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    For the bearers of quiet burdens,The keepers of unwritten stories,Who choose the thorny path of dutyBeneath the weight of unseen glories.
May you find, in the turning page,A echo of your silent, steadfast heart—A reminder that the most profound strengthIs in the choosing, not the part.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The Ka'Thari did not fear oblivion; they feared a perfect, endless yesterday. So they built a god to shatter tomorrow, and in its hunger, we found our own reflection—terrifying, glorious, and doomed to be consumed by the need to know what comes next." 
— From the recovered fragments of the First Verse
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Chapter 1: Arrival in the Green Veil
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The first thing you noticed about the Green Veil was the silence. It was a lie, of course, a thick, woolen blanket of humidity and heat that pressed against the ears, muffling the world. But beneath it, the jungle was screaming. A billion tiny lives, chewing, breeding, dying, growing—a chorus of consumption that you felt in your teeth more than heard.

Solen leaned against the scarred hull of the dropship, the metal still ticking as it cooled from atmospheric entry. He pulled the collar of his enviro-suit away from his neck, but it was a futile gesture. The suit’s climate control was already whining, struggling against the Veil’s relentless, wet embrace. He’d been on humid worlds before, but this was different. This was like breathing inside a living lung.

“Readings are nominal, Captain,” chirped a voice in his ear. Lyra, their pilot and tech specialist, was still snug in the climate-controlled cockpit. “Atmosphere is breathable, if you like swallowing soup. Bio-scanners are picking up the usual... and then some. Lots of ‘then some.’ Recommend full suit seal until we get a baseline.”

“Noted,” Solen grunted, making no move to seal his helmet. He needed to feel the air, however oppressive. Data on a screen was one thing. The prickle of sweat on your scalp, the way the light filtered through the triple-canopy in fractured, emerald shafts—that was real intelligence.

The ramp finished its descent with a hydraulic sigh, biting into the soft, loamy earth. Before them, the Green Veil opened its maw.

It was a wall of life so dense it seemed solid. Giant, prehistoric ferns unfurled next to trees whose trunks were wider than the dropship, strung with vines as thick as a man’s arm. Flowers the color of a fresh bruise pulsed with a faint, internal bioluminescence, even in the daytime. The air hummed with the drone of insects the size of his thumb.

“Well, isn’t this a delightful pesthole,” a gravelly voice announced. Rorke, the team’s security lead, stomped down the ramp, his heavy combat armor making deep impressions in the soil. He slapped a monstrous, genetically modified mosquito on his armored neck, leaving a smear of iridescent blue blood. “Remind me again what we’re here for, Sol? My bonus better include hazard pay for existential dread.”

“Alien tech, Rorke. You know the brief,” Solen said, his eyes scanning the tree line. His hand rested on the pulse pistol at his hip, a comfortable, familiar weight. “The Ka’Thari. Precursor race. They left bits and pieces all over this sector. Most of it’s junk. Some of it... isn’t.”

“And the client thinks a bunch of primitives,” Rorke nodded towards the impenetrable green, “are using a Ka’Thari artifact as a paperweight.”

“The client,” Solen said, his voice dropping, “paid the retainer. That’s all we need to know.”

But it wasn’t. Not for him.

The brief was simple, clean, professional: Infil the Green Veil, make contact with the indigenous tribe—the Children of the Verdant Eye, the charts called them—and acquire a unique energy signature matching late-period Ka’Thari design. Extraction and payment upon delivery.

His own brief was messier. It was pinned to the small viewscreen in his bunk, a faded image of a man with Solen’s eyes and a warmer smile, hooked to a web of medical tubes and monitors. Kaelen. His brother. The client’s payment wasn’t just credits. It was the promise of a cure, something beyond conventional medicine, something only the deep-pocketed, shadowy figures who trafficked in precursor tech could provide. Find us the artifact, the client’s message had said, and we will make your brother whole again.

It was a fairy tale. But it was the only one he had left.

Lyra emerged from the ship, her slight frame looking almost comical next to Rorke’s bulk. She held a data-slate, her fingers flying across its surface. “I’ve triangulated the energy signature. It’s faint, but it’s there. Bearing 278, approximately two klicks that way.” She pointed a slender finger into the heart of the deepest green. “And before you ask, no, the local comms net is non-existent. Once we’re in there, we’re on short-range only. This place plays hell with signals.”

