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PROLOGUE







THE UNSEEN WHISPER





The sky had been blue once.





Not this sky, not this world—but the one Gabe had left behind, the one where he’d been born Gabriel Morgan, a human with a family, a life, a name. Under that blue sky, he’d sat at a scarred kitchen table, a chipped mug of coffee warming his hands, learning love through his mother’s gentle hum, family through his little sister’s giggles, loss through the silence of an empty chair. That was where he’d made a choice—a choice that had severed him from that world forever.





Now, beneath the twin suns of this alien land, he stood as something more than human, yet less than a god. Veyath blazed golden overhead, while Ravaq lingered near the horizon, its pale light refracting into violet halos through the thick, methane-laden atmosphere. The sky was a deep purple, streaked with gold, framing jagged black cliffs and a glassy methane ocean beyond. The air stung his lungs, cold and heavy with sulfur, as his boots crunched against frost-dusted stone. His cloak fluttered in the wind, his dark, Khepri-shaped form blending with the landscape—a stranger turned kin.





The Khepri knew nothing of Earth—of its green hills or bustling cities. They saw him as one of them, walking their paths, hunting their prey, enduring their Long Night. When ideas bloomed among them—tools carved from bone, warmth trapped in stone, wisdom beyond their years—they whispered of Zor’Vah, the unseen force guiding their world. Gabe had stopped wondering if he was that force. The question had faded, replaced by a quiet acceptance of his role—not a god, but a traveler shaping their destiny from within.





He’d been born of wind and stars, a being forged by powers he hadn’t understood as Gabriel Morgan. Back then, he’d thought himself ordinary—a boy growing into a young man, juggling schoolwork and odd jobs, his life small and grounded. But the power had grown—first a flicker of intuition, a nudge that guided him through choices, then a strength he couldn’t ignore. He remembered a playground, autumn leaves crunching underfoot, their golden edges curling in the crisp air. That day, a bully loomed over her—a boy twice her size, his fists clenched, his laughter sharp as he shoved Lily to the ground. Her cry pierced Gabe’s chest, her tiny form crumpling into the dirt, her braid unraveling as she clutched her scraped knee. Anger flared in him, hot and wild, but something else stirred too—a clarity, a power he didn’t fully grasp. At eleven, heart pounding, he stepped forward, not with fists but with his mind. He reached into the bully’s body, severing the electrical connection of his spinal cord below the neck—a silent, invisible act that dropped the boy like a marionette with cut strings. The laughter choked off, replaced by a gasp as he collapsed, eyes wide with terror, his chest stilling. Lily scrambled to Gabe’s side, clinging to his arm, “Gabe, he’s not breathing.”—he’d almost killed the boy. Panic surged, but the power answered again; he repaired the connection, mending the severed nerves, then shocked the bully’s heart back to rhythm with a jolt of mental force. The older boy shuddered, coughing, his gaze flickering with confusion as he stumbled to his feet and staggered away in shame as the other children laughed at the wet stain on his pants. The ripple of that moment stretched beyond what Gabe could see.





He hadn’t known it then, but it was the first time his power had shaped a life and saved a world. He’d learned later —by observing the time line—that the bully, changed by a manipulation of his synapses, had grown not into the narcissistic CEO of a large power company who would have caused the destruction of not only his world but many others but into a man who saved others, a healer whose hands mended where they’d once harmed. A desperate act, a brush with mortality, and history had bent—a lesson Gabe carried into the years that followed.





He’d learned that his power could reshape fates. A smile to a stranger, a hand offered in forgiveness, a quiet intervention—small acts that rippled outward. As he grew, he saw it—a friend he’d comforted became a leader who stopped a war, a moment of patience turned a rival into an ally. The power within him wasn’t just a weapon to wield, but a guide, a whisper that nudged the world toward light. Yet he’d also learned its limits.





His mother’s death had shattered him. She’d lain in a hospital bed, her breath a frail rasp, her eyes dimming as illness claimed her. Gabe had been twenty-two, his power a wildfire he couldn’t tame, and he’d reached inside her—past flesh, into her fading spark—desperate to defy death. For a moment, she’d stirred, her grip tightening on his hand, but the weight of eternity had crashed down, a truth he couldn’t escape. The Watchers had come—ancient guardians shimmering like starlight, their silence heavy with revelation. They’d shown him Earth’s tapestry, threads of life and death he couldn’t unravel without breaking it all. He’d saved the world once, not with grand gestures, but by being there—and he couldn’t save her.





