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For Princess, Angel, and Rockie.

1 ⧖ The Woman Who Walked Into the Trees
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The first thing I remember is the sound of the house breathing.

I was four—small enough that the world still felt too big, too bright, too untranslated. The floorboards were warm under my feet, the air thick with the smell of pine and solder drifting in from Dad’s workshop. Somewhere in the walls, the inverter hummed its low, steady pulse. I didn’t know what electricity was, but I knew the house was alive.

She knelt in front of me in the living room, her knees sinking into the old woven rug. Sunlight poured through the tall windows behind her, turning her hair into a halo of gold. She looked like a storybook drawing—too soft for the sharpness of the world.

Her hand cupped my cheek. Warm. Certain.

“You are exactly where you need to be,” she said.

I didn’t understand the words, not really. But I understood the feeling—like the world had clicked into place for a moment.

She stood, smoothed her coat, and gave me a smile that felt like a secret meant only for me. Then she turned toward the open door.

Dad was in the kitchen, pretending not to watch. He always pretended not to watch her.

She stepped outside.

The trees were tall then—taller than they are now, or maybe I was just smaller. The air smelled like rain even though the sky was clear. She walked forward, slow and deliberate, like she was following a path only she could see.

One step.

Two.

Three.

And then she was gone.

Not hidden behind a tree. Not swallowed by shadow. Not out of sight.

Gone.

Like the world folded around her and forgot to unfold.

Dad burst through the doorway a second later, panic already rising in his voice.

“How could you leave such a genius with me? I can barely take care of myself!”

He ran after her, stopping exactly where she’d vanished. His hands hovered in the air, reaching for something that wasn’t there.

The wind shifted. Leaves rustled. And her voice—soft, certain, impossible—came from everywhere and nowhere at once.

“You’re perfect. You’ll know what to do. I trust you.”

Dad froze. His shoulders dropped. Something in him broke and healed at the same time.

He turned back toward me, eyes wide, face pale, trying to smile like nothing had happened.

But I knew something had.

The house hummed behind us. The trees swayed. The world held its breath.

And that was the last time I saw my mother.

The memory ends there—clean, sharp, like a page torn from a book. Everything before it is darkness. Everything after it is noise.

But that moment?

That moment is the first thing I ever owned.

2 ⧖ The House That Hums
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Dad never talked about the university unless something in the workshop broke.

It was like the two were connected—some invisible wire between a jammed gear and a memory he didn’t want to touch. The moment a machine sputtered or a circuit fried, he’d mutter something about “peer review” or “intellectual cowards” under his breath, then pretend he hadn’t said anything at all.

I learned more about his past from the things he didn’t say than the things he did.

Tonight, the workshop was quiet except for the hum of the house and the soft clink of tools as Dad rummaged through a drawer he’d already checked twice. He wasn’t looking for anything. He was stalling.

“You ever wonder why we live out here?” he asked finally.

“No,” I said. “Do you?”

He huffed a laugh. “Every day.”

He pulled out a notebook—one of the old ones, the kind with frayed edges and coffee stains and pages so worn they looked like they’d been handled by a thousand hands instead of one. He flipped it open to a diagram of a stone structure I didn’t recognize. Angles. Measurements. Notes in his cramped, slanted handwriting.

“This,” he said, tapping the page, “is why.”

I studied the drawing. “It’s wrong.”

He blinked. “What?”

“The angle here,” I said, pointing. “It’s off by two degrees. And the base isn’t level. It’s compensating for a shift in the bedrock.”

Dad stared at me like I’d just recited a prophecy.

“That’s what I said,” he whispered. “Fifteen years ago. In a lecture hall full of people who thought they were smarter than me.”

He closed the notebook gently, like it was something fragile.

“They laughed,” he said. “Not even quietly. Full-on laughed. Said I was seeing patterns that weren’t there. Said I was trying to rewrite history because I couldn’t handle the real thing.”

He leaned back against the workbench, rubbing his temples.

“I wasn’t trying to rewrite anything,” he said. “I was trying to read it. Properly. The way it was meant to be read.”

I didn’t know what to say. Dad didn’t talk like this often—open, raw, unfiltered. It felt like watching a machine with no casing, all gears and wires exposed.

He picked up another notebook. This one was newer. Cleaner. He flipped to a page filled with sketches of ancient sites—pyramids, temples, monoliths. Lines connecting them. Ratios. Distances. Patterns.

“You see it, don’t you?” he asked.

I did. Instantly. The symmetry. The geometry. The impossible precision across cultures separated by oceans and millennia.

“It’s obvious,” I said.

Dad laughed again, but there was no humour in it this time.

“Obvious,” he repeated. “God, kid... if I’d had you in those lectures, they would’ve burned the university down before admitting I was right.”

He set the notebook aside and looked at me—really looked at me.

“You’re different,” he said softly. “Not in a bad way. Just... different.”

I didn’t understand what he meant. I never did when he said things like that.

To me, the world was simple. Patterns were patterns. Problems were problems. Solutions were just the natural end of a thought.

