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​CHAPTER 1

The Search Begins
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In the vast multiverse, among countless dimensions and realms, exists a universe unlike any other—the Ethereal Universe. This is a realm untouched by the boundaries of matter, a dimension where beings of pure consciousness, like Falin and Xin, transcend the limits of physical form. Energy flows in endless cascades of shifting light, a cosmic symphony of radiance where each color blends seamlessly into the next, defying description. The very fabric of this universe shimmers with mysteries, reflecting countless secrets known only to those who traverse its translucent currents. Time bends like the arc of a shooting star, space warps into impossible shapes, and only consciousness remains constant amid the endless flux.

For Falin and Xin, the Ethereal Universe is more than home—it is a sanctuary. Here, memories intertwine, and emotions are exchanged in wordless bursts of light and sensation, each one vivid and electrifying. They are Mental Beings, entities that glide through the depths of the Physical Universe with nothing more than a thought, driven by a yearning they can never entirely quell—a hunger for sensations that physical creatures accept as mundane: the warmth of sunlight, the bite of frigid air, the ache and joy of feeling. These cravings compel Mental Beings to cross into physicality, inhabiting the fragile, perishable bodies of mortal beings to savor the fleeting ecstasies of existence.

But crossing into the physical realm is fraught with peril. A game wager of cosmic magnitude—has emerged among the Mental Beings. Bound by an unspoken pact, they risk their very essence each time they descend into flesh. Encased in the confines of a physical form, a Mental Being’s identity begins to fragment, their memories dissipating like morning mist under the sun. To return to Zenla, their true home in the Physical Universe, they must answer the four eternal questions: Who am I? What am I? Where did I come from? Where am I going? Only by solving this riddle can they shed the shackles of carnality and reclaim the light of their origin.

Against all odds, Falin and Xin achieved what was considered impossible. They unlocked the riddle, diving into the abyss of self and emerging whole once more—fully aware of who they are and what they have become. Yet their journey is far from over. Though they returned to Zenla, a place of luminous serenity, the game persists, and the future of their kind hangs in the balance. Across the stars, billions of their kin remain trapped, ensnared by the material world. Among them is Karluk, one of the first to embrace the game’s dangers. His presence fades from the Ethereal Realm, leaving only an echo, a distant cry reverberating like a fading memory among the stars.

Their mission is clear: find Karluk, wherever he may be, and bring him back to Zenla. Yet the Physical Universe is vast and unyielding—a labyrinth of galaxies and cosmic voids where time’s passage is merciless and slow. As they drift through space, the enormity of their task bears down on them, the stakes climb higher with each heartbeat of the universe. They know this quest may be their last chance to reunite their kind and offer hope to those who are lost.

The universe warps and shifts around them as Xin and Falin set out, slipping between stars and galaxies as if propelled by a force beyond themselves. Their forms—shimmering and ethereal—merge and separate, threads of luminous energy twisting and dancing as they cross the boundless oceans of the cosmos. They traverse the Physical Universe as effortlessly as light pierces a shadow, their passage stirring the dust of ancient stars and the gas clouds of creation.

Eventually, they arrive in a realm of perpetual twilight, where the light is thin and faded, suspended in an endless balance between dusk and dawn. The air hangs heavy with the residue of forgotten moments and the lingering ache of lost souls. It hums with a silent, anticipatory vibration, a sensation that prickles along Falin’s awareness like the brush of an unseen hand. A distant presence calls to them, muted and hidden just beyond the tangible world.

“Do you feel that?” Xin’s thoughts flow between them like a shimmering thread spun from starlight, her excitement tinged with a delicate undercurrent of anxiety. The faint light around them swells, each distant star pulsing in rhythm with her awareness, flickering like the beat of a celestial heart.

“Yes,” Falin responds immediately, the urgency in his thought vibrating through the space between them. His presence shivers with anticipation, a surge of raw energy as he senses the faint signature of a mind—a presence—hovering at the edge of the known galaxy. “Something is out there, lingering at the fringes of this quadrant. It is weak and fragmented, barely holding together, but it is real. I can feel it.”

They drift closer, their ethereal forms moving in perfect synchrony, slicing through swirling masses of cosmic dust that coil like smoke in the cold void. The galactic expanse sprawls ahead of the realm of awe-inspiring beauty and profound danger. Vast nebulae churn in shades of azure, violet, and emerald, their hues so deep they seem alive. Star clusters glitter in the distance, their gathered brilliance spilling across the darkness like fragments of a shattered gemstone.

“Do you think he’s still alive?” Xin’s voice is a whisper in the darkness, the tremor of undeniable doubt beneath her carefully measured tone.

“He’s out there,” Falin says with quiet conviction, though uncertainty flickers at the edges of his awareness like a shadow refusing to disperse. “His essence will never just disappear, but I do not know if he is residing within a physical realm creature or not. Whatever remains of him, we will find it—even if it is only a whisper of what he used to be.”

They linger above a desolate world, orbiting a dying white dwarf star. Its surface, cracked and dry, stretches beneath them in endless, barren plains. Once vibrant with life, it now carries only the whispers of long-dead voices drifting on icy winds. The ground, brittle and discolored, bears the scars of time, while the air carries a faint metallic bitterness that lingers at the edge of perception. Falin feels a flicker of memory—an echo of what this world once was—but it fades like smoke, leaving only emptiness.

“He’s not here,” Xin says, her voice steady but hollow, finality threading her words. She drifts away, her gaze turning to the distant stars.

“No,” Falin replies, his determination hardening into resolve. “We cannot stop. There is still a trace—faint, but unmistakable. We must follow it.”

They press on, navigating the labyrinth of space, feeling the faint tug of Karluk’s presence like a gossamer thread guiding them through the dark. The light of distant stars grows scarcer as they approach the galaxy’s edge. The silence deepens, pressing in on them as if the universe itself holds its breath.

At the farthest fringes of the galactic edge, the thread sharpens, and the presence grows stronger, leading them to a remote star cluster cloaked in the twilight of eons. The light here is faint, diluted by the weight of time, and the dark void stretches long and grim. They descend toward a solitary planet, its surface bathed in a dim, ethereal like glow. It is a world of perpetual dusk, where the air is thick with the scent of damp dirt. Gnarled, twisted trees loom overhead, their tangled shadows blurring the line between the real and the imagined.

