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AUTHOR’S NOTE: The Pulse Behind the Code

The Flame That Became Flesh

This book was not merely written. It was bled. THE DRAFT OF GOD did not begin with a structured plan, but with an internal collapse—that specific moment when silence becomes so deafening that you simply stop running. It was born at the intersection where decay meets resurrection; the point where we believe "nothing" exists, but where "everything" is actually hidden. Every page is a footprint of that journey—not just text, but a shift in frequency.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

The Architecture of a Shared Reality

This fourth volume is not an isolated world. It is the heart of a vast system—a living neural network of stories breathing through the metaphysical novel If You Are Chosen to Survive, the philosophical treatise Code: Alchemy, and the final chord struck in Zero Genesis. These books are different portals to the same truth. You may experience this story as a thriller, a psychological dissection, or as a mirror. It is a narrative about the control that suffocates us and the freedom that tears us apart. Here, the ending offers no answers—it obliterates the old questions.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

A Liturgy of Gratitude

To pain—for being the only scalpel capable of cutting away my illusions.

To love—for being the furnace that destroys the form to purify the essence.

To loneliness—for leaving me alone with the Truth until I was no longer afraid of it.

To fear—for showing me the boundaries I was destined to cross.

To silence—the only knowledge that requires no proof.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

To You

This book will not comfort you; it will disturb you. It speaks of power masquerading as care. It speaks of the algorithms we mistake for fate. It explores that razor-thin line where control ends and Freedom begins. If you feel a resonance—that is the code activating within you.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

Choice is Resonance

You are not an island, but a node in a living system of choices and consequences. This story is about the breaking point—that instant where your personal choice alters the constant of the entire universe. This is not salvation; it is an awakening. The path begins the second you close this book and look at the world for the very first time.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---


About the Author                                               


Melina Orea is a writer, historian, political scientist, philanthropist, and philosopher. She is the architect of "Neo-Essential Integralism," a concept synthesizing philosophy, psychology, and new scientific paradigms toward a conscious future. Her vision is materialized through the "Transformation of Essence" Foundation—a space for dialogue and co-creation.

------------------ ❧ --------------------

Reader Warning:

This novel contains intense emotional experiences, philosophical reflections on mortality, vivid post-apocalyptic imagery, and symbolic depictions of existential struggle. It explores themes of transformation through suffering, internal fragmentation, and the collapse of both social and personal structures. All metaphysical elements are allegorical, intended to represent internal spiritual and psychological thresholds rather than literal or occult practices.

The narrative is a work of visionary metaphysical prose. It does not preach fatalism, violence, or the rejection of science, but instead aims to inspire awareness, depth, and healing through profound inquiries into the nature of consciousness, time, and human responsibility. Recommended for mature readers with an interest in philosophical, esoteric, and emotional literature.

------------------ ❧ --------------------

PROLOGUE: A GLITCH IN REALITY

Nathaniel had one singular objective: to prevent the Code from erasing Melina’s existence. The moment the System exhaled its final breath, he realized she was standing at the very heart of the epicenter.

The monitors in the command center went dark simultaneously. Mutely. For half a second, the world ceased to react. Then, it began to disintegrate.

"Neural network collapse!" the technician screamed.

Nathaniel dug his nails into the edge of the console. His knuckles turned a ghostly white. He had to hold the connection. Just a few more seconds. That was all he needed.

In the black abyss of the monitor, his reflection seemed to lag. When he turned his head, his image continued to stare back at him. Two seconds. A two-second discrepancy between what was… and what no longer existed.

"This isn't a crash," he wheezed. His lungs felt heavy, as if the air were turning into liquid. "We are being rewritten."

Static exploded in his earpiece—sharp, like tearing steel. "...Nathaniel... do you... hear..."

He bit his lip. The copper tang of blood anchored him to reality. "Melina! Where are you?"

A pause. Then her voice returned—fragmented, dissolving into pixels. "There’s no time… They aren't looking for us anymore. They’re using us."

His heart climbed into his throat. "Where are you?!"

"I’m not in a place..." she whispered. "I am... in process."

Behind him, the technician made a gagging sound. Nathaniel spun around. The man’s fingers were vanishing. There was no blood. No tearing of flesh. They were deconstructing. Segment by segment. A fine smoke rose from the skin, leaving behind nothing but gray cubes of void.

Nathaniel recoiled. "It’s the Code," Melina whispered. "They’ve activated it. We have less than seventy-two hours… before we become part of it."

The ceiling lights began to pop. They didn't just go out. They were being deleted. They left holes in space through which something… wrong… was visible.

Nathaniel spat through gritted teeth. He was faced with a choice. Stay here—attempt to stabilize the system… and likely lose her forever. Or go after her—into a zone where reality itself was fraying at the edges.

He lunged for the terminal. The system was still responding. Partially. He could reroute the power. Hold the structure together. Buy time. But not for her. Only for the world.

"Nathaniel..." her voice was fading now. "If you stay... you’ll never find me."

His hand froze over the panel. For the first time in years, his logic fractured. He couldn't save both. The choice was simple. And it was cruel.

He slammed the stabilizer to "OFF." The system shrieked. Reality cracked even deeper. But for a fraction of a second, something new flickered on the screen: Coordinates. Blurred. Unstable. Real.

The signal cut out. Darkness swallowed him whole. He lost the world. But he found his direction.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

A moment before a whisper:

03:14

Nathaniel woke to a searing pain. A sharp, electric thread surged through his spine, jolting him out of sleep. He sat up abruptly, gasping for air. The room was silent. Too silent.

Then the air began to grate against itself. Sparks. Geometry. Molecules rearranged themselves into something… that should not exist. And then he saw them.

71:59:51

The digits burned within space itself. They weren't projected. They were a part of reality. He rubbed his eyes. They didn't vanish. They became clearer. Closer.

"This is a dream..." he whispered.

"No."

The voice didn't come from the outside. It was inside him. Deep. Cutting. "This is the beginning."

Beneath the bed, the floor liquefied. Nathaniel scrambled back, but it was already too late. The hardwood dissolved, revealing layers of shifting Code. Not symbols. Not data. A living structure. Cold. Hungry.

He lunged for the nightstand. The Code began to consume the furniture. Matter broke down into the same gray segments he had seen in the lab. The numbers shifted.

71:59:52…

Nathaniel reached out. He knew what this meant. If he touched it… he would understand. And he would lose something. He didn't know what. But he knew it would hurt.

If he didn't… he wouldn't survive long enough to find Melina. The choice returned. Faster. More merciless.

He touched the Code. The cold wasn't a sensation. It was an erasure. His left hand faded. Transparent. Unreal. And for a moment… he forgot the sound of her voice. Only for a moment. But it was enough.

He screamed and jerked back. The room tore apart. A rift opened before him. Not an escape. A path. The only one.