Dad sighed and pushed off the workbench, trying to shake off the heaviness.

“Anyway,” he said, forcing a smile, “that’s why we live out here. Easier to build things when no one’s trying to tell you you’re crazy.”

He walked toward the kitchen, mug in hand, humming off-key like he always did when he wanted to pretend everything was fine.

I stayed in the workshop, staring at the notebooks.

The angles. The ratios. The patterns.

They weren’t just similar.

They were identical.

And I didn’t know it yet, but everything Dad had been mocked for—everything he’d been exiled for—was about to be proven true.

Not by him.

By me.

3 ⧖ The Archaeologist Who Wasn’t Allowed to Dig
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Dad always tested me when he was nervous.

Not in a mean way. More like he needed to confirm the world still worked the way he thought it did. Tonight, he hovered near the kitchen table with a scrap of paper in his hand, tapping it against his leg like a metronome set too fast.

“Humour me,” he said.

He slid the paper across the table. Two numbers. Nothing special. Nothing threatening. Just integers sitting there like they were waiting for someone to notice them.

I picked up the pencil.

“Addition?” I asked.

“Start there.”

I wrote the sum. Easy. Obvious.

“Subtraction?”

I wrote that too.

“Multiplication?”

Done.

“Division?”

Done.

He watched me too closely. Not like a father watching his kid do homework. More like a scientist watching a particle behave in a way the textbooks said it shouldn’t.

“Okay,” he said, voice tight. “Now... everything else.”

Everything else.

I knew what he meant. Factorization. Roots. Exponents. Logarithms. Modular arithmetic. Prime decomposition. Ratios. Harmonics. Patterns. The hidden structures numbers carry when you stop treating them like symbols and start treating them like living things.

I wrote.

The pencil moved faster than I could think, which didn’t make sense because I was thinking faster than I could breathe. The numbers unfolded, revealing their skeletons, their symmetries, their secrets. It felt like tracing the veins of a leaf—natural, inevitable.

Dad didn’t blink.

When I finished, the page looked like a map of something ancient and mathematical, a diagram of a truth no one had bothered to name yet.

Dad exhaled slowly, like he’d been holding his breath for years.

“You know,” he said, “most people can’t do that.”

I shrugged. “It’s just numbers.”

He laughed, but it wasn’t a real laugh. It was the kind that breaks in the middle.

“Kid,” he said, rubbing his face, “you have no idea.”

The house hummed.

Not the usual hum. Not the soft, electrical exhale I’d grown up with. This one was deeper. Resonant. Like the walls were tuning themselves to a frequency only I could hear.

Dad froze.

“You hear that?” he whispered.

I nodded.

The hum grew louder. The lights flickered. The air thickened, like the room was filling with invisible water. My skin prickled. The numbers on the page blurred, then sharpened, then blurred again.

Dad stepped back, eyes wide.

“Gabe,” he said, voice cracking, “something’s—”

The hum snapped into silence.

Not faded.

Snapped.

Like someone had cut the sound out of the world with a knife.

The droplet of tea hanging from the kettle spout froze in mid-air.

Dad’s mouth hung open mid-word.

The clock on the wall stopped.

Everything stopped.

Everything except me.

I looked at the numbers on the page.

They weren’t numbers anymore.

They were coordinates.

Coordinates I shouldn’t have been able to read.

Coordinates I somehow knew were meant for me.

The air shimmered.

And the world began to break open.

4 ⧖ The Second Before

[image: ]

There’s a moment right before something impossible happens when the world feels like it’s inhaling.

That’s what the kitchen felt like.

The hum had snapped into silence. The lights froze mid-flicker. The air thickened until it felt like I was standing inside a held breath. Dad was still half-turned toward me, mouth open, eyes wide, caught between a warning and a question he’d never get to finish.

The droplet of tea hung from the kettle spout, perfectly round, perfectly still—a tiny glass bead suspended in a universe that had forgotten how to move.

I stood up slowly.

Not because I was scared. Because I didn’t want to break whatever this was.

The numbers on the page glowed faintly, like they were remembering they were more than symbols. The coordinates pulsed in my mind—clean, sharp, inevitable.

Something shifted behind me.

Not a sound. Not a movement. A presence.

Like the air had decided to become aware of itself.

I turned.

The ceiling wasn’t a ceiling anymore. It was a membrane—thin, luminous, rippling with a light that wasn’t light. Geometry folded inward, shapes forming and unforming faster than thought. And then something reached through.

A hand.

Not flesh. Not metal. Not energy.

Something older.

Something that made every atom in the room remember where it came from.

It passed through the roof without disturbing a single shingle. It passed through the air without pushing it aside. It passed through the world like the world was the illusion.

The hand opened, palm up, waiting.

I didn’t move.

I didn’t have to.

The hand moved for me—slow, gentle, deliberate. It closed around me with a warmth that felt like memory. Not a memory I had lived, but one I had been born with.

The moment it touched me, the world dissolved.

