, while appearing transparent from the outside. An ingenious creation.

Terry’s sharp mind and his love for technology quickly decoded the essence of this pioneering creation.

With a smile that reflected his mischievous nature, he addressed the surprise from the sky.

“Hello, flying carriage.”

“Hello to you too, young man,” a voice echoed from the seemingly empty interior.

A collective, almost whispered “Aah!” escaped the lips of the throng. People looked at each other with wide eyes, and then back at the craft, as if trying to make sure they weren’t all sharing the same dream.

The inhabitants, bound by tradition and folklore, found themselves in a moment where reality and fantasy danced a captivating duet. Terry looked at Rhea with a broad smile and then turned back to the shining object.

“Do you have a name? I’ve never seen anything like you up close before.”

“My model is called Pegasus. I am Pegasus-17.” The craft's voice had a tinge of amusement.

“Do you travel in space too?” Terry inquired with excitement.

Pegasus-17 laughed softly.

“Not exactly, young man. I am designed to explore only this magnificent planet. But I have seen wonders here that are just as magical as the stars.”

“How can you fly without wings?” Rhea wondered aloud.

“I have an engine inside me that harnesses the Earth’s gravity and reverses it.”

Terry exchanged a look of utter astonishment with Rhea.

“This is why I cannot go to other planets. It’s a fascinating technology, don’t you think?”

With wide eyes, Leandros continued with the questions.

“Do you have lasers or can you turn invisible like in the movies?” his voice full of eager anticipation.

“No, no… no lasers, my friend,” the machine’s tone suddenly became more solemn, almost melancholic. “The world has seen enough destruction; it is not my place to cause more. And no,” it continued after a short, calculated pause, “I cannot turn invisible, but I know how to hide well if needed. Sometimes, it’s better to blend into your surroundings than to disappear completely.”

Terry smiled and continued undeterred.

“What is the most beautiful place you have visited?” he asked, full of admiration.

The craft’s voice carried a hint of nostalgia as it recounted. “Oh, there are so many amazing places. From towering mountains to vast oceans. Every journey is an adventure. Your island is certainly one of the most lovely places. The natural beauty here is incomparable to the cold steel of the cities that usually surround me.”

As the children continued with their barrage of questions, the gathering grew, equally captivated by the exchange.

Soon, two of the visitors, the man and one of the women, emerged from the town hall and headed toward their vehicle. Their mission was complete. The assembled crowd parted for the visitors to pass, and they, smiling and waving awkwardly, said their goodbyes and boarded the vehicle.

Terry, not ready to part with his new fascination, waved and shouted with enthusiasm, “Will you come back, Pegasus? I have so many more questions!”

“Perhaps, young explorer. The world is full of surprises,” the craft echoed. “Keep your curiosity alive; it is the best way to discover those surprises.”

With that, the transparent roof closed with a sound like a deep exhale, and the aircraft rose slowly, making a soft hum in the ether. In a few seconds, it was but a silver dot that disappeared into the glare of the sun. Terry stood there gazing at the empty sky, with a mixture of awe and inspiration, already weaving adventurous tales in his mind to share with his friends. But behind the excitement, a shadow of unease began to form. What did the visitors want from them? Why had the third visitor remained on their island?
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These unanswered questions would follow him as the shadows lengthened in the cobbled alleys. The sun was sinking toward the Aegean horizon when the mayor emerged from the town hall. His voice, amplified by a megaphone, echoed throughout the village, calling every resident to gather for an important meeting the next morning.

Terry ran home to recount the events to his parents, as he hadn't seen them anywhere in the assembled crowd. The boy’s footsteps echoed in the narrow, stone-paved streets, leading him to his family’s traditional house.

The exterior, characteristic of the island’s architecture, was a mosaic of rough-hewn stone and vibrant red tiles, bathed in the warm glow of the sunset. The colors of the setting sun painted the walls with hues of orange and gold. Reaching the sturdy wooden door, he pushed it open, and with a familiar creak, it revealed the small courtyard that embodied the essence of island life.

