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The man stood on the ridge and let the crisp spring air comb through his hair. Cool and resin-sweet off the pines, it carried an undertone of iron from the stream below and the faint musk of some animal he could not see. To the first Aurorans the air had been believed to be dangerous, carrying the invisible creatures that had led to catastrophic event. Later the Aurorans had learned to live with, and benefit from, their symbiosis with this alien being. To the man, now, it was freedom.

He had taken off the mask fifteen years ago and nearly paid for it with his life. The Khawat had raged through him like fire, seizing his body in fever and delirium, reducing him to a trembling husk. But he had endured, and when he woke from the storm he was no longer merely himself. He was something more.

He drew a long breath. The world sharpened as if in gratitude. He saw the precise tilt of each blade of grass in the evening wind, heard the drip of water from a rock half a valley away, smelled the sap bleeding from a broken branch where a deer had passed. Every sense alive, humming with detail.

He smiled thinly. Not a gift, not exactly. A bargain.

He started downhill, his stride easy and tireless. Roots and stones that would have tripped him years ago he avoided without looking, as if the earth itself shifted slightly to meet his steps. At the foot of the slope he paused to drink. The stream cut silver through the meadow, cold enough to sting his teeth. He cupped water in his hands, and when he swallowed it seemed to explode across his palate — mineral, moss, even the faint tang of fish downstream. He laughed softly. Nothing on Earth had ever tasted this clean.

A shadow moved in the treeline.

He froze, eyes narrowing. The Khawat pulsed once, faint but insistent, a warning in his veins. The sound came next: the low pad of paws, careful, deliberate. The hunter stepped into view. It was lean, fur dappled green and ash to match the forest floor, teeth catching the last of Cancri’s light. Its eyes glowed faintly, as though lit from within.

The animal circled, gauging him. He let it come closer, noting how muscles bunched under its hide, how the fur along its neck bristled. Ten paces, then five. Close enough that he could smell the musky reek of predator, edged with hunger.

His heart stayed steady. The Khawat gave him that, too — not the absence of fear, but its quiet mastery.

When the creature lunged, he was ready. His hand flashed down, scooping a stone. He snapped his arm with a speed no old man should have possessed, and the rock cracked against a trunk inches from the beast’s head. The crack of impact echoed through the valley. The animal skidded, snarled once, then fled back into the green dusk.

Silence flowed in its wake, broken only by the bubbling stream.

He straightened slowly. His joints made no protest, though by the calendar he should have been stooped and stiff. Another bargain. One he wouldn’t have been without.

He looked out across the meadow. It could have been a cradle for a village — fields ripe for planting, water in reach, the forest full of game. He had chosen this place because no one else would come. Not yet. But someday they would. Children would splash in the stream, cabins and then houses would rise along the ridge. And when that day came, the people would inherit more than soil and timber. They would inherit the hidden architecture of what had been done for them.

So many dead for that chance. Faces surfaced unbidden, but he pushed them back. This moment was not for ghosts. This moment was for air in his lungs, ground under his feet, and the steady drum of his heart still beating.

He began to climb again, back toward the cabin hidden in the folds of forest. The last rays of Cancri burned the treetops, setting needles aflame with copper light. Shadows thickened, long and green-tinged, as Rotane’s glow claimed the sky. The night chorus began — insect hum, distant call of creatures yet unknown to man, the rustle of unseen wings.

The traveler moved through it all, a solitary figure among the vastness. He walked on without hurry, without fatigue, each step marking the truth of the world as it was: dangerous, beautiful, unspeakably alive.

Most of his secrets would die with him. That was as he intended. But the land would remember him, in its way. The Khawat within him would remember too. And his legacy — dark, costly, unspoken — would endure, long after his footsteps faded from this soil.

If death came tomorrow, so be it. His work was not finished, though. There was still a need for him, for someone who could move outside the proper channels, someone who could do what no one else could. Or would.

Only then did the faintest smile crease his face, as though he could already hear the whispers of those who would one day discover the truth.

One day, perhaps, the question would be answered: Who was Thomas Dunn?
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Eva Solis

Cancri hung just above the horizon, bleeding its last light across the plain. The grasses caught fire in gold, the thin-barked trees casting shadows like brushstrokes across the rolling ground. Already Rotane was climbing, its green glow faint but steady, promising that night would not be completely dark.

Eva Solis walked slowly, her boots brushing the dry stalks, each step deliberate. She loved this hour — the turning of the sky, when what looked like two suns overlapped, one fading, one ascending. Aurora seemed to breathe differently then, as though holding itself still, waiting. The air was full of scents — resin, damp moss, a trace of smoke carried from the cabin by the lake.

She should have hurried. Ramon would be restless by now, pacing the porch, maybe swearing under his breath. Isabella would make one of her barbed remarks about a girl’s sense of time. But Eva lingered. The longer she delayed, the longer she could keep her secret to herself.