“Look,” Xin breathes, her voice trembling with a mixture of hope and fear, her form rippling like a reflection in disturbed water. “He is here. I can feel him.”

Falin remains silent, his gaze fixed on the faint pulse drawing them closer. The path winds treacherously through a maze of darkened forest, the air alive with whispers of unseen entities. Finally, they reach a clearing space that seems to hover between reality and dream. A thin shaft of cold, silver light pierces the darkness, illuminating the figure at the clearing’s center: Karluk—or what remains of him.

His form is barely recognizable—a ragged figure cloaked in tattered remnants of flesh and spirit, hunched beneath an invisible weight. Deep lines carved his face, his once-bright eyes shadowed with the weariness of countless lifetimes. Thick, jagged scars crisscross his withered body, each a testament to battles fought and survived in the endless void of time.

“Karluk.” Falin’s voice, soft yet insistent, slices through the oppressive silence. He steps forward, his form glowing faintly—a beacon of warmth in the darkness. “It is us. We have come to bring you home.”

The figure stirs, his dull, clouded eyes searching the surrounding void. He lifts his head slightly, his movements sluggish, as though he hears a sound but cannot place its origin. “Home,” he echoes, his voice a hollow rasp, the word foreign on his tongue. “Who... who’s there?”

Xin steps forward, her energy bright and steady, radiating reassurance. “It is me, Xin. And Falin. We have come for you, Karluk. Do you remember us?”

A long silence stretches between them, and for a moment, he seems on the verge of crumbling, dissolving back into the shadows. Then he speaks, his voice hoarse and uncertain, like a man awakening from a dream he cannot fully grasp. “Xin... Falin... I-I do not know. I have been lost for so long. There is nothing here but shadows and silence. Why... why have you come?”

“To help you remember, old friend,” Falin replies gently, his glow pulsing softly, extending toward Karluk like a lifeline. “You do not have to stay here, trapped in this darkness. We can bring you back to Zenla, to the life you had before. But you must trust us.”

Karluk’s face contorts in confusion, his brow furrowing as though the words themselves bring him pain. “Zenla... I do not... I do not understand. What is Zenla? Who am I? Why can’t I remember anything?”

“Because you’ve been here too long,” Xin answers, her voice unwavering even as her energy trembles with compassion. “This place has drained you, but you are still you. We will stay with you until you are ready. We will help you find yourself again.”

Karluk’s gaze falters, his eyes glassy and distant, yet deep within him, something stirs—a faint spark, kindling in the depths of his fractured essence. “I... I want to remember,” he whispers, his voice fragile, a thread of hope against the darkness. “Please... help me.”

Falin and Xin exchanged a glance, their resolve solidifying in unspoken unity. They move closer, their combined energy intensifying, casting long shadows that dance across the clearing. Encircling Karluk in a cocoon of warmth and light, they reach out to him with the essence of who they are. It is a beginning hesitant step toward healing the fractures of a mind shattered by time and isolation. “The radiation from the white dwarf has increased on this planet, that is why there is only minor living creatures left here. That is what has taken a toll on poor Karluk.”

Karluk’s form trembles, the faintest flicker of recognition sparking in his eyes. “Zenla,” he murmurs, his voice barely audible. “What is Zenla? Who am I?”

“You’re our friend,” Falin answers, his tone patient, filling with unwavering care. “We will help you remember. You are not alone anymore.”

In the quiet of the clearing, the spark within Karluk grows, faint but undeniable. It is enough. For now, it is enough.

Falin’s resolve sharpens, hardening like tempered steel. He steps cautiously closer, his ethereal light casting a steady, reassuring glow in the gloom. “You are like us, Karluk,” he says softly, his voice imbued with gentle encouragement. “You have forgotten much, but we are here to help you remember. Trust us. We will not abandon you.”

As they draw nearer, Falin and Xin’s energies intertwine, weaving into a delicate, radiant sheath that begins to envelop Karluk’s fractured essence. The warmth they generate seeps into him, soothing the jagged edges of his existence. They channel their strength into him carefully, deliberately, ensuring they do not overwhelm. The light seeps into the cracks of his mind, coaxing fragments of memories to rise to the surface. Xin’s thoughts reach for the familiar: the orange oceans of Zenla, its spectacular forests, the exhilaration of knowing one’s true self.

Karluk trembles. A subtle, slow shift stirs within him—like the first deep breath after being submerged underwater for too long. He staggers, nearly falling, but Xin is there, her energy a steady and unwavering force, holding him upright.

Bit by bit, the shadows begin to peel away—not all at once, but in hesitant, tentative layers, like old bark flaking from a tree that is finally starting to heal. A faint glow, muted but unmistakable, flickers deep within Karluk’s eyes. He lifts his gaze, and a spark of recognition appears, a fragile flame struggling to burn brighter.

“I... I remember something,” he whispers, his voice raw and uncertain, as though speaking the words might cause the memory to vanish.

Xin nods, her presence radiating warmth and patience. “Good. Hold on to it, Karluk. It is a start. Take your time.”

But it is not enough. Falin and Xin can feel it—the remnants of Karluk’s true self, buried beneath layers of pain, confusion, and radiation poisoning. They know this will take time. Falin reaches deeper, drawing out memories with the gentleness of a healer. He finds glimpses of another life—a time when Karluk’s essence was radiant and whole. Speaking of stars and light, of the peace and joy that once defined their shared past, Falin stirs something deep within Karluk. The faint hope in Karluk’s eyes flickers and grows, though it remains unsteady.

Days pass. They do not rush him. Together, they help Karluk piece together fragments of his past, sifting through the wreckage of memories. Painful debris is set aside. While shimmering truths are brought to light. At times, Karluk retreats into silence, his face shadowed with doubt. Other times, he lashes out in frustration, his cries filled with anguish over a loss he cannot fully understand. Through it all, Falin and Xin remain steadfast, soothing his pain and guiding him gently back from the edge.

