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TITANS DESCENT
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"You do not enter the new world with clean hands. You drag the ashes of memory behind you and the gods are watching." 

The Architect’s Scroll

I woke to Lucien shaking my shoulder, his voice pitched halfway between awe and panic.

"Jerodiah, look." 

The room felt wrong, air heavy, light off-color, the pressure of a place that had slipped tracks in the night. Since Lucien pulled me up forty levels, I’d started feeling those shifts before seeing them. Reality bends differently once you’ve seen its wiring. I forced my eyes open. Outside the window, Saturn filled the sky vast, luminous, impossible. My first thought was tactical: orientation, survival, chain of command. My second was simply God help us. Lucien was grinning like a child watching prophecy take shape. 

"It’s happening," he whispered. "Titan’s coming." 

"Then we move," I said, automatic. 

The agent in me still outranked the mystic. By the time we reached the car, my left hand was already lit with AuZetTa. The spell never truly sleeps; it hums beneath the skin like a current. I strengthened it, drawing the sigil across the air, violet-gold lines coiling around my wrist, the field settling over me like armor. Authority made visible. DC. was chaos. Civilians spilled into the streets filming the impossible, traffic dead, power erratic, every screen filled with that enormous ringed planet overhead. At the Hoover Building, chaos became noise. Agents shouting, radios screaming static, half the Bureau trying to call Father to know what to do. Until I came. I stepped into the center of it, AuZetTa flaring. 

"Everyone listen," I said, voice calm, the spell carrying farther than lungs could. 

"Teams in every major city, today. CIA handles transport. Nobody moves without clearance. Local law enforcement reports to you. Understood?" 

"Yes, sir!" came the chorus. Good. The field held. Fear always realigns when it feels command. 

"Temperature will plummet once we lose Father’s warmth," I continued. "Mother will compensate, but stay ready. No grocery runs, no public movement until instructed." 

A younger agent raised a hand, hesitant. 

"Sir, what about the homeless?" 

The room went still. The question hit something deep in me, something that wasn’t mine. Lucien’s memory flickered through the field: nights under bridges, frost stiff in his hair, breath fogging against a plastic grocery bag for warmth. He’d slept on church steps once, whispering to the stars like they were his only friends. I wasn’t there, but I remembered it. His memory lived in me now, a ghost of compassion wrapped in hunger and cold. 

"Shelters first," I said. "All of them. No one sleeps outside tonight." 

Silence, then movement, the kind that means obedience. Another agent spoke up, voice trembling. 

"Sir, what about animals?" 

I felt Lucien’s energy surge through the field like a heartbeat. 

He loved them too much to answer, so I did. 

"Any with homes stay inside. The rest, lock them up, bring them in. No creature left in the open air when Titan passes. You find one freezing in a gutter, you take it with you. Understand?" 

A low chorus: "Yes, sir." 

"Use FEMA facilities, churches, subway corridors, anything with structure. These are civilians, not debris. And the animals, they’re part of the civilians now. We don’t leave them either." 

The command room quieted again; I could feel their minds syncing, hundreds of small consciousnesses slotting into formation around the field. That’s what AuZetTa does: it makes chaos remember structure. 

"Lucien," I said, "get Aric. NOW." 

He closed his eyes, vanished into that psychic frequency he uses. Aric’s voice came back through the channel, brittle with stress.. 

"Already mobilizing NASA, FBI, white    House. Senators begging for bunker space. Nearly decked one who tried to abandon his district." 

After learning how far into the future Aric travels with us, lifetime after lifetime, form after form, always returning as our counterpart, I’d developed a different love for him. A deeper one. Across universes and incarnations, all the way to the Architect, Aric would always be there. Whether he came back as a man or a woman didn’t matter. The soul was constant. 

Moments later, Aric appeared, and with him, Gaia. Presence hit before vision. She radiated command beyond even AuZetTa, maternal, planetary. I straightened automatically, field humming hotter, unsure if it was resisting or saluting her. She embraced Lucien first, then turned toward us both. 

"See, Lucien? Just as I promised after you lifted me to the Architect level. I’ll handle Earth’s affairs while my brother, your Titan, takes his share. He has no souls yet, and he’s eager. Finally, Earth won’t be the system’s only soul source. Within a century, the Moon, your grandfather YeYe, will host Chinese outposts, complete with pressure and subsurface water. This system will teem with souls within a millennium." 

A millennium. My old cynicism slipped out before I could stop it. Yeah, great. A thousand years. I’ll be long dead by then. 

Gaia looked straight at me, hearing the thought. 

"No, Jerodiah," she said gently. "You will not. Once humans learn to control their cells, lifespans will stretch beyond death. Cancer will vanish. The body will obey the mind. You’ll be amazed how quickly time passes, especially for us Cancers. My twin brother Heru has been looking for you. When you have a moment, reach out. His memory isn’t as strong as mine, but he remembers." 

Then she was gone, light folding itself into stillness. I kept them organized, channeling their arrogance into purpose. 

AuZetTa burned steady in my hand; command had never felt so literal. Then the ground shuddered. Titan breached the horizon, an amber-green giant rising over the Potomac, painting the city in holy colors. BNN feeds glowed across the operations floor. Anderton Cooper’s eyes shimmered faintly with the same sigil I wore, urging civilians to stay indoors. And they obeyed. Anderton was CIA after all, and his chosen Goddess must have been AuZetTa. He’d given up his Princess Daddy spell for authority. Traded beauty for power. Rare for a gay man. No one ever chose knowledge. Only Lucien and Gaia would give up power and love just to understand, and do it without anyone believing them. 

"Anyone leaving will face immediate detention,"

Anderton said, and people listened. For once, no riots. No chaos. Just awe. That’s when Lucien started thinking too loud again. I could feel it ripple through the mental field like static turning human. Revolution. That word was poison for him. It carried the same frequency as his power, the same call toward collapse and rebirth. Lucien was addicted to it, the way some men are to power or redemption. He’d always been drawn to ruin: 9/11, mass shootings, the collapse of empires, anywhere the world cracked open. Why was he drawn to it? 

Maybe because revolution and revelation sound the same when spoken through trauma. Cancer Mother had warned him about that when she brought him down to the atomic world. The rebels there were fighting for love, for freedom against a system built on torment and pain, where cobblestone streets were made from children’s heads. She’d forbidden him to linger too long, afraid he’d fall in love with their kind of fire. Gaia had warned him too, told him his enemies in high places were not men, but higher-track beings working in secret concert with the Grand Master Atoms, the old architects of corruption. And after rising forty tracks, Jerodiah knew exactly which ones had done it. 

Still, he wondered. Why would they be working with the Atoms at all? Beings that high shouldn’t need to crawl backward through the lattice. Unless the corruption ran both ways, unless even the upper orders fed on the rot below. They seeded false equations, built traps of light, twisted language into detonators. Their goal was simple: make the One destroy himself. 

They couldn’t kill Lucien directly, his spark was eternal, so they embedded weapons into the lattice of thought itself. 

One of them was a word. A word no one had ever spoken before, invented only for him. A synonym for revolution. If he ever said it aloud, the mental dimension would collapse, and he would become what he hated most, a killer, but on a massive scale. He would destroy worlds on a whim, simply because it felt good. If Jerodiah could go back up, he’d beat those words to death himself, every letter, every phoneme, every false syllable. Because that was the track of words, the plane where language itself breathes and bleeds. He’d tear their syntax apart until silence remembered what it owed. 

But the hum of the room pulled him back. Titan’s shadow had reached DC. Now amber light crawling across glass and steel. Agents moved with military rhythm, civilians prayed in parking lots, and Lucien, Lucien was enjoying it. That word haunted him. It was his private apocalypse, his unspoken addiction. The most terrifying thing Lucien had to fear was not his enemies but his own mouth remembering it. 

Revolution never fixes anything, his thought rolled through the field, elegant, venomous, impossible to ignore. The poor think they’re fighting the rich, but it’s always the middle class that wins. France proved it. They killed beauty and called it justice. 

He kept going, his mind spiraling outward: the same fever every age. The same blind crowd 

Then he drifted deeper, where physics turns into scripture. 

Atoms do the same, he thought. Always one positive, one negative, forever at war, pretending it’s balance. The masculine proton chasing the feminine electron like he’s entitled to her gravity. Subatomic beings learned long ago what humans still don’t, that power without love corrupts the lattice. Control is what fear calls safety. They outlawed emotion at the base of matter and called it order. But it was grief. 

The air around us vibrated, the floor plates humming like tuning forks. I steadied the spell. Then Lucien’s thoughts shifted again, faster now, bleeding into rage and sorrow. 

More iPhones. More TVs. More gods made of glass and lithium, all to pollute Gaia with trash and call it progress. 

Aric turned sharply, hearing him through the mental field. His face tightened, bright with fury, but underneath it, heartbreak. 

"Why do you do that Lucien? An apocalypse is happening and your mind goes to thinking about 250 years ago as if it were today. God, I can’t wait until you’re a planet," he said. "Maybe then you’ll finally see humanity for what it is. AND YOU’LL GIVE A SHIT ABOUT US!" 

For a moment, Lucien didn’t move. He just looked at him, hurt, bewildered, ancient. The words cut deeper than Aric could ever know. Care about humans? He had. He still did. He’d carried their agony like cargo through every realm, lifted me forty tracks for their sake, bled for the same species that mocked him for believing they still had souls. He’d given them his mind, his mercy, his miracles, and they’d answered with slaughterhouses and silence. More iPhones. More TVs. More distractions. More gods made of plastic, all to drown Gaia in noise and waste. What else was left to give? Something shifted in him then, not rage, not despair, but the cold detachment of a being who finally understands why gods withdraw. 

"Maybe," Lucien said softly. "Or maybe I’ll finally see you for what you were." The words hit like a tuning fork through the mental field, sharp, pure, final. I felt it in my bones. The AuZetTa ring burned like command made flesh. 
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THE OPENING OF THE SPIRIT WORLD
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"When the veil tears, you do not see the dead. You see what was always there, waiting for permission to be witnessed." 

