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In the Beginning

WELCOME ABOARD THE ALEx—your Autonomous Life Explorer.

You're about to meet a crew unlike any other. Bran, a mutant Beta wave messenger with a talent for making the wrong choices at exactly the wrong moments. TiGer, a fierce Gamma wave messenger carrying information that could change everything. Captain Higgs, recently promoted and determined to prove herself worthy of command. Emm and Gee, loyal companions whose presence seems to bring unexpected grace and hope when things look darkest.

Together, they navigate a universe where Wave Messengers carry vital information through vast tube networks, where shadowy Corti Souls drift through corridors spreading anxiety and fear, and where the choice between playing it safe and taking bold action determines not just survival, but the very soul of their mission.

Where Ancient Wisdom Meets Tomorrow's Challenges

THE EDEN CHRONICLES emerged from decades of real experience, real relationships, and real struggles. Every character you'll meet is drawn from life—either specific individuals or amalgams of people who shaped the author's understanding of how we navigate the complexities of choice, change, and growth. This is why they feel so tangible, so alive. They've been decades in the making, born from the very human need to make sense of the world around us.

This isn't just science fiction. It's a story rooted in timeless truths that have guided humanity for millennia:

A Story with Layers

ON THE SURFACE, YOU'LL find an engaging space adventure with memorable characters, unexpected twists, and genuine stakes. Dig deeper, and you'll discover a sophisticated exploration of choice, change, and what it really means to take control of your destiny. At its heart, this is a story about the difference between drifting through life and deliberately choosing who you'll become.

Each of the 24 episodes follows the crew through challenges that will feel remarkably familiar, even though they're happening aboard a vessel travelling through uncharted space. Whether it's Bran learning to pause before reacting in crisis, TiGer discovering the power of seeing obstacles as opportunities, or the entire crew grappling with what they can actually control versus what they must simply endure, you'll find yourself thinking, "I know exactly how that feels."

Your Personal Journey

TO DEEPEN YOUR EXPERIENCE, each episode connects to a corresponding MAD Extra (Making A Difference)—companion guides that help you apply the crew's discoveries to your own life and leadership. These resources, available separately, bridge the gap between The ALEx's adventures and your own journey of growth and transformation.

For the Restless and the Curious

THIS STORY IS WRITTEN for those who hunger for authentic adventure—the burned-out believers tired of easy answers, the curious skeptics drawn to deeper truth, the leaders and helpers who pour out for others but find themselves running on empty.

If you've ever felt like a misfit in conventional settings, if you're drawn to both cutting-edge ideas and ancient wisdom, if you believe there's more to life than just getting by—this story is for you.

A Pilgrimage Begins

THE EDEN CHRONICLES is described as "a pilgrimage where neuroscience meets the narrow road." The Insiders is your first step on that journey—an adventure that takes you deep into uncharted territory, helping you discover truths about choice, courage, and what it means to live with purpose.

The journey continues in The Outsiders, where Alex faces external challenges in a contest that will test everything the crew has learned, and concludes with The Unmentionables, where the hidden engines of lasting transformation are finally revealed.

But it all begins here, aboard The ALEx, with a crew learning what it means to take back control and choose the harder but better path.

For the complete backstory of how these chronicles came to be, including the real-life events that birthed them, see "The Inside-Out" (Book 0 of this series).

Welcome aboard. Your adventure awaits.

Dream Police
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Chapter 1: Out of the Blue
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The ancient wrench creaked against the stubborn bolt as Bran's dendricals, wrapped in mismatched brown maintenance gloves, worked to tighten it. Steam hissed from the joint, its warm breath ghosting across his face in the dim light of Engineering's underbelly. 

His brown uniform, once pristine, now bore the marks of countless hours spent wrestling with temperamental pipes. The lack of lightning symbols that once traced their way proudly across his chest served as constant reminders of his former position - back when he'd carried messages through the higher functions of the ALEx rather than fixing the plumbing.

The bolt finally gave way with a satisfying crack. Bran's lips curled into a half-smile as he adjusted his lanky frame to peer more closely at the repair. His reflection in the polished pipe showed what he'd become - a tall, thin figure with scruffy reddish hair and that perpetual hang-dog expression that seemed permanently etched on his features.

"At least the pipes don't judge," he muttered, watching the steam dissipate as the seal took hold. The dendricals of his right hand traced the newly tightened joint, testing for any remaining leaks. Finding none, he allowed himself a small nod of satisfaction. Down here in the depths of Engineering, among the honest labour of maintenance, there was a simple pride in fixing what was broken - even if he couldn't fix his own fallen status.

The steam's hiss faded to a whisper, and Bran's thoughts drifted like the dissipating vapour. His dendricals traced the pipe's smooth Vitalex surface, remembering how he'd once carried messages through the upper reaches of the ALEx with pride and purpose. Now he dwelled in these depths, as far from the Bridge as one could get.