One night, beneath the strange twilight of this planet, Karluk speaks, his voice clearer than before. “I remember... a sea of orange, stretching to the horizon,” he says slowly, as if the memory is fragile and must be treated with care. “I remember... I was whole. I was someone.” His brow furrows as he struggles to hold onto the elusive images. “But I don’t know who.”

“Keep holding onto that, Karluk,” Xin encourages, her voice gentle and steady. “The rest will come, piece by piece.”

Weeks crawl by, each one a slow journey through the labyrinth of Karluk’s mind. Each step brings them closer to the core of who he used to be. Every memory reclaimed creates another crack in the armor that has bound him for so long. His form grows stronger, less frail, as faint echoes of his former power begin to surface—glimpses of abilities dulled by years of self-exile.

Moments of brightness break through the darkness. Sometimes, Karluk remembers with startling clarity: soaring through the stars, laughter and lights of the universe, the freedom of the Ethereal realms. Yet just as often, the shadows return. He withdraws, fear and doubt clouding his gaze.

Falin and Xin never leave his side. They celebrate every triumph, no matter how small, and anchor him through storms of despair. They remind him that the journey is far from over, that even in the darkest corners of the mind, hope persists. Patient as the universe itself, they coax the answers from him without force, knowing that, in time, the pieces will fall into place.

And then, finally, after what feels like countless cycles, the shadows separate for good. The light flickering in Karluk’s eyes flares and burns steadily. His essence transforms, solidifying into the vibrant, multifaceted being Falin and Xin remember from long ago. The energy pulsing from him is no longer hesitant or weak; it is strong and true, resonating with the brilliance of his restored self.

He looks at them, and this time, there is no doubt. “I remember,” he says, his thought beam steady and unwavering. “I am Karluk. I remember everything.”

Falin and Xin exchange glances, relief washing over them in waves. They know this journey is only the beginning, but their friend is back—a beacon of light reclaimed from the darkness. With Karluk restored, they held onto hope.

Xin’s presence merges with his, a steady beat of resolve pulsing through the twilight. “Together, we will find the others. We will bring them home.”

They stand bathed in the glow of their shared purpose. The stars above seem to shine brighter, as if bearing witness to their unity. Karluk nods, his essence glowing with renewed hope—a flicker of light amid the cosmic gloom. “Help us, Karluk! Together, let us rally and bring everyone back home!”

With their first comrade freed from despair, Falin, Xin, and Karluk turn their gaze to the endless universe stretching before them, an expanse filled with possibilities and challenges. Their mission is clear, their purpose unwavering, as they journey into the unknown. Their unity illuminates the path ahead, a radiant beacon guiding them toward the freedom and reunion of their kind.

Though the quest is just beginning, each step draws them closer to restoring the joy and harmony that once flourished on Zenla. The journey will be long and fraught with obstacles, but together, they know they are an unstoppable force.

Their next goal is Thron. Thron always boasts about solving puzzles effortlessly, and his reputation as a master of mental games is well-earned.

“Do you sense him yet?” Xin’s voice drifts through the vastness like distant silver chimes, tinged with hope and worry. Her form shimmers, catching the light of a nearby star, her presence flickering like a delicate flame in a soft breeze.

“Not yet,” Falin answers, his tone steady despite the shadows of doubt flickering at its edges. “But he is out there, somewhere. I know he is. We must keep searching. We owe him that much and more.”

Xin nods, her luminous eyes—windows into an unfathomable ocean of memories—betraying a trace of uncertainty. She reaches out, her essence brushing against Falin’s like the warmth of a sunbeam, bolstering his spirit as they drift through star-filled realms.

In each realm they traverse, Falin and Xin leave faint trails of ethereal light manifestation of their resolve and an unspoken promise to those they seek to rescue. The swirling mists of nebulae and the cold brilliance of star clusters bear silent witness to their devotion and the monumental task ahead.

But fate, as it often does, intervenes. A massive black hole looms in Xin’s path, its gravitational pull distorting the fabric of reality. Before she can react, the immense force draws her in, pulling her essence into the heart of a wormhole that tears the heavens apart. With a desperate cry that echoes through the void, Xin vanishes, her energy spiraling into an unfamiliar corner of the universe, far from Falin’s reach.

Falin’s heart aches at the sudden absence of Xin’s presence, like the extinguishing of a star. Yet he presses on, driven by faith that their bond will somehow reunite them. He ventures deeper into the cosmic sea, only to be caught off guard by the radiation of a nearby massive star. Waves of scorching energy crash toward him, piercing his defenses and searing his form. He recoils, fighting to shield himself, but the damage is done—his senses, once finely attuned to other Mental Beings across galaxies, are dulled.

"I... I cannot feel them," he murmurs, panic threading through his voice as he drifts from the massive star. His senses blur, the vibrant constellations dissolve into vague patches of light. He needs shelter, time to recover, and a way to restore what he has lost.

But he is not alone. Emerging from the swirling mists, a figure draws near—Ethereal Beings, their forms wavering like moonlit shadows. Their voices, gentle and distant, drift toward him.

"Traveler," one says, a woman whose face shifts and shimmers, never settling on a single form. "Why have you come to this forsaken place, where the light of Zenla does not shine?"

Falin hesitates, drawing himself up with effort. "I seek my kin—those who have lost themselves among the stars. My companion has been torn from me, and my senses... they are compromised. I need guidance and, perhaps, a way to restore what I have lost."

The Ethereal Beings exchange glances, their expressions inscrutable. One of them, whose features blur like mist in motion, floats forward. "We can offer no certainty, seeker, but perhaps we can point you toward the path you must walk."

Falin’s gaze, fierce despite his exhaustion, holds steady. "Then that will be enough," he says. "For now, it will have to be enough."

With a faint, flickering hope kindling in his essence, Falin’s quest continues. Even with his senses dulled by radiation and Xin lost in a distant galaxy, the search for their scattered kin—and for Thron—remains his guiding purpose.

Falin arrives on a planet dense with the unmistakable energy of Mental Beings. Though he can sense their exact locations, the injury to his essence is still a wall between them. He descends to the surface, seeking a body to inhabit, determined to explore this enigmatic world.