“Then we stick together,” Solen said, finally sealing his helmet with a hiss of equalizing pressure. The world shrank to the view through his polarized visor. “Rorke, point. Lyra, you’re in the middle with the scanners. I’ll take rear. Let’s move. I want to make camp before local sunset. Which, according to the charts, is when the really fun fauna comes out to play.”

The jungle swallowed them whole within fifty meters. The light from the landing zone vanished, replaced by the deep, shifting green of the canopy. The air inside his suit quickly became his own personal sauna, recycling his breath until it tasted of plastic and stale water. Their progress was a constant battle. Rorke used a vibro-machete to clear the worst of the vines, the weapon’s hum a discordant note in the organic symphony around them.

Every step was a negotiation with the terrain. Roots snaked across the path, waiting to trip. The ground alternated between frustratingly soft mud that sucked at their boots and treacherous, moss-slick rock.

“Contact,” Lyra’s voice was calm in his ear. “Twelve o’clock. High in the canopy. Don’t make sudden moves.”

Solen froze, following her gaze. At first, he saw nothing but leaves and shadow. Then, a patch of shadow detached itself. It was a simian creature, with six limbs and fur the exact color of decaying wood. It didn’t move. It simply watched them with four large, liquid-black eyes that held an unsettling, ancient intelligence. It wasn’t hostile. It was... assessing.

“Just a local,” Rorke muttered, lowering his rifle a fraction. “Probably wondering how we taste.”

“It’s not alone,” Lyra whispered. Her scanner was emitting a soft, frantic pinging. “I’m reading dozens of life signs. All around us. They’ve been tracking us since we left the ship.”

A slow dread crept up Solen’s spine. He turned his head slowly, scanning the verdant walls. Now that he knew to look, he saw them. The glint of eyes in the gloom. A shifting of weight on a branch. They were being escorted. Or herded.

“Keep moving,” Solen ordered, his voice tighter than he intended. “Stay sharp.”

An hour later, they found the first sign that they weren’t the first to venture here. It was a stone, half-sunk in the mulch. It was carved, worn smooth by centuries of rain and growth, but the pattern was unmistakable. A series of concentric circles, like a petrified ripple in a pond, with a single, unblinking eye etched at the center.

“The Verdant Eye,” Lyra said, crouching to get a scan. “Their symbol. We’re in their territory now.”

Further on, the hints became more pronounced. A tree trunk notched with a complex pattern of cuts. A bundle of feathers and polished bones hanging from a branch, whispering together in the faint breeze. A warning? A welcome? It was impossible to tell.

They reached a small, relatively clear area beside a stream that ran with water so clear it looked like liquid air. “Here,” Solen said. “We’ll set up base camp. Rorke, perimeter sensors and deterrent fields. Lyra, see if you can boost a signal, get a more precise location on that signature.”

As they worked, Solen walked to the stream’s edge. He knelt, unsealing the gauntlet of his suit against protocol, and dipped his fingers into the water. It was shockingly cold. He cupped some in his hand, bringing it to the visor of his helmet to study it. Tiny, almost microscopic creatures shimmered and danced in the droplet, each one a tiny, perfect crystal of life.

A flicker of movement on the opposite bank caught his eye. He dropped the water and stood in one fluid motion, his pistol half-drawn.

A child stood there.

She couldn’t have been more than eight or nine, naked except for a simple loincloth made of woven leaves. Her skin was the deep, rich brown of the soil, and her hair was a wild, black mane. She showed no fear. She simply stared at him, her head tilted.

Then, she raised a small, thin hand and pointed directly at him.

Before Solen could react, a figure emerged from the foliage behind the girl. A man. He was tall and lean, his body adorned with intricate tattoos that told stories Solen couldn’t read. His eyes, like the girl’s, were fixed on Solen. In his hand, he held a spear tipped with a shard of obsidian that looked razor-sharp and brutally effective.

More figures emerged. Men and women, silent and watchful. They moved with a grace that made no sound, becoming part of the jungle one moment and separating from it the next. They were surrounded.

Rorke cursed, bringing his rifle to his shoulder. “I’ve got targets! Multiple contacts!”