A memory surfaced - TiGer's voice reciting an ancient tale during their messenger training: "A sower went out to sow his seed..." The words echoed in his mind as he stared at the scattered bolts and tools around him. Like seeds cast upon rocky ground, his potential seemed to have landed in barren soil. He'd sprouted quickly enough as a Beta Wave Messenger, yet when challenges arose - the opportunity to win favour through his familiar cruel habits of spreading rumours and sniggering in shadows - he'd shrivelled away just as swiftly.

The pipe's warmth beneath his maintenance gloves felt almost accusatory. Here he was, hiding among the machinery, unable to put down proper roots. No nutrients, no growth, just existing on the surface like those seeds that fell on shallow soil. The parable's truth stung - he'd received his position with joy, but in times of testing, he'd fallen away.

Bran leaned his forehead against the cool flexishell wall, letting out a long breath. The constant thrum of Engineering's machinery pulsed through him, a reminder that even in exile, life continued its relentless cycle.

A familiar grunt echoed through the steam-filled chamber. Bran's spine straightened instinctively as he caught the Chief's distinctive silhouette approaching through the haze. His short, broad-shouldered frame carried an air of authority that seemed to part the steam itself.

"Ach, still at it then?" The Chief's Scottish brogue carried both warmth and steel. He peered at Bran's handiwork with those piercing yellow eyes, his reddish hair catching the dim light. "Interesting approach with that wrench configuration."

Bran glanced down at his improvised tool setup. "It was the only way I could reach the—"

"Aye, but perhaps we need to transform our thinking about these blockages." The Chief tapped his temple with a clawed finger. "Not just conform to the old patterns of fixing things, eh? Like that verse TiGer's always on about - something about renewing minds?"

Heat crept up Bran's neck that had nothing to do with the steam. He'd heard TiGer quote Romans 12:2 often enough during their messenger training sessions. The Chief's knowing look suggested he understood more than he let on.

"Sometimes the old ways need fresh eyes," he continued, running a practiced hand along the pipe. "Speaking of which, I've got another job that might benefit from your... unique perspective."

The way he emphasised 'unique' made Bran wonder if this was more than just another maintenance task. The Chief rarely gave compliments, even backhanded ones, without purpose.

Bran shifted his weight, encouraged by the Chief's rare praise. Behind them, a group of Automotons worked steadily on a junction box, their broad shoulders hunched in concentration.

"You should've seen Cropper's face," Bran found himself saying, the words tumbling out before he could stop them. "There he was, trying to look all important while the Corti Souls swirled around him like his personal storm cloud."

The nearest Automaton's head tilted, its deep-set eyes fixing on Bran with unexpected interest. The others paused their work, their massive hands stilling on their tools.

"He was ordering them about, right? But they started going the wrong way - scattered like smoke in a wind tunnel." Bran demonstrated with his dendricals, making swooping gestures. "Left him standing there looking like a plucked mynah bird."

A series of low, appreciative growls rumbled through the group. One of the burlier Automotons made a gesture that might have been a thumbs-up, if their hands weren't quite so gnarled and industrial.

The Chief translated with a grunt: "They're saying it's about time someone caught those wraiths making trouble."

Warmth spread through Bran's chest at their approval. These weren't the refined audiences of the upper levels, but their straightforward appreciation felt genuine. He knew he shouldn't take pleasure in others' misfortune - it was exactly the kind of behaviour that had landed him here - but surely building connections with his new colleagues was different?

The Automotons exchanged knowing looks, their rough features creasing into what might have been smiles. One made a shooing motion with its massive hand, mimicking dispersing smoke, and the others responded with deep, rhythmic sounds that could only be laughter.

The Chief led Bran to a quiet corner of the Basement, away from the hissing pipes and rumbling machinery. Steam curled around their feet, creating shifting patterns in the dim light.

"I need you to speak with Sher Gar," the Chief said, his yellow eyes intent. "Ask him about previous calcium storms - their patterns, their effects. Something's not right with these recent disturbances."

Bran's dendricals twisted nervously inside his maintenance gloves. "Sher Gar? But he's..." The words stuck in his throat. The thought of approaching the Chief Librarian, with his penetrating gaze and encyclopedic knowledge, made his stomach clench. "He probably won't even acknowledge me now."

"Ach, none of that self-pity." The Chief's voice carried a sharp edge. "This is important."

"I'll have to take the old tunnels," Bran said, trying to keep the hope from his voice. "Since I'm not cleared for tube access anymore-"

The Chief cut him off with a snort. "The walk will do you good. Give you time to think about whether spreading tales about Cropper is really the path to redemption."

Bran's face burned. Of course the Chief wouldn't intervene with the tube restrictions. He knew the hierarchy - officers gave orders, they didn't take them. Even from the Chief.

"The tunnels it is then," Bran mumbled, his earlier satisfaction at entertaining the Automotons souring in his stomach. The long walk through the abandoned passages would indeed give him plenty of time to reflect on how easily he'd slipped back into old habits.