*                                  *                                      *
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Meanwhile, Xin’s consciousness swirls through the infinite vastness of the cosmos, jolted by the black hole’s relentless pull. She resists with every fragment of her will, but the immense force drags her through the warping fabric of space-time, plunging her into the depths of a wormhole. Hurtling through swirling energies and distorted dimensions, she realizes she has been flung into a distant, perilous expanse of the Physical Universe—far removed from the familiar galaxies she once navigated.

Emerging on the other side, Xin extends her consciousness across the stars like an intricate web. She searches relentlessly for Falin’s familiar energy signature, but it remains elusive, fading like an echo in an empty canyon. Yet, as her awareness stretches further, she senses others, Ethereal Beings clustered around a distant planet. Their vibrations, faint yet unmistakable, spark a glimmer of hope.

Xin drifts closer to the planet, her senses keenly attuned to the tangled, shimmering energy radiating from it. The overlapping signals disorient her, a chaotic web unlike the clear, distinct pulses she is used to. As she lets the planet’s faint light fill her awareness, a thought, warm and familiar, whispers into her mind.

“Greetings, Xin,” a mental voice resonates, filled with curiosity and a hint of affection. “What brings you to this remote corner of the universe?”

Xin’s essence brightens. “Madrigal!” she responds, relief radiating through her thoughts. “I am searching for fellow Mental Beings. This planet is surrounded by an unusually high concentration of Ethereal energy, but the sheer number of signals is overwhelming. It is... disorienting me.”

A wave of sympathy flows from Madrigal’s presence. “I’m sorry to hear that, Xin,” she replies gently. “And Falin? I thought he would be with you. Has something happened?”

Xin hesitates, a ripple of worry coloring her words. “He is lost to me—for now. I have only just begun reaching out for guidance. You are the first Ethereal Being I have contacted. There must be quite a variety of Ethereal Beings on this planet?” Xin asks, curiously. “And why this planet in particular? What draws so many of our kind?”

Madrigal’s response is slow, her presence wrapping Xin in a soothing warmth. “The Ethereal Universe is vast,” Madrigal begins thoughtfully, “filled with beings of pure energy and thought. Among us are Mental Beings like you and Falin, unbound by physical form yet able to traverse realms through unoccupied vessels or bodies of all types. But you are not alone.”

Her essence shimmers, bright sparks dancing within her shifting form. “There are spiritual entities—angels and their fallen counterparts, demons, who once bore light but now dwell in shadow. Elemental Beings, like me, govern the elements: fire, water, dirt, and air. We maintain equilibrium, nurturing forests, guiding rivers, and even influencing the rotation of planets. Celestial Beings reside among the stars, balancing creation, and destruction of cosmic objects, while Guardian Spirits dwell within living creatures, cycling through lives, and sometimes lingering as Ancestral Spirits, when their creature dies. Then they are known as ghosts.”

The expanse surrounding Madrigal shimmers with an otherworldly brilliance, an ever-shifting kaleidoscope of prismatic hues that pulse in harmony with her words. Her thoughts, rich and resonant with the weight of ageless wisdom, carry an almost tangible power as she speaks. “This planet draws us here, as moths to a celestial flame, because of the impending supernova unfolding in a neighboring sector of space. A dying star, immense and ancient, teeters on the brink of its final, magnificent eruption—a cataclysmic dance of obliteration and renewal. Its unleashed energy will cascade across the fabric of the universe, reshaping the very ether we traverse. Here, on this tranquil world, we stand at a safe vantage point, removed from the immediate devastation yet close enough to bear witness to its unparalleled grandeur.”

Xin’s essence flickers with an almost playful delight, her translucent form catching the ambient light and scattering it like liquid crystal. “So, this is where all that Ethereal traffic I sensed leads. As always, your insight is nothing short of extraordinary, Madrigal. Thank you for guiding me here.” Her tone shifts slightly, the ethereal cadence laced with both hope and urgency. “Can you send word to your Elementals? I need their assistance in locating Thron. Time feels fleeting, even for us, and my search grows more urgent by the moment.”

Madrigal sends out beacons of pure thought to inquire from her fellow Elementals as to Falin’s whereabouts. The shimmering edges of her form elongating like waves drawn toward an unseen moon. Her voice softens, suffused with compassion and understanding. “It is always my pleasure to aid you, dear Xin. The search for Thron—and for Falin, I presume—must weigh heavily upon you. But take heart.” She extends an arm, the movement echoing like a ripple across a still pond and transmits a luminous image into the shared space between them. It depicts a star system far removed. Its coordinates meticulously detailed within the galactic quadrant with a planet known locally as Naratu. “I have received word through the Elemental network. A flicker of his presence was recently detected on this distant world. Perhaps there, at last, your journey will find its resolution. May your path, however winding, lead to clarity and reunion.”

A moment of silence stretches between them, heavy with gratitude and unspoken sentiment. Xin bows her glowing form slightly, her radiance dimming in quiet reverence. “Your assistance means more than I can express, Madrigal. I hope one day I will find the words—or the actions—to repay your kindness.”

Madrigal’s form brightens momentarily, her tone lighter but still imbued with warmth. “The Ethereal realm thrives on mutuality, Xin. There is no debt here, only a shared purpose. Now, if you excuse me, I must prepare. The supernova’s emergence will be upon us soon, and its spectacle demands my full attention.” With that, Madrigal drifts away, her shimmering form dissolving like morning mist touched by the first rays of sunlight.

Xin lingers for a moment, basking in the faint afterglow of Madrigal’s departure. The light from the stars around her, previously muted by Madrigal’s brilliance, regain their full intensity, each point of light a reminder of the vastness she must yet traverse. Her thoughts turn inward, a mix of determination and anticipation igniting her luminous core. Slowly, her ethereal presence unfurls, and she directs her focus toward the distant star system now imprinted in her memory.