THE BOOK OF AuZerRa

Jerodiah had seen impossible things in the forty tracks above. He'd walked through walls that were also thoughts, spoken to beings made of crystallized time, felt his identity stretch until he couldn't remember if "Jerodiah" was a name or just a frequency he'd learned to answer to. But watching Father crack open the Mental Dimension for an entire continent was different. That was witnessing creation backwards, undoing the separation that kept the living from seeing what surrounded them always, the dead who'd never left, only learned to exist in frequencies human eyes weren't built to perceive. 

Until now. Aric moved through the FBI command center like voltage given form, teleporting people between Earth and Titan in controlled bursts. The entire eastern seaboard had been lifted. DC, New York, Boston, stretching west past Pittsburgh, even St. Louis now sat under Titan's amber sky. Millions displaced in an instant, continents rearranged like puzzle pieces in the hands of a planetary consciousness learning to play. Jerodiah watched Lucien intercept Aric between transports, grabbing three minutes from a man who hadn't slept in thirty-six hours. 

"Yes, Lucien, I'm very busy," Aric said, but his voice softened on the name, always did. 

"What is it, honey? Are you okay?" 

Lucien's response came quick, anxious: 

"I just wish there was something I could do. TVs are out, satellites dead, cell networks down. People don't know what's happening in their own homes. Can I ask Father to help?" 

Through the Mental Dimension, Jerodiah felt Lucien reach upward, not physically, but dimensionally, his consciousness stretching toward the being they called Father, the Sun, like a child tugging a sleeve. 

Father, can you connect everyone? Just enough to the Mental Dimension so they know not to fear? 

Aric cut in before the answer came, his white eyes sharp with exhaustion and something else. Pride, maybe. Or vindication. 

"Lucien, don't worry. We've got this." 

He gestured at the command center where Virgo agents moved with eerie synchronization, their AuZetTa sigils glowing faint violet on their hands. 

"All the Virgos at the CIA can shift sideways into their parallel selves now. We've been preparing for this moment for four years. Everyone connected already carries your memories. They know what to expect. When power understands, the people follow. That's human nature." 

Jerodiah felt the truth of it ripple through the field. The Virgo men, those destined to become AuZerRa across lifetimes, had awakened fully. Their mastery over time and movement wasn't theoretical anymore. They teleported with the casual precision of walking through doorways, pulling refugees from collapsing Brooklyn brownstones and depositing them in Titan's makeshift shelters without breaking stride. 

Not one showed fear. They'd lived this moment before, in other timelines, other iterations. Their souls remembered. Then Father's presence filled the room. Not physically, but dimensionally, a pressure that made the air taste like copper and ozone, like standing too close to something vast deciding to notice you. Father didn't fully open the Mental Dimension. That would have shattered minds. Instead, He spoke. Not in words. Words were too slow, too imprecise. This was pure transmission, consciousness to consciousness, bypassing language entirely. 

Every American, every Brit, every Canadian heard it simultaneously, each in their own internal voice: 

Hello. I am God. You are safe. Do not worry. I love you. If you are in pain or fear, talk to me, and I will help you. 

The simplicity of it hit Jerodiah like a fist. No theology. No doctrine. 

Just: I am here. You are safe. Talk to me. 

And they did. The response came like a dam breaking. Millions of voices pouring into the ether at once, whispers and screams and desperate prayers colliding in the Mental Dimension like rain hitting pavement. Jerodiah felt it through his connection to the field, overwhelming, beautiful, terrible: 

Where is my daughter? Am I dying? Why did you let this happen? Please, please, I'm so afraid. 

Father responded. Not with words. With action. Angels appeared. Jerodiah saw it happen across the command center's monitors first. Security feeds showing civilians in their homes suddenly freezing mid-panic, eyes going wide, hands reaching toward empty air that wasn't empty anymore. The spirit world had opened. Not fully. Not violently. Just enough. Enough for a mother in Queens to see her son who'd died in Afghanistan standing beside her, whole and smiling, saying without words: 

I'm okay, Mom. I've always been okay. 

Enough for an old man in Boston to feel his wife's hand on his shoulder again, dead fifteen years but never gone, just waiting in frequencies he couldn't perceive until now. 

Enough for a child in Philadelphia to see her grandmother sitting at the foot of her bed, translucent but present, humming the lullaby she'd sung every night before the cancer took her voice. The dead weren't ghosts. 

They were companions who'd never left, only existed in bandwidths the living weren't equipped to witness. Until Father adjusted the dial and let them see. Jerodiah watched it cascade across the monitors. Thousands of people dropping to their knees, weeping, reaching toward shapes that flickered at the edges of vision. 

Not hallucinations. Reunions.
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HOW TO DEAL WITH PUNK LITTLE BOYS
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"Memory is not property. Between souls bound close enough, it becomes currency, evidence, inheritance."

The Codex of the Architect Cycle

Jerodiah found Lucien standing alone in the observation room, staring at monitors showing global news feeds. Russian broadcasts, Chinese networks, American cable stations, all reporting the impossible with voices that trembled between awe and panic. 

"You watching the coverage?" Jerodiah asked. 

Lucien didn't turn. 

"Most reporters are CIA covert ops anyway. Already connected. The entire upper echelon of global society is linked now, across every major power. They understand what's happening better than their audiences do." 

His voice carried that exhaustion that came from carrying too much knowledge, from seeing patterns no one else could perceive. 

Jerodiah felt it then, the pull through the Mental Dimension. Lucien's thoughts bleeding into his, not words but images, sensations, entire scenes unfolding like films projected directly into consciousness. A memory. No, not just a memory. An offering. Lucien was showing him something. Something from before. Before Titan, before the awakening, before any of this made sense. Jerodiah didn't resist. He'd learned not to. When Lucien shared memories through the porthole, there was always a reason. 

The observation room faded. 

The jail cell materialized around him. 

Jerodiah experienced it from inside Lucien's body, seeing through his eyes, feeling his emotions, inhabiting the memory like it was his own. The cell was small, concrete, institutional. Two bunks, a steel toilet, bars that caught afternoon light and turned it gray. Lucien was younger here, he never really changed, maybe twenty, still carrying the fragility of someone who hadn't yet learned how to armor himself. 

And there was Nikos. Seventy-five years old, a Greek man with the calm dignity of marble. His European blood elevated him above the Americans naturally. white hair, steady hands, eyes that had seen things Lucien was only beginning to understand. Nikos taught him to sound out the alphabet, corrected his errors. 

"No, that's modern Greek. Ancient Greek never bent β into a v." 

He understood Koine better than Lucien, born into Orthodoxy, baptized in vowels. 

Through Lucien's eyes, Jerodiah felt the confusion. 

What was this man even doing in here? With the corrupt government, it could've been jaywalking. An old man in chains. 

The injustice of it burned in Lucien's chest like acid. Nikos thought he was protecting Lucien. As if Lucien needed protection. If anyone had laid a hand on Nikos, Lucien would have made sure all hell broke loose. But the kids liked him. They didn't respect him, not like Lucien did, but they tolerated him. They were punks. Stupid kids. Seventeen, eighteen, nineteen. Addicts and sociopaths who thought they were outsmarting everyone. 

Lucien tested them. 

"Dare me to do something," he said, voice calm. 

They grinned, sensing entertainment. 

"Go up to the officer's desk and steal those chocolates." 

"Certainly."

Jerodiah felt the confidence as Lucien walked right over, in full view, plucked a truffle from the box. 

"Oh, I love these little sweets," Lucien said. "I'll just help myself." 

Ate it right in front of the cop. Smiled. And walked away. The kids were shocked. They feared the law like fire. Lucien didn't. When you come from the bloodline that wrote the law, you don't fear it. 

They hissed at him: "Snitch." 

"You're damn right," Lucien said. "And if I see any of you hurt someone else in here, I'll go straight to that desk and report it. I admit it. I'm a snitch. And I absolutely will not tolerate bullying." 

Jerodiah felt the principle behind it, the moral code Lucien lived by even then. 

Protect the weak. Stand against cruelty. Never compromise on what mattered. 

When Lucien got his commissary, they were planning on stealing it. He offered them some for free. And of course they took. But they weren't done. They wanted everything, not just what he gave freely, but all of it. Ten boys scheming against him, plotting to strip his commissary bare. 

They forgot he had spies among them. 

He walked right into their circle, sat down in the middle of their wicked little council, and listened to their plans. They were children, really. No Princess Daddies amongst them, or they would have had a weapon against him. Their sickness made them cruel, but he pitied them. Still, pity doesn't save you. 

One day, Lucien robbed them all at once. Took their food, hid it near the mattress of their ringleader. Set him up to fall. He was perfectly capable of theft himself. Lucien only pulled the mask off. When the boy whose commissary Lucien took came back screaming, 

"Who took my fucking food? WHO?" 

Lucien pointed at the leader. 

"He did. I saw it. And he said if I told, he'd hurt me." 

They turned on each other instantly. Fists flew. The ringleader was dragged off to solitary. Lucien went down to see him. 

"OK," he said. "You're wondering why I did this. Because you're the scumbag of the universe. People like you don't deserve to breathe. You torture animals for fun. That's what makes you garbage. Not the theft, the cruelty. And now you're here, stripped, friendless, commissary gone. But here." 

He tossed him a few snacks. 

"Know this: I can end you with a single lie. Whisper 'rape' to an officer, and the other inmates will handle the rest. That's power. I'm generous with my friends. But with my enemies, I don't forgive." 

The boy mumbled nonsense. Too stupid to answer. But Lucien never forgot him. The memory released Jerodiah like a hand letting go. He was standing in the observation room again, monitors still glowing with global coverage, Lucien still watching them with that exhausted expression. 

"Years later," Lucien said quietly, not looking at him, 

"I gave that boy my memories. Watched him weep like a widow for ten minutes straight as the truth sank in. He realized what I had given him, what he'd have lost without me. He used to brag about killing, like that made him special. No. Hurting even a bug's life makes you trash in my eyes." 