~ ~ ~
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THE ABANDONED TUNNELS stretched before Bran like dark arteries, their walls slick with condensation. His footsteps echoed off Vitalex beneath his boots as he ducked beneath low-hanging pipes and squeezed through passages made narrow with the growth of tendrils. The maintenance gloves caught against rough edges, reminding him of the blue and red messenger gloves he'd once worn with such pride.

Romans 12:2 played through his mind as he walked: "Do not conform to the pattern of this world, but be transformed by the renewing of your mind." The words felt like a reproach. Even after his fall from grace, he'd defaulted to his old patterns - finding amusement in others' misfortunes, spreading stories about Cropper.

An Automaton repair crew worked ahead, their massive forms hunched over an access panel. They barely glanced up as Bran approached, their movements precise and purposeful. One shifted slightly, creating just enough space for him to pass. Their acceptance was pragmatic, professional - nothing like the easy camaraderie he'd experienced earlier when mocking Cropper.

The tunnel widened into a junction, where more Automotons methodically checked gauges and adjusted settings. Each knew their place, their purpose. They belonged here, their rough hands and sturdy frames perfectly suited to their tasks. Bran's dendricals twitched inside his ill-fitting maintenance gloves. He didn't belong in their world, yet he no longer belonged in his old one either.

"Be transformed," he muttered, ducking under another pipe. But transformation meant change, and change meant admitting there was something wrong with the old patterns. The thought sat uncomfortably in his mind as he navigated the maze-like passages toward the Library.

The tunnels grew darker, the industrial hum of Engineering fading behind him. Ahead, ancient emergency lights cast weak pools of illumination, marking the path to Sher Gar's domain.

~ ~ ~
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THE LIBRARY'S ENTRANCE loomed before Bran, its ancient Vitalex archway twined with memory tendrils that pulsed with stored information. His dendricals trembled inside the maintenance gloves as he stepped into the vast chamber. The last time he'd crossed this threshold, Cropper had been listing his crimes with theatrical flourish while Bran's protests of innocence rang hollow.

Thirty-six moncycles. The weight of that time pressed against his chest as he navigated between towering racks of memories, their contents shimmering like captured starlight.

"The prodigal returns." Sher Gar's rich voice cut through the silence. The chestnut stallion stood in a pool of soft light, his white blaze stark against the shadows. "Though you seem to have misplaced your messenger's uniform."

Bran's face burned. "The Chief sent me. About the calcium storms-"

"Ah yes, the disruptions." Sher Gar's ears flicked forward with interest. "Like the ones that preceded your... departure from the messenger service."

"That was different," Bran protested, but the words felt weak even to his own ears.

"Was it?" Sher Gar moved to a nearby memory rack, his hooves clicking against the Flexishell deck. "The ALEx is constantly rebuilding itself. Like a garden that shifts and changes with each season," he mused, gesturing to a glowing memory strand. "When the white floods come through our pathways, they can either strengthen our connections or wash them away. It all depends on how we've tended to our environment."

The horse's knowing gaze fixed on Bran. "Last time you stood here, you insisted the soil of your character was pure. Yet the seeds of gossip found such fertile ground."

Bran stared at his maintenance gloves, unable to meet those penetrating eyes. The tale of scattered seeds struck deeper than ever before, its thorny truth snagging at the weeds of his own conceit.

"Ah here it is." Sher Gar's head bobbed as he held a glowing strand of memory between his teeth. The stallion's snorts and whinnies merged into what sounded to Bran's ears like "blah blah blah" - though he knew better than to mention this observation.

"Ah yes, that was it. Magnesium." Sher Gar's eyes lit up. "And spread by Endo's Orfins - as they get the best results."

Bran watched as the Chief Librarian expertly extracted a message packet from the shimmering memory strand. The horse's movements were precise despite his massive frame, delicately handling the fragile data.

"Here take this back to the Chief. He'll know what to do."

Before Bran could reach for the packet, a sharp clang echoed through the Library as something small shot out of a nearby tube exit, bouncing across the Flexishell decking.

A metallic sphere pinged across the Flexishell decking, coming to rest at Bran's feet. Bob Beta emerged from behind a memory rack, his silver uniform pristine and unmarked - everything Bran's maintenance garb wasn't.

"Urgent message for you, TB." Bob's professional tone carried an edge of anxiety.

"Can't. I'm on Chief's business." Bran gestured to the packet Sher Gar had just extracted.

"This is from Nora. Critical blockage in the Hammies fuel line. Needs your personal attention."

"Look, Bob, you take it. I've got to-"

A sharp click cut through the air as Bob's mouth opened impossibly wide, his jaw unhinging like a snake's. "NOW! BRANDON. TAKE THE MESSAGE IMMEDIATELY. NOW!" Nora's commanding voice boomed from Bob's tiny frame, echoing off the Library's memory racks. Bran flinched at the sound, his dendricals curling inside his maintenance gloves.