He’d let go.





At her graveside, rain streaking the gray sky, he’d chosen to ascend. The Watchers offered no words, only a path into the void. His family forgot him—Lily’s memory of her brother fading, his mother’s voice silenced, his name erased from Earth’s records. He’d become a whisper, a ripple shaping existence from the shadows.





The shift was instant. One moment, damp grass clung to his shoes; the next, he stood on Khepri frost, his new form tall and dark, golden eyes reflecting twin suns. The air stung, the cliffs loomed, and he’d adapted—walking among them, guiding them with nudges disguised as their own ingenuity.





Now, Gabe stood on a rocky outcrop, the wind tugging at his cloak, the twin suns casting shadows across the plains. The Khepri moved below, their voices a quiet hum as they rebuilt after the Long Night. He was no longer a son, no longer Gabriel Morgan—just a presence, a force like Zor’Vah, though he claimed no title. The blue sky was gone, but this violet one held its own beauty, its own purpose.





He closed his eyes and reached across the void. His mind stretched beyond the cliffs, beyond the methane sea, into the cosmos. He felt other worlds—a civilization on the brink, its cities teetering between hope and ruin; a mind burning in the dark, desperate for guidance. The universe was vast, its pulse calling to him, a rhythm he’d only begun to follow.





Opening his eyes, the twin suns glinted in his gaze. His journey had just begun—a path without end, weaving through worlds, kindling life where it faltered. The Khepri whispered of Zor’Vah, and Gabe smiled faintly, stepping back into their midst. The Watchers lingered in his memory, their silent approval an echo. The sky had been blue once, but now it was violet—and beneath it, he guided, a whisper in the wind, a flame unseen.
















CHAPTER ONE

The Wanderer Among Them







THE SKY WAS a deep violet, an endless canopy unfurling above the jagged black cliffs that loomed like the teeth of some ancient, slumbering beast. The twin suns, Veyath and Ravaq, hung low on the horizon, their pale golden light filtering through the dense, methane-laden atmosphere. The beams refracted into shimmering halos, bathing the frozen landscape in a soft, otherworldly glow that flickered and danced as though alive. The air was thick with the faint tang of minerals, a sharp bite that clung to the back of the throat with every breath.




Beyond the village, the methane ocean stretched vast and silent, its surface a mirror of stillness broken only by the slow, sinuous ripples of the tide. From time to time, ghostly columns of mist spiraled upward where geothermal vents pierced the frozen sea, their heat clashing with the icy expanse to release wisps of vapor that carried the scent of sulfur and salt. The ocean was a paradox—beautiful in its serenity, yet treacherous beneath its glassy facade, a world of hidden currents and unseen depths.




Gabe walked among them.




His skin was smooth and dark, a carbon-rich hue that mirrored the Khepri’s own, blending seamlessly with the shadowed tones of their world. His lungs drew in the frigid, heavy air with an ease that belied the years it had taken to master this form. When he had first arrived on this planet, he had not chosen this body—it had chosen him. The atoms of the land, the dust of the cliffs, the essence of the methane sea had woven themselves into his being, reshaping him into something that belonged here. His fingers flexed instinctively as he walked, the memory of that transformation flickering at the edges of his mind.




At first, the body had felt like a prison—an awkward shell of unfamiliar flesh. His balance had faltered on the uneven terrain, his limbs sluggish, responding with a maddening delay that left him stumbling like a newborn grazer. His vocal cords had rasped against the guttural clicks and rolling tones of the Khepri language, and when he’d first attempted to speak, the sound had been a garbled croak. The Khepri had laughed—a harsh, staccato burst of clicks that echoed off the cliffs, not cruel but amused, as though he were a child fumbling with a tool too large for his hands.




That had been years ago, by their reckoning. Gabe had no way of measuring it against Earth’s steady march of days and seasons. This world did not spin obediently around a single sun. It danced a chaotic waltz between two giants, Veyath and Ravaq, their overlapping orbits weaving cycles far stranger than the simple years he had once known. Time here was fluid, marked not by the turning of a planet but by the rhythms of the tides and the shifting shadows cast by the twin suns and their moons.




The Khepri measured time in their own way. A small-year was one full revolution of Iskan, the smaller, swifter moon—a season of restless weather, of gathering food and fortifying shelters against the creeping cold. A great-year was the grand alignment of both moons, Vek’ar and Iskan, with the twin suns, a cycle so vast that it spanned generations. Few living Khepri had witnessed more than five great-years, their lives etched in the scars of survival rather than the accumulation of days.




