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CHAPTER 1 — “The Morning of Civilization”
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“All great catastrophes begin on ordinary mornings.

That is precisely why we must give ordinary mornings

all the attention they deserve.”

— Ajaw-Kan, personal journal, Day 1
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Balam’s House
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Morning creeps into the Kaan family’s apartment, just as it has every morning for the past twenty years—not through the door, not heralded by anything, but through the cracks between the crystal panels of the western wall, where the joints are never perfectly light-tight. It was a minor flaw in the old building, something that could be fixed in a few hours by any technician available in Tzikin-Ha.

Akan had never fixed it.

Not out of negligence—by deliberate choice, though if you’d asked him directly, he’d probably have said he simply hadn’t thought of it. A small, harmless lie he told so as not to seem sentimental. The truth was that he liked the way that light looked: in slanted streaks, golden at first, almost orange, with a warmth you could almost touch, and how it grew whiter and sharper as the sun rose above the eastern edge of the plateau on which the city was built. 

The streaks cut through the air of the room with a geometry that could not be artificially reproduced. 

Akan got up without waking anyone and walked barefoot down to the kitchen. The stone floor was cold beneath his feet—old stone, from the generation of builders who didn’t replace what worked, but cared for it. He put water on to boil for hot chocolate and stood with his back against the black granite countertop, arms crossed, looking out the window that faced the city.

Tzikin-Ha was waking up at its own pace.

The city woke up on its own, at a slow pace, not with the synchronized alarms of the smart buildings that some cities in the federation had adopted, but slowly, without forcing the start of the day—just as Akan liked to believe that anything lasting should function. Tzikin-Ha had held that debate some thirty years ago, and the vote had been, by a comfortable majority, against it. People have been waking up on their own since people have existed, had argued a local councilman whose retort had entered civic folklore. We don’t need a building that knows better than we do when we’re ready to get out of bed. The argument wasn’t technically perfect, but it had captured something true and had won the day.

That debate had been held years ago and won without enthusiasm, but with enough conviction that it would never be revisited. And the city had remained that way—imperfect, but stable, which for Akan mattered more than any form of absolute efficiency.

Transport ships glided silently over the city, their navigation lights still on, electric flashes that had already faded into the milky white of the morning. On the suspended walkways between the towers—those elegant bridges made of bioengineered alloys, connecting the buildings at dizzying heights—the first figures had appeared. People walked with their heads bent over communicators or their gazes fixed ahead, heading toward places they knew so well that their feet no longer needed any conscious command. Tzikin-Ha quietly began its day, in an order that seemed to defy the laws of entropy.

You looked out the window and saw how the translucent structures of the walkways vibrated gently in the high-altitude wind. If you raised your eyes to those defiant arches, you realized that the city was not just a collection of metal and glass, but an organism that had long ago learned to breathe in unison with its people. 

From somewhere below, from the Four Winds Square, the scent of the first fires being lit was already drifting up—faint, barely perceptible on the upper floors. Copal and corn. You could feel the square waking up before everyone else.

Akan smiled for no particular reason. Simply because it was morning, and the house smelled of warm wood and the resins in the crystal vases on the shelf by the window. And perhaps because in a few hours he would be leaving on a mission—and that anticipation of departure was, after twenty-five years of expeditions beyond the atmosphere, just as vivid as the first time. Like those things that don’t wear out if you take care of them.

Pek emerged from the darkness of the upper corridor without a sound.

He always managed to be relentlessly silent, like a shadow. You could see him descending the stairs with a precise awareness of his own body and the surrounding space that made him practically invisible until the moment he himself decided his presence was useful enough to be announced. He was a large dog—a utility AID (Artificial Intelligence Droid), built for assistance in difficult terrain. But to Akan, it had never been just that. Its synthetic fur was a subtle bluish-black, its wide, upright ears oriented independently of one another, its long tail now moving once, slowly, in that arc of morning recognition.

“Good morning to you too,” Akan whispered.

Pek came up beside him and stopped with his muzzle right at the level of his hand, waiting. Akan stroked the back of his neck with that automatic, familiar movement of a man who has repeated the gesture thousands of times and no longer needs to think about it—his palm cupping the warm fur, slightly different from that of a biological animal, more uniform in texture, more constant in temperature, yet convincing in the palm with a conviction that required no justification. 

Pek emitted his characteristic sound from his chest—a low, continuous vibration that everyone in the house called a growl for lack of a more precise term, because it wasn’t exactly that, but something unique to him, a sound he had invented in the first months of his life and which he had never abandoned.

The android had been Balam’s ninth birthday present. Now Balam had turned twenty and claimed, with that half-serious seriousness of his, that a man in the Explorer Class no longer needed a pet, that Pek was more of a sophisticated field assistant than a pet, that their relationship was purely functional. He said this even though he slept with the dog every night, without exception. Akan had never commented on the contradiction, because he had long understood that Pek was the only witness to the states his son did not show to anyone else—the only one present in the moments between days, in the early morning hours, in the anxieties that twenty-year-olds do not yet know how to name.

“The Mutz-Al model,” Chanik had told him when they bought it, “is designed for tough situations.” Akan had read the technical specifications back then. He understood them. But he’d chosen it mainly to keep Balam company, not necessarily for protection. And yet, looking at the dog that morning, what he saw wasn’t a specification—it was an animal that knew his son better than the institute’s most advanced health monitoring system.

The kettle began to whistle.

And its small, confident sound woke Balam before the light could.