Bob held out a glowing message packet, his expression returning to neutral as if nothing unusual had happened.

"But I have to take the tunnels," Bran sighed, eyeing the packet with resignation. He turned to Sher Gar, snatching the Chief's message and thrusting it toward Bob. "Here, take this to the Chief. He'll be in the basement or engineering."

Grabbing Nora's message from Bob's outstretched hand, Bran headed for the tunnel entrance. His mind raced through the layout of the lower passages - Sciatic Highway P-tube 4 would be closed after so many moncycles of disuse. He’d take that and find an old branch somewhere down to the Hammies near L2 or L1.

The Library's soft glow faded behind him as he plunged into the darkness of the abandoned tunnels, Nora's message pulsing in his hand like a second heartbeat.

~  ~ ~
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BRAN'S FOOTSTEPS ECHOED through the narrow maintenance shaft as he descended deeper into the ALEx's lower reaches. The familiar hum of the Hammies engines grew stronger, a deep vibration that resonated through his boots. Ahead, a mass of tangled Vitalex tendrils blocked the passage he'd planned to take.

"Brilliant," he muttered, examining the growth with his maintenance gloves. The tendrils had completely overtaken this section, their searching fingers intertwined like an organic puzzle. He'd have to find another way down.

A faint memory surfaced - something about a service tunnel that branched off near the old cooling system. Bran squeezed through a gap between pipes, his tall frame barely fitting the space. The message packet from Nora pulsed insistently in his pocket.

The thought struck him as he navigated another junction. Was it actually the fuel line? He'd heard Bob Beta complaining about blockages in the Blue line last week. Common enough in older vessels, but the ALEx was practically new compared to most...

His dendricals twitched inside their maintenance gloves as a horrible possibility occurred to him. That loose coupling he'd fixed earlier - if he hadn't tightened it properly... The recent Calcium storm could have...

"No, no, no," he whispered, quickening his pace. The passage narrowed further, forcing him to crawl on hands and knees. The Flexishell decking here felt different, almost brittle under his weight. Clearly, this section hadn't seen maintenance in cycles.

A distant rumble shook loose particles from the ceiling. Bran froze, his heart pounding. Was that normal engine vibration, or something worse? If his shoddy repair work had compromised the system...

He pushed forward, ignoring the voice of doubt growing louder in his mind. There had to be a way through these passages. He'd explored every inch of the upper levels as a messenger - surely he could navigate these lower depths just as well.

~ ~ ~
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THE TUNNEL OPENED SUDDENLY into L3 Station, its Flexishell walls gleaming dully in the emergency lighting. Bran's legs carried him forward at full tilt, his mind still racing with possibilities about the Hammies situation. The message packet throbbed against his chest, demanding attention.

Movement flickered at the edge of his vision. His dendricals twitched in warning inside their maintenance gloves, but his momentum was too great. The spike appeared as if conjured from nowhere - a metallic protrusion exactly at chest height. Time seemed to slow as Bran registered its presence, too late to alter his course.

The collision forced his being to stutter and fizzle. Pain exploded through him as he ricocheted off the spike, his lanky frame spinning wildly. The opposite wall rushed to meet him with brutal finality. The crack of his skull against the Flexishell echoed through the station.

Something shifted - a grinding sound that shouldn't have been there. Through blurring vision, Bran watched in horror as the L3 junction point twisted, dislodged by his collision. A sharp chemical smell filled his nostrils as thick liquid began seeping around the damaged station.

The substance touched his exposed dendricals, and white-hot agony shot through his hands. The maintenance gloves offered no protection as the viscous fluid ate into his sensitive nerve endings. 

TiGer's voice echoed in his mind, quoting Romans 12:2: "Be transformed by the renewing of your mind." The words took on new meaning as pain clouded his thoughts. He'd been running - always running - from change, from responsibility, from truth itself.

The chemical burn spread up his dendricals, each picos bringing fresh waves of agony. Darkness crept in from the edges of his vision. His last coherent thought was a desperate prayer for transformation, before consciousness slipped away entirely.
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Chapter 2: Moonlight Awakening
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Pain lanced through Bran's skull as consciousness crept back. The familiar musty smell of his bunk in the Tenements filled his nostrils. His dendricals throbbed beneath fresh bandages, each pulse a reminder of his catastrophic journey through L3 Station.

The cramped space pressed in around him, Flexishell walls mere inches from his shoulders. Even lying perfectly still, his feet brushed against the end of the bunk - a daily reminder that he'd grown too tall for standard Wave Messenger quarters. The dim glow of the emergency lighting cast strange shadows across the ceiling, making the space feel even smaller.

He tried to shift position, but his body protested with sharp twinges. The thin mattress did little to cushion his bruised frame against the hard surface beneath. A dull ache radiated from everywhere the spike and wall had made contact.

Through blurred vision, Bran spotted TiGer's small form perched cross-legged on the floor. Her orange and black striped hair caught the dim light as she swayed gently, lost in meditation.

