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A Note from the Author

Thank you.

Picking up this book — whether you stumbled across it, received it as a recommendation, or took a chance on something new — means more to me than I can put into words.

The Paradox World is my debut novella, and getting it into your hands is the realisation of something I have worked toward for a long time.

I hope Adam's story stays with you. I hope it unsettles you in the right places, moves you where it should, and leaves you asking the question at its heart: can you trust a love you inherited?

If this book meant something to you, the single greatest thing you can do is leave an honest review on Amazon. Even a sentence or two makes an enormous difference — it helps other readers find the story, and it tells an independent author that the work was worth doing.

The Paradox Trilogy continues. I hope you'll be there for what comes next.

With gratitude,

C.P. Herold
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The Sunset

The valley below them was wrong. Adam had noticed it the first time Elena brought him here, to this ridge above the Erenne lowlands, the way the light bent at the horizon like it was following different rules. The sun didn’t set in this world so much as come apart, bleeding colour sideways until the sky looked like something poured from a glass. Amber. Vermilion. A violet so deep it hummed.

Elena’s fingers were warm in his. She’d taken his hand without looking, the way she always did, and he loved that about her. The casualness of it. The way it said: you are mine and I don’t need to make a production of it. He felt her lean into his shoulder, that small shift in weight that meant she’d stopped holding herself up. He could have lived inside that shift forever.

“You’re staring at the physics again,” she said.

“I’m not.”

“You always stare at the physics. The light does something and you get that look.”

“What look?”

“The one that says you’re trying to calculate whether the atmosphere will kill us.”

He laughed. It came out easy, unguarded, the kind of laugh that only happens when nobody’s watching. “The atmosphere is fine. I was looking at you.”

“Liar.” But she smiled. He felt it against his shoulder, the movement of her mouth, the hum of her amusement passing through him like a note struck on a tuning fork. He wondered sometimes if she knew what that did to him. She probably did. Elena didn’t miss much.

They sat on the ridge and said nothing for a while. Below them the valley stretched in geometries that shouldn’t have worked, rivers bending wrong, trees spiralling in patterns that would have given a cartographer nightmares. Beautiful and alien and beside the point, because neither of them was looking at it.

“I’ve been thinking,” Elena said.

“Dangerous.”

“About what comes after.”

He didn’t ask after what. The war had been the shape of their lives for so long that imagining its absence was like trying to picture a colour no one had invented yet. But here, with her weight on his shoulder and the wrong sky going soft above them, it almost seemed possible. Not peace, exactly. Neither of them was naive enough for that word. But something. A space where they could stop. A place to put things down.

“I think about it too,” he said.

“And?”

“And I think it involves this hill. And you. And significantly less running.”

She turned to look at him. The dying light caught her face, and there it was again, that ache in his chest that never learned to behave itself. He’d seen her bloodied. Seen her furious. Seen her command three hundred people without raising her voice. And every time, every single time, it was the quiet moments that got him. Just Elena. Just the woman who stole his hand on hillsides and gave him grief about atmospheric physics and made the entire war feel like a problem with a solution, just by being next to him.

“Less running sounds good,” she said softly.

“You know what I miss?” she said. “Stupid things. Cooking a meal without checking the perimeter first. Sleeping in a bed that’s in the same place two nights running. Arguing about what to watch.”

“We argued about what to watch?”

“You had terrible taste. You liked those old war films with the dramatic speeches.”

“I like dramatic speeches.”

“Yes. That’s the problem.”

He kissed the top of her head. She let him. On any other day she’d have reminded him she was a resistance commander, not someone who got kissed on the head. But the sky was dissolving and the war felt far away, so she let him. She pressed closer. He felt her exhale, long and slow, the breath of someone putting down something heavy. He tightened his grip on her hand. She tightened back. Two people holding on to each other on a hill at the end of the world, which is just another way of saying two people in love, which is just another way of saying everything.

Beside Adam, unseen by Elena, the eye floated.

Small. Smooth. Mechanical. About the size of a clenched fist, shaped like a camera lens, hovering at his shoulder the way a loyal dog walks beside its person without being told. It turned slowly, tracking the conversation, the light, the way Elena’s hair fell across her face. It did not blink. It did not look away. There was something uncomfortably honest about it, this thing that was always watching and never pretended otherwise.