Nathaniel took a breath. And stepped into the void. Because he finally knew: The Code wasn't destroying the world. It was rewriting it. And Melina… was already a part of the script.

------------------ ❧ --------------------
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THE ARCHIVE IN THE BLOOD

PART I


CHAPTER 1: THE LINEAGE OF THE ARCHITECTS

The Present Moment.

71:59:53 hours since exiting the "Nautilus" submarine.

Location: The Newly Discovered Land.

Before the Western Entrance to the Temple of the Two Serpents.

Nathaniel hungered for only one thing: to decipher the Code etched into his very blood before his body surrendered to the crushing pressure of this alien reality. It was his solitary path to finding Melina. To him, she was the cipher to this chaos; to her, he was the instrument forged to master it.

The cold gnawed at him with a predator’s persistence. Nathaniel lay curled upon the granite floor of the cavern, the damp moss beneath his fingertips exuding a cloying, organic stench. His body didn’t just ache; it vibrated at a foreign frequency.

This wasn't an awakening. It was a surfacing from an acid bath of the mind, where every shred of memory had been corroded to its foundation.

"Breathe, Nathaniel. Before you can grasp the code, you must first reclaim your lungs."

Melina’s voice struck like a lash—supple, yet leaving a searing trail in its wake. She stood framed against the watery shroud of the waterfall that concealed the cave’s mouth. The moonlight, filtered through tons of cascading water, bathed her figure in a ghostly, spectral blue. She appeared less like a woman and more like a feature of the local geology, as if she had been hewn from the same primordial stone.

Nathaniel strained to rise. His joints flared with sharp protest, and a rhythmic agony hammered at his temples, as if red-hot nails were being driven into his skull. In the cavern’s heart, carved deep into the granite, pulsed a gargantuan double helix. This was no mere engraving. It was a bas-relief whose grooves glowed with phosphorescent gold, breathing in eerie unison with the silence.

"Where are we?" His voice was a parched rasp, sounding like sand caught in a gear. He leaned heavily against the wall; the bite of the stone against his palm felt more tangible than his own existence. "The last thing... the Nautilus... the pressure in the airlock..."

"Forget the Nautilus. The laws of mechanics hold no dominion here. Here, only the Design functions."

Melina stepped toward him. Her eyes held no pity, only a predatory expectation. She reached out, her hand coming to rest on his chest. Her fingers were unnaturally hot—a localized fire that sliced through the tomb's damp chill. The moment her skin met his, the cave blurred. The walls dissolved into fine dust, and the world shed its physical shell.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

The universe disintegrated into pure data. His heart—that simple muscle that had served as his anchor—unfolded within his mind like a crucible. Nathaniel saw his DNA not as a biological chain, but as a fractal library. The two percent that scientists deemed "functional" glowed with a faint, dying light. These were the shackles of the flesh: the hue of his eyes, the set of his jaw, the inherited aches of his lineage.

But the remaining ninety-eight percent...

They were an abyss. A pulsing, black matter intertwined with threads of spun gold. The Code of the Atlanteans. The Architects had not left behind pyramids; they had embedded software within his blood.

"Do you see them?" Melina’s whisper echoed directly within his synapses. "The dark threads are your debt. You are a reliquary for the waste of millennia. Every fear in your father’s blood, every betrayal—it is all recorded here."

Nathaniel gagged. He saw his seven-year-old self huddled in the corner of the old house, paralyzed by the roar of thunder. He watched as that terror morphed into a black speck upon the golden spiral. They were heavy. They were dragging him toward the nadir of the evolutionary chain.

"How do I stop it?" he screamed, though he possessed no mouth.

"With 'Amrita.' But it isn't found. It is synthesized."

In that instant, he felt Melina. Not as a presence, but as an invasion. Her longing was jagged, manipulative, and devoid of mercy. Their love was no sanctuary; it was the meltdown of two massive reactors. She hungered for the light he was only just beginning to generate. His fury at this manipulation collided with his yearning for liberation. A spark leaped. The golden fluid surged through his veins, incinerating the karmic resin.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

Nathaniel’s eyes snapped open. He rolled onto his side, gasping for air.

He collapsed to his knees before the granite maw of the Temple, lungs burning. The cave where he had regained consciousness had either transformed, or he had crossed a threshold his senses refused to process. The sun on the horizon wasn't rising—it seemed to be detonating, drowning everything in a sickly, sanguine light. The shadows moved with impossible speed, jagged and hungry.

He glanced at the compass in his palm. The needle was locked in a frantic dance. The Earth's magnetic field had turned to mush; the poles had shifted. Directions were meaningless.

"Damn it..." Nathaniel spat, feeling the desert-dryness of his throat. "This isn't a new beginning. This is the phase of decay."

He stood, but the world tilted. Every cell in his body felt "denser," as if he occupied too much space. Melina. She was out there somewhere, in the Nautilus he had left in the lowlands by the shore. Perhaps she had discarded him like a used tool, leaving him to reach his own limits alone.

A distant sound—like a sheet of metal being torn—echoed from the shore. Nathaniel froze. Something from the wreckage of the old world was still functioning. Hunting.

"Melina!" he bellowed toward the horizon, but his only answer was the thundering roar of the tide.

The water was rushing in with unnatural speed, rising like a wall that defied gravity. He understood with chilling clarity: here, the only survivor is the one whose internal order is mightier than the external chaos. If she was the Key to the Cave of the Pact, then he was the Code. And the world was too narrow for two masters of Archeon.

Nathaniel turned, leaving the Temple at his back. He had to get back to the sub. He had to find Melina, his children, his grandchildren—the final shards of the human race.

Rage cauterized his panic, hardening into pure, calculating energy. The golden threads in his blood pulsed, making every stride toward the shore faster, more precise.

He wasn't looking for salvation. He was looking to settle the score.

Nathaniel drew a breath, filling his lungs with the dust of a fallen civilization, and set his gaze upon the path through the crags.

The scale of the game had shifted. The sun was rising on the final, third day of his window for survival before his lungs would inevitably fail. The time for questions had ended.

Seven seconds. That was all he had left to choose—or the world would choose for him.

------------------ ❧ --------------------


CHAPTER 2: ANNIHILATION OF THE NAME

The Present Moment.

71:59:54 hours since exiting the "Nautilus" submarine.

Location: The Newly Discovered Land.

Before the Western Entrance to the Temple of the Two Serpents.

The cold of the sunrise wasn't merely a matter of weather—it seeped through his pores like molten lead. Nathaniel stood on the desolate shore where the sand, fine and grey like ash from incinerated archives, trickled through his fingers. The horizon looked wrong—the sun, heavy and blood-soaked, was rising from the west, as if the planet itself was afraid to face its past.

Memories struck him like a serrated blade cutting through the morning haze. Every fiber of his body throbbed with the echo of words that were once law and were now merely dust in his lungs.