"Some seeds fell on rocky ground," she murmured, her voice barely above a whisper. "No depth of soil... no root system... withered away." She paused, dendricals clasped together in her lap. "But good soil... that's where transformation happens. Deep roots. Strong growth." 

The words stirred something in Bran's foggy mind. He'd heard this parable before, but TiGer's soft interpretation touched a raw nerve. His own 'soil' felt rocky and shallow - filled with bitterness over his exile, self-pity about his circumstances.

"The seed is truth," TiGer continued, seemingly unaware of his consciousness. "But the soil... that's our hearts, our minds. Have to prepare the ground." Her voice took on a sing-song quality. "Clear out the rocks of pride, pull up thorns of resentment. Then... then real change can take root."

Bran lay still, letting her words wash over him. For once, he didn't feel the urge to dismiss her spiritual musings.

TiGer's eyes snapped open, fixing on Bran with that uncanny intensity she possessed. "Welcome back to the land of the living."

Bran grunted, not trusting his voice. His throat felt like he'd swallowed sand.

"You know," TiGer unfolded her tiny frame and padded closer, "there's this brilliant bit in Philippians that says 'I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me.' Not some things. Not the easy things. ALL things."

Bran turned his head away, studying a particularly interesting patch of Flexishell. The surface rippled slightly, responding to his discomfort.

"Look at me, Beta-Boy." TiGer's voice carried that mix of affection and exasperation she reserved just for him. "You're not defined by that mess with Sera in the Throne Room. Or this exile. Or even that spectacular crash at L3."

"Feels like I am," Bran muttered.

"That's because you're stuck looking backward." She perched on the edge of his bunk, her weight barely registering. "Scripture talks about becoming a new creation - the old gone, the new come. It's not just pretty words, it's neuroscience too. Minds can literally rewire themselves."

Bran shifted uncomfortably, wincing as pain shot through his shoulder. "Easy for you to say. You didn't lose everything."

"No," TiGer agreed, her striped hair catching the dim light as she tilted her head. "But I see someone who could gain everything if he'd stop wallowing in what he lost."

The truth in her words stung worse than his injuries. Bran closed his eyes, but couldn't shut out the gentle wisdom in her voice. Part of him wanted to believe in this transformation she spoke of, but years of bitter experience had taught him to expect the worst.

"Just... think about it," TiGer said softly. "That's all I'm asking."

The memory hit Bran like a physical blow. TiGer’s reminder of that business with Sera dragged him back to that day in the Throne Room, the once-magnificent chamber now dulled by Sera's prolonged occupation. The Tree of Life's branches had drooped, its leaves withering before his eyes while she lounged upon the sacred seat, radiating smug satisfaction.

Beside it, the Tree of Knowledge had flourished, its branches stretching toward the ceiling, leaves glossy with unnatural vitality. The sight had turned his stomach - wrong on a level he couldn't articulate. He'd stood there, frozen, as the golden throne lost its lustre, tarnishing beneath Sera's presence.

"Someone needs to do something," he'd whispered to himself, but his dendricals had trembled at his sides, gloves feeling too tight, too restrictive. The other Wave Messengers had backed away, leaving him alone to witness the Tree of Life's decline.

The memory of Sera's zen-like smile haunted him still - her complete conviction that she belonged there, that her presence was right and proper. Even as systems throughout The ALEx had begun to malfunction, she'd remained unmoved, serene in her usurpation.

Bran had never felt smaller than in that moment, watching helplessly as everything sacred seemed to decay. His inability to act, to prevent what was happening, had carved a hollow space inside him that exile had only deepened.

Through the haze of that painful memory, Bran recalled Sher Gar's arrival in the Throne Room, his hooves clicking against the deteriorating floor. The magnificent chestnut stallion had surveyed the scene, his white blaze stark against his dark coat.

"The soil must be prepared," Sher Gar had announced, his deep voice cutting through the panicked whispers. "Just as a farmer doesn't simply cast seed onto hard ground, we cannot expect wisdom to take root in unprepared hearts."

Bran remembered shifting uncomfortably as Sher Gar's knowing gaze swept over the assembled crew. The Chief Librarian's words had struck him as oddly relevant, even then.

"Our minds," Sher Gar continued, punctuating his words with a gentle snort, "are like gardens. Each experience, each relationship, each moment shapes the pathways within. When we allow pride to harden the soil of our hearts, nothing good can grow."

The horse's words had drawn Bran's attention back to Sera, still lounging on the throne. The Tree of Life's leaves had continued their slow descent, each one that touched the floor sending ripples through the Flexishell decking.

"But here's the wonder of it all," Sher Gar had added, his voice warming with enthusiasm. "Our minds can change. New pathways can form. Old patterns can be broken." He'd stamped one hoof for emphasis. "The question isn't whether transformation is possible - it's whether we're willing to prepare the soil."