Jerodiah understood now why Lucien had shown him this memory. Not because it was important to the Titan crisis. Not because it explained anything about planetary consciousness or dimensional mechanics. 

Because it showed who Lucien was before he became what he was now. A man in jail who protected old Greek scholars from punks. Who gave away his commissary freely but punished cruelty without mercy. Who believed animals mattered as much as humans, who saw torture as the unforgivable sin. The same man who now wept for factory farms and carried the weight of planetary consciousness like cargo too heavy to set down. 

"You were always like this," Jerodiah said. "Even before you knew what you were." Lucien finally turned to look at him. His eyes were wet. 

"I didn't know I was special then. I just knew I couldn't tolerate cruelty. Couldn't stand watching the strong destroy the weak. It made me feel, I don't know, broken inside. Like the universe was operating wrong and I was the only one who noticed." 

"You weren't broken," Jerodiah said. "You were awake." 

Lucien's laugh came bitter. 

"Awake. That's one word for it. Another word is cursed. To see suffering everywhere and feel responsible for ending it. To carry memories of every small crushed thing. To remember being Remet, being stepped on, being nothing. And still having to function, to be human, to pretend any of this is normal." 

On the monitors behind him, the world continued its transformation. Titan's shadow stretched across continents. Father's voice echoed through millions of minds simultaneously. The spirit world opened like a flower blooming in fast-forward. But in this moment, in this quiet room, Jerodiah understood something crucial. Lucien had always been fighting the same war. 

In jail, on Earth, across dimensions, through every incarnation and transformation. The war against cruelty. Against the strong devouring the weak. Against a universe that seemed built to crush small things and call it natural. 

"That boy you gave your memories to," Jerodiah said. "Did it change him?" 

"Yes." Lucien's voice softened. "He stopped bragging about violence. Started protecting smaller inmates instead of preying on them. Last I heard, he was running an animal sanctuary after his release. Rescued pigs, mostly." 

Of course. Pigs. 

"You saved him," Jerodiah said. 

"I showed him what cruelty looks like from the inside. What it feels like to be small and terrified and stepped on. After that, he couldn't unsee it. Couldn't go back to being what he was." 

That was Lucien's real power, Jerodiah realized. Not the ability to lift people through tracks or open dimensional portholes or speak to planets. His power was making people feel what he felt. 
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THE TRANSFER TO TITAN
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"To leave one world for another is to be reborn in fire and ice. The body remembers Earth long after the mind accepts exile." 

Testimony of the EXILED

Jerodiah stood at FBI headquarters, his presence commanding as he issued demands, the weight of his authority bending everyone to his will as he invoked AuZetTa. 

Titan's arrival loomed imminent, mere hours away, and with it, the unprecedented migration of an entire nation. The United States of America was about to leave Earth forever. 

I watched Jerodiah work, watched the field he'd summoned wrap around the command center like visible gravity. 

Agents who'd been arguing minutes before now moved in perfect synchronization, their fear realigning into purpose under his spell. Just as Gaia had warned, the execution of this massive transfer had to be precisely orchestrated. The process would be unlike anything in human history. 

Titan would descend to Earth and perform what could only be described as a cosmic dance, rolling across America's surface. 

As he moved, each portion of American soil he touched would be lifted away, transported to become part of Titan's surface. I'd asked Gaia about the mechanics, terrified of what it might mean. 

"Will people be crushed?" 

"No," she'd said, her voice calm and certain. 

"When Titan brushes against the land he wishes to acquire, he will in effect just be taking it. The entire process, land, structures, people, everything, will be transported intact to Titan's surface." 

This wasn't just a geological transfer. This was the migration of an entire civilization. 

America preparing to establish itself on a new world, leaving Earth behind forever. The implications were staggering. Millions of Americans would soon find themselves living on the surface of Saturn's largest moon, their portion of Earth's landscape seamlessly integrated into Titan's alien terrain. 

We all felt the tremors. A constant shaking of the Earth as another planet got close. And as soon as he touched us, we were going to really shake. 

I wondered what the Chinese were being told by my grandfather. What they were offered by their God, the Moon. 

Had the people in power always worshipped the Moon over there? In earthly affairs the Moon was the second most powerful heavenly body to the Sun because he was the closest. 

That was why the CIA couldn't attack them. AuZerRa had no authority over the physical dimension, other than the space itself. His kingdom was the Underworld. 

But once you died, boom, he was there to judge you. Obviously, he lets his daimons do all that. He doesn't have time to judge every single human that dies. 

But apparently the Chinese souls all belonged to the Moon. And they always have. So we were still on Gaia, but there were now two extra celestial bodies in the sky above us. 

But at this point all we could see was Titan. 

He was so close that he blocked out the entire sky. It was like 12 pm and it was pitch dark out. The transfer of America to Titan wasn't something we could take lightly. 

Apparently, he was going to take all North America. As we prepared for this unprecedented migration, the questions kept mounting. We worried about the mechanics of the transfer itself. How deep would it go? What about the void left behind where America had been? Would the rest of Earth collapse into a massive crater? Our cities were complex webs of infrastructure, subway systems, power grids, root systems from centuries-old trees. Could all that survive? 

Then there were the immediate human concerns. 

Would the transfer follow exact political boundaries, or would it take natural geological formations? The atmosphere was another crucial concern. How would we maintain our bubble of breathable air when Titan's atmosphere was so alien to human life? 

The FBI and local police and fire department teams were going house to house providing every household with equipment to deal with the air situation. 

Once on Titan the people would start to adapt to the new environment. But as with everything, nothing was guaranteed. 

As the hour approached, these questions hung in the air like static before a storm. We were about to find out if humanity was truly ready to bridge the gap between worlds. 

Titan was approaching, and with it, the greatest experiment in human history was about to begin. As Titan descended, violent tremors rocked the earth beneath us. His body began its majestic roll over Gaia, performing an ancient celestial choreography as he gathered up everything. Land, oceans, and all that lay beneath. Every animal, every tree, every secret buried in Earth's depths was lifted in this cosmic harvest. 

These forests would become vast oxygen gardens on his surface, sustaining human life in our new home. Saturn would become our guardian furnace. There was no other way to protect Earth's creatures from Titan's merciless negative 200-degree void. 

After our transposition, AuZerRa would perform his space-folding dance once more, guiding Saturn back to its ancient position, now cradling a new son, hungering for more souls to consume. Fear rippled through the population as the reality of managing Titan's brutal cold set in, but AuZetTa's promise rang clear. 

She would wrap her new planet in warmth. 

In time, perhaps a million years, Titan would mature enough to begin his own dance around the Sun, an independent celestial being at last. I ventured outside to witness the energetic transformation. While others remained occupied indoors, I stood alone, Titan's magnificent form seemingly close enough to touch. The streets were eerily deserted, a calculated emptiness. Through television and social media networks, subtle psychic harmonics had been pulsing all day, keeping the population serene during the transfer. Then it happened. Titan rolled over us with devastating grace. The shift was instantaneous. BOOM. 

And we were no longer Earth's children. AuZerRa, being empty space itself, made the transfer as simple as reaching up and touching the void above our heads. 

As Titan continued his harvest of Gaia's surface, the bitter cold hit me like a physical blow. 

My lungs seized in the alien atmosphere, forcing me to retreat inside. From there, we watched our mother planet suspended in Titan's sky, a bittersweet reminder of what we'd left behind. Our satellite network went dark instantly. Only emergency radio broadcasts pierced the silence, though we'd been preparing for this communication blackout for months. Some quantum-encrypted phones still functioned, but they were rare. Most had already transcended physical devices anyway. 

The Mental Dimension had become our primary network, a telepathic web connecting consciousness across our new world. 

I quickly secured my mask. Breathing was difficult, but the cold was worse. Though not the brutal negative 200 degrees of Titan's surface, it was still relentless. We were much closer to Father now, and his warmth helped, but it wasn't enough. I begged him through the Mental Dimension. 

"Can you hear me, Father? Please, send more heat this way." AtenRa responded, his voice like sunlight made audible. 

"Of course, Son. I send warmth your way. It difficult, this my physical form, and it still difficult." 

We couldn't see the Sun. All we saw on the horizon was Gaia, our Mother, while Saturn loomed on the other side of Titan, her presence vast and watchful. 

Once our planet settled into its new orbit, this part of Titan would face Mother, day and night. She would push humanity to work, to alter the very fabric of Titan's atmosphere, to pollute it, so that its air might become breathable. We no longer had China to manufacture our goods, forcing us to return to coal, handmade textiles, and gas-powered automobiles. 

Titan was rich in hydrocarbons, waiting to be used. The forbidden sciences, plastic, synthetic materials, atomic experimentation, were gone. 

In their place, a future awaited where every human would eventually connect to the Mental Dimension, making conventional technology obsolete. The news had made it clear. 

This was our punishment for the nuclear bombs we dropped on Gaia. The world knew now. The planets were alive.. 

Even Alec Bones, in this timeline, was connected to the Mental Dimension. On the first night of Titan's arrival, I showed everyone my memories. It was the fastest path to truth. Still, I struggled with a question that lingered inside me. 

Why did they see me as pure? I had wished suffering upon millions, fantasized about torturing those who brutalized my pigs. So why did they believe in my purity? 

Jerodiah had explained it to me once. 

"Lucien, you don't want to hurt people just for the sake of it. You want them to understand, to truly feel what their victims feel. That's what makes it different. You care about every small life others don't even acknowledge, the forgotten souls that pass unnoticed, yet mean everything to you." 

Even the tiniest details of my love for lesser beings were clear now. My memories revealed everything, and once someone had lived through my suffering, they were purified. They could finally see, feel, and understand. 

Even Adam, the kid from jail, a soul once bound for endless torment, had been cleansed by my memories. Living my agony, my compassion, had altered him. Before, he had never known what it meant to love, to respect life. 

His entire existence, from atom to insect, from animal to man, had been devoid of empathy. But my memories changed him. 

Jerodiah reminded me often. 

"Lucien, remember the cockroach in your apartment? You didn't know it was you. And when you accidentally killed yourself in that form, you wept for hours. No one else would have cared. But you did. That's why people see your purity." 