Vek’ar, the larger moon, loomed heavy in the sky, its gravitational pull dragging the methane ocean into slow, creeping tides that carved channels through the ice. Iskan, darting and erratic, tugged at the currents in turn, sometimes stilling them into an eerie calm, sometimes whipping them into chaotic storms that lashed the cliffs with freezing spray. The interplay of the moons was a constant dance, a rhythm the Khepri had learned to read as surely as Gabe once read the stars.




By their measure, Gabe had been here nearly a great-year—long enough to shed the alien edges of his arrival, long enough to become one of them.




The Khepri




Their world was unrelenting, a frozen wasteland where survival was a daily negotiation with the elements. The cliffs rose sharp and unforgiving, their surfaces pocked with fissures where the wind howled like a living thing. The methane ocean could turn from glassy stillness to a roiling cauldron in an instant, its storms sweeping down from the ice plains to scour the land with frost and fury. Beneath the surface lurked serpentine predators—leviathans with translucent skin and glowing eyes, rising in the dark like specters to drag the unwary into the depths.




The Khepri had evolved for this harshness. Their bodies were tall and slender, wrapped in a tough, chitinous skin as dark and dense as the cliffs themselves, a natural armor against the biting cold. Their eyes, large and golden, gleamed with an inner light, adapted to pierce the dimness of their world and detect the subtle shifts of infrared that betrayed hidden prey or lurking threats. Fine, hair-like receptors sprouted along their arms and tails, trembling with the faintest movements in the methane-heavy air—a sensory web that made them as attuned to their surroundings as Gabe was to the cosmos.




Their language was a tapestry of sound and silence. Words were accompanied by shifts of stance, subtle tilts of the head, and flickers of an inner membrane over their eyes—a silent dialect of meaning that Gabe had spent years deciphering. He could interpret it now, the way a raised shoulder signaled doubt or a slow blink conveyed agreement, though his own body could never fully replicate the nuances. His attempts had earned him more of their clicking laughter in the early days, but it was a sound he had come to cherish—a rare note of warmth in this frozen world.




The Khepri were not divided by wealth or lineage, but by purpose. The hunters, like Tir’An, roamed the plains and the ocean’s edge, their spears crafted from the bones of fallen leviathans, their movements swift and lethal. The foragers scoured the cliffs and vents for edible algae and burrowing creatures, their hands deft and patient. The shapers, skilled artisans, carved tools and shelters from the stone and bone of their world, their work ensuring the tribe’s endurance. There was no hierarchy beyond necessity—each role was a thread in the fabric of their survival.




Jek’Tar was their leader, a towering figure with broad shoulders and a presence that filled the space around him. His ridged features bore the scars of old battles—jagged lines etched across his face and arms, a map of the fights he had won to keep his people alive. He led not by birthright or charisma, but by pragmatism, his decisions rooted in the cold calculus of what worked. No one challenged him because no one needed to—his strength was proven in the shelters that stood against the storms, the food stores that lasted through the cold.




Tir’An, the hunter, was different—lean and wiry, his movements fluid as the tides. He had regarded Gabe with suspicion at first, his golden eyes narrowing as he watched the stranger stumble through their ways. “You are slow,” he had said one day, years ago, as Gabe fumbled with a hunting spear, its weight unfamiliar in his hands. “But you do not break.” It had been a grudging acknowledgment, the first crack in the wall of his distrust. Now, Tir’An walked at Gabe’s side, his spear resting easily on his shoulder, their bond forged not in words but in shared labor.




The Khepri had no gods, no pantheon of deities to pray to or appease. Instead, they revered Zor’Vah—the unseen will of the world, a force they believed whispered through the wind, the tides, the tremors of the cliffs. It was wisdom and warning, a presence felt rather than seen. And if Gabe’s words sometimes carried the weight of Zor’Vah’s murmurs—if he spoke of storms before they arrived or guided them to hidden vents—they did not question it. They simply listened.




The One Who Knows




At first, they had feared him.




He had appeared from nowhere, a figure emerging from the swirling mists of a storm, his form too perfect, too alien in its initial strangeness. He spoke their tongue, but not their ways, his words halting and unpracticed. His knowledge was not of their world, but beyond it—the patterns of the stars, the pull of the moons, the precise angle at which a shelter’s wall could withstand the fiercest gales. They had watched him with wary eyes, their tails twitching, their hands hovering near their blades.