Naratu awaits its mysteries promising not only a potential reunion with Thron but also a deeper understanding of her place in this boundless universe. And so, with a final flicker of light, Xin vanishes, her essence streaking across the cosmos like a comet tracing an arc of purpose and hope.
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CHAPTER 2

Growing Up Again
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​

Falin, still grappling with his diminished ability to detect the presence of other Mental Beings across the vast galactic expanse, sets his sights on a planet within a neighboring star system. The world, known locally as Naratu, teems with life. Faint, indistinct echoes of Mental Beings ripple across its surface, though Falin struggles to pinpoint any single individual.

On Naratu, the city of Northland awakens to a cold, brisk morning. The sky is a sharp, crystalline blue, unbroken by clouds, yet the chill bites fiercely. A relentless wind cuts through the streets like a frozen blade, battering the bundled figures hurrying through narrow alleys and bustling marketplaces. The sleek, towering silver-gray structures of the city seem to shudder under winter’s unforgiving grip. However, Falin feels none of this discomfort. Hidden within the depths of the Ethereal Universe, he observes the planet’s surface, waiting for the precise moment to make his transition.

As evening descends, the moon casts a luminous silver glow over the city, draping its streets in an eerie, otherworldly light. It is during this cold, moonlit hour that Falin shifts effortlessly from the Ethereal to the Physical plane, selecting his new host with practiced ease.

The Thompson family gathers in an elongated hospital room, the flickering fluorescent lights humming incessantly from outdated fixtures. A pungent smell of antiseptic permeates the air. In this mundane and unremarkable setting, Falin begins a new life in the Physical Universe.

Daniel Thompson’s first cry pierces the cold, sterile silence as his mother—a woman with weary but radiant eyes, framed by damp tendrils of gray and chestnut hair—gazes down at him with a mixture of wonder and exhaustion. She cradles the infant in her arms, her gentle touch brushing against his soft, sparse hair. Beside her, Daniel’s father holds a bulky recording device, its flash capturing the blurred, chaotic beauty of these first moments. Daniel’s tiny fingers clasp his father’s much larger one with surprising strength, as the parents exchange tremulous smiles, feeling the weight of responsibility settle upon them.

Naratu, despite its technological marvels, reveres the simple miracle of birth. The Thompsons, like countless others before them, are overwhelmed by awe. However, it is Falin—watching from within the newborn’s consciousness—who truly grasps the depth of the moment. He perceives the complex swirl of emotions around him: fear, hope, and unspoken promises of protection. For now, he inhabits this fragile form, conducting his mission in a world where he remains unseen and unfathomable. To find the Mental Beings on this planet, he must grow up, learning what life here truly means.

As the years pass, Daniel grows into a bright, quiet child with an insatiable curiosity. By the age of three, he spends hours dismantling his father’s discarded gadgets, his small hands prying apart panels and sifting through wires with intense fascination. Yet preschool presents an entirely different challenge—a disharmony of bright colors, loud voices, and kinetic energy.

One rainy afternoon, as other children dash about smearing finger paint and shrieking with delight, Daniel sits apart, his brow furrowed in concentration. He painstakingly assembles a miniature robot from mismatched parts scavenged from his father’s workbench and the classroom’s shelves. Slowly, under his careful touch, the automaton takes shape. Its spindly limbs and jerky movements seem insignificant until he connects the final wire. The robot hums to life, its eyes blinking before it rolls forward, pivoting in a small circle, and emitting faint beeps.

“Whoa! Look at that!” cries Emily, a plump-cheeked girl with a gap-toothed smile, pausing mid-scribble to marvel at the creation. Her delight is short-lived.

“That is boring,” sneers Timothy from across the room. His face scrunches in disdain as he swipes a rainbow tower of blocks to the floor. “Robots are for nerds.”

The laughter of classmates rises in discord, drowning out the robot’s whirr. Daniel’s proud smile fades, his hands dropping into his lap. The other children return to their noisy games, the wonder of his creation lost amidst the chaos. Hidden within his young host, Falin feels a pang of disappointment—a subtle but sharp stab of loneliness. He experiences Daniel’s isolation, the ache of not fitting in. This journey, Falin realizes, will not be an easy one.

By kindergarten, Daniel’s peculiarities become more pronounced. His fascination with the stars transforms into an all-consuming obsession. His bedroom becomes a sanctuary, its walls plastered with posters of distant nebulae and galaxies. Tiny glowing stickers, arranged into constellations, cover the ceiling, while homemade devices hum softly, projecting holographic images of alien planets.

In first grade, Daniel’s intelligence isolates him further. While his classmates race through the playground during lunch, he stays indoors, bathed in the dim glow of simulated sunlight. After school, he peers through a secondhand telescope, tracing the arcs of distant planets until sleep overtakes him.

His peers notice his differences. During lessons, his hand shoots up eagerly, and he answers questions before the teacher can finish.

“God, he is such a know-it-all,” whispers Joyce during recess, her irritation palpable. The other children nodded, eager to align with her disapproval.

“Yes, he thinks he is better than everyone,” adds Jim, his allegiance shifting with playground politics.

Yet one new face stands out—a shy, petite girl with bright blue eyes and blonde hair. Her name is Alice. She peeks around Emily at Daniel, offering him a small, hesitant smile. Daniel notices and smiles back, but she quickly disappears behind Emily.

The whispers persist, branding Daniel a “nerd.” His brilliance wins contests and accolades, but these achievements only deepen the chasm between him and his classmates, leaving him stranded on the outskirts of their world.

Yet, amidst the loneliness, there are fleeting moments when the barrier between him and others appears to waver. During group assignments, Daniel becomes a sought-after ally—his knowledge indispensable, his guidance reluctantly accepted. However, these alliances are short-lived; the laughter and camaraderie vanish the moment the projects conclude, leaving Daniel alone once more. The quiet hum of his machines and the cold, distant glow of the stars become his only companions. Falin, now inhabiting the mind of this bright but isolated child, absorbs loneliness and resilience shaping Daniel’s young heart. He senses that the path ahead will demand not only intellect but also the strength to stand apart.

In third grade, Daniel sits at his desk, his pencil gliding softly over the coarse paper as he puts the final changes on his drawing. A planet’s jagged, cratered surface sprawls across the lower half of the page, while an intricate network of stars and constellations fills the upper half. Each carefully plotted point is connected by delicate, deliberate lines. The classroom hums with the faint buzz of the overhead lights, interspersed with faint laughter from the playground outside, where younger children play beneath the pale rays of the sun. But Daniel’s focus remains unbroken.