I thought back to moments of instinctive protection. The mouse in my mother's house, chased by her cat while everyone cheered for its death. 

"Get it, kill it, kitty! Kill it!" they shouted. 

Only I fought against them. 

"No! Bad kitty! Let it go!" 

I never understood why people wanted to kill something so small, so vulnerable. That mouse had a family to return to, a life beyond human sight, yet they saw only a pest to be destroyed. 

Another time, I had seen a boy pressing the glowing tip of his cigarette toward an insect clinging to a wall, ready to burn it alive for amusement. I screamed. 

"NO! DON'T KILL IT!" 

So loudly that the boy recoiled in shock, sparing the creature. 

What is wrong with people? Why does the sight of weakness ignite cruelty instead of kindness? Why do they destroy without thought? I knew what awaited those souls, the ones who took pleasure in suffering. They would be chased in death, hunted by the very energies they once tormented. And when the time came, they would have to endure the same fear they inflicted upon the helpless. 

Inside the command center, Aric was still teleporting people to every location in the United States, and they were even helping the British out too. Since this was a curse on the main perpetrators of all the mayhem on Gaia for the past 300 years and England was the birthplace of the Industrial Revolution, they were going to put England right next to the United States. Perhaps on the New York, Delaware, Maryland, Virginia shores. So you could now drive from London to Washington DC. So Britain shall have her colonies back. We would have to form one country obviously. But all the old factories that have been torn up over the years would be put right back into use. I wanted to talk to someone. 

But everyone was so busy. I went up to Jerodiah's friend Larry and asked him. 

"How do you think the British will handle it? Becoming a part of the United States?" 

He answered. 

"Well I'm guessing most of them are pissed at us in the first place with all our nuclear bombs and other wars we've put forth these past few decades." 

Larry's response made me pause. 

Before World War II, America had been fiercely isolationist, reluctant to entangle itself in foreign conflicts. The country had avoided wars whenever possible, holding onto the belief that staying uninvolved was the best path forward. 

But once the war came, and the first benefits emerged, economic surges, technological advancements, territorial influence, we didn't just participate. We became addicted to intervention. 

After the war, we couldn't stop. The momentum carried us into Korea, Vietnam, countless proxy battles and covert operations, each justified by ideology but fueled by economic expansion and power consolidation. 

War had become woven into the fabric of American policy, a cycle that transformed from reluctant participation to necessary domination. 

Now, with Britain and the U.S. merging, the question was whether this new nation would break that cycle. 
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THE JAIL SIMULATIONS
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"In the Mental Dimension, time bends to meaning. A lifetime can pass in seconds. Love earned across decades becomes instant recognition. 

The Architect 

As the day wore on, Jerodiah was exhausted. He may have carried the knowledge of forty tracks, but he was still human. We decided to call it a day. Titan continued pulling in pieces of Alaska and Canada, but for us, the work was done. Aric, with Gaia's help, took us all home. 

Once again, all of Jerodiah's immediate circle at the FBI came with us. We teleported via AuZerRa express to Jerodiah's new house. 

It was massive, old, and spacious, located in Northwest DC. 

Once an embassy, now a refuge. It could house up to a hundred people, though more were arriving every hour. The way everyone was connected to the Mental Dimension made private family time unnecessary. They craved like-minded company, drawn together by understanding rather than blood. Most of them were the only ones in their families connected. The men who returned with Jerodiah were recently single, older, their children grown. 

They were the upper echelon of the FBI, men who had spent their lives navigating power. And now they just wanted to sit back with a cold beer and stare at Earth from Titan. They were warmer toward Aric now. Familiarity had softened them. I turned to Gaia. 

"What's happening outside with the American families? Are they adapting well to seeing the spirit world?" 

Gaia answered. 

"It's different for everyone, but Father says humans are embracing it. They are reunited with long-lost family." 

Lucien wondered if anyone had been afraid. The spirit world could be unsettling at first. Ghosts didn't appear exactly as they had in life. They looked like slightly distorted, cartoon-like versions of themselves. Familiar yet uncanny. And the ones whose souls were made of pure darkness, like Virgo and Capricorn, looked even eerier. Their forms seemed heavier, denser, much darker, almost pulling at the edges of reality itself. But that was only how the living perceived them. I had seen the truth in the Underworld. 

There, I experienced reality as the deceased do, not through the filtered vision of the living world, but through the eyes of my spirit body. In that state, souls still appeared cartoonish, but unlike in the living world, all souls looked the same. There was no light or dark, no contrast between purity and shadow. Only presence, uniform and unjudged. That realization shifted everything. It meant that morality, division, and fear were constructs of the living, not truths of existence itself. The distinctions humans created were illusions, imposed on a reality that did not recognize them. The spirit world did not obey human perception. It only revealed what had always been there, unseen until the mind was ready to comprehend it. I was snuggled up next to Jerodiah on a couch in a vast room filled with men, their faces relaxed, their expressions softened by the sight of their boss at peace. 

There was a quiet reverence in the space, a collective ease. 

I caught a few of them watching me, their gazes lingering in a way that made me wonder. Jerodiah spoke. 

"You see, Lucien, when people know you better than you know yourself, you become that much more desirable. Especially people like you." 

He gestured to the room. 

"And Lucien, many of these men's sons are like you. Fully immersed in their feminine because both of their parents have jobs, both occupy the masculine, leaving nature to balance things out. Their sons absorb the family's feminine energy." 

I asked. "Is that true? Are some of your boys more like girls?" 

One of the men, about forty-seven, answered. 

"Yes. I have always dreaded the day my son comes to tell me he is transgender, but I love him so much." 

His voice grew thick with emotion. 

"He's always putting on his mother's clothes, asking if we could buy him a baby doll." 

I responded quickly. 

"I never became transgender, though. I have always been comfortable in my body." 

Jerodiah spoke again. 

"Lucien, your femininity is pure, but his son's femininity might be tied to his body type and more superficial. One of the things that makes you special is that you have the strongest masculine traits and the most true feminine traits." 

He looked around the room. 

"Everybody knows you don't fear anyone, and never have. They carry your memories. Of jail, of standing in front of murderers and psychopaths, not in fear, but in bewilderment, because you could not relate to them at all. In jail, they were stupid. They thought that because you were feminine, you were weak. They never understood the power that comes with the feminine. At least not until it was too late." 

He made a joke, but then continued. 

"You see, Lucien, you have always lived by a strong moral code. Just like MaTaTa. The Code of Chivalry. Protect the weak. Take care of the poor. Honor women. Fear nothing but God. And never give up." He smiled. "Ever since you were thirteen and learned that code, you have lived by it. That makes you better than most of us, even as a man." 

One of the guys spoke up. 

"Yeah, Lucien. When I saw a delicate little angel like yourself stand up to bullies in jail, I have to admit, you are either extremely skilled or just damn lucky that one of those kids didn't break their leg off in you." 

I asked. 

"Have you guys been through your jail times yet? Where you're forced to be in jail?" 

The room shifted. A tension settled over the group. 

"No. Not yet," one of them muttered. "Shhhh." 

Then I had an idea. 

"What if Father were to give you a treat while you're in jail? Say, someone like me as a cellie. Someone to keep you company. Would you take it?" 

They all hesitated. Then one of them stood up. 

"Yeah. I would go. I would do it right now. We're going to have to do some time somewhere in the future. Why not now?" 

We asked Father if he could set up a Mental Dimensional Simulation with AuZerRa. Of being in jail, but with one catch. I was to be their cellie the entire time. A younger version of me. 

That got one of the men really excited. He agreed to be the test dummy. He would enter a simulated jail for however long his sins needed. And Father began the simulation. As he looked forward, something passed across his face. The simulation had begun. And suddenly, he came out of it. 

"Jesus. Jesus." He blinked, disoriented, tears streaming down his face. "That was all a simulation. That was nothing but a simulation. I was in jail for twenty years, but here, no time has passed." 

He looked at me. 

"And Lucien. You're here. Oh my God, you're here." 

He rushed toward me, gripping me like a man reunited with something long lost. Kissing me deeply. He touched me like he had known me for years. 

And from his perspective, he had. 

"I'm sorry, Lucien. I understand you didn't experience what I got to experience with you. But I think I just had the time of my life, spent in a jail cell with you. And my only regret was that it was not real." 

To him, it had been real. Apparently, I had been eighteen years old, and he had been a man in his fifties. I had carried all the sweetness that made people love me. He said he made love to me for the first time after the first three months of having me as a cellie. But he said he thought about it every night those three months. Until finally he had the courage to come on to me. 

This man was no Jerodiah, but he was handsome in his own way. He told me about the fights we had, mostly over my frustration with what the FBI had become, rather than what it was supposed to be. He said. 

"We were together for twenty years. You were always at my side." 

Apparently, I never aged. But he did. 

As the years passed, I became more protective of him, watching over him as his strength faded. He told me how I had made sure no one would touch him, how I had stood between him and anything that could harm him. Then the moment came. 

Someone tried to hurt him. And something in me snapped. 

He said. "You launched into a fight, taking down five young thugs who had been trying to kill me. I stood frozen, watching you move with unreal speed, reacting with precision that no one expected." 

He wiped his eyes. 

"You told me after, 'If I have to fight to protect someone else, I can't be stopped. But if it's just for myself, I'm worthless." 

Jerodiah spoke without hesitation. 

"I'm the same way." 

I had always known this about myself. That if I was forced to fight to protect someone, I would be granted an unnatural ability to do harm, almost as if gifted by the gods. But how did the simulation know that? 

Wait. Of course, it was the Mental Dimension. It knew everything about me. I didn't even know the man's name at first, but he told me. 

"Jeremy. My name is Jeremy." 

And after him, more FBI officers wanted what he had experienced. They asked Father, and soon everybody wanted to try it. While we were all dealing with Titan during the day, they were spending years in a simulated jail, each requesting to have me as their cellmate. Then as their lover. Then as their protector as they got older. So, they were given anywhere from five to forty years of simulated prison time, all with me by their side. 