Not shattered. Not exploded. Just... let go.

The kitchen faded into a wash of colour and soundless vibration. Dad’s frozen face blurred into light. The droplet of tea stretched into a line, then a thread, then nothing at all.

I felt weightless. Rootless. Unbound.

And then I heard it.

Not a voice. Not sound.

Meaning.

Pure, unfiltered meaning, spoken directly into the architecture of my mind.

Gabriel.

The name hit me like a key turning in a lock I didn’t know I had. It wasn’t new. It wasn’t foreign. It was something I had always been, waiting under the surface of who I thought I was.

Gabe was the mask. Gabriel was the truth.

The hand lifted me higher, through the membrane of the world, into a place where space bent like fabric and time curled around itself like smoke.

I didn’t feel fear.

I felt something else.

Recognition.

Like I was finally standing in the doorway of a home I had never seen but always known.

The presence spoke again—warm, calm, with a hint of humour woven through the infinite.

Come, Gabriel. There is much to see.

5 ⧖ Gabriel
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The place He took me wasn’t space.

Space is cold, empty, mathematical. This was warm. Textured. Like standing inside the memory of light. Colours moved without moving. Shapes existed without form. It felt like the universe had been reduced to its scaffolding and someone had invited me backstage.

The hand released me gently.

I didn’t fall. There was nowhere to fall to. I simply existed, suspended in a medium that wasn’t air or water or anything I had a name for.

Then the presence settled around me.

Not heavy. Not overwhelming. Just... complete. Like a blanket of meaning wrapped around my mind.

Gabriel.

The name resonated through me, not as a command, not as a revelation, but as a reminder. Something I had always been but had forgotten in the noise of being human.

“I’m not scared,” I said.

I didn’t know why I said it. It just felt true.

A warmth pulsed through the space, like a smile made of light.

Of course you’re not. You recognize Me.

His voice wasn’t a voice. It was intention shaped into language for my sake. Every word carried layers—humor, affection, patience older than stars.

I looked down.

Earth hung below us, blue and fragile, wrapped in thin clouds like silk. I’d seen pictures, videos, simulations. None of them captured the feeling of seeing your entire world from the outside.

“It’s beautiful,” I whispered.

It always has been. Even when you forget.

I turned toward the presence. I couldn’t see Him, not directly. He wasn’t a shape. He wasn’t a figure. He was the idea of a figure, the suggestion of form, the outline of something too large to fit inside a universe.

“Why me?” I asked.

A soft ripple of amusement.

You already know the answer.

I opened my mouth to argue, then closed it. Because He was right. Somewhere deep inside, beneath the noise of thought, I did know.

He drifted closer—not physically, but in meaning. The space around me warmed.

There is much you must see, Gabriel. Much you must understand. But we will begin gently.

He gestured—not with a hand, but with a shift in the fabric of reality.

Earth rewound beneath us. Oceans boiled. Continents glowed red. The moon shrank, then vanished. The planet became a molten sphere suspended in the dark.

“This is the beginning?” I asked.

The beginning you are allowed to see.

There was humor in that. A soft, knowing humor that made me feel like a child asking to lift a mountain.

“I want to see before this,” I said. “The beginning. Big bang.”

The warmth dimmed—not in anger, but in something like tenderness.

No, Gabriel. Not then.

The refusal wasn’t a barrier. It was a boundary drawn with love.

Before I could speak again, the world shifted. Millions of years passed in a single breath. The molten sphere cooled. Oceans formed. Land rose. Life sparked.

And then—

Cities.

Vast, crystalline cities rising from coastlines that no longer exist. Towers that bent light. Structures that hummed with energy I couldn’t name.

A civilization that looked human but wasn’t.

I stared, breathless.

“They’re beautiful.”

They were.

“What happened to them?”

They left.

“Why?”

A pause. Not hesitation—consideration.

Because they could.

I waited for more. None came.

The cities faded. Time accelerated. Another civilization rose, smaller, shorter-lived. They too vanished without trace.

“Where did they go?” I asked.

Away.

“Where is away?”

A soft pulse of humor.

You cannot see beyond Earth, Gabriel. Not yet.

The world shifted again. Dinosaurs roared. An asteroid burned across the sky. Impact. Fire. Silence.

Then—ships.

Silver, geometric, descending like seeds through the atmosphere.

“Are they gods?” I asked.

No.  

Warm. Certain.

Just older children.

I watched them modify early humans, lift stones with gravity fields, build wonders, mine gold with ritualistic hunger.

“Where did they come from?”

Elsewhere.

“Where did they go?”

Elsewhere.

“Why can’t I see it?”

Because your eyes are not ready.

I turned toward the presence again.

“Will they be?”

The warmth deepened.

Yes, Gabriel. In time.

The space around us brightened, folding inward like a curtain being drawn.

There is more to show you. But first—someone wishes to see you.

The light shifted.

And my mother stepped forward from the glow.

6 ⧖ The Mother in the Void
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She stepped out of the light like she’d been waiting just beyond the edge of my vision for sixteen years.