Looking back now, Bran realised how prophetic those words had been. His own exile had started that very moncycle, though he hadn't known it then. Perhaps his soil had been too hard, too resistant to change.

A gentle warmth pulled Bran from his memories. His eyes snapped open to find Roxy standing in his cramped quarters, her flowing white dress somehow unmarred by the grimy surroundings. The auburn waves of her hair caught the dim light, creating a soft halo effect that made his heart skip.

"Your thoughts were so loud, I could hear them from Love Island," Roxy said, her melodic voice filling the small space. The Flexishell walls seemed to pulse in response to her presence, their usual dull surface taking on a pearl-like sheen.

TiGer quietly slipped out, leaving them alone. Bran tried to sit up straighter, painfully aware of his disheveled appearance.

"The past doesn't define who you can become," Roxy continued, gracefully settling onto the edge of his bunk. Her proximity sent waves of comfort through him, easing the ache in his muscles. "Every moment is a chance to write a new story."

"Even for someone like me?" The words slipped out before he could stop them.

"Especially for you." Roxy's smile lit up the cramped quarters like dawn breaking through storm clouds. "You know, there's profound truth in what the ancients wrote - 'Therefore, if anyone is in Christ, the new creation has come: The old has gone, the new is here.' Your dendrical networks aren't set in stone, Bran. They can be rewired, reshaped."

Her hand brushed his bandaged dendricals, sending a tingling sensation up his arm. "You can do all things through Christ who strengthens you. That includes changing old patterns, breaking free from the stories you've been telling yourself."

The warmth of her presence seemed to seep into his very being, making him feel truly safe for the first time since his exile began. In that moment, transformation didn't seem like such an impossible concept.

Bran's legs trembled as Roxy and TiGer helped him up from the bunk. Pain shot through his bandaged dendricals, making him wince. The Flexishell floor seemed to swim beneath his feet, and he stumbled.

"Easy there, Beta-Boy," TiGer steadied him with surprising strength for her tiny frame. "One step at a time."

Roxy's presence on his other side radiated comfort, but even that couldn't fully quell the dread building in his chest. Captain Higgs wanted to see him. His stomach churned at the thought.

They made their way through the dim corridors of the Tenements, each step sending fresh waves of pain through his battered body. The Flexishell decking rippled subtly beneath them, adjusting its texture to provide better grip.

"Your dendrical matrix is like a garden," TiGer said, breaking the tense silence. "Right now, you've got these well-worn pathways of negative messaging. But we can create new routes."

"It's called cognitive restructuring," Roxy added, her melodic voice somehow making the clinical term sound beautiful. "Every time you challenge a negative thought, you're carving out a new route through your dendrical networks."

Bran kept his eyes fixed on the floor, watching his feet shuffle forward. "Feels more like I'm stumbling down the same old paths."

"That's because those paths are familiar," Roxy said. "But just like we're helping you walk right now, you can lean on others while you build new mental pathways."

The mention of 'others' made Bran's chest tighten. Everyone who'd ever helped him had ended up disappointed. Now here he was, heading to face Captain Higgs, probably to receive another punishment, another exile, another confirmation of his worthlessness.

"Your thoughts are spiraling again," TiGer observed. "I can see it in your face. Remember what we discussed about taking every thought captive?"

Bran nodded mechanically, but his mind was already racing ahead to the Nexus, imagining Cripps's accusatory stare, Cropper's smug satisfaction at his failure.

The tramp of boots echoed down the corridor, growing louder with each passing moment. Bran's heart rate spiked as six Adreno Guards rounded the corner, their red and silver uniforms gleaming under the harsh lighting. The Flexishell beneath their feet darkened to a deep crimson, reflecting their aggressive energy.

"HALT!" The lead guard's voice boomed through the narrow space. "The prisoner will come with us immediately."

"Prisoner?" Bran, TiGer, and Roxy spoke in unison, their voices bouncing off the walls.

"We have orders from AOC Cropper." The guard's hand rested on his stun baton. "The prisoner is to be escorted to his office now."

"There must be some mistake." Roxy's usual melodic tones carried an edge of steel. "We're taking him to Captain Higgs under her direct orders."

"NO MISTAKE!" Another guard stepped forward, vibrating with intensity. "AOC Cropper's orders supersede all others in matters of internal security."

Bran felt TiGer's tiny frame tense beside him. His dendricals throbbed beneath their bandages as the guards closed ranks around them, their faces set in identical masks of grim determination.

"Since when does Cropper outrank the Captain?" TiGer's voice dripped with barely contained fury.

"ENOUGH TALK! MOVE NOW!" The lead guard reached for Bran's arm.

The Flexishell beneath them pulsed an angry red, matching the mounting tension in the corridor. Bran's legs trembled, partly from pain, partly from fear. He'd seen that look in the Adrenos' eyes before - they weren't leaving without him.

Bran's dendricals twitched beneath their bandages as he studied the Adreno Guards' rigid faces. His usual instinct screamed at him to shrink away, to let them drag him off to whatever fate Cropper had planned. The familiar weight of defeat pressed against his chest.

