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Prologue

The Promise
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"A better tomorrow begins today."

Millions believed him.

Why wouldn't they?

The world was exhausted.

Wars had devastated nations.

Economies had collapsed.

Disease had returned.

Governments argued while ordinary people struggled to survive.

Then one man offered something different.

Not another political speech.

A vision.

Robotic workers would eliminate dangerous labor.

Artificial intelligence would revolutionize medicine.

Automated transportation would end accidents and congestion.

Crime would become a distant memory.

Scarcity would disappear.

Humanity would finally unite.

The future had arrived.

Or so it seemed.

The people chose.

And they celebrated.

A Few Years Later...

The robots were still working.

Artificial intelligence still monitored every hospital.

Automated transportation still carried millions safely every day.

Everything worked...

Exactly as promised.

Except...

The robots now watched the workers.

Artificial intelligence monitored the citizens.

The transportation system tracked every movement.

The cameras never blinked.

The drones never slept.

The promises remained.

Freedom quietly disappeared.

Then came the Emergency.

Temporary restrictions.

Temporary checkpoints.

Temporary powers.

Temporary injections.

Temporary surveillance.

Temporary obedience.

Every measure came with the same promise:

"Just until the crisis passes."

Most believed it.

Some did not.

Those who questioned were mocked.

Then they were isolated.

Then labeled dangerous.

Then hunted.

One morning...

Without warning...

The Empire awakened.

The smiling banners came down.

Brown Shirts filled the streets.

Combat drones darkened the skies.

Neighborhoods vanished behind barricades.

The mandates became law.

The law became absolute.

The world that had applauded its own salvation...

Awoke inside a prison.

Today

High in the mountains...

One man was still free.

Not for long.

His name was Rodney Williams.

Below him, drones closed in.

Ahead lay nothing but solid granite.

He tightened his grip on his rifle.

Checked his remaining ammunition.

Then smiled to himself.

"If this is where it ends..."

"...I'm going to stand."

He had no idea...

That within the next few minutes...

Everything was about to change.
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Chapter One

Run
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"Citizen Rodney Williams..."

The amplified voice echoed through the valley.

"...stop immediately."

Rodney didn't look back.

His lungs burned as he forced himself deeper into the mountain forest. Branches whipped across his face while loose rocks shifted beneath his boots.

Behind him, the drones never stopped humming.

Like angry hornets.

Always searching.

Always watching.

Another voice boomed overhead.

"Failure to comply authorizes immediate judgment."

Rodney let out a bitter laugh between ragged breaths.

"Then come get me."

A pulse round slammed into the tree beside him.

The trunk exploded into splinters.

Rodney stumbled but caught himself before falling.

He kept running.

There was no surrender anymore.

Only three weeks earlier, he had believed he could simply disappear.

Keep his head down.

Go to work.

Come home.

Wait for the madness to pass.

Then the notices arrived.

Mandatory registration.

Mandatory biometric scan.

Mandatory injection.

Mandatory compliance.

Every notice ended with the same slogan.

ONE PEOPLE. ONE FUTURE.

Rodney remembered the conversation at work.

"You taking yours?"

Darren shrugged.

"They say everybody has to."

Rodney shook his head.

"Everybody doesn't."

Several mechanics looked up.

One laughed nervously.

"You trying to become a rebel?"

Rodney smiled.

"No."

"I'm trying to stay myself."

No one answered.

No one wanted to continue the conversation.

Because conversations had become dangerous.

Then came the lockdowns.

Neighborhoods sealed.

Travel permits.

Curfews.

Food distribution centers.

Health checkpoints.

The drones arrived the following week.

People applauded.

"They're keeping us safe."

Rodney wasn't so sure.

Then people started disappearing.

Not criminals.

Not terrorists.

Neighbors.

Teachers.

Mechanics.

Pastors.

Doctors.

Anyone who refused.

The news called them extremists.

The Empire called them obstacles.

Their families called them only one thing.

Missing.

Rodney never reported for his appointment.

Instead, he packed a backpack, filled his truck with fuel, and drove until the roads disappeared.

He had survived sixteen days.

Longer than most.

A warning siren pierced the trees.

The drone had found him again.

Its targeting laser painted a bright red dot across his jacket.

Rodney threw himself behind a fallen log.

The explosion shook the mountainside.

Mud, bark, and shattered stone rained down around him.

He glanced at the rifle in his hands.

Seven rounds.

Seven chances.

Maybe.

A weary smile crossed his face.

"Well..."