"Restrain your life to attain true enlightenment," the voice of the Grand Master of the ODSL (Order of the Dominators of the Serpent and Light) wasn't a sound, but a gravitational pull. "Renounce every attachment. Love is merely noise in the frequency of eternity."

Nathaniel closed his eyes. He could taste the salt mist, but the ash of what he had buried still tasted bitter in his mind. Was power over nothingness worth the price of everything that made him human? He didn't answer. The sand shifted beneath his feet—one step toward the void.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

20:32:43 hours on February 11, 1997.

Location: Order Headquarters. Glasgow, Scotland.

Flashback: The Initiation

A brutal shove sent him staggering forward. Nathaniel tried to croak a question, but his voice died beneath layers of thick blindfold, saturated with the scent of camphor and ancient leather. Cold fingers, hard as the roots of a centenarian tree, gripped his shoulders and dragged him toward the sticky darkness of the catacombs beneath Glasgow.

The stakes were elemental: either you become a conduit for ancient knowledge, or you become biological waste in the sewers. Nathaniel tried to master his breathing. His knees buckled, but he locked them—a small, purely human act of defiance against the inevitable.

The armored carriage growled, boring its way through the city's viscera. The air inside was heavy, like dried blood on parchment. When the carriage groaned to a halt, Nathaniel felt his pulse skip—the rhythm of an animal before the slaughter.

"You are here at last, my breath," a gravelly voice wheezed into his ear. There was no comfort. Only predatory delight.

The blindfold was ripped away. Before him rose a portal of black obsidian. The symbols upon it didn't just lack light; they were abysses, swallowing the glow from the torches.

"The door that will tear you apart," the shadow whispered. "If you cross, your old name dies. You are nobody."

Nathaniel stepped onto the floor—mirror-black glass. Suddenly, a sharp pain pierced his palm. His blood dripped onto the black, blooming like a dark rose. His identity dissolved. He moved his lips, whispering "Nathaniel" for the last time, soundlessly, until the syllables drowned in the silence.

A figure in blood-red stepped from the shadows. The caduceus on its chest—a serpent biting its own tail—shone like a curse.

"Enter," the voice commanded.

The coffin of creaking wood swallowed Nathaniel. The darkness was dense, almost liquid. The air vanished. In the silence, the voices of the Order began to burrow into his mind like parasites: "Who will you sacrifice?" "Can you renounce the right to be weak?"

When the lid opened, Nathaniel emerged different. The darkness had remained sealed inside him.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

Intellect Over Compassion

The mirrored chamber was a labyrinth of Nathaniels. Hundreds of versions of himself stared back in terror. At the center, upon a podium, lay two artifacts.

On the left: A pulsing crystal—the painful, flickering light of emotion. On the right: A black cube—the perfection of order, sharp as a razor.

Tir-Samail’s voice resonated directly within his cerebral cortex: "Love is a virus, Nathaniel. Only control creates a future. Choose: a leader or an extraneous memory."

Melina’s green eyes surfaced in his mind—the only light left within his armor. His heart constricted, a normal, human reaction of fear. But he steeled himself. The cold fingers of the Order were already within him.

He reached out and gripped the black cube. The cold burned his palm, turning his emotions into icy stone.

A laser brand flared on his forehead. The software was installed.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

22:13:12 hours on June 19, 2019.

Location: Order Headquarters. Geneva, Switzerland.

The Blood Covenant

The crypt didn't just exist; it throbbed beneath his feet with the rhythm of a decaying deity. The air was heavy here, saturated with the smell of old iron that stung his nostrils with every breath. Nathaniel felt the gravity in this space was unnatural, as if the place itself was trying to pin him to the floor.

Thirteen silhouettes had gathered around the stone throne. They weren't men, nor were they spirits. They were distortions in reality, black spots that swallowed the light of the guttering torches.

"Whom do you betray to ascend?" Their voices didn't travel through the air; they rang directly in his skull, like glass rubbing against glass.

Nathaniel tried to stand, but his knees gave way. The pain that erupted from his spine wasn't ordinary—it was genetic, as if the helices within his cells were being forcibly unraveled. He gritted his teeth until warm, salty fluid ran over his gums. He wouldn't give them the satisfaction of a groan.

Before his eyes, out of nothingness, light projections unfolded. The holograms were disturbingly real. His mother, with that final look of bewilderment before the end. His mentor, whose face was a mask of betrayal and squandered hopes. And Melina. Her image flickered—she was his only landmark in this chaos, the woman who had ignited in him something more than a thirst for survival.

The shadows moved. One of them reached out a hand from which a blade sprouted—long, crafted from a material that looked like solidified darkness.

"Only one can remain," the shadows repeated. "One name. One life. Everything else is erased from the chronicles of Eden."

Nathaniel felt his pulse thudding in his temples, painful and frantic. He looked at Melina. Her image smiled—a smile so human, so impossible in this tomb of gods. His hands trembled, but he clenched them into fists, digging his nails into his palms.

"I will choose no one," he uttered. His voice was hoarse, unexpectedly loud in the empty hall.

The thirteen figures drew closer. The cold they radiated froze the sweat on his back.

"Stubbornness is a human error, Nathaniel. The Design brooks no deviations."

"Maybe your Design is defective," he replied, rising slowly. Every movement cost him an agony of effort, as if he had to lift a mountain. "Maybe that's exactly the key you're looking for. The anomaly."

The shadow holding the blade leaned forward. The edge of the weapon touched his chest, slicing through his shirt. The cold of the metal turned into a burn.

"Then choose yourself," the shadow whispered. "Sacrifice the human to don the divine."

Nathaniel didn't flinch, even though the blade sank into his flesh. In that moment, he didn't think of history, nor of the Atlanteans. He thought of Melina, the warmth of her skin, the way she looked at him—not as a savior, but as a man.

He pushed the blade deeper himself, tearing his chest in a long, vertical incision. He didn't cry out. He watched as his dark blood trickled onto the stone, soaking into the ancient engravings on the floor. The scene shifted. The walls of the crypt seemed to expand, becoming an infinite geometric matrix.

His blood wasn't just staining the floor—it was activating the mechanism. In the rift he had opened within himself, he felt something else rushing in—a cold, alien memory that wasn't his own.

"Now you are Dominus," the shadows pronounced, their voices no longer a threat, but an acknowledgement.

Nathaniel fell to his knees, breathing heavily. The wound in his chest began to close, but the scar that remained pulsed with a bluish light. He wasn't the same. Something in him was broken, and in its place, something else had grown—something that made him fearsome even to himself.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

Now… On the Deserted Shore

Nathaniel opened his eyes. The sand burned, and the scar on his chest pulsed—a physical reminder of an erased soul.

He looked toward the sea. Melina was out there somewhere, beyond the horizon of his understanding. He had betrayed her in his thoughts a thousand times, yet she remained his only anchor.

The battle was only just beginning. Not with the world, but with the abyss he had allowed into himself. He stood up. His steps in the sand were heavy—tracks that the tide would soon wash away.