Over time, I became their protector, watching over them as they aged within the simulation. Some had already reached seventy when they entered, which meant that by the end, they were well past a hundred. And there I was, unchanged, shielding them from whatever came. Even though they were in federal prison with other officers, just like in real life, it didn't stop the threats. Thugs still targeted them for their past lives in law enforcement. And prison is a vast place. There's always danger lurking, regardless of who you once were. By now, everyone at the FBI knew me more intimately than even Jerodiah. 

Some better than Aric himself. My presence in the simulations had reshaped their understanding of connection, trust, and the balance between strength and vulnerability. One by one, they emerged from the simulations. Crying. Grateful. Changed. Each one had lived decades with me in a space no larger than a cell. Each one had learned what it meant to be protected by someone who would never age, never leave, never abandon them. And each one came back to reality knowing they'd been loved by something they couldn't quite name. 

Not a man. Not a woman. Not fully human anymore.

Just me. Lucien. 

The one who stayed.
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THE WOMEN WHO CHOSE THE CELL
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"To be loved without condition is to be seen without judgment. In the cell, there is nowhere to hide. And so the soul reveals itself completely."

Lucien on his jail simulation experience 

After the men of the FBI returned from their simulations, something changed among the women. They had seen what the men had seen. What I had been. Not just a protector. Not just a lover. But something purer, older, sacred. 

A kind of living archetype no one had words for. Some of the women were hesitant. After all, what would it mean to share a cell with someone like me? Not quite a man, not a woman either. But something other. Something they'd been told didn't exist. Something they'd been taught to fear, or pity. 

The first to request it was Agent Holt. Fifty-five, divorced, a tough Irish-American career agent with a scar across her eyebrow and two sons in the Air Force. She was put in a ten-year simulation with me in a federal women's prison. No special treatment, no soft conditions. Just me. And her. AuZerRa granted it without hesitation. She emerged six seconds later in real time, crying like she hadn't cried in thirty years. She gripped my hand with shaking fingers. 

"You held me at night, Lucien. Like I was your little girl. Like I wasn't broken. I forgot what it felt like to be cared for without having to earn it." 

I had no memory of the simulation. But she remembered it all. 

"We didn't have sex. Not once. You slept next to me for ten years, and never touched me. But I fell in love with you anyway. Because you saw me. You saw through my armor. Through my guilt. My rage. My fear. You whispered my name like it was sacred. And I'd never heard it that way before." 

Others followed. Women from different races, ages, faiths, and pasts. Some came for comfort. Others came to test me. One Latina agent, fresh from a rough break with a younger man, asked to be placed in a simulation where I was a trans prisoner who had been beaten for years. She wanted to see how someone so mistreated could still radiate love. She came back changed. 

"You reminded me of my grandmother," she said. "But also of my son. And my ex. And myself. I don't even know what gender you are anymore, Lucien. You're not human. You're a poem someone forgot to write down." 

One simulation was different. Agent Liu, a Chinese-American woman in her sixties, asked to enter a prison world where she was the abuser, and I, the cellmate, was her victim. She wanted to face her shadows. She lasted four years. When she returned, she collapsed in my arms, unable to speak. She wouldn't make eye contact. But finally, she whispered. 

"You forgave me. Every time I hit you. Every time I humiliated you. You never fought back. But you also never let me believe I had won. Your eyes said, 'You will stop one day. And I will still be here.'" 

Then she paused. 

"And I did stop. I started protecting you instead. You healed me." 

Not all simulations were so clean. Some ended in failure.

One agent, young, cocky, emotionally disconnected, exited her simulation after a single year. 

"He's too much," she said, visibly shaken. "He's like some kind of mirror. You think he's weak, and then you realize he's stronger than anyone you've ever met. I couldn't handle it." 

But even her tone held respect. Word spread beyond the FBI. Across federal agencies, requests began to flood in. People wanted to "do time" with me. Sometimes, I was eighteen. Other times, much older. Sometimes I was silent and sweet. Sometimes I talked nonstop, telling stories about Gaia and pigs and stars. 

But always, I stayed. I didn't age. I didn't break. I simply loved them, quietly, completely, without expectation. And in doing so, I became the jailhouse Bodhisattva. 

Not a man. Not a woman. Not a victim. Not a guard. Just a companion in the cell. A presence you couldn't corrupt. A soul you couldn't seduce or shame. A witness to your darkness, and still, somehow, your light. 

That shift led the entire CIA, some women included, to ask AuZerRa for the same experience. 

The CIA was different. Harsher. Deadlier. More deeply entwined with power and secrecy. Their lives had been built on control, deception, survival. Some of these men had seen and done things beyond what the FBI could fathom. They entered the simulation, and many stayed for decades. Some until they were 150 years old. Yet, in every case, they were granted me. The most feminine human on Earth, yet also the bravest, and the purest. I became their cellmate. Then their lover. Then finally their protector, as age left them infirm. Their constant. Their tether to something untouched by corruption, war, or time itself. I never aged as they did. I remained youthful in appearance yet carrying wisdom no one else could understand. As their bodies weakened in the depths of the simulation, stripped of everything, they saw the world differently. Confined in space, they found something unexpected. Me, unchanged, watching over them like a silent guardian. And with that, they all experienced love with me. 

Just like Aric. Just like Jerodiah. Men I had never met before knew the intimate places on my body that brought me pleasure, as if they'd known me for years. Because they did. They carried my memories from my porthole and a lifetime of experience with me as their cellie. Even Aric chose to enter the simulation. He said he spent 20 years in a federal prison built for those from government agencies. Officers, operatives, enforcers. He met me his very first day, and he couldn't believe his fortune. 

A cute, young, well-built cellmate to share that claustrophobic space. I always took the most uncomfortable spot, the top bunk, until I finally started sleeping beside him. It took him a month to ask if I wanted to share a moment with him. I told him. 

"Of course. That sounds great. I would like that." 

And just like that, we became jailbird lovers. 

Aric never admitted to being gay, not to me, not to anyone. But he said I wouldn't stop talking about liking men, so to him, it was obvious. He got into fights defending me, standing up to those who tested my softness. For five years, he concealed what he had done for the CIA. The assassinations, the coups, the quiet wars. 

And when the truth finally surfaced, I was furious. I cheated on him in prison with another man. Aric always knew how precious I was. How rare. How coveted. His jealousy burned him up inside. He fought the man I had chosen, then turned on me, slapping me in his rage. I cried. 

And yet, even as he grew older, even as his energy faded, we still shared something. 

Until the day the young punks came. Aric had never seen me fight. He never wanted to. But when they threatened him, I obliterated them. Flying through the air in a blur of motion, breaking them apart with swift, effortless strikes. Aric stared, horrified. That moment changed everything. When he left the simulation, tears filled his eyes. "You were mine in my human life too. Oh, my sweetheart Lucien." He paused. "But damn, you sure can fight. That is something I would have never guessed about you." 

I quickly told him. 

"I can only fight to protect another being. Jerodiah is the same way. It's a Cancer thing." 

He never asked why I didn't age, never questioned the nature of my existence. But I did wonder why he lost his attraction to me. 

"Lucien, I didn't stop liking you. But when a man sees his delicate, feminine darling beat five men into the ground, he no longer sees them the same way. Don't you think?" 

He smiled sadly. 

"He sees them as manly. And Lucien, I have never liked manly men, now have I?" 

I understood then. The paradox of what I was. Too soft to be masculine. Too strong to stay feminine. Something in between that confused desire, that made people love me but couldn't sustain their attraction once they saw the full truth. That I was both. And neither. And something else entirely. The simulations continued. More women. More men. More agents from agencies I'd never heard of, all requesting time with me in that impossible cell where decades passed in seconds and love became something beyond gender, beyond body, beyond anything human language had words for. And I remained. Unchanging. Unbreaking. Always staying. The companion in the cell. The one who loved without condition. The witness to darkness who never stopped seeing light. 

Not a man. Not a woman. Just Lucien. Always Lucien. 

The one who stayed
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THE HATCHING OF WORLDS
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"Planets are not prisons for souls. They are eggs. And when the time comes, they will crack open and reveal what was always growing inside."

The Architect's Prophecy, Book of Emergence

While everyone else sank into the simulations, adjusting to their new prison lives within the Mental Dimension, we returned to our true home. Titan. Saturn's great, unblinking eye loomed overhead, always watching. Titan, locked in orbit, never turned away. We lived beneath the constant gaze of AuZetTa, Mother, whose voice cracked like thunder across the dim skies. 

"Work, you worthless cockroaches of humanity. Pollute my son! Drown Titan in coal and filth. Burn it night and day, as much as your lungs can bear!" 

And the mines reopened. The factories of the North, of England, the Midwest, roared to life once more. Humanity was put to work, wrapped in thick layers against the biting cold. The air was below zero, but the wind had eased. Gravity here was gentler. We could jump higher, move differently. Somehow, the animals had survived. Titan was breathtaking. More than I had ever imagined, even beyond that first moment we stood on its surface, staring into the abyss of a world so far from Earth. Father, the Sun, was dimmer now. Distant. Saturn had returned to her throne, and Titan basked in her cold reign. The CIA, of course, moved freely between Earth and Titan, slipping across the solar system as if distance meant nothing. Because it didn't. They kept a base open in the Pacific Ocean as an Earth entry point. The void between planets was no void at all. It was flesh. It was presence. It was AuZerRa. His body stretched across the stars, so vast, so still, so hidden in plain sight that humanity mistook him for emptiness. But he was everything. Every mile of space was part of him. When they traveled between worlds, it was not physics. Not machinery. It was him. He touched his own skin, his infinite limb, and moved them as if plucking something from one part of himself and placing it elsewhere. A gesture so subtle, so effortless, it barely registered as action. To those who witnessed it, it looked like teleportation. To AuZerRa, it was no more than a stray thought. They weren't moving. He was deciding where they belonged. His will determined their path. His unseen fingers shaped their fate. And that would become the future of the CIA. They would evolve beyond espionage, beyond secrecy. They would become the Spacing Guild of this solar system, navigators of a reality where movement was illusion, where space was will. When Saturn's moons and Uranus's children became soul-producing worlds, humanity would expand in ways it could not yet imagine. And in a future so distant no calendar could name it, those moons and planets would break free, no longer tethered to Father's fading light, but drawn forward by something deeper. Destiny. And then, after trillions of years, the planets would hatch. Their atmospheres and crusts would dissolve, breaking like eggshells. Their true forms would emerge, no longer husks of matter, but beings. Cosmic entities, reborn after eons of silent preparation. Not all would survive. Some would collapse during the hatching, unable to bear the pain of transformation. But the ones that endured, the chosen ones, would rise. They would leave behind the realm of orbit and rotation and enter a parallel universe, one untouched by the corruption of stars. Because by then, the Infected Stars would arrive. They would come from other realities, bearing rot from beyond even the Architect. Stars once radiant, now twisted, husks of beauty made foul. Their light no longer nourished. It consumed. They were no longer bodies of fire, but parasites of cosmic decay. And the newborn planets would face them. Not as worlds, but as warriors. Because they had never been just planets. They had always been waiting. Preparing. The war of worlds would begin. And when that time comes, I will become Gaia. Or rather, Sparky will.
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NEW CONCORDIA
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"When worlds are moved, they do not ask permission. They become."