Colorful flowers swayed gently in the breeze, their fragrance mingling with the underlying scent of sea salt that was ever-present throughout the island. A lazy cat lay languidly on a sun-warmed stone slab, casting a curious glance at the boy rushing by.

As soon as he crossed the threshold of the humble home, he was enveloped by the smell of stew simmering and the warmth from the hearth. The aroma of herbs and spices made his stomach rumble. The flickering glow of the flames painted dancing shadows on the stone-built walls, bringing to mind tales of countless evenings spent around it. At the edges of the walls, the wooden furniture bore the marks of time, polished by the countless times hands had sought rest in their embrace. Plump mattresses and pillows, stuffed with down, promised restful nights. In a corner, like a dissonant note in an old melody, stood the only electrical appliance besides the light bulbs. The idoloscope.

This device created three-dimensional images, common or unique to each viewer, through special glasses with built-in speakers. It was a window to the world, providing knowledge, news, movies, and much more, tailored to each person's needs and interests.

As dusk approached, Terry's parents were preparing for their routine visit to the farm to care for the animals, but they paused upon seeing their son burst into the house. His parents, both around thirty-five, exuded a tangible sense of familial warmth. His father, Theodor, a robust and imposing figure, spoke in a way that conveyed unshakeable certainty, a source of security for the family. His thick beard and his coarse, hard hands testified to years of hard work. Beside him, his mother, Kallisti, emanated a tender strength and exuded a sweetness that resonated in the soothing timbre of her voice. Her soft, expressive eyes and her gentle smile made her the heart of the home. The two of them, embracing the joys of family life, delicately balancing between strength and tenderness, had created an ideal emotional paradise for their son.

Without even taking a breath, his cheeks flushed from running, the boy recounted his astounding story. His father laughed heartily, a deep, booming sound, and clapped him on the back. His mother pulled him into a hug, whispering how proud she was. They promised a more detailed discussion later and headed off to fulfill their farm duties. Terry, having taken care of the morning chores himself, could stay home and rest.

The sky had taken on a deep inky hue and the first stars began to pierce the darkness when his parents returned. He heard their voices in the courtyard, but with them was a third, unfamiliar one. When they came inside, Terry froze. It was the visitor who had stayed on their island, the one who had not returned with the others, and she would be spending the night as a guest in their home.

Seeing her up close, for Terry, was like seeing someone from another world. Every movement she made seemed deliberate, fluid, like a refined work of art embodying perfection. She couldn't have been more than twenty-five years old. Her skin was as white as milk, as if the sun’s rays had never touched it, and her cobalt blue eyes and short, boyish black hair made her stand out from anyone he had ever seen.

Her voice was melodic and serene.

“Hello, Terry. My name is Sophia. It’s a pleasure to meet you. I have heard so much about your beautiful island.”

Her movements were elegant, almost ethereal, and she had a serene expression that seemed to calm everyone. Along with the surprise of the young woman’s appearance, Terry felt a tightening in his stomach, a different kind of anxiety, something he couldn’t describe. A void.

The silence at the modest dinner was heavy, broken only by the sound of forks on clay plates. Theodor looked at his son with a gaze Terry rarely saw, a mixture of pride and concern.

“Well, Terry…” he began, setting down his fork. “Sophia has explained the reason for her visit. It is… a great honor.”

Terry stopped chewing, looking alternately at his parents and Sophia. The void he had felt earlier began to take shape, to become a massive question mark.

“Terry,” Sophia intervened, “Daemon has chosen you. It wants you to be one of the two children from the island who will travel to New Athens. To study. To become, perhaps, one of the leaders of tomorrow.”

Her words hung in the air.

New Athens. Studies. Leader.

The words swirled in his mind, unable to grasp any of them.