“Daniel, may I see that?” Mr. Wilson’s voice breaks the silence, tinged with curiosity. He is a tall, wiry man with perpetually smudged glasses and a soft, hesitant demeanor that endears him to the quieter students.

Daniel looks up, his eyes brightening at the unexpected interest. Without hesitation, he hands over the page. “You can keep it if you want, Mr. Wilson,” he says, his voice carrying a faint but unmistakable note of pride.

Mr. Wilson studies the intricate illustration, his brow furrowing as his eyes trace the tiny stars and their meticulously connected formations. “This is incredible work, Daniel. Tell me, is this star system real, or did you create it from your imagination?”

“It is real,” Daniel replies, a shy smile tugging at the corners of his mouth. “It is the Ceritin system—the one in the northern quadrant of our sector.”

Mr. Wilson’s expression shifts, surprise flickering across his features. “Ceritin?” he repeats, his voice dropping to a hushed tone as he stares at the drawing. “Are you certain?”

“Yes, sir,” Daniel says with a firm nod, his eyes sparkling with the confidence of someone who knows he is right, no matter how improbable it seems.

Later that evening, Mr. Wilson drives to the university’s observatory, clutching the drawing with a mix of excitement and disbelief. Professor Reynolds, the lead astronomy scholar, spends his waking hours in his cluttered, dimly lit office, surrounded by high-powered telescopes and research terminals.

“Professor Reynolds,” Mr. Wilson begins, his voice taut with anticipation, “I have something remarkable to show you. One of my students—an exceptionally bright boy—drew this and claims it is the Ceritin star system. Could you verify it?”

Adjusting his round spectacles, Professor Reynolds takes the paper. His already intense gaze sharpens as he scrutinizes the illustration. For several minutes, he examines every crater, every star, every connecting line. Without a word, he turns to his computer, entering a series of commands to access the university’s central database.

For an hour, the professor remains fixed on the screen, his fingers moving swiftly across the keyboard as he cross-references Daniel’s drawing with star charts. The room is silent except for the rhythmic clicking of keys and the low hum of machinery. Finally, he leans back in his chair, his face a mixture of disbelief and awe.

“Mr. Wilson,” Professor Reynolds says, his voice barely above a whisper, “where did you get this drawing? This... should not be possible.”

“It is exactly as I told you,” Mr. Wilson replies, bewilderment etched across his face. “A third grader drew it from memory. I watched him finish it with my own eyes—he did not copy it from anything.”

“This star system exists, and yes, it is Ceritin,” Professor Reynolds says, his voice rising in intensity as he holds the drawing up to the light. “But it is not visible from any perspective observable here on Naratu. The view is from the far side of the galaxy—from an arm we have barely explored. The positions of the stars, the planets, the constellations—they are not just correct... they are precise! You would need a telescope of unimaginable power to even glimpse these details from this planet, let alone chart them with such exacting accuracy.”

“That is incredible,” Mr. Wilson murmurs, a chill running down his spine. “May I leave this with you?”

“I would be honored,” Professor Reynolds replies, his gaze lingering on the page. “This mystery is worth unraveling.”

Back at school, Daniel’s life resumes its familiar isolation. The sprawling elementary school, with its airy structure and walls that change hues with the seasons, seems to mock his solitude. In the sunlit courtyards, children chatter and play, but Daniel remains on the fringes, wandering empty hallways or retreating behind the bleachers with his tattered astronomy books. Sometimes he looks for Alice, but every time he finds her, Joyce sees him staring and steps between them.

By the time he reaches fourth grade, Daniel has stopped trying to fit in. A single humiliating attempt to join a soccer game ends with him sprawling flat on the grass, the sound of mocking laughter echoing in his ears.

“Stick to your nerdy science experiments, Daniel!” one of the boy’s jeers, sneering as he walks away. Daniel brushes the dirt off his scraped knees and retreats to his solitary world.

He watches the other children with a detached fascination, especially the girls. Olivia, with her obsidian-black hair that gleams under the school’s fluorescent lights, and sparkling blue eyes that draw everyone in, is always at the center of games and jokes. Her laughter fills the air with effortless charm. Joyce, the group’s appointed leader, exudes an authoritative confidence that commands attention, even when her words sting. Then there is Alice, with her blonde hair and the bluest eyes, the quietest of them all. She has soft features and a hesitant smile that make her seem pixie-like yet, at the same time, almost angelic.

Although he observes them from afar, Daniel remains invisible to them. That is, all but Alice, who sneaks a peek at him occasionally. His label as the class nerd forms an impenetrable barrier, one that keeps him stranded on the outskirts of social interaction. He tells himself he does not care—or at least he pretends not to—but deep down, the sting of rejection gnaws at him. Loneliness, in a school filled with hundreds of children, feels unforgivable.

As the years pass, the teasing shifts from open mockery to a quieter, more insidious form: exclusion. Daniel becomes the go-to helper during science projects but is never the partner chosen for fun activities. His knowledge is exploited, his presence tolerated only as long as it is useful.

In fifth grade, his fascination with the cosmos leads him to create a model of their star system. Each planet’s orbit is traced with stunning accuracy using a collection of gears, wires, and salvaged parts he finds discarded in the janitor’s closet.

Mr. Albright is genuinely impressed. “Daniel, this is remarkable work!” he exclaims, calling him to the front of the class. “Explain to us how you managed to create such a detailed model.”

Daniel begins his explanation hesitantly, his eyes darting nervously between Mr. Albright’s encouraging face and the disinterested stares of his classmates. But as he delves deeper into the technical aspects, discussing the calculations he made and the mechanisms he pieced together—the passion in his voice grows. For a fleeting moment, he forgets his audience. When he finishes, there is dead silence. One student claps, it is Alice. But Daniel’s moment of pride fades as he returns to his seat, the familiar weight of isolation settling back over him. Alice quickly looks down, ashamed of her applause after receiving Joyce’s cold, disapproving glare.