He had never claimed to be anything more than a traveler, a wanderer passing through. But when he whispered new ideas—preserving food in sealed resin from deep-sea plants, digging deeper into the stone to trap geothermal heat, hunting with patience rather than brute force—they listened. Not because he demanded it, but because his suggestions bore fruit. The resin held, the shelters warmed, the hunts returned with fuller hauls. His presence became a quiet constant, a shadow woven into their daily rhythm.




Jek’Tar had tested him once, years ago, in the flickering light of a vent-fed fire. The leader had pressed a bone blade to Gabe’s throat, his golden eyes hard with challenge. “What right do you have to stand among us?” he had growled, the words a rumble in his chest. Gabe had not fought, had not flinched. He had only looked back, his own golden eyes calm and steady, as if he already knew the outcome. The blade had hovered there, trembling slightly, before Jek’Tar lowered it with a grunt. No words were spoken, but from that moment, no one raised a weapon against him again.




They began to see him as something between all things—not a leader to command them, not a priest to preach, not a warrior to fight their battles. He was the One Who Knows, a title whispered in the shadows of their homes, a name that settled into their collective understanding without fanfare. When the council gathered—Jek’Tar, the elders, the heads of the hunters and shapers—they gave him a seat, though he had never asked for it. He sat in silence, speaking only when prompted, his words carrying a weight that needed no force to be felt.




The methane ocean could deceive with its calm, its surface smooth as polished glass beneath the twin suns’ glow. But then the storms would come, roaring down from the ice plains with a ferocity that shook the cliffs. The sea would boil, great geysers of freezing liquid bursting into the air, coating everything in a crystalline frost that glittered like shattered stars. Gabe had seen villages swallowed whole when the land cracked beneath them, the ice giving way to reveal the black maw of the ocean below. He had watched the great predators rise—serpentine shapes with translucent skin and glowing eyes, their movements silent and swift as they claimed the unwary.




The Khepri had adapted to this brutality. Their homes were carved into the cliffs, where the heat vents offered a fragile warmth against the cold. Their clothing was woven from the tough fibers of deep-sea plants, harvested from the vents’ edges, and lined with the fur of burrowing creatures that thrived in the geothermal shadows. They stood at the cusp of their Stone Age, just beginning to tease metal from the veins of ore buried deep within the cliffs, their tools evolving with each hard-won discovery.




Gabe had nudged them forward, showing them how to bind stone with heat to make it stronger, how to shape weapons from tougher materials scavenged from the ocean’s depths, how to fortify their food stores against the long cold. They listened not out of reverence, but because survival was all that mattered. Each innovation was a lifeline, a thread pulling them through the relentless cycles of their world.




Gabe stood at the edge of the cliff, the wind howling around him as it whipped through the fissures in the rock. The moons hung low, Vek’ar a heavy disc of silver, Iskan a faint crescent darting across the sky. Their light shimmered on the ice below, casting twin shadows that stretched and twisted with the tides.




He had lived a thousand lives.




Walked among countless peoples.




Taken a thousand forms.




And yet, those lives were fragments—shadows drifting at the edges of his mind, half-remembered dreams that faded with each new dawn. He had always been, a constant threading through the tapestry of existence, and he always would be. The faces of those he had once known, the voices that had once called his name, the worlds he had shaped and left behind—they dissolved like mist, leaving only echoes he could no longer grasp.




But here, now, he was something different.




This was not just another life, another fleeting role to play. This was a beginning—a new cycle, sharp and vivid in a way the others had not been. The Khepri, with their resilience and their quiet strength, had tethered him to the present. For the first time in an eternity, he felt as though he had been born anew, the weight of the past slipping away like frost melting under the suns.




The wind carried the faint hum of the vents, the distant crash of the tides. He closed his eyes, letting the sounds wash over him, grounding him in this moment. The past was a haze, a blur of forgotten lives, but the present was clear—tangible, real.




He was here. He was now.




And for the first time in memory, that was enough.
















CHAPTER TWO

The Dying Light







THE FIRST LIGHT of Veyath had vanished two cycles ago, its warm amber glow swallowed by the endless violet expanse above. Now only Ravaq remained, a pale and distant smudge against the sky, a faint smear of light that offered no heat, only a spectral shimmer across the frozen cliffs and jagged plains. Shadows stretched long and thin, clawing across the fractured landscape as the air grew sharper, thinner, biting at the lungs of those who dared to breathe it too deeply.