She giggled, soft, almost guilty. Protective Ramon, older brother to the core. And Isabella Solis — grandmother, tough as nails, survivor of two worlds and still strong, despite having lost more than most — even she treated Eva as though she might shatter. It was absurd, given the life Eva lived, the training she had, the fields she had walked alone countless times. Yet maybe it wasn’t absurd at all. Maybe it was Father.

Her chest tightened. Even ten years gone, he haunted her every step. A man who had always chosen the dangerous road. Who had disappeared south and never returned. Maria Solis, her mother, had said it plainly: He was a mystery in life, as much as in death.

Eva had taught herself to accept it. To believe he was gone beyond doubt. But still — when a knock came at the door at an odd hour, her heart leapt. It’s him. When she answered, it was only Ramon, or Kat Svensson with her quick grin, or Shawna, or Isabella checking in from work at Stronghold. Or perhaps Peter Dawes, chasing some errand about the Akhab. She would smile, laugh, and hide the disappointment.

She crossed the Minitrickler with practiced hops across the stones. The brook sang over its bed, trickling down to the lake where the cabin lay. Mother had named it in a fit of black humor, a joke that had endured. Eva bent to check the latch on the pump shed, fingers brushing the cold metal. The generator hummed inside, steady, reliable. She shut the door carefully and straightened.

The cabin came into view. Built first as a shelter against an early blizzard, it had grown room by room into something more: sanctuary, memory, inheritance. The lake mirrored the last red of Cancri, its surface trembling in the evening breeze. Beyond, the forest stood tall, its edge dark and inscrutable.

Light spilled from the shutters. Smoke drifted from the chimney, warm and fragrant. Eva’s stomach tightened at the smell of roast meat, herbs, woodsmoke — green deer, she guessed. She closed her eyes and drew in the scent.

Her secret pressed harder then, like a stone under the ribs. She had promised herself she would tell them tonight. That she was going south. That she would seek what the others had long given up.

But not yet. Not on the threshold.

She pushed the door open.

The cabin greeted her with a rush of heat. Firelight flickered across beams darkened by years of smoke. The air was thick with cooking scents, with the tang of resin from fresh-cut logs.

“Eva,” Ramon said, rising at once. His grin was quick, his tone reproachful. “We were about to send a search party.”

“Through the woods?” she teased, slipping off her scarf. “I think I can handle a walk home.”

“Not alone, you can’t,” Isabella said from her chair by the hearth. Her eyes were sharp as ever, though her hands trembled faintly when she set down her cup. “A girl wandering after dark — foolishness.”

“Grandmother,” Eva began, then thought better. She smiled instead.

Ramon relieved her of her coat and hung it on the rack. Shawna waved a spoon at her from the stove, and Kat leaned against the counter, whispering something that made Shawna snort with laughter. Jeremiah Lowell sat in his usual place, spectacles glinting in the lamplight as he traced lines in a notebook. The Khawat would have taken care of his eyesight, had he wanted. Eva suspected it was a kind of nostalgia.

She slipped into her seat. Her plate was filled quickly — venison sliced thin, roasted roots, gravy steaming. Her hunger overcame hesitation. The first bite was a revelation, savory and tender, and she let out a hum of satisfaction.

“Too late to complain it’s overdone,” Isabella said, though a faint smile softened the words.

“It’s perfect,” Eva replied quickly, and meant it.

Conversation wound its way around the table. Jeremiah spoke of his latest findings in the west, some elusive creature whose tracks refused to match any known species. Kat told of Newport’s growing shipyards, the clamor of hammers echoing night and day. Shawna added a quip about the babies being born faster than the carpenters could build new homes. Ramon listened with half an ear, his eyes on Eva, as though measuring her silence.

She avoided his gaze, focusing on her food. The words she had meant to speak shrank back inside. Not here, not yet. Let them have this moment, this fragile warmth.

“Eva,” Ramon said at last, breaking into her thoughts. “You’ve been walking late again. Planning something?”

She nearly choked on her wine. “Planning? I was only enjoying the evening.”

“Enjoy it closer to home,” Isabella snapped. “Too many dangers linger in the dark.”

Eva nodded meekly, though inside she bristled. She wanted to say she could take care of herself, that she was not a child. But to argue was to invite suspicion, and she was not ready for that.

Jeremiah leaned forward, his voice soft. “Sometimes the land asks us to walk it, to listen. It’s no bad thing.”

“Spare us your mysticism,” Isabella muttered, but the corners of her mouth twitched.

The fire popped. Outside, a night creature cried, its note long and plaintive.

Eva let the sounds wash over her: the clatter of cutlery, Kat’s laugh, the scrape of Ramon’s chair. She felt both part of the scene and apart from it, her mind already on paths south, on forests no one dared enter, on the shadow of a man who had vanished there.

Tomorrow, she told herself. She would tell them tomorrow.

For now, she smiled, and passed the bread.
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Tina Hammer

“So here’s the situation,” Tina Hammer said, drawing up a breath she hadn’t realized she’d been holding.