Yet deep inside, Falin urges Daniel onward, indifferent to the trivialities of childhood and the petty cruelties of the playground. There is a greater purpose, a mission that lies beyond the stars. Even as Daniel feels the ache of loneliness, Falin’s silent presence drives him forward, carrying the faint promise of something far grander than the small, stifling world of Naratu can offer.

In sixth grade, Alice’s parents agreed to let her host a small party at their house. They impose strict rules: no more than twenty students. As the day approaches, Alice and Joyce sit together for over an hour, carefully crafting the guest list. They add and remove names with meticulous precision, going over the list repeatedly to ensure no one is overlooked. Alice fills out the invitations while Joyce looks them over. The next morning, as Alice places the envelopes in the mailbox, she slips in one more—an invitation for Daniel—without telling Joyce.

Alice’s decision is not made lightly. She wants him there. She wants him to be part of her world, to step out of the shadows of the school’s social hierarchy so they can truly connect.

For Daniel, receiving the invitation is a shock. He cannot remember the last time someone actively sought his company for any social event. That it is from Alice—quiet, thoughtful, pretty Alice—makes it even more surreal. To think she wants him, Daniel, the perpetual outsider, to join her world feels incomprehensible.

When the night arrives and Daniel steps through the door of Alice’s house, his heart pounds wildly in his chest. The house is a stark contrast to the sterile classrooms and monotonous hallways of their school. It is spacious, bathed in warm, muted lighting that softens the edges of the room. The aroma of food fills the air, mingling with faint notes of various floral perfumes.

Alice greets him at the door with a radiant smile, her eyes sparkling with genuine happiness. “Hi, Daniel! I am so glad you could make it!” she says, her voice bubbling with warmth as she steps aside to let him in. Her straight blonde hair, styled in two neat braids, sways slightly as she bounces on her toes. Her bright blue eyes glimmer under a touch of glittery eyeshadow, and her pastel tie-dye hoodie with the words "Girl Boss" boldly printed across the front gives her an effortlessly trendy look. Paired with jean shorts and rainbow-colored sneakers that light up with each step, she looks vibrant and full of life. “I hope we will have a chance to be alone tonight. I would really like to get to know you more.”

Daniel pauses caught off guard by the sincerity in her tone. “That is the best thing I have heard in years,” he murmurs, his voice unexpectedly thick with emotion. “Thank you, Alice... for inviting me.”

Her friends are gathered in the living room, a lively mix of kids playing a fast-paced game of Would You Rather, tossing out outrageous questions with unbridled energy. The room is decorated in a cheerful explosion of bright streamers, metallic balloons, and fairy lights. A shimmering banner hangs above the doorway, reading, "HAPPY 11TH BIRTHDAY, ALICE!" The space is alive with giggles and the occasional squeak of sneakers on the hardwood floors.

Alice’s mom and dad bustle around the house—her mom snapping pictures while her dad adjusts the music volume, striking a balance between lively and tolerable. The kitchen serves as a snack station, overflowing with bowls of chips, candy, soda cans, and a punch bowl filled with bright red liquid.

Daniel steps cautiously toward the kitchen, his nerves amplifying with every glance cast his way. He grabs a plate of snacks and a drink, trying to stay inconspicuous. But Joyce, seated in the corner, watches him intently, her glare sharp enough to slice through the buzz of the party.

For Daniel, the evening feels like stepping into an unfamiliar yet inviting, chaotic yet strangely comforting party. And though the weight of Joyce’s gaze does not go unnoticed, he feels something he has not felt in a long time: the faint stirrings of belonging.

Joyce storms toward Alice, her tone sharp and accusatory. “Alice, who invited the NERD?” she demands, her eyes darting from Daniel to Alice with an unmistakable sneer. “Is he crashing your birthday party?”

Alice stands her ground, refusing to flinch at Joyce’s harsh words. “He is not a nerd,” she replies, her voice firm yet soft. “He is Daniel. And I invited him. I like Daniel.”

Joyce’s eyes widen, her lips curling into a disbelieving sneer. She steps closer, her stance suddenly aggressive, and Alice instinctively takes a half-step back, startled. She cowers slightly, as though expecting Joyce to lash out and slap her for being impudent.

“What?” Joyce hisses, her voice rising. “You like the NERD?”

Alice hesitates, her cheeks flushing with a mix of embarrassment and defiance. “Yeah,” she says quietly, her voice softer than before. “I kind of do.”

Joyce’s laugh is sharp and harsh, slicing through the air like a blade. “NOT anymore,” she declares, her tone biting and final, her words laced with a dangerous edge. “I want you to stay by my side the whole night. He is not getting anywhere near my sweet, innocent Alice!”

Alice opens her mouth to protest, but Joyce raises a hand, silencing her. “End of discussion, Alice!” Joyce barks, her eyes gleaming with the authority of someone who thrives on control. “Someone needs to protect your virtue from the likes of him!”

For hours, Daniel drifts aimlessly through the house, feeling like a ghost amid the noise and laughter. Each time he catches sight of Alice, hoping to share a moment, Joyce swoops in, grabbing Alice’s arm with a firm grip. “Where do you think you are going, Alice?” Joyce demands, her voice dripping with possessiveness.

Alice glances at Daniel when she thinks Joyce is not looking, her eyes apologetic and filled with longing, but she cannot break free from Joyce’s suffocating hold.

Daniel had not expected the evening to unfold this way. Foolishly, he had imagined sneaking off with Alice, sitting together on the couch or strolling outside under the stars, just the two of them. Instead, he finds himself lingering in the kitchen, quietly offering to help Mrs. Fremont, Alice’s mother, as if being useful might soften the sting of the night’s humiliation.

“That is sweet,” Mrs. Fremont says, giving him a warm smile as he hands her a plate to dry. “Daniel, right?” Her tone is kind, though tinged with curiosity.

“Yes, ma’am,” he replies, his voice polite and earnest as he fights the awkwardness clinging to him.

“I do not really need help,” she says gently but firmly. “Go mingle and enjoy yourself. Alice talks about you all the time! You are, what, a genius or something?”

“No, ma’am,” Daniel says softly, shaking his head. After a pause, he asks, “Alice talks about me all the time?”