The Khepri knew what was coming.





The Long Night.





Gabe stood alone on the rocky outcrop overlooking the village, his golden eyes tracing the horizon where the land met the methane ocean. Once, that ocean had churned with restless currents, its surface alive with glints of reflected starlight and the faint glow of deep-sea organisms. Now it lay still, eerily silent, entombed beneath a fragile skin of crystallized methane that shimmered like spun glass. The tides, once relentless, had slowed to a whisper. Soon they would cease altogether, and the first great ice sheets would rise, locking the world in a grip of unrelenting cold.





Behind him, the village buzzed with a quiet, purposeful urgency. Every Khepri moved with the precision of long-practiced survival, their hands calloused and steady as they prepared for the darkness ahead. Jek’Tar, their leader, wove through the chaos, his scarred hands never idle, his voice a low growl that carried over the wind.





“Seal the food stores! Reinforce the shelter walls! Double the hunting groups before the ice sets!”





His commands were sharp, authoritative, but beneath them Gabe caught the faintest tremor of strain. Jek’Tar was no stranger to the Long Night—he had led the tribe through three before this—but something about this cycle gnawed at him, too. Gabe could see it in the way the older Khepri’s tail twitched, an unconscious tell of unease.





Tir’An, Jek’Tar’s second, had already departed with the final hunting parties. The grazers—hulking, six-legged beasts with thick hides and curling horns—had begun their migration days ago, driven by an instinct older than the Khepri themselves. They fled the encroaching cold, and with them went the last chance for fresh meat. The predators, lean and ravenous, would follow, their desperation growing as the nights lengthened. This was the final push to gather enough to endure the darkness.





Gabe pulled his fur-lined cloak tighter around his shoulders, though the gesture was more habit than necessity. He did not feel the cold as the Khepri did. His body, a vessel shaped by will and time, could shrug off the bitter winds and the sting of methane frost. But he wore the cloak anyway, let his breath mist in the air like theirs, let his hands tremble slightly as he worked beside them. He had learned long ago that trust came not from power, but from shared suffering. And so he suffered with them, because he wanted to—not because he had to.





His hands, darkened and thickened to mimic theirs, brushed against the edge of a stone dwelling he had helped raise. The walls were rough-hewn, sealed with a sticky resin harvested from the deep-sea vents far below the cliffs. It hardened into a glossy sheen, trapping what little warmth the Khepri could gather from their smoldering mineral pits and the faint heat radiating from the glowing fungi that lined their homes.





Inside, those fungi pulsed faintly—a soft, greenish-blue light that flickered like a heartbeat, a reminder that even in the deepest dark, life clung stubbornly to existence.





The Khepri would survive.





They always had.





And yet… something about this Long Night felt different.





Gabe had sensed it first in the wind—a subtle shift in its rhythm, a keening note that lingered too long. Then in the land itself: the way the cliffs groaned under the weight of early frost, the way the methane ocean seemed to hold its breath. The nights were stretching beyond their usual span, the cold sinking its teeth in faster than memory allowed. Even the stars, those eternal watchers of time, seemed out of place. Their patterns, once as familiar to Gabe as his own hands, tilted askew, as if whispering a warning only he could decipher.





Something was coming.





Something more than winter.





The thought gnawed at him, a quiet unease that coiled in his chest. But he pushed it aside. There was no time for speculation—not yet. For now, there was work to be done.





He turned toward the village, his voice cutting through the frigid air with a clarity that silenced the wind itself.





“Let’s move.”





The One Who Knows had spoken.





And the Khepri obeyed.





Preparations & Doubts





The thin winds howled through the jagged cliffs, kicking up swirling drifts of frozen methane dust that glittered faintly in Ravaq’s ghostly light. Below, the village was a hive of motion. The last of the food stores—skins filled with nutrient-rich gel, bundles of dried algae, and slabs of preserved grazer meat—were being hauled into the storage caves. The caves, carved deep into the cliffside by generations past, offered shelter from the elements and the prying eyes of raiders. Their stone walls, smoothed by time, would hold the cold at bay and keep the tribe’s lifeline secure.