Same coat.

Same hair.

Same soft expression.

Exactly as she looked the day she walked three steps into the trees and disappeared.

My breath caught—not in fear, but in recognition so deep it felt like my bones remembered her before my mind did.

“Mom?” I whispered.

Her smile was small, warm, impossibly familiar. The kind of smile that makes the world feel safe even when you’re standing outside of it.

“My beautiful, perfect Gabriel.”

The name hit harder coming from her than it had from Him. Not because it was new, but because it wasn’t. It felt like she was speaking to the part of me that had been asleep my entire life.

I drifted toward her without moving. The space between us folded like fabric, closing the distance without effort. She reached out and touched my cheek with the same hand, the same warmth, the same certainty as in my first memory.

Only now I understood the weight behind it.

“You left,” I said. It wasn’t an accusation. Just a truth I’d been carrying like a stone in my chest.

She nodded, eyes soft. “I had to.”

“Why?”

Her gaze flicked toward the presence behind me—toward Him. Not fear. Not submission. Something closer to reverence. Partnership. Understanding.

“Because you were never meant to grow up in the noise,” she said. “You were meant to hear Him clearly.”

I swallowed. “Dad... he thought he wasn’t enough.”

Her smile deepened, sadness woven through it like a thread of gold. “Your father is more than enough. He always was. He just never believed it.”

“He misses you.”

“I know.” Her voice trembled, just once. “And I miss him. But love isn’t always staying. Sometimes it’s stepping aside so something greater can unfold.”

I didn’t fully understand, but the truth of it settled into me like a seed.

She stepped closer, placing her forehead against mine. The warmth of her presence wasn’t physical—it was something deeper, something that reached into the architecture of who I was.

“You are exactly where you need to be,” she whispered.

The same words she’d spoken the day she left.

Only now I understood them.

She pulled back, eyes shining with something ancient and tender.

“There is so much you will see, Gabriel. So much you will carry. But you will never carry it alone.”

I felt Him behind me—calm, infinite, patient.

“Will I see you again?” I asked.

She smiled, and the void brightened around her.

“You will see me when you need me. And you will need me again.”

Her form began to dissolve—not fading, not vanishing, but unfolding back into the light she came from.

“Mom—”

She touched my cheek one last time.

“I am proud of you. I always have been. I always will be.”

And then she was gone.

The space dimmed. The warmth shifted. The presence of God settled around me again, gentle and steady.

Come, Gabriel. There is more to understand.

I wiped my face without realizing I’d been crying.

“I’m ready,” I said.

And I was.

7 ⧖ The First Civilization
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The light around us folded inward, and the Earth below rewound like someone dragging a finger across the surface of time.

Continents blurred. Oceans boiled. Volcanoes erupted in reverse. The moon shrank, then vanished entirely. The planet became a molten sphere suspended in a darkness so complete it felt like the universe was holding its breath.

Then—cooling.

Slow at first.

Then faster.

Then faster still.

Clouds formed. Rain fell for centuries in a single heartbeat. Oceans pooled into basins that no longer exist. Land rose, cracked, shifted.

And then the world stilled.

Watch, Gabriel.

His voice wasn’t a command. It was an invitation.

The coastline shimmered. Something moved beneath the water—shapes, structures, geometry too precise to be natural. Towers rose from the ocean like they’d been waiting for permission. Light refracted off surfaces that weren’t stone or metal, but something in between—crystalline, resonant, alive.

A city.

No—an entire civilization.

It stretched across the coastline in fractal patterns, each structure reflecting the next like a recursive equation made of architecture. Bridges curved in impossible arcs. Spires twisted like strands of DNA. Energy pulsed through the buildings in soft waves, synchronized like a heartbeat.

They looked human.

Almost.

Their movements were fluid, efficient, purposeful. Their bodies were tall, slender, built for a gravity slightly different from ours. Their eyes glowed with a faint inner light, like they were lit from behind by something more than biology.

“They’re beautiful,” I whispered.

They were.

“What did they call themselves?”

A warm ripple of amusement.

Names are for those who expect to be remembered. They did not.

I watched them work—building, studying, creating. Their technology wasn’t machinery. It was symbiosis. Tools that responded to thought. Materials that shifted shape. Structures that grew like coral and healed like skin.

“How long did they last?” I asked.

Two hundred million years.

The number hit me like a physical force.

“That’s... impossible.”

Only to those who measure time by their own lifespans.

The city expanded. More rose along the coast. Then inland. Then across continents. A global civilization, unified not by conquest but by purpose.

“What happened to them?” I asked.

The light dimmed.

They left.

“Why?”

A pause. Not hesitation—respect.

Because they reached the end of what Earth could teach them.

I tried to imagine that. A species so advanced they outgrew a planet.

“Did they ascend? Transcend? Die out?”

None of those.

“Then what?”

They stepped sideways.

“Sideways?”

Into a place you cannot see. Not yet.

The city flickered. The towers dimmed. The people paused mid-movement, as if listening to something I couldn’t hear.