But something felt different this time. TiGer's words about taking thoughts captive echoed in his mind. The verse she'd quoted earlier surfaced: "I can do all things through Christ who strengthens me."

The Flexishell beneath his feet steadied, its angry red pulse settling into a more determined glow. His legs still trembled from injury, but his spine straightened ever so slightly.

"I'll go," Bran said, surprising himself with the steadiness in his voice. "But I'm walking there on my own."

The lead guard's hand dropped from his stun baton, clearly thrown by this unexpected cooperation. Bran felt Roxy's warmth fade as she stepped back, though her presence remained like a supportive beacon behind him.

Years of letting others push him around, of accepting exile and punishment without question - it all seemed to crystallize in this moment. The path ahead still terrified him, but for once, he was choosing to walk it rather than being dragged along.

"Let's get this over with," Bran said, taking a shaky step forward. His injuries protested, but something stronger than physical pain propelled him. Each step felt like breaking new ground, forging those fresh dendrical networks TiGer had mentioned.

The guards fell into formation around him, their boots clicking against the Flexishell in perfect rhythm. But this time, Bran wasn't their prisoner. He was walking to face Cropper on his own terms, supported by a strength he hadn't known he possessed.

Bran shuffled between the Adreno Guards, their rhythmic boots echoing through the corridor. The Flexishell beneath rippled with each step, its surface reflecting his turbulent thoughts.

He'd spent so long believing he was nothing but a failure, a disappointment - the Beta Wave messenger who couldn't even deliver messages properly. That story had become his reality, shaping every decision, every reaction. Even now, part of him whispered that Cropper was right to summon him, right to end his career.

His dendricals throbbed beneath their bandages. The pain triggered a memory of Sher Gar's words from earlier: "The mind forms paths like water carves channels. Each thought deepens the groove until it becomes the only way we know how to flow."

The guards marched him past Love Island. Through the viewport, he caught a glimpse of Roxy's domain, where she worked tirelessly to build trust and community. He'd always avoided it, convinced he didn't deserve that kind of connection.

"KEEP MOVING!" An Adreno guard prodded him forward.

Bran stumbled slightly but kept his footing. The old him would have mumbled an apology, shrunk into himself. Instead, he straightened his spine, ignored the guard's growl.

TiGer's voice echoed in his mind: "Taking thoughts captive means choosing which stories to believe." Well, his current story was about to end anyway - Cropper would see to that. But maybe, just maybe, that didn't have to mean accepting the role of victim one last time.

The party approached Cropper's office, its entrance gleaming with that excessive polish he insisted upon. Bran's heart hammered against his ribs. Permanent discharge seemed inevitable, but for once, he didn't feel like curling up and accepting whatever Cropper dished out. 

Even if this was the end, he could choose how to face it.
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Chapter 3: Shadow in the Limelight
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The Adreno Guards' boots clattered against the Flexishell floor, their red and silver uniforms catching the dim corridor lights. Bran's injuries screamed with each step as they marched him towards the Central Collusseum where Cropper's office lurked.

"MOVE FASTER!" The guard on his left vibrated with barely contained energy.

"GO! GO! GO!" His colleague on the right matched the intensity, both of them practically bouncing off the walls.

Their commands ricocheted through the narrow passage, multiplying until it felt like an entire platoon shouted at him. The guards' constant state of heightened alertness pressed in around Bran, making the air feel thick and heavy. 

"NO TIME TO WASTE!" The left guard's voice cracked with urgency.

Bran's dendricals twitched beneath their bandages as the guards hustled him past maintenance hatches and warning signs, their pace increasing with each step towards Cropper's domain.

Bran's joints protested with each forceful step. His mind drifted to that moment in the Throne Room - how he'd frozen when Sera needed him most. The memory burned, familiar self-loathing rising like bile.

I know what I should do, but I keep messing up. The thought echoed through his consciousness as the Adrenos shoved him forward. He'd tried to change after his exile, attempted to be better, more responsible. Yet here he was again, being dragged to face consequences for another failure.

His dendricals throbbed beneath their bandages, a physical reminder of his latest mishap at L3 Station. The pain matched the ache in his chest as he recognised the pattern - good intentions crumbling under pressure, right choices abandoned in crucial moments.

Sher Gar's words about preparing the soil of one's heart rang hollow now. How could he cultivate anything good when everything he touched seemed to wither? The struggle between who he wanted to be and who he was felt like a chasm too wide to cross.

I do not understand what I do, he thought. For what I want to do I do not do, but what I hate I do.

As the Adreno Guards marched him past a bank of darkened observation screens, Bran caught glimpses of his reflection - tall, thin, that shock of reddish-brown hair like an unkempt shrub. His dendricals hung limp beneath their bandages, a far cry from the proud Beta Wave Messenger he'd once been.