The Aurora Management Committee sat in the Taylor Building, Stronghold’s center of governance. The hall was plain stone and timber, nothing like the marble palaces of Earth’s old regimes. Still, the room carried weight. Sunlight filtered through tall windows, catching in the dust that always seemed to hang in the air despite their best efforts. Maps of Verdi lined the walls, annotated with new roads, farms, and settlements, each a mark of progress, year after year.

At the far end of the chamber, Kenneth Taylor’s name was carved deep into the stone lintel. Tina caught herself glancing at it, wishing for his steady voice, his unshakable certainty. He would have known how to guide them through this. She still missed him every day.

Around the table sat the voices of Aurora: Isabella Solis for Stronghold’s families, a delegation from Newport with the salt still in their coats, a farmer from West Verdi with soil under her nails, Jeremiah Lowell from the science faculty, and others from smaller communities strung along the Trickler and the lands of northern Verdi. Northwood sent a young delegate — Peter Dawes, earnest and serious, representing the newly formed administrative and research hub at the edge of the northern forests. Even that new outpost had a say now, a sign of how Aurora had grown in peace.

Maria Solis sat beside Tina, hands folded, her dark eyes watchful. At the far end of the chamber, three Akhab liaisons sat in silence. Small, furred, and quick-limbed, they usually shifted or twitched with restless energy. Now they were utterly still, eyes dark and unreadable. That stillness was more unsettling to the Committee than any speech might have been.

Tina straightened her shoulders. Six months into her presidency and she still felt like an imposter. Her term had been quiet so far — trade disputes, minor quarrels, diplomatic discussions with Dehlia and the Akhab; nothing she couldn’t settle with patience and compromise. This, though, would test them all.

At least Aurorans didn’t call her Madam President. They had no taste for pomp. Here she was simply Tina. That she could stomach.

She leaned forward.

“After two years of on and off negotiations, there seems to be an understanding, if not agreement, that the Akhab must have the final say in regard to the Star Portal. They have been its caretakers for centuries, if not longer, and have a different perspective, one we must respect, even if we disagree. Their stance appears to be final. We could try to force the issue, but Maria have assured me that would only harden them further. That’s how they think. And we need them — not just as allies, but as neighbors. This is their home as much as ours.”

She paused, letting the words sink. A few heads nodded, others frowned. The Akhab gave no sign, save for one that shifted its paws slightly on the stone floor — a minute movement that drew more unease than if they had spoken aloud.

“The Akhab have stated firmly that no matter the possible threat the Star Portal must remain open,” she continued. “As long as it does, though, whatever lurks on the other side is only a few years’ journey away. The voyage that took us a hundred and sixty-five years, they could make in less than five. Maybe even faster. And that was with twenty-first century engines. Who knows what they’ve built since.”

A stir at the table. The farmer from West Verdi — Lian Hsu, a plainspoken woman — cleared her throat. “That’s assuming Earth is still strong. For all we know, they’ve burned themselves out. War, famine, collapse. It may be nothing but ashes by now.”

Tina met her eyes. “Do you want to gamble Aurora on that assumption?”

The silence that followed told her everything.

Maria leaned forward, her voice calm, reasonable. “So far, there is no indication they even know the Portal exists. If it remains hidden, we may have years, perhaps decades.”

“Or days,” Tina cut in. “If someone stumbles across it tomorrow.”

The Newport representative — Carrow, a barrel-chested shipwright — tapped his fingers on the table. “We can’t defend against Earth. Not with their numbers. Not with their technology. Even if they’re diminished, they’ll outmatch us easily.”

“Then we buy time,” Tina snapped. “Time to see them coming. Time to prepare.”

Jeremiah Lowell closed his notebook and looked up through the reflection of his spectacles. “Fear is a poor foundation for policy,” he murmured. “Aurora has survived because we did not let fear drive us. We should tread carefully.”

“Carefully?” Tina’s voice was sharper than she intended. She forced herself to breathe. “Jeremiah, if we ignore this, we risk everything we’ve built. Cohesion. Liberty. Our very lives. I won’t gamble that away because we’re afraid of looking afraid.”

The room shifted uneasily. Some nodded. Others crossed their arms. One of the Akhab twitched its whiskers, then stilled again, fur rippling once in the firelight. The gesture was impossible to interpret — disapproval, perhaps, or simple acknowledgment — but it set nerves on edge all the same.

She leaned on the table, her voice dropping. “I remember the early days, while rebuilding from the wars. Our biggest fear wasn’t invasion. It was ourselves. That we’d turn inward, repeat Earth’s mistakes. Or Havelar’s. That suspicion and division would eat us alive. But we didn’t. We were too tired of war. We built something new.”

She gestured broadly. “Rebels and Consortium came together. The Chinzhoi defectors became part of us as well. The Earth refugees too, years later. We all became Aurorans. Our cohesion is now stronger than ever because of that diversity. That diversity is what makes us different from the Covenant. But neither unity or diversity won’t stop their starships if they come knocking.”

The young delegate from Northwood — Peter Dawes — shifted in his seat, nervous but determined. “What exactly are you proposing, Tina? That we arm ourselves? Build fleets? Return to militarization? That isn’t who we are.”