Then—

They vanished.

Not died.

Not collapsed.

Not destroyed.

Vanished.

The buildings remained for a moment, glowing faintly, like afterimages on the retina of the world. Then they too dissolved, returning to the Earth as if they had never been.

The coastline was empty again.

“Why is there no trace?” I asked.

Because they chose to leave none.

“Why?”

Because the next children needed a clean slate.

I stared at the empty shore, trying to imagine a civilization erasing itself out of kindness.

“Did they know we would come after them?”

They hoped.

The world shifted again. The coastline blurred. Time accelerated.

Come, Gabriel. There is another.

8 ⧖ The Second Civilization
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The world shifted again.

The coastline blurred, continents drifted, oceans rose and fell like the planet was breathing in geological time. Mountains grew, eroded, grew again. Life crawled out of the water, stretched upward, then vanished in cycles too fast for my mind to fully grasp.

Then the pace slowed.

A new landmass stabilized. Forests thickened. Rivers carved paths that would one day be fossils. And on a plateau that no longer exists, something stirred.

Not cities.

Not yet.

Structures.

Small at first—stone platforms arranged in spirals, geometric patterns carved into the earth, symbols etched with a precision that felt deliberate rather than decorative.

“Who are they?” I asked.

The second children.

They emerged from the forests in groups—shorter than the first civilization, broader, built for endurance rather than elegance. Their skin carried a faint iridescence, like minerals woven into flesh. Their eyes were dark, reflective, taking in more light than human eyes ever could.

They moved with purpose, but not the serene confidence of the first civilization. There was urgency in them. Hunger. Curiosity sharpened into ambition.

“They’re... different,” I said.

They were born of a harsher world.

I watched them build.

Not towers of light.

Not crystalline cities.

But stone.

Massive, interlocking stone blocks cut with impossible precision.

They built upward, outward, downward—tunnels spiraling into the earth, chambers aligned with stars that no longer exist in the same positions.

“They’re advanced,” I said.

Advanced enough to reach for the truth. Not advanced enough to hold it.

Their society grew quickly—too quickly. They discovered energy fields, gravity manipulation, harmonic resonance. They learned to shape stone with sound. They learned to store information in crystalline lattices.

But they lacked something the first civilization had possessed effortlessly.

Balance.

“They’re unstable,” I whispered.

Yes.

I watched them argue. Fight. Split into factions. Compete for knowledge they didn’t fully understand. Their technology outpaced their wisdom, and the gap widened with every generation.

“What happened to them?” I asked.

The sky darkened.

A storm gathered—unnatural, geometric, spiraling in ways storms shouldn’t. Lightning struck in patterns, not randomness. The air vibrated with a frequency that made my bones ache.

“They did this,” I said.

They reached too far, too fast.

The storm intensified. Structures collapsed. Energy fields destabilized. Crystals shattered. The ground split open, swallowing entire cities.

“They destroyed themselves.”

Not intentionally. But inevitably.

The last of them stood on a cliff overlooking the ruins of their world. He raised his hands toward the sky, not in prayer, but in defiance—like he was trying to command the storm to obey him.

It didn’t.

A final flash.

A shockwave.

Silence.

The plateau was empty again.

“Did they leave anything behind?” I asked.

Echoes. Warnings. Fragments buried too deep for your world to find.

“Why didn’t they survive?”

Because knowledge without wisdom is a fire that consumes its own house.

The ruins faded. The land reshaped. Time accelerated again.

Come, Gabriel. The next children are not born of Earth.

9 ⧖ The Visitors
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Time accelerated again.

The continents shifted into shapes I recognized. The oceans settled into their modern basins. Forests thickened. Ice ages came and went like passing seasons. Early humans appeared—small, fragile, curious sparks of consciousness wandering through a world too large for them.

Then the sky changed.

A point of light appeared above the horizon. Then another. Then a third.

They moved with intention—no drift, no wobble, no hesitation. Straight lines cutting through the atmosphere like they were following a script written long before Earth cooled.

The ships descended.

Not metallic. Not mechanical. They looked grown, not built—smooth surfaces that shifted color like oil on water, geometry that bent subtly as if the material were alive. They hovered above the plains, casting shadows that made the early humans drop to their knees in fear or awe or both.

“Are they gods?” I asked.

No.  

Warm. Certain.

Just older children.

The ships opened.

Beings stepped out—tall, elongated, with limbs proportioned for a gravity slightly lighter than Earth’s. Their skin shimmered faintly, reflecting the sky like polished stone. Their eyes were large, dark, impossibly calm.

They moved with purpose.

Not conquest.

Not curiosity.

Something in between.

“They’re... studying us,” I said.

Correct.

One of the beings knelt beside a group of early humans. It extended a hand, not touching—just hovering. The air shimmered. The humans froze—not in fear, but in stillness, like their bodies were being gently paused.

Light passed between them.

“What are they doing?” I asked.

Adjusting.

“Adjusting what?”

Potential.