"...this isn't how I planned retirement."

Voices drifted through the forest.

Brown Shirts.

Closing in.

Methodical.

Patient.

One shouted,

"He's trapped!"

Another answered,

"He won't get far."

Rodney quietly checked the magazine one last time.

He wasn't afraid anymore.

Just tired.

He looked toward the towering granite cliffs ahead.

A dead end.

No trail.

No escape.

He slowly rose to his feet.

If this was where his story ended...

He would end it standing.

He stepped into the clearing.

Raised his rifle.

And waited.

The first soldier stepped from the trees.

Then another.

Then ten more.

Their weapons were raised.

Their faces showed no emotion.

Only obedience.

The commander took one step forward and smiled.

"Citizen Rodney Williams."

"Your running ends here."

Rodney glanced over his shoulder at the towering wall of ancient granite.

Solid.

Unmoving.

A dead end.

He looked back at the soldiers and smiled.

"You know..."

"I was just thinking the same thing."

Neither man realized...

Someone else had already arrived.

Hidden among the trees.

Watching in silence.

Waiting for the moment when one desperate man would have only a single choice left.

The commander raised his rifle.

"You have violated the Emergency Directives."

"You refused registration."

"You refused enhancement."

"You refused lawful orders."

Rodney shrugged.

"Sounds expensive."

Several soldiers exchanged uncertain glances.

The commander didn't.

"Lay down your weapon."

"No."

"This is your final warning."

Rodney tightened his grip on the rifle.

"I've been hearing that for weeks."

The commander's smile disappeared.

"So be it."

The soldiers spread into a firing line.

Lasers danced across Rodney's chest.

One red dot.

Then another.

Then dozens.

Rodney inhaled slowly.

His heart pounded, but his hands remained steady.

Seven rounds.

Against an army.

He already knew how the math worked.

The commander lifted his hand.

"Fire."

Before the order could be carried out...

The granite behind Rodney began to glow.

At first it was little more than a faint shimmer.

Then thin lines of golden light spread across the rock like veins awakening beneath stone.

The soldiers froze.

The commander stared.

"What is that?"

The humming grew louder.

The mountain itself seemed to vibrate.

The wall of granite split apart without a sound.

A doorway of brilliant golden light opened where solid stone had stood only seconds before.

Warm air flowed from the opening.

It carried the scent of fresh rain, wildflowers, and pine.

Rodney stared.

"What..."

"...is happening?"

A massive figure stepped through the light.

More than eight feet tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Covered in dark brown hair.

Its eyes were calm.

Ancient.

Intelligent.

Every rifle in the clearing swung toward the newcomer.

One nervous soldier whispered,

"It's..."

Another finished the sentence.

"Impossible."

The giant ignored them.

Instead, it looked directly at Rodney.

"Come."

Rodney blinked.

"Come?"

"Now."

The commander's voice broke the silence.

"Kill them both!"

Pulse fire erupted across the clearing.

Trees exploded into splinters.

Stone shattered.

The giant never flinched.

He simply stood beside the glowing doorway.

Waiting.

Rodney looked from the soldiers...

To the impossible opening...

Then back again.

Every instinct told him to run.

Every ounce of common sense told him none of this could be real.

But common sense had never opened a doorway inside solid granite.

Another blast struck only feet away.

The heat washed across his face.

The giant spoke again.

"This is your choice."

Rodney laughed despite the chaos.

"I really hope I'm not hallucinating."

Without waiting for another invitation, he sprinted toward the doorway.

The commander shouted,

"Stop him!"

Several soldiers charged.

They were too late.

Rodney crossed the threshold.

Golden light surrounded him.

The roar of weapons vanished.

The cold mountain air disappeared.

Everything became silent.

The giant stepped through after him.

The glowing doorway folded closed.

The granite became solid once more.

The soldiers reached the cliff only seconds later.

Nothing remained.

No doorway.

No light.

No fugitive.

Only an ordinary wall of stone.

The commander stared in disbelief.

"Search the area!"

The soldiers scattered through the forest.

They searched the cliff face.

They searched the trees.

They searched every trail.

They found nothing.

High above the valley, the wind whispered through the pines.

The mountain kept its secret.

For now.
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Chapter Two

Safe... For Now
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Rodney hit the ground hard.

Grass.

Not stone.

Warm sunlight bathed his face.

Fresh air filled his lungs.

For several long seconds, he simply lay there.

Breathing.

Alive.

No explosions.

No drones.

No loudspeakers.

Only birdsong.