Max recorded everything. The warmth of her hand. The exact colour of the light. The sound of her laugh. The way she said “liar” with her mouth against Adam’s shoulder. He filed it all away, every detail, because he understood in the way only something very old and very devoted can understand that this moment was the kind you don’t get twice. So you hold it. You keep it somewhere safe.

In case there is a later.

The sound came from the east. Boots on rock. The hard rhythm of soldiers who’d stopped pretending to be quiet.

Adam was on his feet before the first shout. His body knew. It always knew before he did, muscles firing on patterns learned in other bodies, on other hills, in lives that had ended badly. Elena was already reaching for the sidearm she kept strapped to her thigh, even on evenings that were supposed to be about sunsets and the future.

“How many?” she asked. No fear. Just business.

“Too many.”

He stepped in front of her. She let him. The only concession she ever made. The eye drifted toward Adam and sank into him, smooth and quick, like dropping a stone into still water.

His eyes changed. The colour deepened. A glow built behind the irises, cold and steady. And the world... opened.

The first soldier was fifteen metres away. Adam could see the texture of his gloves. Could hear the creak of the armour’s shoulder joint as he raised his rifle. Could see the man’s breath fogging in the cooling air, each exhale a slow, lazy plume. Everything had detail now. Everything had weight. Time didn’t stop. It just stretched, the way a long note stretches when you hold it, giving him room to think inside each second.

The soldier fired. Adam watched the muzzle flash bloom and stepped left. The round passed him like a slow bird. He closed the distance in three strides that felt like walking but covered the ground in a heartbeat, and then his hands were on the rifle and he was pulling and the metal groaned and the barrel bent in his grip, folding like something soft, and the soldier stared at the ruined weapon in his hands and then up at Adam’s glowing eyes and the colour left his face.

Adam hit him. Open palm to the chest plate. The armour cracked down the middle and the man lifted off his feet and landed three metres back on the rocks, sliding, not moving.

His hand hurt. The impact had travelled up through his wrist into his shoulder and something in his palm was throbbing. That’s armour, a voice in his head observed, not Max’s voice but some dead soldier’s instinct. Armour hurts you back. Adjust.

The second soldier came from his left. Fast. A trained strike, stock of the rifle swinging at his temple. Adam saw it coming but too late, not enough room in the stretched second to fully dodge. The stock clipped the side of his head and the world rang. His vision blurred. His knees buckled. He tasted copper.

But his body kept moving. Even as his mind reeled, his hands found the soldier’s wrist. He gripped and twisted. He felt the bone give way under his fingers, felt the specific horrible crunch of a joint going somewhere it wasn’t designed to go. The soldier screamed behind his visor. The sound was thin and distant in the slow world, stretched like a recording played at half speed. Adam’s stomach lurched. He’d done that. He’d just broken a man’s arm. With his hands. On purpose.

No time for that. More coming.

The third caught him from behind. Arms around his chest, pinning his elbows. The soldier was big, heavy, trained to hold. For a second Adam was trapped, the man’s armour pressing into his back, the smell of sweat and metal and the chemical tang of the kinetic plating. He couldn’t move his arms.

He drove his head backwards. The back of his skull connected with the soldier’s visor and the glass shattered and the grip loosened. Adam dropped his weight, spun, grabbed the front of the man’s chest plate. The plating was thick, layered, built to stop bullets. He pulled. His fingers dug into the seams. The ceramic cracked. The straps beneath it snapped one by one like threads, and the armour came apart in his hands, pieces of it clattering to the rocks, and the soldier underneath was suddenly just a man, soft and exposed and terrified.

Adam let him go. The man ran.

He was breathing hard now. His head was ringing from the stock strike. Blood was running from his hairline into his left eye. His knuckles were raw and his ribs ached where the bear hug had compressed them. He wasn’t untouchable. He was faster and stronger than anything on this hillside, but he was still flesh, still breakable, still a man standing in the wreckage of other men’s bodies wondering how much of this was him and how much was the ghosts in his wiring.

More soldiers coming up the ridge. Dozens. Black armour against the dying amber light. The stretched world was beginning to contract, the seconds getting shorter, time rushing back toward normal speed, and he could feel the cost of the integration now, a deep throb behind his eyes, a heat in his blood that felt like burning.

Too many. He could take ten. He couldn’t take fifty.

He saw Elena pulled away. Two soldiers, one on each arm. She fought them, because of course she did, but she
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