The being stood. The humans blinked, confused, then continued walking as if nothing had happened. But something in them had changed—subtle, invisible, like a seed planted in the architecture of their minds.

The Visitors spread across the world.

Some built structures—massive stones levitated into place with fields that made gravity behave like a suggestion. Others mined gold with ritualistic precision, collecting it in quantities that made no sense for metallurgy.

“Why gold?” I asked.

It is useful to them. Not for wealth. For survival.

“Survival how?”

You cannot understand yet.

I watched them raise monoliths aligned with stars. I watched them carve symbols into stone that early humans would later mistake for gods. I watched them teach—not language, not culture, but something deeper.

Pattern recognition.

Memory.

Curiosity.

“They’re accelerating us,” I said.

Yes.

“Why?”

Because they needed successors.

“Successors to what?”

A pause.

A soft, ancient sadness.

To a task they could not complete.

Before I could ask what that meant, the scene shifted.

The Visitors gathered at their ships. The early humans watched from a distance—confused, frightened, reverent. The beings touched the ground one last time—almost tenderly.

Then they left.

Straight upward.

No arc.

No flame.

No sound.

Gone.

“Where did they go?” I asked.

Elsewhere.

“Where is elsewhere?”

A place you cannot see. Not yet.

The plains were silent again. The early humans wandered back to their lives, carrying seeds of knowledge they didn’t understand and couldn’t name.

The world felt emptier without the Visitors.

But also... expectant.

Like Earth had been handed a torch it didn’t know it was holding.

Come, Gabriel.  

His voice wrapped around me like warmth.

There is one more thing you must see before you return.

10 ⧖ The Return
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The light folded inward.

The civilizations dissolved.

The Visitors vanished.

The void dimmed until it was nothing but a memory pressed against the inside of my skull.

And then—

The kitchen snapped back into existence.

Not slowly.

Not gently.

Like a rubber band released after being stretched across eternity.

The droplet of tea fell from the kettle spout and hit the counter with a soft tap.

Dad’s voice resumed mid-syllable.

“—wrong.”

He blinked.

Once.

Twice.

His pupils dilated like he’d just stepped out of a dark room into sunlight. His breath hitched. His hands trembled. He looked at me like he was seeing me for the first time and realizing I wasn’t the same person he’d left in the room a second ago.

Except it hadn’t been a second.

Not for me.

“Gabe?” he whispered.

I didn’t answer. I couldn’t. My mind was still full of cities made of light, civilizations older than continents, beings who shaped humanity like clay, and a presence that had spoken my true name with infinite tenderness.

The kitchen felt too small.

The air felt too thin.

The world felt... incomplete.

Dad stepped closer, cautious, like I was a wild animal he didn’t want to startle.

“What happened?” he asked.

I opened my mouth, but the words tangled. How do you explain eternity to someone who measures time in heartbeats? How do you describe God to someone who’s only ever prayed into silence?

“I saw things,” I said finally.

Dad swallowed. “What kind of things?”

“Everything.”

The word hung between us, too heavy for the room.

He reached out, hesitated, then placed a hand on my shoulder. His touch was warm, grounding, human. It felt like an anchor thrown into a sea I hadn’t realized I was drifting across.

“Gabe,” he said softly, “look at me.”

I did.

His eyes were wet. Not from fear. From awe.

“You’re... different,” he whispered.

I nodded. “I know.”

He let out a shaky breath and stepped back, running a hand through his hair.

“Okay,” he said, voice trembling. “Okay. We’re going to figure this out. Whatever this is. We’ll—”

He stopped.

His gaze drifted toward the workshop door. Something in his expression shifted—fear, recognition, inevitability.

He walked past me, into the workshop, moving with purpose I’d never seen in him before. He went straight to my workbench, to a section of the wood I’d never noticed, and pressed his thumb into a knot in the grain.

A soft click.

A hidden compartment slid open.

Inside was a plain white envelope.

He picked it up with shaking hands and turned back to me.

“This,” he said, voice cracking, “is for you.”

I stared at it.

“Mom left it,” he said. “Sixteen years ago. She told me to give it to you when... when it was time.”

He held it out.

I didn’t move.

“Gabe,” he whispered, “I think it’s time.”

11 ⧖ The Letter
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The envelope felt heavier than it should have.

Not physically. Physically it weighed almost nothing. But the moment Dad placed it in my hand, something in the air shifted—like the world was waiting to see what I would do next.

My name wasn’t written on it.

Of course it wasn’t.

She had never called me Gabe.

I slid a finger under the flap and opened it carefully, like it might break if I moved too fast. Inside was a single sheet of paper, folded once.

I unfolded it.

Her handwriting hit me first.

Clean. Precise. Familiar in a way that made my chest tighten. I hadn’t seen it in sixteen years, but my mind recognized it instantly, like a melody I’d heard only once but never forgotten.

The letter was short.

Just a few lines.

Gabriel,

If you are reading this, then you have been seen.

You are ready.

Go to the coordinates below.

Go at the time written.

Do not hesitate.