“Hold your fire!” Solen barked, his hand up. He slowly, deliberately, holstered his pistol. He raised his now-empty hands, showing his palms.

The tattooed man’s eyes narrowed. He said something to the child, a series of soft, clicking consonants and melodic vowels that meant nothing to Solen. The girl nodded and darted back into the undergrowth.

The man took a step forward, across the stream. He didn’t even glance at the water. His gaze was locked on Solen. He stopped a few feet away, close enough for Solen to see the fine details of his tattoos—patterns of vines, eyes, and strange, six-limbed creatures.

The man’s eyes traveled over Solen’s sealed helmet, his armored suit, the technology that defined him. There was no fear in that look. Only a deep, profound curiosity, tinged with something else. Something like... recognition?

He spoke again. His voice was low and resonant, like stone grinding deep underground.

Lyra’s voice was a tense whisper in Solen’s comm. “I’m running it through the linguistic bank... It’s a derivative of old trade tongue, but heavily mutated. I think... I think he’s asking what you are.”

Solen engaged his helmet’s external speaker. “We are travelers,” he said, his voice sounding horribly artificial and metallic in the organic quiet. “We mean you no harm. We seek... knowledge.”

The man’s eyes flickered. He seemed to process the words. He pointed a long finger at Solen’s chest, specifically at the small, worn metal pin he wore there—a stylized bird in flight, the only personal effect he carried. Kaelen had given it to him.

The man shook his head. He pointed again, not at the pin, but at Solen’s face, at his eyes, hidden behind the tinted visor.

He spoke again, slower this time. Lyra’s translation was a broken, lagging whisper in his ear.

“He says... ‘Not what. Who.’ He says... ‘You carry the... the mark of the seeing... the mark of the...’ The word doesn’t translate. It’s something like ‘God-Touched’? ‘Star-Walker’?”

The man took another step forward, ignoring Rorke’s aggressive stance completely. He reached out a hand, not in threat, but as if he wanted to touch Solen’s visor.

“He insists you have... ‘the mark of the Ka’Thari upon your soul.’ He’s calling you... ‘Devoted.’” Lyra’s voice was laced with confusion. “Solen, what is he talking about?”

Solen stood utterly still, the man’s hand hovering inches from his face. The jungle, for the first time since they’d arrived, had gone completely silent. The lie of silence had finally become truth. The air itself seemed to be holding its breath.

The mark of the Ka’Thari. The client’s words echoed in his mind. A unique energy signature.

A cold that had nothing to do with the stream water seeped into his bones. This wasn’t a simple recovery mission. They hadn’t just found the tribe. The tribe, somehow, had been waiting for him.

The tattooed man finally lowered his hand. A slow, solemn smile spread across his face. It wasn't a friendly expression. It was the way a river smiles at a stone it knows it will eventually wear away.

He gestured for them to follow, turning his back on them with an unnerving display of trust—or utter certainty.

“The Devoted must walk the Forbidden Path,” Lyra translated, her voice a hushed, awed tremor in Solen’s ear. “He says the Eye of Tomorrow awaits its keeper.”
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Chapter 2: Children of the Verdant Eye
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The silence that had fallen was not an absence of sound, but a presence. It was the quiet of a hundred people holding their breath, the quiet of a held note before a symphony’s final, crashing chord. The tattooed man—their silent escort, their captor, their guide—walked ahead without a single backward glance. His bare feet made no impression on the soft earth, moving with an uncanny knowledge of the forest floor that made Solen’s heavy, booted tread feel like the clumsy stomping of a beast.

Rorke’s voice was a low, tense growl in Solen’s comm. “I don’t like this, Sol. Not one bit. We’re being led straight into a potential kill box. My motion tracker is dancing with contacts. They’re all around us. In the trees. Behind us.”

“Noted,” Solen replied, his own voice tight. His hand hadn’t strayed far from his pistol. “Maintain position. Don’t engage unless I give the word.”

“And if they engage first?”

“Then you won’t need my word.”

Lyra, walking just ahead of Solen, was a whirlwind of quiet activity. Her helmet was on a swivel, her optical recorder capturing everything. “Fascinating,” she murmured, her voice broadcasting to their private channel. “Their camouflage is perfect. A combination of pigmentation adaptation and what looks like... applied phytochemistry. They’re literally painting themselves with plant matter to break up their outline. And their tattoos... the patterns aren’t just decorative. I’m reading trace energy signatures. Residual, but... structured. Like faded circuitry.”