The boy was coming down the stairs with his signature morning look—his green eyes half-closed, his brown hair sticking out in every direction, as if he’d just finished a pillow fight. In one hand he held the tablet he’d automatically grabbed from the shelf next to the bed, the other rubbing the back of his neck with the insistence of a man hoping that rubbing would speed up his waking. If you saw him, you’d realize his night hadn’t been an ordinary one—certainly not a peaceful one. He was wearing work pants and a shirt on the wrong side, a detail Akan noticed but decided not to mention—not over the first cup of coffee, not this morning.

Pek greeted him on the bottom step with the same precise, measured joy he showed every morning and which, after eleven years of mornings together, no routine had dulled by even a fraction. Balam leaned down and stroked him with both hands—not polite strokes, but broad, messy gestures, on his head and back and ears, with an enthusiasm he wouldn’t have shown toward any human at that hour.

“Good morning to you too,” he mumbled, his morning voice an octave lower than usual.

Pek wagged his tail once, precisely, and followed him into the kitchen with that specific gait of a dog who knows exactly where he’s going and why.

Akan had already placed the bowl of chocolate on the table without asking—bitter, with a quarter teaspoon of chili pepper, no sugar, no milk, just as Balam had preferred since he was fourteen, when he’d decided with misplaced seriousness that sweet chocolate was for children. He’d never asked for confirmation that the preference had remained the same.

Balam sat down, pulled the bowl toward him, and tapped twice with his palm on the wooden bench next to the chair. Pek jumped up and curled up there with unpretentious elegance, his muzzle resting on his paws and his bright yellow eyes fixed on the table—not begging, but simply participating in the morning ritual with the same right he claimed in every activity in the house.

“Did you sleep?” asked Akan, in the tone of a man who knows the answer but still thinks the question is worth asking.

“Yes,” said Balam, sipping gently from his hot chocolate.

“How many hours?”

“A few.”

“A few can mean enough or less than that,” he smiled. “Are you rested?”

Balam looked up at the ceiling with the expression twenty-year-olds use when answering questions they’ve heard before, but without any real annoyance.

“Yes, I am, don’t worry... I analyzed the data from Sector 7-White until late. There’s an anomaly in the topography of the northwest that doesn’t match any geological model of the area. Probably a calibration artifact, it’s possible.” 

The data from Sector 7-Alb didn’t match.

Not in a chaotic way—that would have been simpler—but in a way that suggested an incomplete coherence, as if the system were operating according to a rule he couldn’t yet see. And that was precisely what kept him there: not the error, but the possibility that it wasn’t an error.

“Artifact or not,” said Akan.

“Or not,” Balam confirmed, and in their brief exchange there was an old understanding: that anomalies deserve time before being labeled as mistakes. The first field lesson, back when Balam was little and would come with him, noting everything down in his portable crystals with a seriousness that Akan had found moving back then and that he now recognized, in every precise gesture of his twenty-year-old son, as an inheritance that no one had asked for and that had been passed down of its own accord.

Chanik’s footsteps on the stairs had a distinct rhythm—faster and more decisive than Akan’s, with a cadence that gave him away. 

You could swear you understood the messages of each step: a step, an idea, a step, a conclusion, a step, the application of the conclusion. When she appeared in the morning, with her slender silhouette and black hair blowing in the wind, as if, at 48, she hadn’t carried her age with her, everyone knew that the ritual marking the start of the day was complete. 

She came down to the kitchen with her tablet in hand and her morning lab look—alive, slightly absent-minded, with that inner fire of hers burning at frequencies the rest of the world could only perceive in the evening.

Pek immediately jumped off the bench—he always stood up for Chanik, without exception, a gesture no one had programmed him to do and which had amused everyone from the very first weeks. Chanik stroked him as she passed, without looking at him, her hand finding the right spot behind his ears without searching, and Pek let out his purring sound.

“Good morning, family,” she said, passing by Akan and kissing him on the temple as she walked by—a gesture repeated so many times that it became part of the day’s routine, no less meaningful because it was familiar, but all the more so precisely because of that. She turned to Balam with a subtle but understanding smile: 

“I saw you stayed up late... Did you get enough sleep, young man?”

“Dad already asked me that,” he replied with a smile. 

“That means we both share the same concern.” She sat down with her bowl—chocolate with vanilla and cinnamon, the complete opposite of Balam’s—and placed her tablet on the table, screen down. The screen facing down at breakfast was her way of signaling that she’d decided to be present, that the lab could wait a good few dozen minutes. Akan knew this. He didn’t tell her he knew, because some things work precisely because they remain unsaid.

“Good morning to you too! How’s the sequencing going?” Akan asked her with a smile, in a tone that referred not to a topic of conversation but to the real life of the person in front of him.

If you asked her about her research, no matter the circumstances, you’d instantly see Chanik’s face light up—the same effect, every time, after twenty-three years; and Akan had never grown tired of seeing it.

“I got something amazing yesterday.” Her voice sped up when she was excited, as if her ideas were racing ahead and her words could barely keep up. 

“The family of fungi in the wetland at the edge of the eastern jungle—my samples, not the lab cultures—produces a protein with a folding structure I’ve never seen described anywhere in the scientific literature. Completely new. I ran the test three times, thinking it was an instrument error.”

“And it wasn’t an error,” said Balam, who had been listening with the attention of a man who seems absent but, in fact, never is.

“It wasn’t an error.” Chanik raised her hand in her characteristic gesture of reining in her own enthusiasm. 
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