Do not fear.

You will understand everything when you arrive.

I love you.

—Mom

Below the signature were numbers.

Coordinates.

A date.

A time.

All precise.

All deliberate.

All impossible to ignore.

Dad leaned over my shoulder, breath shaky. “What does it say?”

I handed him the paper.

He read it once.

Then again.

Then a third time, slower, like he was trying to convince himself the words would change if he stared hard enough.

“She knew,” he whispered. “She knew this would happen.”

I nodded.

“She knew more than I did,” he said, voice cracking. “More than she ever told me. More than she ever told anyone.”

He sank into a chair, the weight of sixteen years settling onto him all at once.

“Gabe... Gabriel... whatever this is, whatever you’re meant to do—are you sure you’re ready?”

I looked at the letter.

At the coordinates.

At the time.

At the handwriting of a woman who had stepped into the trees and vanished into a truth too large for the world to hold.

“I’m not scared,” I said.

Dad let out a breath that sounded like a prayer and a surrender at the same time.

“When do you have to go?”

I checked the time written on the page.

“Tomorrow,” I said.

Dad closed his eyes.

“Of course it’s tomorrow,” he muttered. “Why would the universe ever give me a week to prepare.”

I folded the letter and slipped it back into the envelope.

The house hummed softly behind us.

The same hum I’d heard my whole life.

Only now I understood it wasn’t the house.

It was the world.

Waiting.

12 ⧖ The World Unaware
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The world didn’t change overnight.

It should have.

It felt like it should have.

But when Dad and I stepped outside the next morning, the sky was still the same soft blue, the air still smelled like pine and cold earth, and the neighbors’ dog still barked at nothing like it always did.

The world had no idea what was coming.

Dad made breakfast without speaking. He kept glancing at the envelope on the table like it might sprout legs and run away if he looked away too long. I ate quietly, not because I wasn’t hungry, but because everything tasted different now—muted, distant, like my senses were still tuned to a frequency the world couldn’t reach.

“You slept?” Dad asked finally.

“A little.”

“Nightmares?”

“No.”

“Visions?”

I shook my head. “Just... remembering.”

He didn’t ask what I meant. I think he knew he wouldn’t understand the answer.

We spent the morning pretending to be normal. Dad tinkered in the workshop, dropping tools more often than usual. I sat at my desk, staring at the letter, tracing the coordinates with my thumb until the numbers felt carved into my skin.

The time was approaching.

Every minute felt like a countdown.

At noon, Dad appeared in the doorway, wiping grease from his hands.

“You ready?” he asked.

I nodded.

He swallowed hard. “Okay. Then let’s go.”

We drove in silence. The road wound through the forest, sunlight flickering through the branches like Morse code. Dad kept glancing at me, then at the trees, then back at the road, like he was trying to memorize everything in case this was the last time he saw it.

The coordinates led us to a clearing I’d never noticed before. It wasn’t far from where Mom had disappeared sixteen years ago.

Of course it wasn’t.

The air felt different here—thicker, charged, like the world was holding its breath again.

Dad parked the truck and turned to me.

“You don’t have to do this,” he said.

“I do.”

He nodded, jaw tight. “I figured you’d say that.”

We stepped out of the truck. The clearing was silent. No birds. No wind. No insects. Just stillness.

The time on the letter ticked closer.

Dad put a hand on my shoulder. “Whatever happens... I’m proud of you.”

I looked at him. Really looked at him. The lines on his face. The worry in his eyes. The love he tried so hard to hide.

“I know,” I said.

The last minute arrived.

The air shifted.

A low hum rose from the ground—not mechanical, not natural. Something older. Something familiar.

The trees trembled.

The light bent.

And the world began to open.

13 ⧖ The Doorway
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The clearing held its breath.

The hum rose from the ground, low and steady, vibrating through the soles of my shoes and up into my spine. The air thickened, bending the sunlight into soft, wavering ribbons. Dad stepped closer to me, instinctively putting himself between me and whatever was coming, even though we both knew he couldn’t stop it.

The trees leaned inward.

Not from wind.

From attention.

The hum deepened. The light folded. The world rippled like a reflection on water disturbed by a single drop.

Then the center of the clearing split.

Not open—apart.

A thin line of brightness appeared, vertical, impossibly straight, like someone had drawn a stroke of pure white across the air. It widened slowly, silently, revealing a space behind it that wasn’t a space at all.

Darkness.

But not empty.

A darkness with depth.

With texture.

With intention.

Dad grabbed my arm. “Gabe—”

“It’s okay,” I said.

He shook his head, eyes wide. “No. No, it’s not. This—this isn’t normal. This isn’t safe. This is—”

He stopped because the doorway pulsed.

A soft, warm pulse.

Like a heartbeat.

My heartbeat.

The letter in my pocket warmed against my chest.

The coordinates.

The time.

The instructions.

This was what she meant.

A figure stepped forward inside the doorway.

Not God.

Not my mother.

Someone else.

Human-shaped, but not human.

Tall.