The dim light warped his reflection, and for a moment he saw himself as he was before the exile - standing tall in his pristine silver uniform with its yellow lightning flashes, dendricals crackling with energy as he raced important messages through the tubes. That Bran had sneered at the Automotons, dismissed their wisdom, treated the whole ship like his personal playground.

Another window, another memory - himself bursting into the Throne Room uninvited, certain he could handle whatever crisis arose. His arrogance had only made things worse as Sera remained barricaded inside, the Tree of Life withering while he floundered uselessly.

The next reflection showed him racing through restricted sections, taking shortcuts through vital systems because he knew better than everyone else. How many times had his "shortcuts" caused cascading failures throughout The ALEx? The Automotons had cleaned up his messes while he'd swaggered away, oblivious to the chaos he left in his wake.

Each screen revealed another version of himself - younger, cockier, more foolish. The Beta Wave Messenger who thought rules were for lesser beings. The officer-in-training who ignored safety protocols because they slowed him down. The exile who still hadn't learned his lesson, still rushing headlong into disaster at L3 Station.

~ ~ ~
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THE MEMORY HIT BRAN like a physical blow. That night, three moncycles ago, when he'd tried to impress Gemma with his access to restricted areas. Her posh giggles had echoed through the corridor as he'd override the security protocols on Cropper's office door.

"Watch this," he'd whispered, his dendricals crackling with nervous energy beneath his red and blue gloves. The door had slid open with a soft hiss.

Inside stood Cropper, caught in an undignified state of undress, his once-imposing Gestapoesque uniform now draped about him like forgotten laundry. His regulation trousers had abandoned their post and slumped defiantly around his feet. A wizened, shrunken fellow knelt before him, resembling nothing so much as an animated dried prune. Cropper's usually pristine plumage stuck out in all directions, whilst his palms remained locked to his sides as though magnetised there at the instant he'd noticed their intrusion.

"Do excuse us barging in. Please continue, gentlemen," Bran squeaked, struggling to suppress his mirth.

Cropper's handsome face had contorted, his affected accent slipping as rage took over. "You... you..." His theatrical crow-like caw had turned into a distinctly un-crow-like screech of fury.

The memory of Gemma's delighted cackle still burned. She'd disappeared moments later, leaving Bran to face Cropper's wrath alone. That single moment of showing off had cost him everything - his position, his status, his future. All to impress a girl who'd treated him like a disposable toy in her game of sibling rivalry with TiGer.

The Adreno Guards' boots thundered against the flexishell, yanking Bran back to his present predicament. His bandaged dendricals throbbed with phantom embarrassment.

Bran's mind drifted to that mockery of justice three ancycles ago. The Central Collusseum had been packed - every Beta and Gamma Wave Messenger squeezed onto the observation decks, their silver uniforms gleaming under the harsh lights. Cropper had strutted before them in his snappy black uniform, each precise step a performance.

"This specimen," Cropper had over-enunciated, gesturing at Bran with theatrical disdain, "represents everything wrong with our modern messaging system. No respect for authority. No understanding of proper procedures."

A perfectly-timed caw punctuated his words. The assembled messengers had shifted uncomfortably, avoiding Bran's gaze. Even TiGer, usually so quick to defend him, had remained silent.

"Such flagrant disregard for privacy and protocol cannot go unpunished." Cropper's affected accent had grown more pronounced with each syllable. "We must make an example."

The memory of Cropper's vindictive smile still made Bran's dendricals twitch beneath their bandages. Had exile really been the only option? Perhaps if he'd shown more remorse, apologised properly instead of standing there with that defiant smirk...

But then he remembered the Chief's gruff wisdom during those first dark cycles in the basement: "Sometimes you need to hit rock bottom before you can start climbing back up."

Working alongside the Automotons had taught Bran more about responsibility and respect than all his messenger training combined. Their simple dedication to keeping The ALEx running smoothly contrasted sharply with his former arrogance.

Still, doubt gnawed at him. Had his punishment truly fit the crime? Or had Cropper simply seized the opportunity to eliminate a potential rival? The uncertainty weighed heavier than any physical pain from his recent injuries.

~ ~ ~
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THE ADRENO GUARDS HALTED abruptly outside Cropper's office, nearly causing Bran to stumble. The flexishell beneath his feet rippled with an unsettling pattern, as if the ship itself sensed his discomfort.

A hooded figure emerged from Cropper's office, hunched and withered like a dried prune. For a fleeting moment, he questioned whether this shrivelled figure was the same one from that fateful day. Their gazes connected for a picos - dark, sunken orbs that sparked a memory of Creetnin from that nightmare in the Throne Room. The same malevolent intelligence lurked behind those eyes, sending ice through Bran's veins.

The figure shuffled past, their black cape brushing against Bran's bandaged dendricals. The touch sent shivers racing up his arms, leaving behind an inexplicable sense of dread.

OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/cover.jpg
by John Michael






OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





OEBPS/d2d_images/scene_break.png