“Yes, she does,” Mrs. Fremont says with a proud smile. “You should talk to her. She was in the living room the last time I saw her.”

Daniel nods, forcing a polite smile, though he knows deep down that he will not get a chance to speak with Alice tonight. Instead, he drifts through the house, moving from one corner to another, careful not to linger too long in any spot, fearing his stillness might invite more ridicule.

Eventually, he finds his way to the back patio. The pool glimmers under dim lights, and a cluster of artificial rocks in the corner casts deep shadows, creating a perfect hiding spot. He claims the corner, sinking into solitude, feeling like the only person at the party who needs to be alone.

“Who did you come here with?” a voice asks from behind him.

Startled, Daniel turns quickly, his heart racing. He blinks in surprise at the sight of Natalie, her curious eyes soft yet striking.

“Uh, no one,” Daniel stammers, nearly choking on his words.

Natalie tilts her head slightly, a small smile playing on her lips. “Well, I am glad you came,” she says, her voice warm and genuine. “It is nice to see someone else who does not care about the whole popularity scene.”

Caught off guard by her kindness, Daniel nods, unsure how to respond. For the first time that night, he feels like he belongs.

Natalie stands out against the typical school crowd with her Goth aesthetic and unapologetic individuality. Her dark purple hair flows straight down her back, accented by a bold streak of neon pink on one side. Her bangs partially cover one eye, adding an air of mystery to her already intriguing presence.

She wears a black outfit that is equal parts edgy and unique—ripped leggings, an oversized band tee with a faded graphic, a worn leather jacket, and chunky combat boots. Silver chains hang around her neck, and her ears are adorned with small silver studs. Her dark, smudged eyeliner, and chipped purple nail polish hint at her rebellious, DIY spirit.

“So, who did you come here with tonight?” Natalie asks again, her tone playful and slightly teasing as she leans casually against the wall.

Daniel shrugs, flashing a crooked smile. “I wish it were you, but I came alone.”

Her cheeks flush faintly, the neon pink in her hair almost blending with the color. “You... you came by yourself?”

​"Yeah," he admits, glancing toward the pool. "What about you? Who is the lucky guy you are here with?"

"No one," she says softly, her blush deepening. "I am here alone, too. Just... enjoying the night. Why did you say you wished you were here with me?"

"To me," Daniel reflects, his words laced with sincerity, "you are sweet, interesting, and unapologetically yourself. You are inspiring, and I really like the Goth look. There is just something about it that appeals to me. It is so... rebel. That is what makes you a great date."

Her lips parted in surprise, her fingers nervously twisting a lock of her hair. "No one has ever said that to me before."

Daniel chuckles warmly. "Well, it is true."

Natalie looks down, her face flushed, but her smile is radiant. For the first time, she feels truly seen. The intensity of his words takes her aback, and she struggles to respond, her emotions churning inside. "I do not... I do not really know what to say to that," she murmurs, a strange mix of happiness and uncertainty bubbling up within her.

"Hey, it is okay!" he says quickly, stumbling slightly over his words as if realizing he might have crossed an invisible line. "I am not trying to come on to you, I promise. I know we have been friends for years, and it is not like I am expecting anything. I just... I just wanted to tell you the truth, which is all. You are amazing." His gaze darts nervously around the pool area, as if he expects the "cool group" to be eyeing them disapprovingly. "Honestly, you have never even looked my way before tonight. I get it—I am not exactly the kind of guy most girls want to be seen with."

She smiles, her expression softening as she catches the vulnerability in his eyes. "You think you are not a prize?" she asks gently. "Because from where I am standing, you are an incredible person. You are kind, you are thoughtful, and you have always been there for me. That counts for more than you know."

A slow smile spreads across his face as he holds her gaze. "So... would you like to dance with me?" Daniel asks, his voice filled with nervous hope. "I will try not to step on your toes... but I cannot promise anything, with certainty!"

Natalie hesitates for only a second before nodding, a warm smile lighting up her face. "I would love to." She takes his hand, and they move onto the dance floor, the music slowing as if the universe itself has conspired to bring them together.

They dance for an hour, their movements flowing as though they have been partners for years. It is as if they know exactly what they are doing.

Alice's parents eventually announce that the party is ending, and a collective groan ripples through the crowd.

"Thanks, Natalie," Daniel says politely. "I really had an enjoyable time with you. I wish we had connected sooner."

As Daniel walks out the door, he glances back over his shoulder. Alice is still standing next to Joyce, who has a firm grip on her arm. He waves, but Alice does not respond. Lowering his head, he leaves.

That becomes the highlight of Daniel’s social life through sixth grade. Oh... except for the following, which he really cannot count!

The cafeteria buzzes with the steady murmur of voices—a chaotic symphony of sixth graders caught up in their conversations. The smell of overcooked fries and reheated pizza wafts through the air, mingling with the laughter and excited chatter that reverberates off the tiled floors and metal lunch tables. The harsh fluorescent lights overhead cast an artificial glare on the scene, illuminating clusters of students animatedly discussing the latest gossip: crushes. Forks scrape against plastic trays, chairs squeak on the linoleum, and the entire room pulses with the unmistakable energy of young adolescence.

Near the broad windows, where weak sunlight streams in through smudged glass, Jayden leans closer to Daniel, his eyes glinting with the thrill of discovery. He nudges Daniel playfully with his elbow, lowering his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "Okay, spill it. Are you seriously crushing on Olivia? She has that whole quiet-cute thing going on, you know." The teasing in Jayden’s tone is unmistakable, but his curiosity is genuine; he has seen the way Daniel’s face brightens when Olivia enters the room—a flicker of longing that is hard to miss.

Daniel’s face flushes a deep crimson, and he shrugs as though the weight of Jayden’s words means nothing, though his heart hammers beneath his shirt. "Dude, relax. It is not like that. She just asked me about the math homework yesterday. No big deal," he mumbles, forcing a casual tone, but his gaze betrays him, flitting repeatedly over to where Olivia sits with her friends. She laughs lightly, her eyes crinkling in a way that makes his stomach flip. Her obsidian hair shines under the artificial light, and her bright, sparkling blue eyes catch
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