Luminous.

Edges blurred like they were made of light wearing the idea of a body.

They didn’t walk.

They arrived with each step, as if the space between movements didn’t exist for them.

Dad stumbled backward. “What—what is that?”

The figure stopped at the threshold.

It didn’t speak with a mouth.

It didn’t need to.

Gabriel.

The name resonated through the clearing, through the trees, through the air, through me.

Dad flinched. “Don’t—don’t answer it.”

I stepped forward.

“I know you,” I said.

The figure tilted its head, light shifting across its form like a smile made of radiance.

You have seen what came before. Now you must see what comes next.

Dad grabbed my wrist. “Gabe, please. Please don’t go. I can’t lose you too.”

I turned to him.

He looked smaller than I remembered. Not physically—emotionally. A man who had spent sixteen years holding the world together with nothing but stubborn love and a hope he never admitted out loud.

“I’m not leaving you,” I said.

His voice cracked. “You are.”

I shook my head. “I’m coming back.”

He swallowed hard. “How do you know?”

I touched the envelope in my pocket.

“Because she said I would.”

Dad closed his eyes, pain and trust warring behind them.

The figure extended a hand—not touching, just offering.

It is time, Gabriel.

The doorway pulsed again.

Warm.

Inviting.

Inevitable.

I stepped toward it.

Dad’s voice broke behind me. “Gabe—”

I turned back one last time.

“I love you,” I said.

He covered his mouth with his hand, shoulders shaking.

“I love you too,” he whispered.

I stepped through the doorway.

The world folded.

The clearing vanished.

And everything changed.

14 ⧖ The Threshold Between Worlds
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Crossing the doorway didn’t feel like stepping.

It felt like being unmade.

Not painfully. Not violently. More like the world peeled away everything that wasn’t essential and left only the core of me intact. My body dissolved into light, then into vibration, then into something even simpler—intention.

For a moment, I wasn’t moving through space.

I was moving through meaning.

Then the world reassembled.

Slowly. Carefully. Like someone was rebuilding reality around me one layer at a time.

First came the ground—smooth, dark, reflective, like obsidian polished by centuries of hands. Then the air—warm, still, humming with a frequency that felt familiar in a way I couldn’t explain. Then the sky—if it was a sky.

It wasn’t blue.

It wasn’t black.

It wasn’t anything Earth had a word for.

It shifted between colors like it was breathing.

The figure who had guided me through the doorway stood a few feet ahead, their form clearer now—still luminous, still blurred at the edges, but more defined. More present.

Welcome, Gabriel.

Their voice resonated through the space, not echoing but harmonizing with the environment itself.

“Where am I?” I asked.

Between.

“Between what?”

Between what was and what will be.

I turned slowly, taking in the landscape. It wasn’t a landscape. It was a concept wearing the shape of one. Structures rose in the distance—tall, geometric, shifting subtly as if they were deciding what form to take.

“Is this... real?”

As real as anything. More real than most.

I stepped forward. The ground rippled beneath my feet, responding to my movement like water that had been taught to behave like stone.

“Why bring me here?”

The figure tilted its head.

Because you cannot see the truth from inside the world that hides it.

I swallowed. “What truth?”

Your purpose.

The air vibrated. The structures in the distance brightened. A pathway unfolded beneath my feet—literally unfolded, like the ground was offering itself to me.

“Who built this place?” I asked.

We did.

“Who is ‘we’?”

The figure’s light dimmed slightly, as if considering how much to reveal.

Those who came before. Those who remain. Those who watch.

Cryptic. But not evasive. More like they were speaking a language my mind wasn’t fully equipped to parse yet.

“Is God here?” I asked.

A warmth spread through the space, gentle and unmistakable.

He is always here. But He is not who you will meet first.

“Who will I meet?”

The figure extended a hand toward the horizon.

The structures shifted.

A silhouette appeared.

Human-shaped.

Still.

Waiting.

My pulse quickened.

“Who is that?”

The figure’s voice softened.

Someone who has been waiting a very long time to speak with you.

The silhouette stepped forward.

And I realized—

I knew that walk.

I knew that posture.

I knew that presence.

My breath caught.

“Dad?” I whispered.

The figure in the distance stopped.

Turned.

And smiled.

15 ⧖ The Man Who Shouldn’t Be Here

[image: ]

He walked toward me with the same uneven stride he had after he twisted his ankle on the porch steps when I was nine. The same slight forward lean. The same habit of rubbing his thumb against his palm when he was nervous.

It was him.

But it couldn’t be him.

“Dad?” I said again, softer this time, like the word might break if I pushed too hard.

He stopped a few feet away.

Up close, the impossibility sharpened. He looked exactly like my father—same face, same eyes, same tired kindness—but there was something else beneath the surface. A stillness. A clarity. A weight.

He smiled.

“Hey, kid.”

My throat tightened. “You’re... you’re not him.”

“Not the version you know,” he said gently. “But I am him.”

I shook my head. “My dad is alive. He’s back home. He’s—”
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