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Chapter One: Echoes in a Vacant Paradise
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The evening in Sector 4-12 was saturated with an unnatural, crystal-clear stillness.

On a hovering terrace carved into the peak of an obsidian cliff, an Egos family observed their day of rest. At this altitude the air was so dense with oxygen and carbon dioxide that the glow of the parents — Zon and Ksi — burned a flawless white, showing no trace of frequency hunger.

In the dawn of their civilization, life had been a dance of survival. Males and females existed in an unbreakable symbiosis: males producing oxygen, females carbon dioxide, exchanging these elements to keep from unravelling, bound to one another not by choice but by the arithmetic of staying alive. Their children, too young yet to form pairs, fed alternately from both parents. But on this planet — Earth — nature provided everything freely. Resources no longer needed to be shared. Autonomy had transformed their union from a life-sustaining necessity into something closer to aesthetic habit. A preference. A comfort.

Zon and Ksi sat side by side, yet their vibrations no longer wove into a single pattern — each pulsed within its own closed frequency, sealed inside its own contentment. Most on the Ray Tier lived this way. And those who had gone further into autonomy still — whom society had come to call the Severed — had stopped forming pairs entirely. They lived alone, cycling through entertainments and empty pleasures. The Severed no longer bore children. They no longer created anything new. They simply consumed the planet's abundance and had become, in time, parasites of their own prosperity.

The thick silence shattered without warning.

It was not merely noise. It was a painful rupture in the ether — a prolonged, rasping howl, a series of abrupt, guttural sounds stripped of all harmony. The sound struck the Egos bodies, causing their microfibers to lose clarity for a brief, involuntary moment. Ksi's luminescence turned a muddy grey, and the children — small sparks of pure curiosity — contracted in fear as the physical pain of the alien cry resonated through their delicate structures.

"Again," Zon said coldly, the first to restore his frequency. "The lower tier. A specimen from the Terry population."

He activated the visual panel, and projections unfolded in the air. He decided to use the incident as a lesson.

"Look at them," he said to the children, gesturing toward the footage of the Lower Tier. "We call them Terries. They are the last species of protein-based terrestrial organisms — once there were many. Now our people use them as labor, as territorial guards, or, most unfortunately, the Severed stage fights between them for entertainment. Some keep them in homes as companions. There are even salons that alter their appearance, adorn them, cut them..."

Zon switched to the archive. Grainy footage appeared on the screen: one Terry, bleeding, dragging another from beneath a collapsed structure, deliberately placing itself in harm's way. In another recording — a large specimen throwing itself at a threat to protect a smaller one, clearly a stranger.

"They have none of our gas exchange, none of our clarity," the father continued. "But observe this anomaly. They commit acts of self-sacrifice. From a logical standpoint — this is a critical code error. They destroy themselves for others and receive nothing in return. It is the chaos we overcame when we became autonomous."

Zon expected to see condemnation or fear on the children's faces — a natural reaction to this primitive form of life. Instead, the children stared at the screen, transfixed. Their vibrations began to accelerate, syncing with the strange, ragged rhythm of what they were watching.

And for the first time — lightly, almost imperceptibly — something shifted inside them. Not a thought. Not an understanding. A sensation. As though a warm wave had passed through their microfibers, leaving behind an unfamiliar feeling.

The son could not name it. But it was... pleasant. And slightly painful, both at once. As though something had clenched in his chest and then released.

The daughter pressed her hand to her core of light. Something inside her had answered what she witnessed. A Terry sacrificing itself for another... it was illogical. But somehow... beautiful?

"They're..." the younger one whispered, "...real."

Zon said nothing. He was a wise parent and understood: force only sharpens interest. His approach to raising them required letting the children encounter reality on their own terms.

"Tomorrow we go to the Lower Tier," he announced formally. "To the reservation. We will descend in protective capsules so you can see the Terries with your own eyes and draw your own conclusions."

The children exchanged glances. Their luminescence synchronized for a moment — and in that synchronization was something new. Anticipation, mixed with... excitement?

Ksi observed them in silence. Her glow was even, impassive. But something stirred inside her — so faint that she didn't even notice it.
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Chapter Two: The Lower Tier
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The family's capsule descended rapidly through layers of atmosphere. Through the transparent walls flashed the planet's strata: first the blinding Ray Tier with its hovering terraces and crystalline spires, then the industrial levels where automated systems worked without pause, and finally — the Lower Tier.

Everything here was different. The air was dense, humid, carrying the smell of decay and rust. The light was dim, filtering through layers of smog and remnants of ancient ruins. This was Earth in its original, catastrophe-scarred form.

The reservation received them with massive gates of darkened metal. The Keeper — an elderly Egos with a dull, grey luminescence — came out to meet them. His appearance spoke for itself: those who worked the Lower Tier rarely ascended. There was little clean oxygen and carbon dioxide here, and over time even Egos began to wither.

"Sector 4-12, the family of scientist Zon," the patriarch introduced himself. "We have a prior appointment. An educational excursion for the children."

The Keeper nodded, his gaze sliding over the radiant children with something resembling envy.

"Enter. Stay on the route. Some specimens are... unpredictable."

They entered the first section.

* * *
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Section A: The Fighters

The enclosures here were reinforced with additional energy fields. Behind the transparent walls, large, muscular Terries paced and hurled themselves about. Their bodies were covered in layered scars; their movements were sharp, frantic. When the family approached, several specimens rushed the barrier, releasing guttural, threatening sounds — a low growl ascending into sharp, staccato barks.