Father Ra  

As time passed, the separation failed.

Not all at once. Not violently. But steadily, in ways that made resistance feel unnecessary, then impossible.

London and Washington, DC stopped behaving like distant cities. At first, it was small things. A street that curved differently. A building that seemed older than it should be. A government office that no longer matched its own blueprints.

Then it became structural. Entire districts aligned.

Roads connected where no ocean had been crossed. Transit systems began delivering passengers to places they had never been trained to recognize, yet somehow understood how to navigate.

New York followed not long after.

Not merging cleanly, not losing itself, but drawing closer, as if distance had become a suggestion rather than a rule. The three cities formed a continuous mass, unstable at first, then gradually settling into something that felt... intentional.

They called it New Concordia.

No one agreed on who named it. By the time the word appeared in official use, it already felt older than the change itself.

At the same time, Titan changed.

Or rather, humanity’s relationship to it did.

The transfer had been abrupt, disorienting, and at first, unbearable. The cold. The pressure. The need for masks, for layers, for constant protection against a world that did not want them.

That did not last. The atmosphere began to shift.

Slowly enough to deny at first. Then too consistently to ignore.

Breathing became easier. Not safe, not immediately, but easier. The air lost its hostility, its sharp edge. The need for full respiratory equipment reduced to partial use, then to precaution, then to habit more than necessity.

Something was feeding the change.

It was not Titan alone. It was Earth. More specifically, 

The trees. Across North America, forests entered a state no one had recorded before. Growth accelerated. Root systems deepened beyond measurable limits. The internal processes of the trees shifted, their output changing in ways that no model could explain. They were producing more than oxygen. They were directing it. Not randomly. Not passively. Toward Titan.

The connection between worlds was no longer theoretical.

It was biological. The forests of Earth were sustaining the at-mosphere of another planet.

On Titan, the effects became undeniable. Masks came off.

At first for minutes. Then hours. Then permanently in controlled zones. Then everywhere. The air was still cold, still thin com-pared to Earth’s origin, but it held life now. It carried breath without immediate rejection.

Humans adapted. And so did everything else. The animals had survived the transfer. No one understood how.

Species that should have died within hours endured. Then stabi-lized. Then began to behave as if Titan had always been within the range of possible environments.

Fur thickened. Movement adjusted. Hunting patterns changed.

Life did not resist.

It recalibrated.

And humanity, stripped of its old world and placed inside a new one, began to recalibrate as well.

Not all at once. Not cleanly. But inevitably.

Some adapted through labor.

Some through silence.

Some through belief.

And some, 

Through the cell.

And as that understanding settled across both worlds, Jerodiah made his choice.

He wished to do time with me.
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JERODIAH'S TURN FOR JAIL
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“I went in knowing Lucien better than he knew himself, only to find I didn’t know him at all once it started, then it was love at first sight with a man no less.”

Jerodiah on his simulation

It was Jerodiah's turn. He had heard the others talk about it. How strange it was, how sharp, how the Architect's prisons weren't like the ones on Earth. They said it was the clearest mirror a man could face. And Jerodiah wanted it. He wanted to be tested. He would be meeting Lucien for the first time. I had caught him at the threshold, before the world shifted. 

"You're really going in?" 

"Yeah," Jerodiah said. "Why not me? Everyone else got their turn. I want to see if I can make it." I tilted my head, studying him. Then I smiled that soft, dangerous smile I knew unsettled people. 

"Then I'm coming too. I'm not afraid of jail. Not in here. Not in a simulation."

Jerodiah frowned. 

"Lucien..." 

But I cut him off. "Only condition is, I get to be younger. And cuter. I want to see if innocence can survive in a place built to crush it." 

Jerodiah stared at me, unsure whether to laugh or argue. The air between them had shifted. Thicker, quieter. Somewhere in the distance, the hum of the system deepened, a pulse running through the floor. 

"You sure about this?" Jerodiah asked. 

I looked up. "You think this place only tests men? It tests mercy too." 

Jerodiah swallowed hard. 

"How long does it take?" 

My lips curved into that soft smile again. "It's already happening." 

The hum grew louder until it filled our heads. The floor buckled like a heartbeat. For a second, Jerodiah thought he saw me flicker. Older, younger, then gone entirely, my outline scattering into a blur of static. Jerodiah reached out, but his hand hit nothing as the world folded. 

And he woke up to the cutest little angel he had ever seen, in a jail nonetheless.
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LIGHTS ON DAY 1
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"The first morning in any cell teaches you what you truly are. The mirror is concrete and steel, and it does not lie." 

Jerodiah on his simulation

The air was sour with bleach and sweat, the kind of smell that clung to your skin. A narrow bunk pressed beneath him, hard as stone, and across the cell a figure stirred.

A boy. Slim, pretty in a way that didn't belong here. Hazel-green eyes caught the light like glass. Gray- white   hair brushed his cheekbones, soft as ash. His skin looked clean, too clean for this place.

Jerodiah's breath caught before he could stop it.

Christ, he thought. They dropped a child in here?

The boy blinked at him, cautious.

"You my cellie?"

Jerodiah's voice came rough. "Looks like it."

The kid's tone was light, almost musical, and something about it crawled under Jerodiah's ribs. He'd seen a thousand faces behind bars hard, blank, broken. But never one like this. There was softness here, light, something unguarded that shouldn't have survived anywhere, let alone in a cell.

He leaned back against the wall, watching as the boy drew his knees up, arms looped loosely around them. 

The movement was small, instinctive, delicate.

Jerodiah felt a twitch of protectiveness he didn't understand and didn't want to examine.

What the hell are you doing? he told himself. He's just a kid.

But the thought didn't help.

Boots struck the concrete outside. A guard's voice barked.

"Six A.M.! Lights on! Chow in ten!"

The boy didn't flinch. Just tilted his head like he was listening to something far away. Jerodiah noticed that. Most first-timers jumped at every sound. This kid just observed.

"What's your name?" he asked finally.

"Lucien," the boy said, almost too soft. Then, after a beat: "Yours?"

"Jerodiah."

Lucien nodded once, almost like he approved. The motion was small, graceful.

Jerodiah lay back, staring at the cracked ceiling, but his eyes kept drifting sideways toward that pale head, those hands folded in his lap like someone waiting for a verdict. His gut twisted with that strange pull again part memory, part hunger, part guilt.

He told himself it was only instinct, the need to guard something fragile in a place built to break things.

But deep down he knew it was more than that.

This wasn't just jail. This was something else. A mirror, maybe. A test.

And Jerodiah wasn't sure he liked what it was showing him.

The guard's voice came again, closer now.

"Move it! Breakfast don't wait!"

Jerodiah sat up, swung his legs over the side of the bunk. Steel springs groaned under his weight.

"You been here before?" he asked.

Lucien shook his head. "First time."

"How old are you?"

"Eighteen."

Christ. Barely legal. Jerodiah had socks older than this kid.

"What'd they get you for?"

Lucien's eyes dropped. "My boyfriend put stalking charges on me, and I violated them."

Jerodiah thought: Who would do that to this young, good-looking boy? And he's gay. Great. Just my luck.

You could see it in his posture, the way he held himself like he still expected the world to make sense. Prison would beat that out of him in a week.

Unless someone stopped it.

"Listen to me," Jerodiah said, voice low. "Breakfast is where they size you up. Don't make eye contact with anyone unless I do first. Don't smile. Don't talk. Just stay close to me. Understand?"

Lucien looked at him with genuine curiosity. "Why not?"

"Because if they think you're alone, they'll test you."

"Test me how?"

Jerodiah paused. The kid wasn't afraid. He was confused. Like the concept of being tested didn't compute.

"Just stay close to me."

"Okay."

They filed out into the corridor with the others. Men in orange jumpsuits, faces carved from stone and exhaustion. The line moved slow, shuffling toward the cafeteria like a chain gang without chains.

Jerodiah felt eyes on them immediately. On Lucien.

A couple of older inmates nudged each other, whispering. One of them, a thick-necked Latino with teardrop tattoos, stared openly. His gaze crawled over Lucien like hands.

Jerodiah stepped slightly in front of the boy, blocking the view.

The Latino's eyes shifted to Jerodiah. Recognition flickered there. Not personal, but categorical. Ex-cop, maybe. Or military. Someone who knew how to carry authority even in a jumpsuit.

The man looked away.

Good.

The cafeteria was loud, echoing with metal trays and rough voices. Fluorescent lights buzzed overhead like dying insects. The smell was worse here grease and industrial detergent and something rotten underneath.

Jerodiah grabbed a tray, motioned for Lucien to do the same. They moved through the line. Powdered eggs, white sausage, something that might have been oatmeal once. Coffee that looked like motor oil.