He slowly rolled onto his back.

Above him stretched a sky unlike any he had seen in years.

Deep blue.

Clear.

Untouched by smoke or aircraft.

His chest still heaved from the desperate run through the mountains.

He closed his eyes.

"Am I dead?"

A deep voice answered behind him.

"No."

Rodney sat bolt upright.

A towering figure stepped from the glowing opening in the granite.

As the giant passed through, the light faded.

The stone sealed itself without a sound.

Within moments, there was nothing unusual about it.

Only an ordinary boulder.

Rodney stared.

First at the stone.

Then at the giant.

Then back again.

"No..."

He hurried to the rock and pressed both hands against it.

Cold.

Solid.

Unbroken.

"This can't be..."

He pounded both fists against the granite.

Nothing happened.

The giant watched patiently.

Rodney stepped back, shaking his head.

"This isn't real."

"It is."

"I hit my head."

"You did."

"So I'm unconscious."

"You are not."

Rodney rubbed both hands over his face.

"I've officially gone crazy."

For the first time, the giant tilted his head ever so slightly.

"Perhaps."

Rodney looked around.

Rolling green hills stretched toward distant mountains.

A crystal-clear river wound through the valley.

Strange birds circled high overhead.

Several deer grazed peacefully nearby.

None of them fled.

One even wandered closer, studying him with quiet curiosity.

Rodney blinked.

"What is this place?"

The giant answered without hesitation.

"Eden."

Rodney laughed.

"Of course it is."

The giant said nothing.

Rodney looked again.

His laughter slowly faded.

Everything seemed...

Perfect.

Too perfect.

No roads.

No power lines.

No aircraft.

No smoke.

Only forests.

Flowing water.

Gentle wind.

Silence.

He whispered,

"They can't find me here..."

"No."

The single word carried more comfort than Rodney expected.

For the first time in weeks...

He felt safe.

His stomach growled loudly.

The giant looked toward him.

"You are hungry."

Rodney smiled weakly.

"You noticed?"

"You are loud."

Despite everything, Rodney laughed.

"I haven't eaten since..."

He stopped.

He couldn't remember.

The giant pointed toward a grove of fruit trees.

"Eat."

Rodney hesitated.

"You're sure it's safe?"

The giant looked genuinely puzzled.

"Yes."

Rodney picked a piece of fruit.

Its sweet fragrance filled the air.

He took a cautious bite.

His eyes widened.

"That's..."

He took another.

"...the best thing I've ever tasted."

The giant simply nodded.

Together they walked beside the river.

The water was so clear Rodney could see smooth stones resting on the bottom.

He kept glancing over his shoulder.

Half expecting drones to burst from the trees.

Nothing came.

Finally he asked,

"So..."

"...who are you?"

"I am Guardian."

Rodney frowned.

"That's your name?"

"No."

"Then what's your name?"

The giant looked toward the mountains.

"It has been forgotten."

"You forgot your own name?"

"It is no longer needed."

Rodney frowned.

That answer somehow created even more questions.

He sighed.

"So..."

"...what exactly are you?"

The Guardian looked at him.

"You ask many questions."

Rodney smiled.

"I just escaped an army, walked through a mountain, and met a giant who answers every question with one sentence."

"I think I've earned a few."

The Guardian considered him for a long moment.

Then nodded.

"You have."

Rodney waited.

Nothing else came.

He laughed quietly.

"I had a feeling that was all I was getting."

The Guardian almost smiled.

"Correct."

They rounded a bend in the river.

The valley opened before them.

Thin trails of smoke rose lazily from stone chimneys.

Simple wooden cabins stood among gardens bursting with vegetables and flowers.

Children laughed somewhere beyond the trees.

Rodney stopped walking.

"There are people here?"

"Yes."

"They're alive?"

"Yes."

"From Earth?"

"Yes."

"How many?"

The Guardian looked ahead.

"Enough."

Rodney groaned.

"I walked right into that one."

For the first time...

The Guardian smiled.

It was almost imperceptible.

But it was there.

They continued down the gentle slope toward the village.

The closer Rodney came, the more details he noticed.

Children chased one another through the grass, laughing without fear.

Men and women worked together in gardens overflowing with vegetables.

Others repaired cabins or stacked freshly cut firewood.

No one carried weapons.

No one looked over a shoulder.

No one watched the sky.

The peace felt almost unreal.

An elderly woman stepped from one of the cabins as they approached.

Her silver hair was tied neatly behind her head, and the lines on her face spoke of a lifetime of both hardship and joy.