Gabe hefted a heavy skin onto his shoulder, feeling the familiar burn in his muscles as he carried it toward the caves. He could have willed the weight away, could have lifted it with a thought and spared himself the ache. But he chose not to. The Khepri did not have that luxury, and he would not take it for himself. Not here. Not now.





Inside the storage chambers, the air hung thick with the briny scent of dried algae and the faintly metallic tang of preserved meat. Shadows danced along the walls as the bioluminescent fungi cast their eerie glow, illuminating stacks of supplies that rose nearly to the ceiling. Toru’Vel, one of the tribe’s elders, stood near the back, her golden eyes narrowed as she inspected the final haul. Her tail, streaked with silver from age, flicked absently as she counted the bundles.





“It will be enough,” she said, her voice gravelly but firm. Then, after a pause, she added, “If the raids do not come.”





Gabe’s brow furrowed. The same thought had crossed his mind, unbidden but persistent. The Khepri were not a people who warred for pride or glory. Their battles were born of necessity, of survival. But when the Long Night descended, desperation sharpened every blade and turned neighbors into enemies. Jek’Tar’s tribe had prepared well—better than most. Their stores were full, their shelters fortified, their hunters skilled. Others had not been so diligent. And the hungry would come, as they always did, driven by the gnawing ache in their bellies and the wails of their starving young.





“They’ll come,” Gabe said quietly, setting the skin down beside the others. “They always do.”





Toru’Vel’s gaze flicked to him, sharp and searching. She did not question how he knew—none of them did anymore. He was the One Who Knows, the outsider who had come to them seasons ago and stayed, proving himself through labor and silence rather than words. But her eyes lingered, as if she sensed the same unease that prickled at his skin.





In the corner of the chamber, two young Khepri—barely past their first hunt—huddled together, their tails twitching in agitation as they whispered. Gabe stepped closer, his movements deliberate, and their voices hushed. But he had already caught the thread of their conversation: another tribe had been spotted on the outer cliffs, their silhouettes dark against the horizon. Watching. Waiting.





He said nothing, turning back to the work at hand. But the weight of their fear settled into him, heavy as the skins he carried.





The final hunting party gathered near the heat wells—shallow pools carved into the rock where steam rose in thin, curling wisps, the last gasps of warmth from the planet’s core. The warriors stood in a loose semicircle, their spears gleaming faintly in the dim light, tips honed from the bones of fallen grazers. Their breath misted in the air, quick and shallow, as they adjusted their packs and murmured quiet farewells.





Tir’An stood at the front, his long frame taut with tension. His jaw tightened as Gabe approached, his golden eyes meeting Gabe’s with a flicker of something unspoken—trust, perhaps, or a plea.





“We will not be gone long,” Tir’An said, his voice low but steady. “Three cycles, at most.”





Gabe studied him, noting the way his hands gripped his spear, the faint tremor in his tail. “Do you think they will come?”





Tir’An’s expression darkened, his gaze drifting to the outer perimeter where the village’s defenses loomed—walls of sharpened bone and hardened resin, bristling with menace.





“I know they will.”





His words hung between them, heavy with certainty. Gabe followed his gaze, taking in the fortifications. They were strong, stronger than they had been in cycles past. But Tir’An was right—they wouldn’t be enough. Not if the raiders came in numbers, driven by hunger and the promise of full stores.





Gabe said nothing. He could end this now—reach out with his mind, touch the thoughts of their enemies, plant seeds of fear or doubt that would send them fleeing into the dark. But he didn’t. This was the Khepri’s way, a test not just of survival, but of their right to endure. To interfere would be to rob them of that struggle, to diminish the strength they had forged through generations of hardship. He had no right to take that from them, no matter how much he wanted to protect them.





Jek’Tar approached then, his broad shoulders hunched slightly under the weight of his responsibilities. He surveyed the warriors, his scarred hands resting on the hilt of his blade, then met Gabe’s gaze.





“We will hold,” he said, his voice a rumble. “We always do.”





But Gabe saw the flicker of doubt in his eyes, the shadow of a question he would not voice. Jek’Tar turned to Tir’An, clapping a hand on his shoulder.





“Bring back enough to last us,” he said. “And come back whole.”





Tir’An nodded, but before he turned to lead the hunters away, he paused, looking back at Gabe. “There’s something different about this Night,” he said quietly. “Even you feel it, don’t you?”





Gabe inclined his head, just once.





Tir’An exhaled, his breath curling into the frozen air like a wisp of smoke. Then, with a final glance at his people—at the village he might not see again—he turned and vanished into the darkness, the hunters following in his wake.