“No,” Tina said firmly. “That isn’t who we are. But we can’t be blind either.” She reached for the switch on the table. The screen behind her came alive, flooding the chamber with pale light. Two words appeared in bold letters: Shield and Gatekeeper.

Whispers spread instantly.

“These are the measures I propose,” Tina said. She rose now, pointer in hand. “Shield: a planetary defense system. Distributed batteries, hardened shelters, orbital monitoring — not weapons of conquest, but protection. And Gatekeeper: an early warning network, tied into every Akhab relay we can access. If anything approaches through the Portal, we’ll know months in advance.”

Carrow frowned. “Months? Against Earth?”

“It may be all we get,” Tina said. “And I intend to take it.”

Lian Hsu shook her head. “Sounds expensive. My people can’t spare men from the fields to build bunkers. We’d starve ourselves before Earth ever arrived.”

“Newport can provide shipwrights,” Carrow countered. “We’re already expanding the yards. Put us to work, and we’ll build your Shield. But I’ll want guarantees of resources.”

“Of course you will,” Isabella muttered dryly, earning a ripple of laughter that eased the tension for a moment.

Tina allowed the chuckle to pass before speaking again. “This isn’t about fear. It’s about responsibility. As long as that Portal is out there, Earth is a clear and present danger. We don’t know if they’ve discovered it. We don’t even know if the Covenant still exists. But we can’t afford ignorance.”

Maria shifted beside her, reluctant. Tina knew she disliked the plan, but Maria said nothing. That was support enough.

The room fell silent, the only sound the faint hum of the heaters and the scrape of a chair leg against stone. One of the Akhab tilted its head slowly, black eyes glinting in the lamplight. It made no sound, but its stillness pressed on them all. Were they judging? Agreeing? Or merely listening? No one could say.

Tina let the silence stretch. Sometimes silence carried more weight than speeches. Finally, she spoke again, her voice steady.

“We prepare. Or we gamble everything on the mercy of Earth.”
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Ramon Solis

The door slammed against the frame, letting in a rush of cool air before it thudded shut. Ramon rose from his chair, already grinning.

“Eva, there you are — we’ve been waiting,” Isabella Solis said, her voice sharp as ever.

Ramon moved to greet his sister, taking her light coat before she could protest. He pulled her into a quick hug and hung the coat on the rack. “Grandma’s been keeping the food warm for an hour,” he whispered, “so she might be a little cranky.” He winked. 

Eva laughed softly. It was less than a week since their previous supper together, and she’d been late then as well. It didn’t bother him though; why should it? They had all the time in the world. Even Maria, who had arrived from Stronghold earlier that afternoon seemed to fall into an easier, more carefree pace, the moment she entered the cabin. There was something about this place that demanded a certain calm of everyone present. Everyone but Isabella, at least.

Eva hugged her mother, then Jeremiah, before sliding into her place at the long table. The lamps glowed, the hearth fire crackled, and the cabin smelled of baked lake fish and woodsmoke.

“Always the last through the door,” Isabella muttered, ladling stew into a bowl. No easy going pace there, Ramon thought. “One of these days you’ll miss the meal entirely.”

Ramon resumed his seat, watching as Jeremiah deftly sliced the lake fish, its golden skin crisp, juices hissing as he carved. He launched into a story even as he served.

“Now, this was years ago, just after the wars,” he began, his voice carrying the gravel of age but none of its weakness. “I’d spent a whole winter in the western highlands, hunting a lifeform no one had ever seen properly. Only tracks in the mud. In fact, we’d only just learned of the Akhab’s existence.” He chuckled. “The elusive beast never showed itself. Weeks of snow, rations running low, and me with frost in my beard thicker than ice on the Trickler. Some still claim it was just another Akhab tribe, but I’ve never been convinced. The signs were too different.”

Eva leaned forward, eyes bright. “Do you think it’s still out there?”

Jeremiah’s eyes twinkled. “Ah, perhaps. This world still hides many things from us. Maybe one of you youngsters will find it.”

Ramon noted how Jeremiah’s gaze lingered on Maria when he said it. He found that funny. To Jeremiah, Maria — nearly sixty now — was still a “youngster.” Age had become slippery in this world. The Khawat blurred the line. People lived longer, looked younger. Some carried bodies near a hundred years old, yet their faces showed hardly more than middle age. Even Isabella, well into her eighties, was sharp-eyed and sturdy, her tongue sharper still.

Ramon himself was barely into his thirties, though sometimes he felt older. Maybe it was the weight of responsibility, maybe it was his role shadowing the dangers Earth still posed. He glanced at Eva. She was younger than him, restless, with the same spark their father once had.

Jeremiah passed him a plate, and Ramon piled on vegetables and a generous slab of fish. He poured gravy thick over the top and dug in. The taste was rich and earthy, the herbs sharp on his tongue.

“Don’t gulp it like a soldier in the field,” Isabella scolded. “Food is meant to be savored, not attacked.”

Ramon swallowed quickly, grinning sheepishly. “Yes, Grandma.”

“Better,” she said, though her mouth twitched with the faintest smile.