“Are they armed?” Solen asked, his eyes scanning the shifting shadows between the trees. He caught glimpses of their escorts now—a flash of dark eyes, the gleam of an obsidian blade, a limb withdrawing into the foliage.

“Beyond the obvious spears and blowguns? It’s hard to say. Their entire culture seems to be a weapon integrated with this environment. This is a far cry from the primitive hunter-gatherer society the mission brief suggested.”

Their guide led them along a path that wasn’t a path. It was a subtle negotiation of the jungle, a route that used natural rock formations as steps, passed under arching roots that formed gateways, and avoided the deep, sucking mud pits that Solen hadn’t even noticed. It was a road built by and for a people who were an extension of the forest itself.

After another twenty minutes of tense, silent travel, the character of the jungle began to change. The oppressive, chaotic density gave way to a managed, almost curated space. The trees were larger, older, and their great, buttressed roots formed natural walls and alcoves. Vines heavy with luminous fruit were trained to hang in specific patterns, creating shifting curtains of soft, blue-green light.

And then they saw the village.

It wasn’t a clearing in the traditional sense. The canopy high above was still intact, a living ceiling a hundred meters high. But the ground below was open and spacious, nestled within a grove of the massive, ancient trees. Homes weren’t built; they were grown. They were vast, hollowed-out gourds the size of ground-cars, living trees woven together into multi-level platforms, and structures of cured mud and woven reed that blended seamlessly into the roots of the giants.

There were no sharp angles, no straight lines. Everything was curves and organic shapes, as if the village had been exhaled by the earth itself. Small, bioluminescent fungi lined the “streets,” ready to provide light when the filtered sun above finally faded.

People stopped their work to watch them pass. Women weaving impossibly fine textiles on looms made of bone and vine. Children chasing six-limbed, furry creatures that chittered and scolded from the rooftops. Elders stirring large, ceramic pots that gave off a fragrant, earthy steam. There was no overt hostility, only a deep, penetrating curiosity. They looked at Rorke’s hulking armor with wide eyes, at Lyra’s humming technology with tilted heads. But their gaze always returned to Solen. Their eyes, dark and depthless, held that same unsettling mix of curiosity and recognition their guide had shown.

The mark of the Ka’Thari upon your soul. The words echoed in Solen’s mind, absurd and terrifying.

Their guide stopped before the largest structure in the village. It was built around and into the base of a tree so colossal it defied scale, its trunk a small mountain of gnarled, silver-barked wood. The entrance was a grand arch formed by two curving roots, and from it hung a tapestry woven from feathers, vines, and strands of a strange, metallic fiber that shimmered in the dappled light. At its center was the now-familiar symbol: the concentric circles with the unblinking eye.

The guide turned to them for the first time since the stream. He spoke, his voice that same low rumble.

“Lyra?” Solen prompted.

“He says... ‘Wait here. The Voice of the Eye will see the Devoted. Only the Devoted.’” She sounded nervous. “He’s very specific about that, Solen.”

“Not a chance,” Rorke snapped, stepping forward. His rifle, though pointed at the ground, was a blatant threat. “You’re not going in there alone.”

The guide’s eyes flicked to Rorke. He didn’t seem afraid. He seemed... disappointed. He spoke again, a short, sharp phrase.

“He says the ‘loud metal one’ must stay,” Lyra translated. “He says the ‘place of seeing’ is not for him. His... noise... would offend the silence.”

“My noise would—?”

“Stand down, Rorke,” Solen ordered, his mind racing. This was it. The point of contact. This “Voice of the Eye” was undoubtedly the leadership, the one who might know where the artifact was. This was why they were here. But the mythology, the religious fervor surrounding it... it was a variable he hadn’t accounted for. A dangerous one.

He made a decision. “I’ll go. Alone.”

“Sol, that’s a massive tactical risk,” Rorke argued, his voice a harsh whisper.

“It’s the mission,” Solen said, more firmly than he felt. “Keep the channel open. Lyra, record everything. If anything goes wrong...”

“We’ll bring the house down,” Rorke finished, the promise grim and solid.