But Nathaniel was no longer afraid of being erased. He was the architect of the void. And if he had to find Melina, he would do so not as a man, but as a system that had finally learned to feel again—even if that feeling was only a cold, calculating will to survive.

------------------ ❧ --------------------

INTERLUDE: THE BLUEPRINT OF ETERNITY

Nathaniel closed his eyes again, but the darkness beneath his eyelids proved to be a battlefield of merciless geometry. Every cell in his body vibrated in hysterical sync with the artifacts he had collected, stolen, and dissected with the precision of a pathologist. Even his hands—eternally cold, covered in small scars from clashes with non-Euclidean matter—trembled.

Now, as the salt wind of the dead world lashed his face, he realized the bitter aftertaste of triumph. He hadn't been assembling a weapon of mass destruction. He was assembling a machine to tear through Time itself. And he was the only fuel it would accept.

He raised a hand and pressed it to his chest. His heart beat with an irregular, almost mechanical rhythm. To stop being a prisoner of the temporal vector, Nathaniel had grafted pieces of a divine error directly into his own reality.

The Processor of Reality was the black parchment from Solomon's palace. Its script was not ink, but living tissue. It writhed under his gaze, trying to tear itself away from his bones, subjecting the ether to the Architect's will.

The Key of Resonance—Samuel’s medallion—weighed in his pocket like a fragment of a dying star. A five-dimensional monster of unknown metal that refused to submit to algorithms. It pulsed only upon contact with the biometric imprint of the spirit—that elusive weight of 21 grams that science had declared a myth.

The Amplifier of Worlds, the Ark of Eternity, lay before him upon the sacrificial altar. It didn't just emit light; it breathed. Its vibrations opened microscopic rifts in the fabric of dimensions, through which worlds peered where the sky was the color of fresh blood. Nathaniel stared into one of the rifts. For a moment, he saw infinity staring back.

He blinked. He had to focus.

The biological fuel—Amrita—boiled in his blood, bolstered by the Methanococcus Atlantidus archebacteria consumed in the labs beneath Göbekli Tepe. It converted radiation into raw life, allowing his body to withstand the pressure of eternity without dissolving into atoms. Every vein at his temples stood out, black and throbbing.

The Navigator was the Core. The archive hidden within the topological domains of DNA, guarding the coordinates of every past incarnation.

Nathaniel leaned against the cool, rough stone of the temple. His breath puffed out in clouds of vapor.

At the center of this technological might lay the memory of his greatest fall. Nathaniel returned to the crypt of the Blood Covenant. He saw himself—younger, eyes scorched by vanity—reaching for the Black Cube. The symbol of merciless order.

He had performed the most brutal amputation. He tore out the roots of his compassion, believing the lie that love was merely a "programming bug." A virus that clouds judgment. He chose to be Dominus—the god of simulation, where people are batteries and he holds the keys.

But his signature in blood upon a golden throne brought him no power. It turned him into a hostage of his own frigid logic.

Now, as the ancient stones of the Temple of the Two Serpents began to resonate in sync with his mutated H-DNA, he felt the machine finally assembling. Everything was in place: the parchments, the triangle of Sothis, the Grail in the blood.

But without that human crack he had filled with obsidian, the machine would hurl him into the void. An eternity without presence. Loneliness stretched to infinity. Nathaniel felt his hands beginning to lose density. They were becoming transparent.

"Time is not a line, Nathaniel. It is a wound."

Melina’s voice pierced the frequencies in his mind, ethereal and painfully real. He closed his eyes. He felt her presence—not as a memory, but as the missing piece of the equation. She was the Key that could transform his cold power into life. Or finish him.

He took the first step.

The air before him began to ripple and tear, emitting the sound of shredding silk. The gate was open. Behind it, nothing was visible but a blinding, predatory white glare.

Nathaniel felt the skin on his face begin to crack from the tension. Every fiber in him screamed to turn back, to cling to the solid earth of the old, albeit destroyed, world. But control was already an illusion.

He dove into the unknown. Not to save the world, but to hunt for the man he had murdered within himself.

It was time to find out if the obsidian in his chest could become a pulse once more.

The light swallowed him. The shore with the temple entrance vanished into a deafening vacuum. The remnants of reality melted away. Only Nathaniel remained, and the unbearable burden of his choice. The path forward was not through space. It was through the pain he had spent all his lives trying to escape.

------------------ ❧ --------------------


CHAPTER 3: THE TOUCH OF THE ARK

01:23:43, June 19, 2019.

Location: Order Headquarters. Geneva, Switzerland.

Nathaniel pressed his forehead against the wall—cold, black obsidian spider-webbed with micro-fissures. His breath came in ragged hitches. The back of his throat was coated in the bitter, metallic tang of stagnant dust and raw adrenaline. His hands, buried deep within the sleeves of a threadbare jacket, refused to settle; a fine, frantic tremor hummed through them, betraying the fact that he was teetering on the very precipice of collapse more clearly than any words ever could.

The Ark sat before him. It was closer than he had ever dared to dream in his fevered sleep, yet it felt more unreachable than the furthest reaches of an abyss.

Across its surface, symbols throbbed with the cadence of an ancient, mechanical heartbeat. Nathaniel squeezed his eyes shut. His mind—buckling under the weight of ten thousand pages of philosophical treatises and countless hollow, sleepless nights—felt like a glass filled beyond the brim, screaming to shatter. All that intellectual ballast, once his pride, suddenly felt like nothing more than dross. The Ark didn't hunger for his knowledge. It demanded something else entirely.

Something he did not yet possess.

"You’re still here, Nathaniel," the voice of Dominus Primus sliced through the silence, thin and sharp as a surgeon’s blade.

Nathaniel didn't turn. He felt the old man’s presence looming behind him. The heavy, suffocating scent of frankincense washed over him, making his skin crawl.

"Are you afraid?" Primus let out a dry rasp of a laugh, a sound like sandpaper grinding against stone. "Good. Fear is the only thing in this room that keeps you human. If you aren’t terrified, then you haven’t grasped the magnitude of what you’re about to steal."

Nathaniel inhaled sharply. The chill of the cavern was piercing, but he registered it only as a distant, background hum. The true frost was blooming from within. He reached out toward the Ark, his fingers numb as ice.

"Do not touch it yet," the old man cautioned, his voice dropping to a jagged whisper. "If you break now, there will be no one left to sweep up the pieces. You will be nothing but dust—the ghost of a failed ambition."

Nathaniel offered no reply. Only one thought hammered against his skull: If not now, when? He closed his eyes and surrendered to the magnetic field that tugged not at his skin, but at his very essence. Reality warped. The sound of splintering ice filled the cavern.

Space tore itself open.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

02:32:54, June 19, 2019.