As the last of the hunting party faded into the plains, Gabe remained at the cliff’s edge, watching the twin moons rise—pale Ravaq and its smaller, dimmer companion, Khetu, a faint crescent against the violet sky. The wind tugged at his cloak, carrying with it the faint scent of frost and the distant tang of the methane ocean.





He had lived a thousand lives.





Walked among countless peoples.





Taken a thousand forms.





And yet, those lives were little more than echoes, fragments scattered across the vastness of his memory. Faces blurred into shadows, voices faded into whispers, dreams dissolving with each new dawn. He had always been, a constant amid the chaos of existence, and he always would be. But the past was a haze, a tapestry of half-remembered moments that slipped through his grasp like smoke.





Here, though, something was different.





This was not just another life, another fleeting role to play. This was a beginning—a new cycle, sharp and vivid in a way the others had not been. For the first time in memory, he did not mourn the fading of what came before. The Khepri, with their resilience and their quiet strength, had anchored him to the present. And for once, he welcomed it.





The first snow fell that night, spiraling down in delicate flakes of methane ice that coated the land in a thin, glittering shroud. Gabe stood at his post, his golden eyes scanning the horizon as the village settled into an uneasy quiet behind him.





Somewhere in the distant dark, something moved.





Not the hunters, their footsteps long faded.





Not the wind, which had stilled to a faint murmur.





Something else.





A presence, ancient and vast, stirring beneath the stillness. He felt it in the marrow of his borrowed bones, a pulse that did not belong to this world. The Long Night had begun, its shadow stretching far beyond the cliffs, beyond the frozen ocean, beyond the stars themselves.


And somewhere out there, in the endless dark, something was watching back.













CHAPTER THREE

The First Strike







THE LONG NIGHT had settled in, its shadow unfurling across the land like a shroud drawn tight. Ravaq, the last pale sun, had slipped below the horizon cycles ago, its faint golden glow extinguished, leaving only a twilight that clung to the edges of the world. There would be no true day again for many cycles—not until Veyath rose once more, dragging warmth and light back to this frozen expanse. For now, the cold deepened, its tendrils stretching across the plains, hardening stone into unyielding slabs, stilling the methane tides into a glassy silence, and burying the cliffs and valleys in brittle, shimmering frost.




Gabe had seen winters before—on Earth, in the life he had left behind, where snow fell soft and silent, carrying the crisp scent of ice and pine. But this was nothing like that. Here, there was no gentle blanket of snow, no whisper of frozen water crystals catching the light. Instead, the wind howled through the jagged cliffs with a razor-sharp edge, scouring the land with frozen methane dust that glittered faintly in the dim glow of the twin moons. The air itself felt heavier, thick with an unseen pressure that pressed against his chest, as though the planet held its breath, waiting for something to break the stillness.




Below him, the village buzzed with the quiet urgency of survival. The Khepri moved with practiced precision, their tall, chitinous forms weaving through the stone dwellings as they finished the last of their preparations. Food stores—barrels of nutrient-rich gel, stacks of dried algae, and slabs of grazer meat—had been sealed in resin-coated chambers carved deep into the cliffs. Every entrance was fortified with slabs of bone and stone, every crack in the dwellings painstakingly sealed with layers of woven kelp fiber soaked in sticky, heat-resistant resin harvested from the ocean’s depths. At the village’s heart, the heat wells glowed dimly, their slow-burning chemical reactions casting a faint orange light and a fragile warmth that barely held the suffocating cold at bay.




Gabe sat on a flat rock near one of the wells, its warmth seeping faintly through his cloak as he watched the horizon. In the distance, beyond the cliffs, the hunters’ torches flickered like dying stars against the endless dark of the plains. Tir’An and his party had been gone for nearly a full cycle, their silhouettes swallowed by the Long Night. If they did not return soon, the cold would harden the frost into an impenetrable sheet, erasing their tracks and leaving them stranded—or worse.




A heavy presence settled beside him, the air shifting with the weight of another body. Jek’Tar.




The leader said nothing at first, his broad frame wrapped in a thick cloak of grazer hide, the hardened ridges of his face cast in shadow by the faint glow of the heat well. His golden eyes, sharp and unyielding, stared out toward the cliffs, tracking the same distant lights Gabe watched. The silence between them stretched, broken only by the low keening of the wind and the occasional crackle of frost settling into the ground.
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