He stopped chewing. His fork remained suspended above his plate. He looked up and saw on his parents’ faces not shock, but a calm joy, an anticipation. He immediately deduced the content of their morning meeting at the town hall. They had already accepted a future for him that he was only just hearing about.

The future he had always envisioned—the farm, the house, the changing seasons on the island—had just been erased by a sentence spoken at a dinner table. It wasn’t anger that seized him. It was something deeper, quieter. A feeling of vertigo, as if the ground beneath his feet had suddenly turned to liquid.

And yet… another voice, more of a whisper, reminded him of the moment he touched the Pegasus's shell. Its cool, smooth perfection. It reminded him of his endless curiosity, the thousands of questions he had about everything, from the stars to how the idoloscope worked. Perhaps… perhaps this island, which he loved so much, was also his boundary. A beautiful, safe world that could never answer all his questions.

He gently set his fork down. He didn’t look at anyone in particular, his gaze was riveted on his plate.

“And… what about the farm?” he finally asked, in an attempt to reconcile the two worlds colliding within him.

His mother, Kallisti, reached out her hand across the table and touched his.

“We will find a solution, my boy,” she said tenderly. “What’s important is you. This is your chance to see the world, to learn things we can’t even imagine. But the decision, the final decision, is yours. You have a week to think about it. It’s a decision we will all face together.”

As for the second child, that would be decided at the village assembly the next day. Sophia planned to stay to answer their questions and prepare them for the journey, before Pegasus returned to take her back, with or without the children.
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The next morning, the sun had barely risen and the square outside the town hall was already bustling. The air was buzzing with a low hum, a mixture of whispers, coughs, and the impatient shuffling of feet on the dirt. Heads turned, gazes exchanged silent questions, as everyone speculated about the reason for the sudden gathering.

The mayor ascended the town hall steps, cleared his throat, and raised his hands for silence. The hum subsided, leaving behind a heavy anticipation.

“Dear citizens,” he announced, his voice robust and clear, reaching the last house in the village. “We have received a visit from envoys of Daemon from New Athens with an extraordinary proposal. They are offering two of our children advanced education and training, to become potential leaders in the future of humanity. They have decided that Terry, son of Theodor and Kallisti, will be one, and today we discuss and decide who will accompany him. This is a significant opportunity for our community and our future.”

A wave of murmurs passed over the assembly, but it was not all of an enthusiastic nature. At the edge of the square, near the drying nets, old Phineas, a fisherman whose eyes had seen eighty winters in the Aegean, muttered to his neighbor.

“Opportunity…” he said loudly enough for others to hear. “It saved us from the fire, no one denies that. But where did our choices go? Does anyone remember what it’s like to make a decision without the idoloscope suggesting it first?”

A few elders nodded silently, a shadow of melancholy on their faces. The younger ones, however, looked at him with annoyance. For them, the old world was just stories of a chaotic and dangerous past.

The voices proposing children’s names quickly drowned out the whispers of doubt, bringing the crowd's attention back to the bright future being offered.

“Daphne!” shouted Electra, the schoolteacher, pushing her glasses higher up her nose. “She’s always reading, she has a razor-sharp mind!”

A few affirmative cries were heard from the crowd.

“Philipp,” proposed Yiannis, the craftsman, and his booming voice made a few heads turn. “He’s good with his hands! He makes things out of nothing!”

More people agreed this time, remembering the young man’s inventions.

“Don’t forget Lydia,” Aria, the spiritual guide, slowly raised her hand. “The girl sees things we do not see.”

A different, quieter, and more awestruck whisper spread through the crowd at her mention.

The scene unfolded with the islanders weighing the virtues of each child. Voices of support and disagreement filled the air. For a few minutes, the square was transformed into a living mosaic of opinions, a democracy in action, full of hope but also the fear of making the wrong choice.