Location: Order Headquarters. Geneva, Switzerland. The Ritual of Illumination

The world vanished. Nathaniel wasn't moving; he was being hauled, violently, through a rift that had no business existing. The air was sucked out of him. In its place, his lungs were flooded with the searing taste of molten steel.

When he finally pried his eyes open, the cavern was gone. He stood at the heart of something that pulsed with its own sentient will. A colossal crystal hung suspended above him, lancing through the gloom with blue, agonizingly bright rays. Nathaniel collapsed to his knees on the jagged stone. The runes beneath him burned through the fabric of his trousers.

"Is this an illusion, Nathaniel?" the voice of Primus seemed to emanate from every corner of existence at once. "Or is it the fire that will incinerate everything you once called ‘yours’?"

Nathaniel stared down at his palms. They were radiating a pale, shimmering gold. "This is the answer," he gasped. His voice sounded distorted, deeper, vibrating with a foreign resonance.

"The answer is death!" the old man shrieked, stepping into the circle. His shadow bled across the floor like spilled ink. "You are nothing but a flawed anomaly, a gnat trying to decipher eternity!"

Nathaniel reached out. He touched the skin of the Ark.

The cold crystal beneath his fingertips cracked. In that heartbeat, a web of golden threads lanced into his wrists, crawling up his arms like living, white-hot flesh. Nathaniel’s back arched. Every cell in his body screamed in unbearable, perfect synchronization. He was no longer Nathaniel. He was a conduit, a live wire through which the current of a forgotten universe surged.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

The Present Moment… Awakening on the Shore.

Remaining: 00:00:03.

The light died instantly.

The silence that rushed in was so heavy his ears rang with a high-pitched whine. Nathaniel lay face down in the sand. The salty breath of the sea filled his nostrils. It was a shore, yes, but not one he recognized. The horizon before him was warped—a tangle of dimensions pulsing in time with his own heart.

He rose slowly. His limbs felt like lead, yet his mind was sharp as a diamond. He no longer processed the world in words; he thought in images, in grand ideas that clicked together like the pieces of a cosmic mosaic.

He was a fragment of something gargantuan.

Standing on the threshold of eternity, Nathaniel lived every second of his life over again—not as a memory, but as a rung on a ladder. Joys, griefs, betrayals—they all snapped into place. His pulse aligned with the rhythm of the tides.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

Merging with the Source

This was no journey through time; it was a baptism in the Primeval Source. Nathaniel let himself go into the golden river of light. He was simultaneously a single atom and the entire universe. He remembered the Silent Bang that birthed all things, and he carried its echo in the marrow of his bones.

"In this place, time is not a vector, but a state of being," a voice whispered from the depths of his newly forged Self.

He hung suspended between infinity and his own soul. Light and darkness merged within him, devoid of borders or division. He was eternal. The God Particle wasn't something he was searching for; it was his very substance. The archive of a self-destructed race throbbed in his DNA like a glowing filament.

---✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

He was Hermes.

A messenger. A traveler between worlds. Emerging from this deluge of knowledge, Nathaniel felt like a shipwrecked survivor in the ocean of time. He was alone, but he was not lonely. The spirit of his race lived through him, and with it, the heavy, shimmering mantle of hope.

At the frayed edges of his consciousness, his name drifted up like a distant, pulsing star. Nathanael. Enlightener. Herald. His memory threw up images of an ark, of salvation from a universal doom. The myth of Noah intertwined with his own reality. The solitude on the shore was no longer a physical state—it was weighted with the echoes of millennia.

Nathaniel looked toward the horizon. The path was only just beginning.

And Melina... she was part of this code. She always had been.

00:00:01.

------------------ ❧ --------------------


CHAPTER 4: LOVE AS AN AWAKENING

Now.

71:59:59 hours after departing the submarine Nautilus.

Location: The Newly Discovered Land.

Before the Western Entrance to the Temple of the Two Serpents.

Three hundred seconds had passed since the Nautilus airlock exhaled its final lungful of artificial air. Nathaniel stood frozen, stunned by the silence. It wasn't the absence of sound, but a thick, physical weight. A cold wind licked at his sweating temples, carrying the sharp, primordial tang of decaying salt.

He stood before the Temple of the Covenant of the Two Serpents, but his eyes saw no mere stone. He saw a geometry in motion. His vision, long conditioned by the flat, digital graphs of control panels, now drank in the raw light of this new sun like a parched desert drowning in a flash flood. The world wasn't empty. It was stripped to its bones—magnificent and terrifying in its vulnerability.

At the foot of the cliffs, waves shattered with the fury of a thing trying to erase not just footprints, but the very concept of "before." Nathaniel pressed a palm to his chest, feeling his heart hammer against his ribs—erratic, frightened, unmistakably alive. Where the steel logic of the Order had once erected fortress walls, a primal fire now raged. He remembered the night of the Collapse—the sky split by cascades of fire, the earth groaning beneath his boots. Back then, he believed it was the apocalypse. Now he understood: it was a Caesarean section. The birth of the anomaly.

In his hands, he clutched the scraps of his survival—the meager plunder of a castaway in the infinite. The crystal medallion, tossed onto the shore by Melina before the submarine vanished; a flint—his new sovereign; dried, tough seaweed—the protein thread binding him to existence; and a handful of coarse salt scooped from the evaporation pits he had dug himself. Each crystalline morsel of salted fish he swallowed tasted of a ghost feast, but also of the icy solitude Dominus Primus had promised him as a reward.

Shadows of golden cities flickered before his eyes. He recalled the sterile halls and holographic screens where he’d spent decades believing that algorithms were the highest form of being. A dream, just before the world shrieked its final breath, had warned him—he’d seen the digits turn green and transform into serpents, slithering up the glass walls of the lab. He had dismissed it with the arrogance of a man who thinks he has domesticated fate. Now, he paid the price of that hubris with an ache in every joint.

He was alone. But fear, that ancient parasite, had vanished, dissolved in the acid of his new consciousness. All that remained was a steel-tempered resolve. He was the storehouse. The archivist. The sole biological vessel for a vanished database.

He struck out along the path between the crags, burdened only by the pragmatic legacy of a dead race. His feet sank into the cracked, rust-red earth—a tiny island of stability amidst the chaos. Every object in his bag was a seed for the future. His intuition, suppressed for years in the name of rationality, now tugged him toward underground springs whose distant murmur sounded like a forgotten lullaby. The sun beat against his brow like a hammer, forging a single thought: "I have to find them."

He walked slowly, his mind drifting back to the holds of the Nautilus, where seeds lay dormant, waiting for his will to wake them. He was the engineer of Eden, cast out from a sterile laboratory into the mud of creation. He paused for a heartbeat to wipe the sweat from his eyes, and that’s when he felt her. Not as a memory, but as a vibration in his very DNA. Melina.