She smiled warmly when she saw Rodney.

"You found another one."

The Guardian nodded.

"I did."

She walked directly to Rodney without hesitation.

No suspicion.

No fear.

She gently took both of his hands in hers.

Her touch was warm.

"Welcome home."

Rodney blinked.

"I... don't live here."

Her smile softened.

"You do now."

He looked around the village again.

Children.

Gardens.

Cabins.

The river.

The mountains.

Only a few hours earlier he had expected to die beneath a wall of granite.

Now nothing made sense.

Strangely...

That felt better than dying.

The woman led him toward a small cabin overlooking the river.

"It's simple," she said, opening the wooden door, "but it's yours for as long as you need it."

Rodney stepped inside.

A sturdy wooden table.

A handmade bed.

A fireplace.

A small window overlooking the valley.

There were no screens.

No electronics.

No cameras.

Only silence.

He stood there for a long moment.

"I don't know what to say."

"You don't have to say anything."

She smiled.

"Just rest."

After she left, Rodney sat on the edge of the bed.

His body suddenly remembered how exhausted it was.

Every muscle ached.

His hands trembled from adrenaline.

He leaned back and stared at the ceiling.

The quiet felt unfamiliar.

No distant sirens.

No drones.

No announcements echoing through loudspeakers.

Only the wind moving gently through the trees.

He hadn't realized how loud the world had become until he heard true silence again.

Within minutes...

He was asleep.

The Guardian watched Rodney disappear into the cabin.

He had seen many Travelers arrive.

Each carried fear.

Each carried hope.

Only a few...

Ever chose to return.

He wondered...

Which kind this one would become.
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Chapter Three

The Choice
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Rodney slept for nearly sixteen hours.

When he finally opened his eyes, warm sunlight streamed through the cabin window.

For a long moment, he simply stared at the ceiling.

Then he heard birds singing.

Not drones.

Birds.

A smile touched his face before he even realized it.

For the first time in weeks...

He had slept without fear.

A soft knock sounded at the door.

The elderly woman entered carrying a wooden tray.

Fresh bread.

Fruit.

A steaming bowl of soup.

The rich aroma filled the small cabin.

Rodney sat up, still rubbing the sleep from his eyes.

"You made all this?"

She smiled warmly.

"We all did."

He looked around the simple cabin once more.

Handmade furniture.

Woven blankets.

A stone fireplace.

No television.

No computer.

No cameras.

Only peace.

He hadn't realized how much he missed silence until now.

"Eat," she said.

"You'll need your strength."

Rodney didn't argue.

The bread was still warm.

The fruit was sweeter than anything he remembered.

The soup tasted of herbs he couldn't name.

Every bite reminded him how long it had been since he'd eaten real food.

When he finished, he quietly asked,

"Why are you helping me?"

The woman looked surprised.

"Because someone once helped us."

Rodney lowered his eyes.

He wasn't used to kindness without conditions.

Outside, the village was already awake.

People worked side by side without being told.

Some tended gardens.

Others repaired cabins.

Children carried buckets of water from the river, laughing as they splashed one another.

Nobody shouted orders.

Nobody stood guard.

Nobody looked toward the sky.

It was a world built on trust instead of fear.

Rodney stepped outside and breathed deeply.

The cool morning air carried the scent of pine and wildflowers.

The Guardian waited beside the river, as though he had known exactly when Rodney would appear.

Rodney folded his arms.

"All right."

The Guardian looked at him.

"I've got questions."

"I know."

"So answer them."

"No."

Rodney sighed dramatically.

"I was afraid of that."

The Guardian turned and began walking along the riverbank.

Rodney hurried after him.

The river sparkled beneath the morning sun.

After several minutes of silence, the Guardian stopped beside a smooth granite pillar rising from the earth.

Unlike the boulder Rodney had entered through, this stone seemed ancient.

Its polished surface shimmered faintly in the light.

"The Gate."

Rodney nodded slowly.

"I figured."

He ran his hand across the cool granite.

"So..."

"...I'm stuck here?"

The Guardian answered without hesitation.

"No."

Rodney looked up.

"I leave?"

"Yes."

The answer caught him completely off guard.

"You mean..."

"I could go back."

"Yes."

"You'd let me?"

"If you choose."

Rodney stared at the Guardian.

Then back at the peaceful valley beyond.

Children laughed beside the river.

Smoke curled lazily from cabin chimneys.

People greeted one another with genuine smiles.

No one looked afraid.