Solen took a breath, the recycled air of his suit suddenly feeling thin. He unsealed his helmet, the latches cracking open with a sound that was obscenely loud in the holy quiet. He pulled it off, clipping it to his belt. The jungle air hit him like a wet towel, thick with the smell of damp earth, blooming flowers, woodsmoke, and something else—a sharp, coppery scent he couldn’t identify.

The guide gave an almost imperceptible nod of approval. He turned and led Solen through the root-archway.

The inside was cool and dark, the air thrumming with a deep, sub-audible vibration that Solen felt in his bones. Light came from more of the glowing fungi, set in niches in the walls, and from shafts of sunlight that pierced down through hidden openings in the structure high above. The walls were covered in carvings, more complex and detailed than the marker stone by the stream. They told a story: tall, slender beings with elongated heads—the Ka’Thari—descending from a star-filled sky. They showed them gifting the eye symbol to smaller, humanoid figures. They showed great cities of crystal and light, and then they showed those cities crumbling, overgrown by the relentless jungle.

At the far end of the chamber, seated on a simple mat of woven reeds, was an old woman.

She was so ancient she seemed made of the same gnarled wood as the tree she lived in. Her hair was a cloud of stark white, woven with fresh, green leaves and small, polished bones. Her face was a roadmap of wrinkles, but her eyes... her eyes were the same as the girl’s by the stream, as the guide’s. Dark, intelligent, and utterly calm. Across her hands, which rested in her lap, were tattoos of the concentric circles, so detailed they seemed to swirl and shift in the faint light.

This was the Voice of the Eye.

Their guide bowed deeply and melted back into the shadows, leaving Solen alone with her.

She studied him for a long, silent minute. Her gaze felt physical, like a gentle pressure on his skin. It traveled over his face, his short-cropped hair, the scar on his jaw from a job gone wrong on a dusty moon, the fear and determination he knew was visible in his own eyes.

When she finally spoke, her voice was surprisingly clear, a dry rustle of leaves. To his shock, she used heavily accented but perfectly understandable Universal.

“You come from the metal birds that scream in the sky,” she said. It wasn’t a question.

“I do,” Solen replied, his own voice sounding rough and unused in comparison.

“You seek the Eye of Tomorrow.”

He decided on bluntness. It was all he had. “I seek a Ka’Thari artifact. An energy source. My people are sick. It can help them.” It was a half-truth, shaved down to a simple point.

A faint smile touched her lips. “The Eye is not an ‘energy source.’ It is not a ‘thing’ to be used. It is a seeing. A knowing. A wound in the skin of the world.”

“A wound?”

“Where the light of tomorrow bleeds into today,” she said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Her eyes narrowed, focusing on him with even greater intensity. “Why do you think you were led here? To this place? To me?”

“Because we followed a energy signature.”

She shook her head slowly, the leaves in her hair whispering. “The jungle hides what it wishes to hide. It has swallowed starships whole. Do you think it could not hide a ‘signature’? You were led because you were seen. Long before your metal bird scarred the sky, the dreamers saw you coming.”

A cold trickle of dread traced Solen’s spine. “That’s not possible.”

“The Eye sees all paths,” she said simply. “Even the unlikely ones. Even the one that leads you here, now.” She leaned forward slightly. “You carry a sorrow with you. A deep, rooting sorrow. It calls to the Eye. It is the key that fits the lock.”

Solen’s heart hammered against his ribs. Kaelen. Was it a lucky guess? A reading of his body language? Or something else?

“The man who brought me here,” Solen said, changing the subject, grasping for something solid. “He called me ‘Devoted.’ What does that mean?”

“It is what you are. Or what you will be.” She gestured to the carvings on the wall. “When the Sky-People, the Ka’Thari, left this world, they left behind a... promise. A test. The Eye. They said a keeper would come. One marked by a great choice, a great loss. One who would see the many branches of the great tree of time. The Devoted.”

She was speaking in riddles, layering superstition over the technology he was here to find. He needed to reframe this. “I am not your Devoted. I am a... a seeker. I wish to see this Eye. To understand it.”

Her dark eyes seemed to look right through him, into the desperate, lonely core of him. “You believe you seek it to heal your sorrow. But the Eye does not heal. It reveals. To look into it is to see all that you are, and all that you might be. It is a terrible weight. Many of the Devoted have been broken by it. Their minds... unmade.”