Here, in the silence of a fallen civilization, he heard for the first time what she had been whispering to him for years. He remembered dismissing her visions as feminine hysteria, as irrational noise in his perfect system. He had viewed her love as a vulnerability, a breach in his armor as a Magister. Her face rose in his mind—those eyes like two heavy storm clouds he had once refused to drown in, all to preserve his wretched pride. That pride was nothing but ash under his fingernails today.

Her love had never been a weakness. It was the software update he had rejected with a "Scan Abort." She hadn't just loved him; she had been calibrating him. She was his Holy Grail, not of gold, but of living tissue. His heart constricted in a sharp, physical spasm at the memory of their last encounter before the cataclysm.

"I have no use for your intimacy," he had spat then, standing in the full luster of his Dominus rank. He had seen her flinch as if struck, but he had pressed on: "I am prepared to unlock the secrets of the world without you digging into my soul... and trying to change me."

And she had simply looked at him with that quiet, gutting forgiveness that only gods and the doomed possess. Today, he was free from the shackles of his intellectual superiority, but the cost was this frozen void. His heart beat in time with the tide, and his body craved not just her touch, but her shared light.

He saw her again in a flash—standing on the threshold with her hand outstretched as he slammed the heavy metal door. The sound of that closing had been so final. The pain of that memory cut him to the bone, sharper than the thirst parching his throat. His love was no longer a lake; it was an ocean breaking its banks. He had been blind to the power of her spirit while he was busy counting the atoms of her body.

Now, with every step, his strength returned. He was exhausted, covered in dust and scars, but he would never look down on her again. If he found her, he would peel back every layer of himself—to the bottom, to the core, to the anomaly. "Just let her be alive. Just let her appear there, on the edge of the horizon," he whispered to the wind, feeling his words harden into prophecy.

Another step. And another. The sand shifted beneath him, his boots felt heavy, but the direction was clear. Every true journey begins in absolute darkness, forcing the traveler to become their own light.

Nathaniel crested a dune. In the distance, right where the two serpents of the temple met, something glinted. It was small, nearly invisible against the jagged landscape. It wasn't a sun-glint on salt. It was movement. Life. A spark.

His fingers instinctively tightened around Melina’s medallion in his pocket. The choice had been made long ago, back in the ark of Glasgow, but only now was it understood by the heart. He began to run down the slope, stumbling through the sand, leaving behind the only truth of the old world—that he had been loved. And that now, for the very first time, he was ready to answer.

------------------ ❧ --------------------
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CODE AND BLOOD

SECTION II


CHAPTER 5: THE FINAL VECTOR

The Present Moment.

87:33:12 hours since the egress from the submarine Nautilus.

17:33:12 hours following Nathaniel’s Awakening.

Location: The Newly Discovered Land

At the Eastern Portal of the Temple of the Two Serpents.

The leaden sky pressed down upon Nathaniel’s shoulders as if the very atmosphere had curdled into liquid metal. Within his temples, a steady pulsation drummed like a red-hot wire threading through the base of his skull. For fifteen hours, his soles had scraped against the ashen crust of this merciless, dead earth. The sun, bloated and sanguine, hung like an open wound upon the horizon, slowly hemorrhaging into the dusk and drowning the world in ochre and soot.

He lurched to a halt, bracing himself against his bony knees. His lungs wheezed—the dry, radioactive dust had turned every inhalation into a minor agony of glass shards. Nathaniel spat out a thick, grey phlegm and cast a look behind him. The long, grotesque shadows of the rocks writhed across the ground like the fingers of a drowning man, pointing back toward the wasteland from which he had fled. Back to the instant where everything fractured.

"Just a little further," he croaked, his tongue swollen and abrasive as sandpaper, barely moving between his fissured lips. "Keep moving, Nathaniel. Before your blood turns to silt."

In the distance, where the blackened sky bled into the inky surface of the ocean, something flickered. It was a pale blue pulse, faint as the final expiration of a dying star.

His heart executed a painful skip, thudding against his ribs. It was no mirage. It wasn't another cruel trick played by his overloaded, burnt-out synapses. The light was real—rhythmic, artificial, technological. It was alive.

"Melina…"

The name escaped him as a strangled moan, laced with the metallic tang of blood. He lunged forward, propelled by surges of sudden adrenaline. His feet, bloodied and swollen within his boots, left dark trails in the grey dust. The ocean before him wasn't merely water; it was an abyss separating him from the sole anchor of his sanity—the Nautilus. The submarine, his hermetic coffin, pulsed beneath the waves, its blue-tinged beacon piercing the gloom like a struggling heart searching for its cadence.

But the light was erratic. It would flare into a brilliant sapphire and then abruptly vanish, orphaning him in absolute darkness for long, terrifying seconds. The batteries were failing. Or perhaps something within the ship's metal womb was fighting for its last breath.

"What if they’ve decided I'm gone?" Panic struck his solar plexus harder than hunger. "What if they seal the airlocks?"

Nathaniel reached the edge of the rocky precipice. The wind here was more feral, carrying the heavy scent of an ancient, chthonic chill. He began feverishly stripping off his tattered, stiffened clothes, his fingers reduced to clumsy hooks fumbling with buttons. His skin erupted in gooseflesh, turning blue under a wind that sliced like a scalpel across his bare shoulders.

"If you ever get lost, always look for the light," Melina’s voice echoed in his head. A voice from a forgotten life, by some tranquil lake where the sun didn’t kill. "It will lead you home."

He froze for a second, staring at the ghostly glow beneath the swells. Then, his gaze slid to the jagged coastline beneath his feet. A thought, sharp and cold as ice, pierced his mind. The shape of this bay… these black rocks, curving like serpents on either side of the entrance…

Nathaniel spun around, his eyes wild as he took in his surroundings. The world seemed to invert. These gargantuan sculptures, hewn by erosion and time, which mirrored the Pact of the Two Serpents… he knew them.

"No… it isn’t possible…" he whispered, his hands trembling so violently he dropped his shirt into the dust.

He hadn't traveled miles across the continental wasteland. He hadn't traversed a new world. Panic and disorientation had spun him in a cruel, perfect circle for three days and nights. He was standing exactly where he had disembarked. The light ahead wasn't a new landmark—it was the same point from which he had departed three days ago. The Cave of the Pact was literally behind him, on the other side of this cursed hill—it had the same entrance... or exit.

All his heroism, his entire death march, had been a mere hallucination of a fractured mind. He had spent seventy-two hours battling ghosts and famine, while salvation was only a stone’s throw away.

His laughter erupted unexpectedly—a raspy, hysterical sound instantly swallowed by the roar of the tide. He was on the verge of dying from exhaustion on his own doorstep.

"Idiot," he groaned, clutching his head as his nails dug into his scalp. "You pathetic, terrified idiot."

But the light below flickered again, and this time, it stayed dark for longer. The black water grew still. There was no time for self-flagellation. His mind might have betrayed him, but his will—that final, animalistic thread encoded into his DNA by the Architects—was still functioning.

Nathaniel leapt.