For a while, the talk at the table flowed easily. Isabella reproached Maria about working herself too hard in Stronghold. Jeremiah offered his dry humor in return. Eva laughed, though Ramon noticed the way her fingers tapped nervously on her glass, her gaze drifting toward the window where the night pressed in.

Something was coming. He knew the look too well.

After the plates were refilled and the first hunger sated, Eva cleared her throat. The chatter ebbed.

“There’s something I need to tell you,” she said.

Ramon’s fork paused midway to his mouth. He set it down slowly.

Eva’s hands were folded tight, knuckles pale. “I’ve decided... I’m going south.”

The words fell into the silence like a stone into still water.

Isabella was the first to recover. “South?” Her voice cracked like a whip. “You mean south as in beyond the Trickler?” Eva nodded. “Don’t be foolish, girl. That land swallows people whole. You think you’ll find your father there? After ten years?”

Eva met her gaze, unflinching. “Yes. I have to try.”

Maria’s voice cut in then, sharper than Ramon expected. “Eva. Enough. Your father is gone. I know you miss him — I miss him too — but this is madness.”

“He’s not gone,” Eva said fiercely. “Not to me. Not until I know for certain.”

The table went still again. Jeremiah looked down at his plate, then spoke softly. “Sometimes a journey has value beyond its destination. If Eva feels called to go, perhaps we should consider what might be learned along the way.”

“Learned?” Isabella slammed her palm against the table. “What she’ll learn is how to get herself killed. Do you want me to bury another child?”

Eva flinched, but held her ground. “Grandma, I know the risks. I’m not a child anymore.”

Maria’s hand tightened on her glass. “You’re my child. And I won’t let you throw yourself into the wilds chasing shadows.”

Ramon looked between them. His sister was trembling, but not from fear. Determination burned in her eyes, the same fire he’d seen in their father. He realized then that nothing he said would stop her. The best he could do was prepare her, guide her, maybe even go with her.

He exhaled slowly. “We’ll talk about this tomorrow,” he said at last. “Not tonight. Tonight we eat.”

Eva nodded, though her jaw was set. Maria stared at her, lips pressed thin, a storm building behind her eyes. Isabella muttered under her breath and reached for the bread. Jeremiah poured himself another glass of wine, as though the whole matter could be smoothed away with patience.

But Ramon chewed in silence, tasting little. Across the table, Eva stared into the fire, her face lit by the shifting glow, already looking beyond the cabin walls, beyond Aurora’s safety, toward the wild south.

Later, after the table had been cleared and the cabin dimmed to lamplight, Ramon stepped outside. The night air hit him like a splash of cold water. Rotane hung high now, casting its greenish glow across the lake. The surface rippled in the wind, the far forest a black wall against the sky.

He drew his coat tighter, but the chill that gripped him was more than just the cold. Eva’s words echoed in him still, sharper than the night air. She was her father’s daughter — stubborn, unyielding, certain of her path.

Ramon looked south, toward the unseen lands that had swallowed Thomas Dunn a decade ago. Somewhere out there lay secrets, dangers, perhaps even answers. Their father had always been a man of secrets.

Ramon clenched his fists in his pockets. He couldn’t stop her. He knew that now. But if she went, he would be ready.

Behind him, the cabin’s lamplight flickered warm against the shutters. Ahead, the dark stretched endless, waiting.
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Eva Solis

Eva stepped quickly across the open, moss-covered field, following the narrow path she had walked countless times before. The air was sweet and heavy as summer had arrived. Flowers bloomed in loose patches — red, blue, yellow, violet — and the sound of honey-wasps and sweet-bees filled the morning, a low, patient hum. Their bodies glittered in Cancri’s light as they drifted from bloom to bloom, carrying the colony’s future on their tiny, iridescent wings.

She paused for a moment, listening. The field was peaceful, almost deceptively so. Somewhere behind her lay the cabin, still wrapped in sleep. Ahead lay the long trail toward Stronghold.

She adjusted her pack, heavier than she’d planned. Jeremiah had insisted she take several sensor pods — “just simple instruments,” he’d said — to plant along the way. Soil and atmosphere samplers, nothing complex. “Science,” he had called it. She smiled faintly. He meant well, but he didn’t understand. None of them did.

It wasn’t curiosity that drove her south. It was need.

She had planned to leave for Stronghold with Ramon. That had been her plan, at least. But when she woke that morning, his coat and pack were gone. He’d slipped out before dawn, leaving nothing but a note on the table: Stay safe. We’ll talk in Stronghold.

She had snorted when she read it. If he thought a few words would keep her from following her path, he didn’t know her at all.

Now the field gave way to rolling grassland. To the south, the dark green edge of the forest stretched along the horizon, the line where the soft hills ended and the great trees began. Beyond that, she knew the land sloped lower — denser forest, deeper shadows, the kind of air that held both warmth and dampness even at dusk.

She would reach the edge of the forest by mid-afternoon, if she kept a steady pace. Stronghold lay far beyond that — two days’ journey at best, maybe three. She’d have to camp before nightfall, or she might wander into a bog.