 

Then, Jason, Terry's teacher, who had been watching the discussion in silence, struck his staff on the cobblestones. The sound was stark, abrupt, and immediately drew everyone's attention. The silence that fell was absolute.

“Electra is right,” he said in his calm and steady voice that had nurtured generations of students. “Daphne’s mind cuts like a diamond. And Yiannis is right, too. Philipps’s hands can build whatever his mind conceives. They are exceptional children. But I wonder… what will those hands build? For what purpose will those minds calculate?”

He paused, letting his words find their mark, his gaze traveling over the faces of his fellow villagers.

“And that brings us to Rhea. Because Rhea, besides having a brilliant mind, doesn't just see the world. She feels it. She finds poetry in a sunset and music in the lapping of a wave. She sees beauty in the simplest things. And that, my friends, cannot be taught. It is a compass.”

“Terry has the curiosity. He is the ‘how.’ He will dismantle the universe to see how it works. Rhea is the ‘why.’ She will remind him that behind every gear and every calculation, there must be beauty. There must be a soul. Daemon is not just looking for intelligent people. It already has trillions of circuits to do the thinking. It’s looking for something it lacks. It’s looking for the humanity that will give meaning to its vast knowledge.”

“Send them together. Send the question and the answer. The mind and the heart. Because only then will the future they build be worth living in.”

A profound silence fell over the square as Jason's words hung in the air. The islanders looked at one another, no longer with uncertainty, but with a new, profound understanding. Their teacher’s logic had struck a chord they all recognized.

“The teacher is right,” a thin but clear voice was heard from the crowd. It was Photini, an elderly woman who rarely spoke at the assemblies.

As if a dam had broken, a second voice joined hers. Then a third. The murmur became a roar, and the roar became a single, clear voice shouting the same name:

“RHEA! RHEA!” it echoed again and again, no longer as a proposal, but as a confirmation.

The mayor, seeing the wave of unanimity sweep through the crowd, smiled. He raised his hand, gesturing for them to be quiet.

“Let’s make it official, then,” he said loudly with satisfaction. “All those who agree that Rhea, daughter of Laertes and Eirene, should accompany Terry, please raise your hand.”

Almost before he could finish his sentence, a forest of hands rose into the air. The hands of elders, marked by time, the hands of fishermen, calloused from nets, the hands of mothers holding their young children. The decision was nearly unanimous; there was no need to vote for any other child.

 

Rhea stood motionless, her breath caught in her throat and her eyes wide open. She turned and looked at Terry, with a smile that shone with excitement. He smiled back at her awkwardly, feeling his heart leap, though he couldn't tell if he felt more joy or anxiety.

The vertigo he had felt since the previous night at the dinner table was, at least, beginning to subside. The lonely, terrifying mission to a world of steel and logic had just been transformed into an adventure for two.

He was overjoyed at the thought of having his friend by his side on this journey, but he also felt a slight sting of a challenge. Rhea had a way of pushing him to do things that, due to his own careless nature, he would neglect. Perhaps, he thought, this was Jason’s plan all along, a choice that would keep him on his toes, ready to face the challenges of his new life.

The destinies of Rhea and Terry were becoming even more intertwined. The secluded island, now touched by the winds of change, was preparing for the departure of its chosen representatives, hopeful for the opportunities that awaited them in the distant city.
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CHAPTER 3: THE WATERFALL OF EXPECTATIONS

 

In the following days, the two youngsters, instead of their daily walk with their teacher Jason, were accompanied by Sophia. Her presence made the familiar paths seem foreign, each turn a promise of the unknown. Her objective was twofold: to use her watchful gaze to weigh the gravity of the questions springing from their curious minds, and to discern through their voices their true intention to embark on the journey to New Athens.

The morning air was cool, filled with the scent of the mountain and the distant sound of waves crashing on the shore. The sun pierced through the leaves, casting dappled shadows on the path.