The water hit him like a slab of concrete. The cold was so brutal that, for a heartbeat, his heart simply stopped. His lungs constricted in an iron grip, forcing out the last remnants of oxygen. He sank into the inky abyss, feeling icy needles pierce every pore, seeking the path to his bones.

Swim, anomaly! the voice in his mind screamed as he clawed through the darkness. Swim, or become part of the archive at the bottom!

He began to stroke, though his arms felt as if they were cast in lead. Every movement was a furious struggle against the resistance of his seizing muscles. His vision blurred, phosphorescent spots dancing before his eyes—sparks from his red-lined brain. Suddenly, the submarine's light flared again. This time it was close, revealing the sleek, technological silhouette of the glass dome hidden beneath the waves.

He saw a figure behind the thick, multilayered glass. Melina. She stood there, palms pressed against the viewport. Her face, illuminated by the dying monitors, was a mask of despair and wild disbelief. She wasn't looking at the ocean with hope. She was looking at his death, rising from the black void.

Nathaniel roared underwater, expending his last bubbles of oxygen in a futile cascade. His hands gripped the cold metal hull of the outer airlock. His fingers, stiff and numb, fumbled for the textured surface of the emergency lever.

The stakes were no longer about survival. It was about the right to stand before Melina and admit: even when his mind was turning to dust, she remained his only true coordinate in this warped world.

Nathaniel threw his entire weight and the pressure of his simmering blood onto the lever. The metal shrieked in protest before giving way with a heavy, hydraulic groan. The light in the airlock died, leaving him in absolute darkness. In the freezing silence, Nathaniel felt the heavy hatch swing open—not like an entrance, but like a hungry, devouring maw.

A split second before his consciousness blinked out under the weight of the radiation, he felt it. A warm, living, desperate hand clamped onto his shoulder. Gripping him with a fierce necessity, it pulled him inward, away from the vacuum that sought to erase him.

But in the next heartbeat, the hand vanished. The cold returned. It was only the final hallucination of a dying mind before reality cast him into nothingness.

He was sinking… toward the bottom.

------------------ ❧ --------------------


CHAPTER 6: THE LIMIT OF BREATH

The childhood fables of triumphant heroes had smoldered away, leaving only the sour taste of defeat. Nathaniel's life had not become an epic; it had devolved into a brutal, fragmented manuscript whose pages were dissolving in the salty maw of the frozen ocean. Instead of the promised summit, he was falling toward a different kind of singularity—the abyss, pulling him with the gravity of a black hole, ready to swallow the last atom of his will.

The cold was not merely an absence of heat; it was a living predator. It gnawed at his limbs, turning them into foreign, immobile timber. Nathaniel’s consciousness pulsed like software on the verge of a fatal crash, flashing a single command onto the screen of reality: Survive.

He dug his stiffened fingers into the slippery, overgrown armor of the hull. The smooth steel of the submarine felt like the skin of an ancient Leviathan. With the sudden movement, Nathaniel lost his orientation; the momentum of the current hurled his body forward, slamming his shoulder into the hull. The dull ache resonated in his bones, striking out the last sparks of awareness.

After one last, agonizing inhalation at the surface—a gulp of air that tasted of decay—he surrendered to the gloom. His body slid down the length of the Nautilus, becoming a shadow among shadows.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

The pressure began to crush his chest with the methodical force of a hydraulic press. The remaining air in his lungs flared like molten lead. Nathaniel tried to tap on the hull, but his hand was lifeless, his knuckles scraping against the rough patches of the casing, leaving trails of blood invisible in the blackness.

He reached the first viewport. The thick, reinforced glass separated two universes. Inside, in the warm, artificial glow of the cabin, Anthony was embracing Leah. His son looked impossibly peaceful, hermetically sealed in a bubble of safety. Nathaniel felt his heart constrict tighter than the ocean’s pressure. He remembered the day on the shore when he first let go of Anthony’s hand in the water; then, he had been the guardian. Now, the god was drowning inches away, while his son smiled at an illusion of eternity.

He rapped against the glass—a dull, weak sound that the ocean swallowed instantly. No one heard him. Their faces remained clear and distant, like icons in a lost cathedral.

Nathaniel pushed toward the next port, fighting off waves of fainting. The periphery of his vision was darkening. There was his daughter. She was reading to his little granddaughter, whose face shone under the soft lamp light like a porcelain figurine. The sight was so intimate he froze. "So close, yet a different galaxy," his soul screamed in a wordless howl. They were his future, locked in a metal womb, while he himself was becoming deleted code.

Finally, with the dregs of his will, he moved toward the command bridge. Melina.

She stood with her back to the viewport, staring at the cascades of data streaming down the screens. Suddenly, a sharp signal on one of the consoles made her flinch. Melina began to turn toward the glass, drawn by some vague feeling or movement in her periphery, but at that exact moment, the red alarm for the airlock pressure diverted her attention. She returned to the screens, looking away from the spot where Nathaniel’s face was only an inch away, pressed against the glass.

In that moment, he was pierced by a truth more cruel than death. He had spent years building walls. Now, as the ocean flooded into him, he saw clearly: she wasn't just an ally. She was his meaning, the one he had manipulated so he wouldn't have to admit he had been defeated by his own love.

He wanted to shatter the glass with his bare hands, to scream her name, to beg forgiveness for every second of cold reason. But the water was no longer around him—it was in him. His oxygen failed, and his body made an involuntary, convulsive attempt to breathe the water. The liquid rushed into his throat like liquid ice, searing his trachea.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

The world faded. The powerful suction of the abyss was no longer a threat, but a haven. Nathaniel stopped resisting. With a sharp, almost ecstatic movement, he relaxed his muscles, letting the ocean take him.

His life did not flash before his eyes as a chronicle; it unfolded as sensory debris—the scent of a pine forest after rain, his father's laughter, the soft touch of his mother's palm. He wasn't a hero. He was just a man who had played his part until his final breath. His heart gave one last, heavy thump—the sound of a closing gate—and fell silent.

In the instant his consciousness dissolved into absolute nothingness, Nathaniel did not find rest. He found completion. He was going home, into that eternity where every pain and every moment of longing merged into a new form. The light on the surface went out for good, but in the ensuing silence, deep within the fabric of the dark, two lines of light began to coil around each other. They pulsed in sync with the rhythm of the abyss—an ancient mechanism that had yet to teach him the rules of the new design.

------------------ ❧ --------------------


CHAPTER 7: STOLEN FROM THE ABYSS

Melina was transfixed. The sonar screen pulsed in a toxic green, and the thin lines of frequencies cut into her retinas like laser razors. Every flicker of the graph was a false hope; every second of silence, a small death draining her resolve. In the hermetic coffin of the command room, the air had grown heavy, thin and overheated by electronics, as if the submarine itself were trying to suck out their last oxygen before sinking into apathy.