As she walked, her mind wandered back to the night before. Her mother’s voice, hard with fear. Her grandmother’s anger. Jeremiah’s quiet defense. Even his sympathy had felt hollow. They thought this was about grief. About clinging to a ghost.

It wasn’t.

She didn’t want to go. She had to. There was a difference.

She wanted to know what had become of Thomas Dunn — the man everyone had heard of, hero of the revolution, a mystery that still haunted Aurora. And that meant retracing his path, step by step, as long as there were tracks to follow. She’d start in Stronghold, dig through the archives, talk to anyone who had known him. But even as she thought it, she knew that wasn’t where it would end. His trail led south — always south — beyond the ruins of Fort Andrews, far away from any of the major settlements on Aurora.

The wind shifted, carrying the sharp tang of resin and distant rain. She turned her face toward it and smiled.

The forest grew closer with every step. Tall trees rose like pillars, their trunks streaked with silver bark, branches draped in moss that swayed like veils. This part of Verdi was calm, temperate — but further south, the ground dipped into wide lowlands, and the air grew thicker, more humid. Life clustered there in strange abundance. Her father had written of it once, in the fragments that survived — of a world growing wilder the deeper he went.

She wondered if he had felt the same pull she did now, walking this same route, looking at these same trees.

A sound broke the thought — faint but sharp, cutting across the stillness.

At first, she thought it was the wind. Then it came again, louder. A long, echoing cry that sent a shiver through the air.

She froze.

Her eyes swept the sky, squinting against Cancri’s glare. For a long moment, she saw nothing but blue. Then — movement. A shape, distant but growing larger, gliding on the upper thermals.

A dragon.

Her breath caught.

The creature banked lazily, its wings wide as a skimmer’s hull, scales flashing bronze and green in the sunlight. Its long body undulated as it rode the warm currents, a relic of myth brought to life.

The name dragon was wrong, really. The creatures feared fire instead of breathing it. Humanity had borrowed an old name for something entirely new.

Dragons weren’t supposed to come this far north. The last confirmed sighting in this part of Verdi had been years ago, after a scientific expedition mapping fauna on the east coast had been attacked — one man killed, another gravely wounded. She remembered hearing about it as a child. The story had terrified her, but also fascinated her.

She’d never thought she’d see one.

The dragon wheeled again, higher now, circling.

Eva dropped to her knees in the tall grass, heart hammering. Maybe it hadn’t seen her. Maybe it was hunting the herds of green deer farther east.

Then it turned.

The movement was sudden, deliberate — and this time, it was coming straight toward her.

Panic surged. She tore off her pack and fumbled through the side pocket, pulling free a small canister of lighting spirit, a spare shirt, and her lighter. Her fingers shook as she worked. The air trembled with the deep beat of wings.

She wrapped the shirt around the end of her walking stick, doused it in spirit, and flicked the lighter. Once. Twice. Nothing.

“Come on,” she hissed. “Not now.”

The dragon screamed again — a piercing, metallic sound — and folded its wings to dive. The rush of air grew louder, the shadow swelling across the field.

She struck the lighter again. Still nothing.

“Please,” she whispered.

The next flick sparked. Flame blossomed. She shoved it into the soaked cloth, and fire roared up, bright and fierce.

She stood and swung the torch, the flames trailing ribbons of smoke.

The dragon hit the air above her like a storm. The force of its wings threw her hair into her face, flattened the grass. For an instant she saw it clearly — the burnished scales, the golden eyes, the gleaming fangs.

Then, at the sight of fire, it shrieked and pulled away. The great body twisted mid-air, the heat startling it, and it veered off. The downdraft almost knocked her over as it clawed for altitude, then soared away over the treetops.

The sound faded, swallowed by distance.

Eva stood trembling, the torch still burning in her hand. Her throat felt raw. Sweat ran down her spine.

She laughed then — a short, shaky sound that startled even her. “Guess fire still works,” she muttered.

She looked down at her trembling hands, then at the sky. Nothing but blue now. The dragon was gone.

She could still smell it though — a faint reek of sulfur and char, as if it had left its mark on the air.

For a while she stood, catching her breath. Then she adjusted her pack, keeping the torch lit. If one dragon had come this far north, there might be more.

She set off again, moving quickly, her boots crunching through the dry moss.

As she walked, her fear ebbed, replaced by something else — a fierce, steady resolve. She thought of her father, of how he must have felt standing alone in this same wildness. She could almost see him — the quiet man everyone had known, but not known. Sharp, alert eyes, a 

“Guess you passed that on to me,” she whispered.

Ahead, the forest loomed darker now, the edge of the trees rippling in the hot wind. Beyond it lay Stronghold, and beyond that, the long, uncertain road to the south.

Eva gripped her burning torch tighter, the flame bright even in daylight, and walked toward the trees.
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Chapter 5
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Jason Atlas

Jason Atlas drew a long, steady breath and leaned on his cane, more out of habit than need. The air on Aurora always carried a kind of purity — light, sharp, unfiltered. It filled his lungs in a way that Earth’s air never had. He could taste the resin of the nearby forests, the tang of woodsmoke , and something else, too — a scent he’d come to recognize instinctively.