The children recoiled.

And again — that same sensation. Stronger than the night before.

Something clenched inside the daughter. Not from fear. From something else. She stared at the fighting specimen — at its eyes, burning with wild, desperate fire — and felt... pain? But not her own. Someone else's.

As though the pain in the Terry's eyes had flowed into her. Settled somewhere deep, a heavy weight.

"Father, are they... hurting?" she whispered.

"They don't feel the way we do," Zon answered — but uncertainty had crept into his voice. "It's instinct. Territorial aggression."

But the girl kept looking into the fighting specimen's eyes. And she felt. Didn't understand — but felt.

"These are the fighters," the Keeper explained matter-of-factly. "The Severed breed them specifically for the arenas. They select the most aggressive, train them, pit them against each other. Bets are placed. A profitable business."

The son listened, and inside him something strange was growing. Hot. Sharp. It rose from his core of light and spread through his entire microfiber.

He did not know this was called anger. But he felt it, for the very first time in his life.

* * *
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Section B: The Decorative

The contrast was striking. Here lived small, almost toy-like Terries. Some barely reached the height of an Egos child's torso. Their coverings were groomed, in some cases even decorated — previous "owners" had braided bright ribbons into them or applied temporary patterns to their skin.

"The decorative ones," the Keeper continued. "The Severed take them into homes. Entertainment. Some become very attached, carry them everywhere. There are entire salons on the middle tier — they're groomed, adorned, their appearance adjusted to the owner's taste."

One of the small specimens trotted to the enclosure wall, its large eyes watching the children with curiosity. It made a quiet, almost plaintive sound — a brief whimper.

And the son felt something lurch inside him.

Not physically. But so real that he pressed his hand to his chest.

It was... warmth. And at the same time, an ache. As though the small specimen was reaching toward him and he could feel that reach. He wanted to... help? Protect?

"Can I..." he began, but stopped, not knowing how to explain.

The Keeper shook his head: "Not recommended. They can carry microorganisms incompatible with our physiology. And they attach quickly. Then they suffer when taken away."

The boy withdrew his hand, but kept watching the small creature. It still stood at the wall, as though waiting.

And he felt that waiting. Physically. Like weight.

* * *
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Section C: The Workers

Here the specimens were larger than the decorative ones but not as massive as the fighters. They sat or lay in their enclosures with dull, detached gazes. Some moved slowly along the perimeter of their pens — a purposeless, mechanical circuit.

"The workers," the Keeper gestured. "Territory guards, hauling small loads where machinery would be excessive. Undemanding. They eat little, don't get sick. Though they feel nothing, either. Like biological machines."

The daughter watched them and felt... emptiness.

Not her own. Theirs.

These Terries were alive, but switched off from within. And their emptiness echoed inside her. Cold. Desolate.

She didn't understand it. But tears — real tears of light, almost unknown to the Egos — rose to her eyes.

"Mother," she whispered, "they're... hollow."

Ksi looked at her daughter with surprise. Her luminescence was even, rational.

"They are simply organisms of a low energy level," she answered. "There's no need to project your own sensations onto them."

But the daughter was not projecting. She was feeling.

* * *
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Section D: Special Cases

"And here," the Keeper led them into a separate, small corridor, "we keep... the problem specimens. The ones that don't fit any category."

At the end of the corridor was a single enclosure. Small, modest, nearly empty — only bedding on the floor and a container of water.

And in the corner, on that bedding, sat a Terry.

Large. Not as massive as the fighters, but not small. The proportions of its body were... unusual. The limbs seemed disproportionately long.

He sat with his back against the wall. Eyes closed.

The children went still.

"This one..." the Keeper hesitated, "...is strange. Found alone in the ruins of the old city. Not in a pack, as is usual. Alone. When they brought him in, we thought he'd be aggressive — surviving alone like that. But no. He's just... nothing. Doesn't fight, doesn't work, doesn't even make sounds. Not once. The others at least growl, at least whimper — this one is silent. Always."

"Silent?" Zon repeated, moving closer.

"Yes. Not once in three full containment cycles. Not. A. Sound."

Zon activated a scanner, trained it on the specimen. The readings were... normal. Health stable, no signs of injury. But the vibration frequency...

Strange.

In other Terries it was chaotic, fractured — instinctive. In the fighters — aggressive and elevated. In the decorative ones — frenetic. In the workers — nearly absent.

In this one...

Deep. Slow. Almost... deliberate.

The specimen opened its eyes.

Slowly. Smoothly.

Turned its head.

Their gaze met.

And Zon felt.

For the first time in his life, a scientist accustomed to cold analysis felt something that would not resolve into data.

Dark, wet eyes looked at him without aggression, without curiosity, without emptiness.

With grief.

Ancient, quiet, boundless grief.

And Zon felt that grief enter him. Settle like weight in the core of his light. Become his own.

He did not understand how this was possible. But he felt it.

And then — something else. Warm. Piercing.

Connection.

As though an invisible thread had extended between him and this silent Terry. And along that thread flowed... what? Understanding? Empathy?

The children drew closer. Their luminescence synchronized with their father's.

They felt it too.

The Terry's grief. His waiting. His... solitude.

The daughter pressed her hand to the glass. Tears of light ran down her face.

"Father," she whispered, "he's... waiting."

"For what?" Zon asked, unable to look away.

"I don't know. But he's been waiting. A long time. A very long time."

* * *
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Zon studied the readings on the sensor panel for a
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