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Zzyx’s ship gouged a ragged trench into the ochre sand with all the grace of a falling millstone. The charred, smoldering remains left a black wound across the dunes, and the cry of unfamiliar birds circled above the cooling wreckage. 

Zzyx, shaken but unbroken, slithered out of the lifepod hatch and surveyed the endless, shimmering horizon. Unimpressive. But he’d survived nearer to stars than this, and even the sand’s oppressive dryness did not faze him. He patted down his translation module to ensure it survived the atmospheric buffeting—a must if he hoped to do anything but communicate in growls and gestures. 

A quick systems check in his head: The pod was unsalvageable, his distress beacon was crushed, and his escape time from this primitive rock was measured, at best, in centuries. He squinted at the nearest clump of oddly symmetrical structures. Human settlements. Their design was laughably inefficient, but there was industry at work—smoke rising from clay ovens, humans scurrying with baskets filled with fragrant, golden grain. 

At dusk, Zzyx waited, biding his time in the cool shadow of a rock outcrop at the settlement’s edge. The sun’s red afterglow melted behind dunes, and the humans—now little more than silhouettes bustling among mudbrick huts—were at their most careless, lulled by the familiar routines of mealtime and communal chores. 

Zzyx swaddled himself in found garments: A patched cloak, a fraying sash, and a turban that hid his inhuman crown. He hunched his elongated frame to appear less formidable, adopting a limping gait and a self-effacing stoop. The effect was immediate. He drifted into the village under the guise of a beggar or lost trader, and no one so much as blinked. The humans, it turned out, were masters of selective blindness.

His first contact was with a pair of adolescents bickering over a dented pail at a communal well. Zzyx approached, offered to mend the fractured handle with a deft twist of wire, and won their wary gratitude. A small, stooped matron watched from her doorway; Zzyx caught her eye, then offered to haul her water home in exchange for a crust of bread. 

She nodded, and by nightfall, he was seated cross-legged by her hearth, absorbing the tangled gossip and petty grievances of five generations, all at once. The humans rarely questioned the strange tilt of his accent or the odd glimmer in his eyes. If anything, they seemed relieved that this stranger took interest in their daily drudgery.

By sunrise, Zzyx had quietly mapped the entire settlement—the grain stores, the low-walled animal pens, the granaries and clay ovens and the meager temple where smoke rose in slow, blue ribbons. He paid special attention to the gathering places: The market, the well, the firepit where elders convened at sunset to debate minutiae. Within hours, he’d memorized the rhythms of barter and trade, the tokens of currency (bright beads, stamped lead discs, loaves of dried barley), and the hundred subtle signs of status and debt. Where language failed, Zzyx compensated with observation. 

He noted how each clan marked its children with colored sashes, how the priests signaled their castes with painted ash, how the headman’s words sometimes ran counter to his gestures. Within the first moonrise, Zzyx had compiled a lexicon of the spoken tongue and three dialects beyond, plus a mental catalog of facial tics and social cues.

The next day, he apprenticed himself to the local smith, fixing the bellows, patching a cracked kiln, and repairing an ancient loom in the weaver’s hut—all for the price of watching, listening, and learning. He let slip the occasional “outsider’s mistake,” feigning ignorance of customs so he could collect gentle corrections and the laughter of children. 

He learned the proper gesture for gratitude, the way to avert one’s gaze when passing a shrine, and the complicated etiquette of haggling at market stalls. He became a fixture at the morning gatherings, blending into work crews harvesting wheat or digging irrigation ditches, never drawing attention yet never remaining on the margins. 

By the second day, Zzyx was already offering small efficiencies: Stacking grain sacks to prevent spoilage, weaving baskets to last twice as long, diverting waste water to nourish fruit trees.

When night fell and fires dotted the village, Zzyx perched on the low wall near the central square, wrapping himself in his borrowed rags and watching the humans bicker and trade and dream of a future only slightly less bleak than the present. He catalogued their superstitions (the fear of dusk, the reverence for a particular onyx-colored beetle, the belief that names carried power) and their strategies for survival. 

He recognized the fault lines within families and factions, the subtle maneuverings of those who sought to lead, and the quiet desperation of those who only wanted to be left alone. 

Already he could see where this society would crack and where it could, perhaps, be mended. But for now, he was content to observe and to be, above all, unremarkable. 

Until he wasn’t.

The humans worked hard but lacked imagination, and Zzyx saw an opening. Their priests argued over where to bury their dead—each sacred patch of sand was more sacred than the last—and their “kings” squabbled over who could plant the most wheat without it being stolen by jackals or windblown away. Zzyx volunteered a persistent, if polite, presence at every meal and meeting. 

He made a case for honeycomb-shaped burial mounds, which packed more bodies per cubit and, incidentally, attracted fewer scavenger-beasts. Once the priests realized these new tombs freed up valuable farmland, Zzyx became their unofficial advisor. 

He kept his interventions small at first—subtle tweaks to irrigation ditches, repurposed shards of pottery as water filters, soil amendments that turned the river silt from gray paste to rich, pulsing black. But as trust accumulated, so did the scale of his suggestions. 

When a flood destroyed half the village’s huts, Zzyx led the rebuilding effort, using improved mud bricks and a latticework of reed reinforcement that withstood the next Nile flood like a fortress. He disguised efficiency with flattery. “It is your tradition to build this way,” he’d say, and the locals would nod, proud and bewildered at their own newfound cleverness. 

Zzyx’s favorite project, however, was the quarries. The humans had just begun shaping stone, but every few months, a king would demand a monument, and a hundred workers died in the attempt. Zzyx, posing as an itinerant stonemason, demonstrated a system of levers and lubricated sleds that could move blocks five times the size of a man with half the effort. 

At night, he taught the village children to build miniature pyramids from loaves of bread, using pulleys made from seed pods and string. The next morning, he’d let the children teach the adults, who marveled at the ingenuity of youth. 

“Wise children you have,” Zzyx would say, grinning. If any suspected that the “child’s play” was actually alien engineering, they kept it to themselves. 

Of course, the risk of discovery was ever-present. A nosy priest once caught Zzyx using a laser stylus to etch a tablet. Zzyx covered by pretending he was teaching the stylus to write— “It mimics my hand!”—and the priest, who couldn’t read, was satisfied. 

Another time, a child wandered into his hut and found him recharging a solar cell. Zzyx told her it was a magic mirror that could “catch the sun and put it in a jar,” and when she spilled the secret, the villagers declared him a minor sorcerer and left a basket of dates at his door.

Zzyx ate the dates but quietly smashed the solar cell, just in case. 

Throughout these years, Zzyx kept meticulous notes—carved into stones, inscribed on papyrus, and sometimes just etched into his memory. He mapped the rise and fall of kings, the shifting alliances, the development of symbols into a kind of proto-writing. 

He saw the beginnings of trade in the beadwork exchanged at the river’s edge, and the first stirrings of mathematics as farmers tried to predict next season’s floods. Zzyx delighted in every incremental advance, each step toward the civilization he knew, in some ancient future, would someday rival his own. 

But there were moments when the loneliness gnawed at him. At night, he’d climb the tallest pile of bricks, scan the darkening sky, and send out a tightband signal. No one answered. He wondered if anyone in the galaxy even cared that he was here, seeding a world with ideas centuries ahead of its time. 

Maybe that was his mission all along: To make the waiting bearable, to fill the silence with invention.

When the villagers finally built their first true pyramid, the king asked Zzyx to bless the cornerstone. The entire settlement gathered, torches flickering in the twilight, and Zzyx said the words he’d learned from their priests. Afterwards, he
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