She was close.

He smiled faintly and tilted his head, listening. Somewhere beyond the rolling meadow, someone moved through the tall grass, light steps but sure. He didn’t have to see her to know. The Khawat symbiont — that strange, alien thread running through his body — sharpened everything. Sound, scent, even the way the wind shifted when someone approached.

It was still a miracle to him, even six years later.

The cane tapped softly on the stones as he shifted his weight. The limp had vanished long ago; the Khawat had rebuilt his spine, sealing the torn muscle and nerve damage from the bullet wound that had nearly killed him. He carried the cane anyway. It reminded him of how close he’d come to dying that day — and how far he’d come since. Besides, he liked the look. It made him seem older, maybe wiser. That helped when you were twenty-four and in love with someone five years your senior.

He chuckled under his breath.

Six years ago, he had been just a boy in Charlestown, one of a million children waiting to be sorted by the Covenant’s Service system — Corpus, Janissaries, Students, or Wardens. At eighteen, the government if you were deemed fit of Service, and if so, which Service would have you. His sister Sue had already been chosen for the Janissaries. He had always known what that meant — military obedience, indoctrination, combat. A chance of earning a kind of second rate citizenship, a far likelier end in an early grave.

He’d never reached that age.

The world had collapsed before it could claim him.

He could still see the fire in the streets of Buchanan, the shattered buildings, the long columns of smoke. The chaos had been so loud it drowned out thought — gunfire, sirens, shouting. He’d been running beside Sue through a crowd of refugees when they shot hit him. A Covenant soldier, probably panicked, had fired into the mass of civilians. He’d felt the impact, the tearing pain, then the ground had rushed up to meet him.

He remembered her face — his sister — screaming his name as she dragged him toward the bay of a shuttle that wasn’t from Earth. Her arms under his shoulders, the metallic taste of blood in his mouth, the weight of the world collapsing around them. Then the blinding light of the engines as the shuttle lifted, and the sight of those left behind shrinking as they flew off the face of Earth. Later he’d learned of the nuclear detonations, the mass murder, and the end of the final resistance to Covenant domination.

He hadn’t expected to live as the shuttle carried him. He’d been ten years old.

The Khawat had changed all that. It had healed him when human medicine could not.

Now, here he was — breathing the clean air of a new world, under a sun that wasn’t even his own.

He tapped the cane lightly against his boot. A flock of tiny skywings wheeled overhead, their glassy wings scattering light like prisms. Beyond them, the spires of Stronghold shimmered in the morning haze. The city rose in terraces of pale stone and living glass, its oldest towers half overgrown with vines that flowered year-round. From where he stood, just outside the western gate, he could see the long road Eva would be coming from — a faint track winding through the fields and thinning woods.

He didn’t have to wait long.

The breeze shifted again, and there it was — the scent of smoke, pine, and ash. Eva Solis.

Jason smiled before he even saw her.

When she finally came into view, cresting the rise beyond the fields, his breath caught a little despite himself. She walked with that same determined rhythm he’d come to know — fast, light-footed, as though the world would never catch her unless she allowed it. Her jacket was torn, one sleeve missing entirely, and in her right hand she carried a long stick wrapped in scorched fabric. Her hair — dark, heavy, almost black — was loose around her shoulders, gleaming bronze at the edges where Cancri’s light caught it.

He felt his chest tighten. She looked exhausted, windblown, and — somehow — radiant.

“Eva!” he called.

She lifted her head and smiled, that broad, unguarded smile that reached her eyes and always seemed to knock the breath out of him. She waved once, then adjusted her pack and quickened her pace.

He walked forward to meet her, trying not to limp, though he didn’t need to.

When they met, she stopped and set her pack down, wiping sweat from her brow. Up close, she smelled like rain and woodsmoke.

“Didn’t you bring a flashlight?” he asked, raising an eyebrow at the makeshift torch.

She shot him a look. “Seriously?”

He laughed. “What? Just asking. I mean, if you’re going to start ripping your clothes apart, there’s usually a story involved.”

“There is.” She held up the stick, showing the charred cloth wound around it. “I made this last night. Well — early morning, actually. It was this or become dinner.”

Jason frowned. “What?”

“A dragon,” she said simply.

He blinked. “You’re kidding.”

“I wish I was.” She crouched and rested the torch across her knees. “It was huge — wingspan maybe three meters. Came out of nowhere, just as I was crossing the plains east of the forest. Never seen one this far north before.”

Jason stared at her. “You’ve seen one before? Really?”

“Only in images and clips. Never been that far south.”

He laughed incredulously. “You’re telling me the dragons have migrated north, or is it just a stray, you think?”

“I don’t know. I didn’t see more than the one, so likely it was just the one.” She shrugged. “Guess the heat drew one north.”

He shook his head. “The heat?”