A threat? Or a warning?

“The last who tried,” Solen asked, the words leaving his mouth before he could stop them. “What happened to him?”

A shadow passed over the old woman’s face. “He saw too much. He walked into the jungle, following a path only he could see. The forest took him back. He is part of the silence now.”

She fell silent, and the only sound was the deep, vibrational hum of the great tree. Solen’s mind was reeling. He was trapped in a web of myth and madness. But at the center of that web was something real, something powerful enough to save Kaelen. He couldn’t walk away.

“I still wish to see it,” he said, his voice quiet but firm.

The Voice of the Eye studied him for another long moment, then gave a slow, sad nod, as if she had seen this response a thousand times before and knew how it ended.

“So it begins,” she whispered, not to him, but to the air itself. She raised her voice. “Talan!”

The tattooed guide emerged from the shadows instantly. He bowed to the old woman.

She spoke to him in their melodic tongue, then turned back to Solen. “Talan will take you to the edge of the Forbidden Path. He can go no further. Only the Devoted may walk it. The choice to take the first step will be yours, and yours alone.”

She closed her eyes, a clear dismissal. The audience was over.

Talan gestured for Solen to follow. As they walked back out into the village plaza, the sunlight seemed too bright, the sounds of the village too loud. Rorke and Lyra immediately converged on him.

“What happened? Are you okay?” Lyra asked, her eyes wide with concern.

“What’s the play, Sol?” Rorke demanded, his gaze scanning for threats.

Solen took a deep breath, trying to steady himself. He looked at Talan, who stood waiting patiently, his expression unreadable.

“He’s taking us to the edge of the Forbidden Path,” Solen said, the words feeling alien on his tongue. “The path to the artifact.”

Rorke grunted. “Forbidden? I hate that word. Usually means ‘booby-trapped’.”

“The elder,” Lyra pressed. “What did she say?”

Solen met her gaze. He couldn’t tell them everything. Not the prophecy, not the ‘Devoted’ nonsense. They’d think he’d lost his mind. He gave them the bare, professional bones. “She confirmed the artifact’s existence. Called it the ‘Eye of Tomorrow.’ She says it’s dangerous. That it breaks people.” He looked toward the waiting Talan. “She also said the choice to go after it is mine.”

“The choice?” Rorke frowned. “The choice was made when we took the client’s money.”

“Yeah,” Solen said, his brother’s face flashing in his mind. “It was.”

Talan led them through the village and out the other side. The well-tended paths quickly gave way to wilder, older jungle. The air grew colder. The normal sounds of life—the chittering, the droning, the calls—faded away, until the only sound was the squelch of their boots and the hum of their suit systems.

After a half-hour’s walk, Talan stopped. He pointed ahead.

Ahead of them, the jungle changed. The trees were twisted, their branches clawing at a sky that seemed darker here. The ground was covered in a thick, grey moss that deadened all sound. There were no animal tracks, no gnawed leaves, no signs of life at all. And there, almost completely swallowed by the trunk of a petrified, black tree, was another carving. This one was stark, severe. The concentric circles were there, but the eye at the center was slashed through with a deep, deliberate groove.

A warning. A stop sign.

Talan would go no further. He stood at the edge of the dead moss, his arms crossed, his face a mask of solemn finality.

“This is it,” Lyra whispered, her scanner held out. “The energy signature is off the charts. It’s coming from straight ahead. And... Solen, I’m reading some kind of massive temporal fluctuation. It’s tiny, less than a nanosecond, but it’s... pulsing. Like a heartbeat.”

Rorke hefted his rifle. “I’ll take point.”

“No,” Solen said. The word came out before he could think.

Both of them stared at him.

“She said... the path is only for the Devoted,” Solen said, feeling foolish. “The... the one it calls to.”

Rorke’s face hardened. “Sol. With all due respect, have you lost your damn mind? You’re buying into their primitive mumbo-jumbo? This is a tech recovery. Not a pilgrimage.”

“He’s right, Solen,” Lyra said, though she sounded less certain, her eyes glued to her scanner’s impossible readings. “We can’t let you go in there alone based on the word of some... jungle witch.”

Solen looked at the slashed-eye symbol. He thought of the old woman’s words. He saw too much. He walked into the jungle, following a path only he could see.