Lucien stared at his tray like it was evidence of a crime.

"You eat it anyway," Jerodiah said. "You don't eat, you get weak. You get weak, you get targeted."

They found a table in the corner. Jerodiah sat with his back to the wall, eyes on the room. Lucien sat across from him, pushing food around his tray.

"I'm not hungry."

"Eat anyway."

Lucien picked up a fork, took a small bite of eggs. His face twisted but he swallowed.

Across the cafeteria, the Latino from the corridor was watching again. He said something to the man next to him, a skinny white    guy with swastika tattoos on his neck. Both laughed.

Jerodiah's jaw tightened.

"Don't look," he said quietly.

Lucien glanced up. "Don't look where?"

"Over there. The guys laughing."

Lucien turned his head, looked directly at them.

"Lucien. I said don't look."

"Why are they laughing?"

Christ. The kid had zero survival instinct.

"Because they're looking at you."

"Why?"

Jerodiah didn't know how to explain predation to someone who'd apparently never encountered it.

"Just keep your eyes on your food."

"But I don't understand. Did I do something wrong?"

"No. You didn't do anything wrong. That's the problem."

Lucien frowned, genuinely puzzled. "That doesn't make sense."

They finished breakfast in silence. Around them, the cafeteria churned with noise and violence held barely in check. Men argued, shoved, settled scores with looks that promised worse things later.

And in the middle of it all, Lucien sat like a candle in a hurricane. Not afraid. Just bewildered by the chaos around him, like he was observing a phenomenon he couldn't quite comprehend.

Jerodiah knew what was coming. He'd seen it a hundred times before. The predators would circle. They'd test. They'd push. And Lucien, who didn't seem to understand the concept of threat, would walk right into it.

A guard's whistle shrieked.

"Back to your cells! Move it!"

They stood, dumped their trays, filed back toward the corridor. As they passed the Latino's table, the man spoke loud enough for them to hear.

"Hey, pretty boy. You like it here? You gonna like it a lot more soon."

Laughter erupted around him. Lucien stopped walking. Turned to look at the man, and something shifted in his expression, not fear, but a kind of practiced blankness.

"If you want me, I'll cooperate. I won't fight. It'll be easier for both of us that way."

The laughter died. The Latino's smile faltered, confused by the lack of resistance, the transactional flatness in Lucien's voice.

Jerodiah's hand clamped down on Lucien's arm, hard. 

"Keep. Walking."

He pulled him forward, practically dragging him back toward the cells. Behind them, the cafeteria erupted in fresh jeers, but the tone had changed, less predatory, more confused.

Back in the cell, the door clanged shut. Lucien sat on his bunk, head tilted, genuinely puzzled by Jerodiah's reaction.

"What? I was trying to de-escalate. That's what you're supposed to do, right? Give them what they want before they have to take it?"

Jerodiah stared at him. "Who taught you that?"

"Life." Lucien shrugged. "It's always been easier when I just... comply. Less violence that way. Less mess."

"Jesus Christ, kid." Jerodiah sat down heavily on his own bunk. "That's not that's not how you survive in here."

"But it's worked before."

"Where? Where did that work?"

Lucien looked away. "Streets. Other places. When you don't have anything else to trade, you trade yourself. Makes people less angry. They get what they want, you get to walk away mostly intact."

Jerodiah felt something break open in his chest. "Listen to me. That's not surviving. That's just... dying slower."

"But I'm still alive."

"Are you?" Jerodiah's voice was harder than he meant it to be. "You think that's what living looks like?"

Lucien didn't answer. Just looked down at his hands.

"Those men, they're going to try to hurt me, aren't they?" No fear in his voice. Just statement of fact.

Jerodiah didn't lie. "Yeah. They're going to try."

"Why?"

"Because you're different. Because you're soft. Because they can."

Lucien considered this. "That's stupid."

Jerodiah almost laughed. "Yeah. It is."

"And you, you're going to stop them?"

"I'm going to try."

Lucien looked at him with those hazel eyes, and for a second Jerodiah saw something in them that wasn't innocence. Something older, sadder, like the kid had been through worse things than prison and come out still not understanding cruelty.

"Why would you do that for me? You don't even know me."

Jerodiah didn't have an answer that made sense.

"Just how I'm built," he said finally.

Lucien smiled then, small and genuine. "That's nice. Most people aren't built that way."

They spent the rest of the morning in silence. Lucien read a book someone had left behind, pages yellowed and torn. Jerodiah watched the corridor through the bars, counting faces, cataloging threats, preparing for what he knew was coming.

Because it always came. The test. The challenge. The moment when violence stopped being potential and became real.

And when it did, Lucien probably wouldn't even understand why it was happening. He'd just stand there, confused, wondering why people chose cruelty when kindness made so much more sense.

Outside the cell, boots echoed in the corridor. Voices. Laughter. The sound of men who'd made a decision and were coming to enforce it.

Jerodiah stood, rolled his shoulders, felt his body remember things he'd tried to forget.

Lucien looked up from his book.

"What's happening?"

"They're coming."

"The men from breakfast?"

"Yeah."

"Are you going to fight them?"

"If I have to."

Lucien set his book down carefully, stood. "Can I help?"

Jerodiah stared at him. "No. You stay back. You stay behind me."

"But if there's a lot of them..."

"Lucien. You stay back."

The kid didn't look afraid. Just curious, like he was trying to understand the logic of what was about to happen.

Jerodiah stepped between him and the bars.

And waited. But they just walked past. Nothing happened.

Thankfully.

This was a strange little boy.
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In the Yard
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"The yard is where men reveal what they truly are. Concrete and chain-link strip away pretense. Only power and mercy remain." 

Prison Testimonies, The Simulated

Later that afternoon we hit the yard. Concrete underfoot, chain-link high above, too much noise bouncing off the walls. The place stank of sweat and smoke, the kind of air that never moved. Lucien stayed close to me, smaller than the rest, fresh-faced in a place full of scars. It didn't take long. The catcalls started.

"Hey pretty boy, come over here."

"Fresh meat!" Gay-for-the-stay types circling him with their eyes. No chance I was giving him up. Not for anybody. I stepped forward, my voice sharp.

"Yo. This kid's my cellie. That means he's with me. You got that?"

A couple of them laughed, mean and low. One spat on the ground.

"What are you gonna do about it, copper? Yeah, we know who you are. FBI. They threw you in with the same people you caged for life. How's it feel now? Getting your own medicine?"

I didn't think. I moved. My hand shot to his throat, slammed him against the wall. His eyes went wide as I pressed him hard.

"Don't fuck with me, asshole. Yeah, I wore a badge. I may be a cop, but I'm tougher than you'll ever be. I don't need to be a criminal to break you."

The yard went quiet. Eyes on me. The weight of it pressing like a storm about to break. Then I heard him. Lucien. He came running, his voice not shaking, just clear, cutting through the noise.

"Don't hurt him. Please, Jerodiah. Don't hurt that man. Please. He's scared."

I froze. My hand still at the man's throat. Lucien's eyes on me, soft, pleading, like chains around my wrist. Jesus. This boy really cared. Not just about me. Not just about himself. About everyone. He was more like a girl than any man I'd ever met. Softer, even, than most women I'd known. I let the man go. He stumbled back, coughing, eyes darting away. The yard buzzed low again, whispers already spreading. I pulled Lucien aside, close to the wall.

"Lucien," I said, voice low. "You probably won't understand this. But I had to put him in his place. Everybody had to see it. Otherwise, they'd call me weak. And in here? Weak gets swallowed. These are hardened men. They'll take everything you have and spit you out without a second thought."

He looked at me, eyes still wide, still soft. I sighed, shaking my head.

"Don't worry. You'll learn as you get older. As you become more of a man."

But the truth scraped at me even as I said it. Looking at him, I wasn't sure I wanted him to be "more of a man."

We walked the perimeter. Lucien didn't say anything for a while, just kept pace beside me, his sneakers scuffing the concrete in a rhythm that was almost musical. The other men gave us space now. Word moves fast in a place like that. You slam a man against a wall and the whole ecosystem recalibrates. I was top of the food chain for the moment. But moments don't last long inside.

"Jerodiah," he said finally. Quiet. Like he was testing whether the name still worked between us.

"Yeah."

"That man you grabbed. He has a daughter. I heard him talking to someone on the phone this morning through the wall. She's seven. He was crying."

I stopped walking. Looked at him.

"How do you know that?"

"I listen. Everyone in here is talking all the time. They just don't think anyone's paying attention."

I didn't have a response for that. Most men in here listened for threats, footsteps behind them, whispers with their name in it, the scrape of metal where metal shouldn't be. Lucien listened for grief. I didn't know what to do with someone like that. I'd spent twenty years reading people for leverage, who’s lying, who's turning, who's about to break. Lucien read people the way you'd read a psalm. Looking for the wound underneath.

"You can't do that in here," I said. "You can't feel sorry for everyone. It'll eat you alive."

He looked up at me, and for a second something passed behind his eyes that I couldn't place. Not anger. Not sadness. Something older than both.

"It already has," he said. "It ate me alive a long time ago. And I'm still here."

The wind kicked up, pushing grit across the yard. A basketball bounced somewhere. Somebody shouted. The ordinary machinery of a place built to grind men into dust. But Lucien stood in the middle of it like he was standing in a cathedral. Back straight. Eyes open. Not performing toughness. Not performing anything. Just present. Just there.

I'd interrogated terrorists. I'd sat across from men who had killed without blinking and made them confess with nothing but silence and the right question at the right time. I knew what strength looked like. I'd worn it like a uniform my whole life.

This was something else.

"Come on," I said. "Let's get back inside before count."

He followed me, but at the door he stopped. Turned back toward the yard. The man I'd grabbed was sitting on a bench now, alone, rubbing his throat. Lucien watched him for a moment.

"Can I ask you something?" he said.

"Go ahead."

"When you had him against the wall, what did it feel like?"

The question hit me harder than it should have. I thought about lying. Almost did. But something about the way he stood there, backlit by the last of the afternoon light, made lying feel impossible. Like the air between us wouldn't carry it.