“Well, they do live near the equator, for the most part. This one screamed so loud my ears rang for minutes afterward. It came for me though, so I lit a torch and waved it — apparently I scared it off. Seems they’re afraid of fire.”

Jason stared at the blackened fabric, then at her jacket’s missing sleeve. “That’s what this is?”

“Yeah. Improvised torch. Worked better than I expected.”

He let out a breath and tried to sound casual. “You know, most people would have just run.”

“I did. After it flew away.”

He laughed again, shaking his head. “You’re insane.”

“Probably,” she said, smiling. “But I’m alive.”

He wanted to reach out, to touch her shoulder, to make sure she really was all right. Instead, he just nodded. “We should report it. If one came this far north, there could be more.”

“I plan to,” she said. “But first, the archives.”

He raised an eyebrow. “Still chasing after old ghosts?”

“Not ghosts,” she said quietly. “My father.”

Jason sobered immediately. “Right. Thomas Dunn.”

“Everyone knows the name,” she said, eyes on the horizon. “But no one knows what happened. That’s what I’m going to find out.”

They started walking toward the city together. The dirt path curved gently along the outer walls, lined with young trees whose silver bark glowed in the sunlight. Sweet-bees hummed in the flowers that clustered at their roots.

Stronghold grew larger with every step — its gates open, the sound of people and machines carrying on the wind.

Jason matched her pace easily, his cane tapping rhythmically against the ground. “So, what’s the plan?”

“Stronghold archives first,” she said. “See if anything’s left from the early expeditions. There were reports, diaries, communication logs — all sealed after the war. Maybe something survived.”

“And if it didn’t?”

“Then I follow his trail.” She glanced at him. “South, if that’s where it leads.”

He frowned. “You’re going alone?”

“Yes, this is my journey. It is something I must do,” she said, shrugging.

He wanted to argue, to tell her she was out of her mind — but he stopped himself. 

“I’ll help,” he said instead.

She looked at him, curious. “With what?”

“Research. Data access. Whatever you need in the city.”

Her smile was quick but genuine. “Thanks. I think I’ll take you up on that.”

They entered the city proper. The guards—there to protect the inhabitants from balders and other predators that sometimes ventured too close for comfort— nodded as they passed, recognizing Jason; everyone in Stronghold knew him by now. The boy who’d escaped, who had survived against all odds. The young man who’d walked again after the Khawat had rebuilt him.

Inside, the city was already alive. Vendors shouted prices, children darted between carts, the air thick with the smell of bread and oil and riverwater. Above it all rose the Taylor Building, pale and gleaming against the morning sky.

Jason followed Eva through the streets, listening as she spoke about her journey — the campfire, the forest sounds, the strange quiet that had preceded the dragon’s cry. He listened, but most of his mind was elsewhere.

He remembered Eva’s brother Ramon pulling him from the med-bay years ago, saying, “You’ll like my sister. She’s stubborn as hell.”

He had been right.

When Eva spoke, the whole world seemed to sharpen. Even now, with ash still on her hands and fatigue in her eyes, she radiated something fierce — a certainty he envied.

“Jason?”

He blinked. “What?”

She smiled. “You were a million miles away.”

“Just thinking.”

“About what?”

He hesitated. “How you manage to scare off dragons and still look like you went for a morning stroll.”

She laughed, the sound bright and genuine. “You flatter easily.”

“Maybe,” he said. “But it’s still true.”

They reached the base of the Taylor Building. The great glass doors reflected the city behind them, the crowds moving like water. Inside, the archives lay cool and dim, lined with endless rows of light-panel shelves.

Eva turned to him. “You don’t have to wait.”

“I know.”

“But you’re going to anyway.”

He smiled faintly. “Maybe I just like watching history unfold.”

She rolled her eyes. “You’re impossible.”

“Yeah, but reliable.”

“True,” she said softly, and for a moment the air between them seemed to still.

Then she nodded and disappeared into the building.

Jason stood there for a long while after she was gone, staring at the doors. His reflection in the glass looked older than he felt — leaner, harder, his eyes carrying a weight he couldn’t quite shake.

He turned and found a bench across the square, sitting with the cane resting across his knees. From here, he could see the main thoroughfare stretching toward the river. Sunlight glinted off the rooftops, and the sound of laughter drifted through the air.

He should have felt safe. In a way he did.

But he’d learned long ago that safety was temporary — an illusion between disasters.

He looked up at the tower again. Somewhere inside, Eva was sifting through old data, chasing after a man who had vanished into legend. No — into mystery. He wondered if she realized how much of herself she was following into that void.

He thought about his sister. Sue was so much like him, but in her the caution remained stronger, defining her even more. No wonder, with her experiences. The Covenant had molded her into a tool, and then broken her. Her way back to life had been so much harder than his. In fact, Sue probably still struggled with adapting to her second chance, even if she put on a brave face for others. Especially for him.

He leaned back, closing his eyes. The Khawat pulsed faintly beneath his skin, responding to his heartbeat — alive, aware, always listening.

He whispered to it, though he knew it couldn’t answer. “She’s safe now. Please keep her that way.”
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