He thought of Kaelen.

He made his choice.

“That’s an order,” Solen said, his voice leaving no room for argument. “Wait here. Maintain position. I’m going to scout ahead. If I’m not back in one hour, or if you lose my signal... follow the protocol.”

The protocol was a contingency for his death or capture. Rorke’s jaw worked, but he gave a sharp, furious nod. “One hour. Not a second more.”

Solen turned his back on them, on their doubt, on the safety of their company. He took a step onto the grey moss. It felt spongy and wrong, like walking on carpet over a void.

He took another step. And another.

He heard Lyra’s gasp a second before he felt it.

A wave of... something... passed over him. It wasn’t heat or cold. It was a sensation of profound wrongness, a dizzying lurch that had nothing to do with his body. For a fraction of a second, the world shimmered. He saw two realities superimposed: the dead, grey forest, and for a blinding instant, a vision of the same place lush and green and full of life. He heard a birdcall that vanished before it finished.

It was over as quickly as it began. He staggered, catching himself against the petrified tree.

“Solen! What was that?” Lyra’s voice was frantic in his ear. “My scanner just went crazy! A massive temporal spike!”

“I’m... okay,” he breathed, though he wasn’t. His head was pounding. “It’s some kind of... residual field.”

He pushed off from the tree and kept walking, deeper into the silence. The forest around him grew more grotesque, the trees looking frozen in agonized poses. The air grew heavy, charged with static that made the hairs on his arms stand up.

And then he saw it.

Through a final screen of skeletal branches, a structure emerged. It wasn’t Ka’Thari crystal and light like in the carvings. It was simpler, older. A ziggurat of fitted black stone, overgrown with veins of pulsating, purple bioluminescent moss. It was unmistakably alien. It didn’t belong to the jungle, or to any human architecture. It was a thing apart, a wound in the world, just as the old woman had said.

At its base was a dark, square entrance. A tunnel leading down into the earth.

The energy signature was pouring from that dark opening. The temporal fluctuations were stronger here, the world shimmering at the edge of his vision every few heartbeats. He saw a fallen branch snap back onto its tree. He saw a drop of water float upwards from the moss.

This was it. The source. The Eye of Tomorrow.

Solen stood at the entrance to the tunnel, peering into a darkness so absolute it seemed to swallow the light. The old woman’s warning echoed in his mind. To look into it is to see all that you are, and all that you might be.

He keyed his comm. “Lyra. Rorke. I’ve found it. The temple. I’m going in.”

Rorke’s response was immediate, crackling with static from the interference. “Sol, wait for backup! That place is—“

The signal dissolved into a shriek of temporal static and then died altogether.

Silence.

He was alone.

Taking a final, steadying breath, Solen activated the helmet-mounted lamp on his suit. The beam cut through the darkness, illuminating a steep staircase carved from the same black stone, descending into the heart of the earth.

He had made his choice. There was no going back.

Solen took the first step down.
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Chapter 3: The Forbidden Path
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The darkness in the stairwell was not an absence of light, but a substance. It was thick, cold, and heavy, pressing against Solen’s helmet lamp like black water, allowing him to see only a few meters ahead into a swirling vortex of dust motes his beam had disturbed. The air, once he’d descended far enough to be free of the jungle’s humidity, was ancient and still. It tasted of ozone, crushed rock, and something metallic, like the air after a lightning strike.

His own breathing was the loudest sound, a rhythmic rasp in the confines of his helmet. The suit’s internal systems hummed a low, steady counterpoint. But beneath that, there was another sound. A vibration, so deep it was more felt than heard, a sub-audible thrum that came up through the soles of his boots and into his bones. It was the pulse Lyra had detected, the heartbeat of the mountain.

“Sol? Sol, do you read? Come in.”

Rorke’s voice exploded in his ear, sharp with static but clear enough. Solen flinched, the sound unbearably loud in the tomblike silence.

“I read you,” Solen replied, his own voice a whisper. “The interference is bad down here.”

“No kidding. You flickered out for a full minute. Lyra’s having a fit. What’s your status?”

“I’m inside. A stairwell, descending. Carved stone. No visible threats.” He kept moving, each step cautious, testing the weight on the ancient steps. They were worn smooth in the
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