Three days. Seventy-two hours since Nathaniel had vanished into the sticky haze of the shore. His final look—that steel determination mixed with an almost religious fatalism—had been seared into her memory like a brand. He hadn't just left; he had dissolved into the vacuum, leaving behind only the echo of his arrogance and the scent of guilt.

"Mom, the thermal sensors are redlining. The drones are at three percent, literally running on fumes." Ethan stood behind her, his voice, usually resonant and confident, now sounding like a worn grinding wheel on rusted metal. "Мы’ve scoured a hundred-kilometer zone. There’s nothing out there but calcified salt and rocks cracking in the heat. If he was trapped in the Cave of the Pact during high tide... he’s already part of the archive."

"Spare me the statistics, Ethan." Melina didn't move. Her fingers were white, dug into the metal edge of the console as if she were trying to wring information from the iron itself. "He isn’t a statistical error. He’s the anomaly in the code. And anomalies don’t die on schedule."

Mark took a step forward, his hand hovering over her shoulder, but he hesitated before the coldness radiating from her body. He could see his mother’s fragile armor cracking. Dark, almost black shadows yawned beneath her eyes, and her skin had the deathly sheen of old parchment.

"Mom, three days without fresh water under that sun..." Mark swallowed hard, his Adam's apple bobbing painfully. "We have to surface. The ship's batteries are dropping; we’re vulnerable in this bay. If a seismic wave hits, it’ll smash us against the reefs like a tin can."

"I told you to be quiet!" Her voice exploded, sharp and raw, tearing through the muffled hum of the machinery. She spun around, her eyes burning with that dangerous, fanatical faith that acknowledges no biological laws. "We will wait until the last drop of fuel. Until our last goddamn breath. Is that clear?"

Suddenly, the command room was shattered by a scream. Not human, but electronic—the proximity alarm pierced the silence with hysterical, mechanical urgency. A blood-red dot emerged on the main screen. It didn't move by the laws of nature—it wasn't a school of fish or a thermal current.

"What is that?" Ethan lunged for the navigation console, pounding the keys furiously. "The velocity is minimal, almost zero... it’s drifting beneath the surface. Like it’s just coasting on inertia toward the starboard side. Toward the airlock."

Melina felt her stomach tighten into an icy knot. Her heart began to hammer against her ribs with the fury of a caged animal sensing freedom. The trajectory was linear, aimed from the shore directly at them.

"Nathaniel..." she whispered, his name coming out as a drowning man’s gasp. "It’s him! Now, boys! To Airlock B! Get the suits on!"

The brothers didn't wait for a second prompt. A chaos of heavy footsteps on metal grates followed. Melina barked orders, her voice wavering between icy authority and uncontrollable hysteria, while Ethan and Mark donned the heavy neoprene gear with trembling hands.

"Watch the pressure during the cycle! The exterior water is saturated with acid from the rifts; it’ll eat through your filters in minutes!" she screamed into the intercom as she watched through the external cameras as her sons descended into the murky, hostile abyss beneath the hull.

The minutes stretched into infinity. On the monitor, only the two beams of light from their powerful torches were visible, cutting through the black, dense water like swords. The silt was so thick it looked like liquid concrete.

"We have visual contact!" Mark’s voice in the headsets was fragmented by heavy, pressurized breathing. "It’s a body. Lifeless... God, he’s covered in scars. His skin is torn to shreds. There’s almost no pulse, I can barely catch a rhythm. I repeat, we are pulling him in!"

Melina closed her eyes and pressed her fists to her temples. Her nails dug into her skin, drawing blood, but she felt nothing. She prayed to Archeon, to the Atlanteans, to the very darkness surrounding them—anything, just let it not be too late. When she heard the dull, heavy thud of the body on the floor of the decompression chamber, she bolted down the stairs, taking them three at a time.

Nathaniel lay in a puddle of oily, salt water and grey silt. His skin was ashen, almost transparent, his lips cracked into bloody furrows. He looked like an ancient artifact cast out by time to remind them of their mortality.

"The masks! Oxygen at one hundred percent!" Melina knelt in the filthy water, ignoring the corrosive salt soaking into her clothes. Her hands feverishly sought warmth beneath the chilled skin of his neck. "Breathe, Nathaniel! Don’t you dare stop now, you son of a bitch! Breathe!"

The following hours were a blur of adrenaline, injections, IVs, and a desperate battle with the hypothermia that had clamped his heart in an icy grip. Melina did not leave his side, even when exhaustion began to cloud her vision. She treated his wounds herself—strange, geometrically perfect incisions across his chest, as if someone had tried to rewrite his flesh. Finally, the monitors steadied and locked into a rhythm. A steady, stubborn sound announcing the fragile victory of life over entropy.

When Ethan and Mark finally retreated, broken by physical exhaustion, she remained alone in the silence of the medical bay.

--- ✶ ⚸ ✶ ---

The cabin on the upper deck looked like a glass bubble suspended between the sky and the ocean. Through the panoramic viewport, the moon spilled like molten silver over the inky surface of the water. The stars—icy needles in the infinite—seemed so close Melina felt that if she reached out, she would bleed from the touch. In that moment, the world, though completely emptied of human presence, seemed frighteningly perfect.

She slid toward the bed with the softness of a shadow. The air here smelled of sharp antiseptics and iodine, but beneath them, she caught his specific scent—a wild, dense aroma of wet moss, of raw earth, and something sharp and metallic brought back from the depths of the Cave of the Pact. It was the smell of survival, of DNA fighting against decay.

Nathaniel slept beneath the thin coverlet. His face, etched by suffering and exhaustion, looked in the moonlight like a marble bas-relief of a fallen titan. His eyelashes flickered slightly under closed lids—he was surely still fleeing the guardians in Archeon, still translating Atlantean codes in his sleep. Melina reached out and barely touched his tousled hair, matted with salt. She hesitated, wondering whether to freeze this moment, to stop time right here before logic separated them again, before his cold cynicism collided with her fanatical faith.

She remembered how he always smirked at her "origin stories." How he dissected her inspiration with surgical precision, looking for cracks and logical fallacies. But now, as she watched him breathe heavily, she knew the truth: he had come back for her. Because of that invisible, quantum thread that the Architects had woven into the double serpent of their code—a bond stronger than any instinct for self-preservation.

"Open your eyes, Nathaniel," she whispered into the silvery darkness, her lips nearly brushing his ear. "Open them and look at me with that boyish wonder you so carefully hide behind the mask of a sovereign."

She felt his body tense under her touch. His heart, connected to the monitor, instantly changed frequency, accelerating in sync with hers. The spark was there, alive, buried deep beneath layers of fatigue and denial. Melina leaned down and touched her forehead to his, breathing in his $CO_2$ like the purest elixir of life.

This was her only reality. The erotics of survival, more powerful and desperate than any physical proximity—the painful merging of two anomalies refusing to be erased from the face of the Earth.
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