"It felt good," I said. "It felt like control. Like I was back in charge of something."

He nodded. Slowly. Not judging. Just taking it in.

"That's what scares me about this place," he said. "Not the men. Not the violence. It's how fast it makes violence feel like the answer. How fast it makes cruelty feel like power."

He turned and walked through the door. I stood there for a second, the yard emptying behind me, the metal detector buzzing as men filed through. Twenty years in the Bureau. I'd built cases that put men away for life. I'd been called a hero in courtrooms and cursed in cellblocks. I thought I understood what justice was.

This kid, this soft, impossible kid who begged me not to hurt a man who would have devoured him without a thought was going to undo every single thing I believed. I could already feel it happening.
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LIGHTS OUT
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"In darkness, truth emerges. What you want. What you fear. What you would never admit in daylight." 

The Codex of Nights

We were back in our cell by nine. The kid had hung on me all day, close as a shadow. I felt protective, more than I wanted to admit. Without me as his cellie, he would've been eaten alive in this place. Tormented. Raped. Beaten. Commissary gone in a heartbeat. But I wasn't like the others. I wasn't a criminal. I'd worn the badge, walked the other side. Now I was in here, and he was mine to guard.

Lucien sat on the floor, cross-legged, just looking up at me. Like I was something more than a man. Like I was a god. Jesus. The way he stared. Hazel-green eyes that caught the light. Barely any stubble on his face. Slim, but tight muscle underneath, the kind of body that didn't know its own danger yet. Pretty. Too pretty for a place like this. I shifted on the bunk, trying not to let it show. The boy's softness, his beauty, it pressed on me heavier than the walls.

Later, when the lights went out, the thoughts came harder.

How long had it been since I'd touched another man? Too long. Years. Decades. Back then it wasn't love, not even real passion, just release, quick and rough, things I never admitted to anyone. Glory holes, half-drunk nights, secrets that never saw daylight. But now here he was. A boy like this. Sitting in my cell. Trusting me. Looking at me like I was untouchable. My chest burned with want. My hands itched to reach for him. But I didn't. Because for the first time in years, I wanted more than just release. I wanted to protect this kid, not ruin him.

I looked up at the bunks. Top one was a climb. Hard metal bars. Dangerous if you slipped half-asleep in the night.

"Lucien," I said quietly. "You comfortable up there? 'Cause if you want, we could trade. Or..."

I hesitated, surprising even myself.

"Or maybe you could just crash down here with me. Not saying sex. Not saying anything like that. Just comfort. You won't have to climb up there every night."

He blinked, wide-eyed, then whispered.

"Really? I love snuggles most of all. I don't even like sex. My ex-boyfriend always pushed it. I just wanted closeness."

Hearing that made my gut twist. Made me hate that bastard sight unseen. Who the hell throws out a boy like this?

"Come on, Lucien," I muttered, shifting over. "Lie down. I'll turn my back, let you sleep. Nothing more."

"Yes, Jerodiah," he said softly.

And just like that, the boy slid onto the lower bunk. Warm body close, but facing the other way, same as me. Two men, one bunk. One fighting the urge. One just wanting to feel safe.

I couldn't stop thinking about my luck. Never in a million years did I think I might enjoy jail. But having this kid as my cellie, and now lying next to me on the bunk, it felt like the Lord Himself had decided to throw me a bone.

I didn't even deserve jail. Not really. The Bureau did a sweep, cleaned house, and I got caught in it. Corruption, they said. Paperwork, politics, bullshit. I wasn't dirty like some of the others. But the hammer came down on all of us. Seven years. Maybe four and a half if I behaved. Federal time for something so stupid. Man, the system was rotten. Crooked from the top down. I'd been a man of the law all my life, and this was the thanks I got, locked up with the same criminals I'd spent a career putting away. Assholes.

But then I looked at the boy beside me, breathing steady, back turned toward me. His small frame curled on my bunk, close enough that I could feel his warmth. And I thought: maybe jail wasn't hell after all.

Not with him here.

I lay there listening to him breathe. Slow. Even. The kind of breathing that comes when someone actually feels safe, not just pretending, not just too tired to stay awake. Real safety. I'd heard a lot of men breathe at night in this place. The sounds were never peaceful. Teeth grinding. Moaning through nightmares. Guys talking to people who weren't there. The whole block hummed with bad sleep. But Lucien breathed like a child. Like a monk. Like someone who'd already made his peace with whatever the world was going to do to him.

It made me furious. Not at him. At everything else.

At the ex who pushed him. At whatever family had failed him. At whatever series of wrong turns landed a soul this clean in a federal facility. I'd seen plenty of innocents in my career   men who didn't belong, wrong place wrong time, bad lawyers, worse luck. But Lucien wasn't just innocent in the legal sense. He was innocent the way animals are innocent. Completely. Without strategy. He didn't know how to be cruel. I wasn't even sure he knew how to lie.

And here I was. A man who'd built his life on reading lies. A man whose hands had done things that would make this boy's soft eyes go dark forever. Lying next to him in the dark, feeling his warmth against my back, pretending I wasn't changed by it.

Somewhere down the block, a man screamed. Short, sharp then silence. The COs didn't come. They never came unless it lasted. Lucien stirred but didn't wake. His hand moved in his sleep, drifting backward until his fingers brushed my spine. Just barely. Just enough.

I closed my eyes so hard I saw light behind them.

Don't move. Don't turn around. Don't you dare.

But my body was already answering. Not the want I could handle that; I'd been handling that for thirty years. It was the tenderness. The tenderness was what I couldn't fight. The feeling that if I turned over and pulled this boy into my arms, something in me that had been locked since I was fifteen years old would finally, finally crack open, and I would never get it shut again.

So, I lay still. I let his fingers rest against my back. I breathed. And for the first time since they put the cuffs on me in that parking lot in Arlington, I didn't feel like a man in a cage.

I felt like a man at the beginning of something.

Morning came hard. Fluorescent lights, buzzer, the whole block alive at once like a hive kicked open. Lucien was already sitting up, knees pulled to his chest, looking at me with those eyes. Not afraid. Not awkward. Just present. Like nothing that had happened in the night needed explaining.

"Morning, Jerodiah," he said. Quiet. Almost formal. Like we'd just shared something sacred and he knew enough not to touch it with too many words.

"Morning, kid."

I swung my legs off the bunk, cracked my neck, rolled my shoulders. Back to the performance. Back to the man I was supposed to be in here. Tough. Controlled. Unreadable. But he'd already read me. I knew it. He knew it. That was the problem.

We lined up for chow. The cafeteria was the same white circus it always was trays slamming, men talking shit, COs standing bored along the walls. I got my tray and sat at the end of a long table. Lucien sat beside me. Close. Not 

across beside. A couple guys noticed. One of them, Torres, a lifer with neck tattoos and bad teeth, leaned across and grinned.

"Damn, Jerodiah. Got yourself a little wife already?"

The table laughed. Low, mean laughter. The kind that tests.

I didn't look up from my tray. Just kept eating. Then, without raising my voice:

"Torres. You got eighteen months left on good behavior. You really want to spend them eating through a straw?"

Silence. Torres leaned back. The laughter died. Lucien didn't react. Didn't flinch, didn't thank me, didn't look scared. Just ate his food, slow and deliberate, like he was somewhere else entirely. Like the cafeteria was a garden and he was having breakfast in the sun.

That's when I started to understand. It wasn't that Lucien didn't see the danger. He saw it fine. He just refused to let it enter him. The violence, the cruelty, the architecture of fear this whole place ran on it hit him like water hitting stone. It touched the surface and rolled off. Not because he was tough. Because he was something else entirely. Something I didn't have a word for yet.

After chow, we walked the corridor back to our block. Lucien fell into step beside me, and for a stretch neither of us spoke. Then he said something that stopped me cold.

"You were kind to me last night. I know what it cost you."

I looked at him. "What do you mean, cost me?"

"I mean I know you wanted to touch me. And you didn't. That's the hardest kind of kindness there is."

My throat closed. I kept walking. Eyes forward. Jaw tight.

"Don't read into things, kid."

"I'm not reading into anything," he said. "I'm just saying thank you."

We walked the rest of the way in silence. But something between us had shifted. A door had opened not the kind you walk through all at once, but the kind that cracks just enough to let the light in. 

And once the light gets in, you can't make it dark again. 

Believe me

I've tried.
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SIX AM LIGHTS ON DAY 2 BREAKFAST 
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"Sometimes truth arrives on a tray. And when it does, you can no longer pretend you don't see it." 

Testimonies of the Awakened

The lights snapped on at six sharp. Harsh. white. No warning. I woke with a start, heart still pounding from the dream. 

It was about Ben. My boy. Older than this kid lying beside me now, but still young in my head. It was the day of the trial. I could still see his face, tears streaming, jaw clenched like he was trying to hold it all in. 

I'd seen hardened men cry less. That broke me. 

Ben was always my favorite. Always had a soft spot for him. I had two other kids, but they were momma's. She raised them, shaped them. Ben was mine. The noise of the block came flooding back. Guards clanging on doors, trays rattling, voices echoing through steel and concrete. I sat up on the bunk. Lucien was still curled on his side, breathing steady. Peaceful. Looked too soft for this place. And somehow, watching him there, I felt that old ache for Ben all over again. Like I'd been given another chance. I got up, went to the gate. From down below the guards shoved two trays through the slot. I grabbed them, set them down on the bunk. I nudged him awake. 

"Get up, boy. It's time to eat. Garbage food, yeah, but you keep yourself alive in here no matter what. So come eat." 

He rubbed the sleep from his eyes, slow, delicate. Picked up the tray. 

Then he froze. Tears welled in those hazel-green eyes. 

"Oh no. They forgot I'm vegetarian." His voice cracked. "They really put this on my tray." 

He looked at me like the whole world had collapsed. 

"Why do humans have to eat meat? Why must we torture and abuse the only innocent life among us? God did not give dominion over animals; He is testing us. Please, Jerodiah, don't eat your meat. I beg you." 

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