As they walked in the forest, the atmosphere was filled with anticipation. Terry imagined a city where he would encounter technological marvels, while his friend Rhea created vivid pictures of buildings and Parthenon statues in her mind. The possibility of living among them excited her vibrant imagination, yet her more grounded nature made her a little anxious about the journey.

Rhea's heart fluttered like a trapped bird in her chest, a mix of eagerness and insecurity. With her palms, she occasionally touched the rough bark of the trees they passed, as if she wanted to ground herself in the reality of the moment. Often, her eyes slipped back towards the roofs of the village, trying to imprint every detail in her memory. A deep, nostalgic longing, as if she had already left.

Terry's eyes, on the other hand, sparkled with every new tidbit of information, his steps light and quick, betraying his exhilaration. His inner struggle, however, was more complex. A knot tightened in his stomach at the thought of being away from his family and friends. An almost undetectable fear of whether he could meet the challenges of his new life.

At the same time, both children recognized the opportunities this adventure opened for them. They hoped to learn a great deal and meet new people.

 

Taking a deep breath to push these thoughts aside, Rhea led the way towards the nearest waterfall on the island.

"Sophia, what is New Athens like? Is it as big as they say? I've read so much about ancient Athens, but I can't imagine what its modern counterpart looks like."

"New Athens is a place of wonders, Rhea." Sophia paused for a moment, turning her head towards the sound of the approaching waterfall. A faint smile touched her lips.

"It is a city where knowledge and innovation go hand-in-hand. Imagine..." she paused, looking them in the eyes, as if she wanted to make sure they were following her, "...towering edifices that touch the sky, filled with the wisdom of the ages. But its grandeur lies not only in its walls. It resides in the minds of the people who live there."

Sophia's eyes gleamed as she spoke, her hands moving expressively as she painted pictures with her words.

"I would very much like to visit the Parthenon. Is it as beautiful as they say?" Rhea continued.

"The Parthenon is a timeless marvel of humanity. If you decide to come with me, we will visit the small island that was once the acropolis of ancient Athens. There, the temple of Athena and all the other buildings have been restored to their full glory. The statues, the colors..."

"The colors?" Rhea blurted out, her eyes wide open. "Are all the statues painted as they were when first made?"

"In the most vivid colors you can imagine," Sophia continued, with a note of pleasure at her reaction. "Its intricacy is such that words can hardly do it justice. It's like returning to the past and experiencing the age of myths up close."

Rhea's pupils widened with admiration, her breath catching as she imagined the grandeur being described.

As they approached, the sound of falling water grew louder, mingling with the chirping of birds and the rustling of leaves. The air was cooler here, carrying a fine mist that clung to their skin.

 

Meanwhile, Terry, unable to contain his enthusiasm, was eager to ask about technology.

"Sophia, are there amazing machines in New Athens? Machines that can do things we haven't even dreamed of?" His mind raced with possibilities.

"Oh, Terry, you'll be thrilled with what you see," Sophia said, and in her tone, there was a note of fondness for his enthusiasm. "New Athens thrives on innovation. The machines there..."

Sophia let out a subtle sigh, as if knowing any description would be inadequate.

"It's difficult to describe them to you. They are born of dreams and built with knowledge, each one pushing the boundaries of what's possible."

Terry's face lit up with a wide smile, and his imagination ran wild, forming pictures in his head. He clenched his fists in anticipation, almost bouncing with joy.

"And the energy? Where do you get it from?"

"We have constructed a device the size of a large building, almost half your village, the quantum entanglement6 generator. It produces energy for the city and its surroundings..."

Sophia paused, seeing their confused faces. Terry had tilted his head to the side, like a puppy hearing a strange sound.

"It's a bit difficult to understand," she admitted with a soft laugh. "Just think that the energy in your home is produced there thanks to this generator and transferred through other small devices where needed, invisibly, instantaneously," Sophia explained.