Finally Rodney asked,

"Why would anyone leave this place?"

The Guardian didn't answer immediately.

Instead, he pointed toward the village.

"They came."

Rodney nodded.

"I know."

"They returned."

Rodney frowned.

"What?"

"They chose."

The words settled heavily between them.

Rodney slowly began to understand.

This wasn't a prison.

No one was trapped here.

People willingly went back.

Back into danger.

Back into the Empire.

Back into a world ruled by fear.

His stomach tightened.

"Why?"

The Guardian met his eyes.

"There are others."

Silence.

Rodney looked across Eden once more.

Then toward the ancient Gate.

Somewhere beyond that stone...

Families were still hiding.

Children were still running.

People were still waiting for someone to help them.

He swallowed hard.

"I just got here."

"I know."

"I'm exhausted."

"I know."

"I nearly died."

"I know."

Rodney let out a tired laugh.

"You always know."

The Guardian gave a single nod.

"Yes."

For the first time since arriving in Eden...

Rodney realized the peace surrounding him had come at a cost.

Someone had protected it.

Someone had chosen to return.

Again.

And again.

So others could find their way home.

Without another word, the Guardian turned toward the village.

Rodney remained beside the Gate.

Staring at the ancient granite.

For the first time...

He understood that escaping the Empire had never been the end of his journey.

It was only the beginning.

The sun hung low over Eden as Rodney sat beside the river.

The water drifted quietly past, reflecting the warm colors of the evening sky.

For the first time in weeks, there was no urgency.

No sirens.

No drones.

Only the gentle sound of flowing water.

The elderly woman quietly joined him.

She lowered herself onto the smooth stone beside him with the ease of someone who had spent many evenings there.

"You've been quiet," she said.

Rodney smiled faintly.

"I've been thinking."

She nodded.

"That can be dangerous."

He chuckled softly.

"I've noticed."

For a while, neither of them spoke.

The silence wasn't awkward.

It was peaceful.

Finally Rodney looked toward her.

"They want me to go back."

She smiled gently.

"No."

He frowned.

"They hope."

Rodney looked confused.

"Hope?"

"They hope you'll choose."

Her eyes remained fixed on the river.

"My husband brought me here many years ago."

Rodney listened without interrupting.

"He loved this place."

"So why did he leave?"

The smile never left her face.

"Because someone else's family was still waiting."

Rodney lowered his eyes.

"He went back?"

"Yes."

"And?"

"He never returned."

The words settled between them like a heavy stone.

"I'm sorry."

She looked at him with surprising warmth.

"He wasn't."

Rodney frowned.

"What do you mean?"

"He left exactly where he wanted to be."

She folded her hands in her lap.

"Before he crossed the Gate, he told me something I have never forgotten."

Rodney waited.

She looked toward the mountains glowing beneath the setting sun.

"If I stay safe..."

"...someone else's family won't."

Rodney stared across the river.

Children chased one another through the tall grass.

Their laughter drifted on the evening breeze.

The old woman quietly stood.

"You don't owe anyone your life."

She rested a gentle hand on his shoulder.

"But sometimes..."

"...love asks difficult things."

Then she walked slowly back toward the village.

Rodney remained where he was.

Long after darkness settled across the valley.

That night...

Sleep refused to come.

Rodney lay staring at the wooden ceiling of his cabin.

Every time he closed his eyes, memories returned.

The forest.

The drones.

The soldiers.

The frightened families he had passed while fleeing.

People who had never found the Granite.

He turned onto his side.

Then onto his back again.

Finally he gave up.

He slipped outside into the cool night air.

The village slept peacefully.

Lanterns glowed softly outside the cabins.

Somewhere in the distance an owl called through the trees.

The Guardian already stood beside the Granite Pillar.

Watching the stars.

"You knew I'd come."

"Yes."

Rodney wasn't surprised.

"You always know."

The Guardian remained silent.

Rodney stepped beside the ancient stone.

"If I go back..."

"...can I return?"

The Guardian answered without hesitation.

"If you reach the Gate."

Rodney laughed quietly.

"That's not exactly reassuring."

"No."

"It is not."

Silence settled over them.

Rodney rested one hand against the cool granite.

He imagined the world beyond it.

The checkpoints.

The fear.

The endless broadcasts.

Then he thought about the children playing beside the river earlier that day.

The old woman's smile.

The simple kindness of strangers.

He realized something.

Eden wasn't special because of the Gate.

It was special because of the people who had chosen to protect it.

The Guardian
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