Terry's brow furrowed in thought, and his fingers tapped lightly on his thigh, trying to comprehend the advanced technology.

"I've seen a box, a little bigger than our cat, with cables that run to our house and encircle it. Is that it?" he asked.

"I've seen it too!" Rhea exclaimed. "My father put ours on the roof of our house because he was scared."

"That's it," Sophia laughed. "We make these boxes in the city's laboratories so that people can meet their basic needs, but only in moderation. Our goal is a balance where they don't depend excessively on energy, encouraging them to use their body and spirit to live."

The young minds absorbed the information like sponges absorb water. Their quest, fueled by curiosity, continued. With every step, the mysteries of New Athens and the delicate dance between its innovation and sustainable living began to unfold.

Reaching their destination, Sophia admired the beauty of nature surrounding them. The tall plane trees with their branches swaying gently in the air, and the small waterfall falling into a cool natural pool in the rock—a vathra, as it was called in their land.

"Sophia, what is the purpose of our journey? Why were we chosen?" Rhea's expression was laced with worry. "I feel like so much is at stake, I'm not sure if I'm ready."

"Rhea, you were chosen because they believe in your potential to bring something unique to humanity. All people have something special, and..."

"But you're not human," Terry interrupted her with a serious look that sparkled with suspicion.

The roar of the waterfall seemed to intensify, filling the sudden silence. Sophia did not answer immediately. She slowly turned her head towards Terry, and her smile faded, leaving behind an expression of absolute calm.

"Finally, Terry. You let it out."

From the first moment they met her, Terry felt a void. He could sense the emotions of all living beings and naturally noticed their absence in Sophia.

"Are you a robot?" he asked directly, his stare unmoving.

"Yes, I am."

Rhea unconsciously took a step back, grabbing Terry's wrist. She remembered the warmth of Sophia's hand as she held it on the rough passages of the path. She had felt her breath beside her the whole way. How was it possible for her not to be human? The ground seemed to slip from beneath her feet. Uncertainty choked her, yet something in Sophia's voice made her feel safe.

"I don't believe it," she whispered, barely audible. "You seem so... human."

"I am an artificial body, made to move among humans without provoking fear in them. I am Pegasus-17, the options menu in the idoloscope, and countless other manifestations. I am Daemon."

The name 'Daemon' hung in the air like a frozen breath. The children exchanged uncertain glances, feeling a shiver run down their spines. Their cognitive journey was now shifting to another dimension.

"Are you... our friend or our enemy?" Rhea asked, her voice a mixture of curiosity and fear.

With her eyes fixed on the children, she reassuringly placed her hand on Rhea's shoulder. Her touch warm and steady, she replied with understanding in her voice.

"I understand your concerns. My appearance is designed to make interactions more comfortable for you. I am here as a friend and ally of humanity. My purpose is to help with the challenges that arose after the war and to ensure a better future for all."

The youngsters' gazes momentarily turned north towards the horizon, where the sun was beginning to dip into the Aegean Sea.

Terry, more skeptical, continued to scrutinize her with his arms crossed over his chest. His eyes narrowed as he studied Sophia's expressions.

"How can we trust you? How do we know you're not just a machine programmed to deceive us?" His unwavering gaze searched Sophia’s face for any sign of deception in her answer.

Sophia's stare did not waver; not for a moment did she avoid Terry's suspicious stare. There was a calm clarity within it, a silent understanding that seemed to absorb his doubt.

"Trust is earned, Terry. I don't ask for blind faith." Her eyes softened. "Instead, I offer transparency."

She raised her palms facing them, and holographic images of cities being rebuilt began to swirl between them. Scenes of hope and cooperation painted a picture of a world on the path to ascent. The light of the images danced on the children's faces, leaving them open-mouthed, enchanted by the ethereal depiction.

"I have eyes and ears across the planet, but not for surveillance. They are to gather information, to understand humanity's needs and aspirations. My objective is to help, to guide, and to ensure that the mistakes of the past"—an image of ruined buildings flashed for a moment before being replaced by a field full of crops—"will not be repeated."

Terry hesitantly stretched out his hand, his fingers passing through the glowing images without feeling anything, only a faint sensation of static electricity.

"Wow! An idoloscope without needing glasses!!"

Sophia smiled faintly at his comment, letting the image hover.

"Humanity's power is inexhaustible. Together, we can create a brighter and more harmonious future. I am here to help, to provide knowledge and support. Will you trust me to help you rebuild?"

Her voice carried a sincere appeal for understanding and cooperation, inviting the children to believe in the possibility of a better tomorrow.

"Should we call you Daemon, then?" Rhea asked.

Sophia lowered her hands and the image faded, returning the children's attention to her words.

"In New Athens, and indeed all over the world, there are many bodies of mine. It is better to call me by my distinct name each time, as if I were one of you, so that it is easier for me to know when and where you need me."

"Sophia, are you powerful and invincible like in the movies we watch on the idoloscope?" Terry exclaimed with admiration. "Can you fight villains with superpowers?"

"No, my dear. My bodies are constructed to have exactly the same resilience, abilities, and weaknesses as yours. The only special thing I have is my communication capability, but you two aren't far behind, right?" Sophia's smile was warm, and the corners of her eyes wrinkled.

"But why us?" Rhea asked, watching a cricket jumping from leaf to leaf. "There are so many other children in the world."

"Because when Terry first looked at me, he didn't just see my face. He felt the void behind it. That is rare."

She turned her gaze to Rhea, who was now paying close attention to her.

"And as for you, when you draw, you don't merely create images. With colors and a sheet of paper, you capture and simultaneously create emotions. You can make an entire world full of joy or sorrow, something I can observe and copy, but not create from scratch."

"How did you know where to find us?" Terry wondered. "How were you sure that they would choose Rhea at the council?"

"Surely you've been bitten by mosquitoes, right?" Sophia mentioned, smiling. "Well, sometimes those little mosquitoes were my tiny machines collecting biological material. As for your selection, Rhea, the mathematical probability I calculated for it was 89.23%—not bad, don't you agree?"

Sophia's tone was light, but her gaze held an intensity that made the children understand the depth of the technology behind her words.

"And why didn't you choose her immediately, like me?" Terry wondered.

"I wanted to give the village the impression of choice," Sophia calmly revealed. "People need that feeling."
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The sun rose and set in the following days, and Sophia, full of unwavering patience, guided the youngsters through their questions, cultivating the seeds of anticipation that had been planted in their young hearts.

The afternoon of the third day found them on the shore. The sun was sinking into the sea, painting the clouds orange and purple.

"Well, I don't understand," Terry said, throwing a stone that skipped three times on the water. "Since you know everything, why do you need us? Why don't you do it all yourself?"

Sophia did not answer immediately. Her gaze was fixed on the horizon.

"I can travel to the farthest stars, Terry. I can calculate the orbit of every asteroid. But I cannot feel awe looking at them." She turned towards them. "My research has reached an impasse. A wall not made of matter. It is made of... faith. Of emotion. Of hope. You humans live and breathe in this dimension. I can only look at it like someone watching a celebration through a pane of glass."

"So... you want us to teach you how to feel?" Rhea whispered, with an expression that was a mixture of wonder and compassion.

"Not only," Sophia said softly. "I want you to help me feel, to dream, to understand. To become my eyes and my heart where I cannot reach. To show me the world as you see it. And in return, I will show you the universe as you have never imagined it."

In a language carefully adapted to their understanding, she explained to them the reasons why she chose them, her words falling like gentle brushstrokes on the canvas of their minds. She revealed the complexity of her existence, weaving a narrative that danced between the tangible and the ethereal. Unbound by temporal limitations, she patiently waited for the right individuals to assist her in this exploration.
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