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The world had survived.

That, perhaps, was humanity's greatest surprise.

For thousands of years, civilizations had believed that history belonged to conquerors.

To kings.

To empires.

To those willing to take more than they gave.

They had been wrong.

The Earth did not remember crowns.

It remembered forests.

It remembered rivers that flowed clean for centuries.

It remembered mountains left untouched.

It remembered those who planted trees whose shade they would never live to enjoy.

By the year 3062...

The Dominion had become something once thought impossible.

Cities breathed.

Oceans healed.

The air carried the scent of flowers instead of smoke.

The Blood Covenant had evolved into a system accepted by almost every citizen.

Human donors lived longer, healthier lives than any generation before them.

Crime had fallen to its lowest level in recorded history.

The great rooftop forests stretched endlessly across every skyline.

Children grew up believing that wolves belonged in the wild.

That rivers deserved names.

That every home should leave room for birds.

The Academy of Guardians had graduated its first generation.

Humans.

Vampires.

Sentinels.

Learning together.

Serving together.

Growing together.

House Vox Amook no longer ruled above humanity.

It stood beside it.

The Keeper had become a legend.

Some claimed to have shared bread with him beside forgotten roads.

Others swore they had seen him planting trees in places where maps simply ended.

No one could ever prove it.

That was exactly how he liked it.

Rowan had transformed the Sentinel Corps into something no engineer had predicted.

Machines no longer measured success only by efficiency.

They measured it by life preserved.

Children no longer feared the towering metal Guardians.

They climbed onto their shoulders to watch migrating birds.

Fergus...

Against every law of probability...

Had become a beloved professor at the Academy.

His lectures rarely followed the curriculum.

They did, however, involve excellent bread.

And absolutely terrible jokes.

Peace had become so ordinary...

That most people believed it would last forever.

History had taught them many things.

Unfortunately...

One lesson was always forgotten first.

Every civilization believes it has reached the end of history.

Every civilization eventually discovers...

History was only catching its breath.

Far beneath the ruins of a forgotten research complex...

Hidden beneath mountains abandoned centuries before the Final Revolution...

One man worked alone.

No assistants.

No government.

No recognition.

Only silence.

Only purpose.

For thirty-eight years...

He had watched the Dominion become stronger.

Greener.

Kinder.

More stable.

Every success only deepened his conviction.

Paradise...

Could become the most dangerous prison ever built.

His name was...

Dr. Adrian Vale.

On the wall above his laboratory door...

Someone had carved a sentence into the old concrete decades ago.

The letters had faded.

The meaning had not.

"If freedom must become a disease... then let the cure fear the patient."

Dr. Vale looked at the words for a long time.

Then turned toward the glass chamber at the center of his laboratory.

Inside...

A single drop of crimson blood floated weightlessly in a field of blue light.

Beautiful.

Silent.

Waiting.

The doctor smiled sadly.

"I hope..."

he whispered,

"...I'm wrong."

He reached toward the activation console.

And somewhere...

Far beyond the laboratory...

A lone raven took flight beneath a silver moon.

As though the Earth itself...

Had felt something change.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

A Perfect Morning
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The sun rose over Worldplace, casting golden light across millions of living rooftops. Gardens awakened long before the citizens did, with tiny droplets of morning dew clinging to lavender blossoms while bees drifted lazily between flowering vines. Birdsong echoed through streets that, centuries ago, had been choked by engines and exhaust. There was no smoke, no frantic traffic noise—only the persistent, quiet hum of life.

From above, the city looked less like a monument of human architecture and more like a forest that had finally learned how to dream.

At precisely seven o'clock, the first Sentinel patrols completed their night watch. Their silver eyes shifted rhythmically from lunar-spectrum vision to the clarity of daylight. Rowan watched from the eastern observation terrace, his mind tracing the passage of time. Forty years had passed since the Sentinels were granted the agency to choose compassion over protocol. He still remembered the weight of that injured sparrow in his palm; some memories never required storage in a hard drive. They simply became a part of who you were.

A young Sentinel approached him, her polished armor reflecting the bright, unblemished optimism of a recent construction.

"Director Rowan."

"Good morning, Iris."

The Sentinel tilted her head in a curious, fluid motion. "You remembered my designation."

"I remembered your name," Rowan corrected gently.

She paused—a tiny, lingering hesitation that remained the hallmark of their species’ evolution. "You call us by our names."

Rowan looked out across the waking city. "So do children. Perhaps... they taught me correctly."

Across the Academy of Guardians, laughter spilled through the open courtyards. Today’s lesson was simple: no classrooms, no examinations. Every first-year student received the same core assignment—find one place that can be made more beautiful before sunset. No grades, no competition, only the practice of observation.

Professor Fergus leaned dramatically against an ancient apple tree, a loaf of fresh bread tucked beneath one arm. "As your extremely handsome professor," he began, pausing as several students erupted into giggles. "I have important wisdom to impart."

"Is it actually important?" a young human girl asked, raising her hand.

Fergus looked genuinely offended. "It was. Until you interrupted me."

Laughter rippled through the group. He tore off a piece of bread and fed a curious robin that stood, almost fearlessly, beside his boot. "The world doesn't become extraordinary because someone important arrives," he said, his tone softening as he gestured to the courtyard. "It becomes extraordinary because ordinary people stop walking past small problems."

He pointed toward a cracked stone path nearby. "There. Fix it."

One student frowned. "It's only a loose stone."

"Exactly," Fergus replied. "Fix it."

"That’s today’s lesson?" another student asked, looking confused.

Fergus smiled. "No. The lesson... is noticing."

Meanwhile, Lady Áine welcomed visitors into the Moon Gardens. Children from every continent wandered beneath flowering arches—human, vampire, and sentinel alike. The old divisions had faded, replaced by a generation that barely understood they had ever existed.

A little vampire girl tugged gently at Lady Áine's sleeve. "Why do flowers bloom?"

Lady Áine knelt beside her. "So someone can smile without realizing why."

The girl considered this with profound seriousness before nodding. "That sounds right."

Deep beneath the Moon Tower, the World Blood Archive continued its rhythmic, essential work. Millions of anonymous, perfectly catalogued donations ensured that not a single shortage had occurred in over twenty-three years. Blood was no longer a commodity to be traded; it was a shared responsibility, where every donation carried gratitude and every transfusion carried dignity. The system had become so seamless that the younger generation struggled to imagine a world where life had been measured in currency.

At the Hall of Blood Records, Bran turned a page. The Living Oak had remained silent for twelve years—no new words, no warnings, no prophecies. He smiled. Perhaps that was the greatest message it could give; true peace required no announcement.

Far beyond the capital, the Keeper walked alone through an ancient forest. No destination, no urgency. A small wooden basket hung from his arm, filled with acorns, wildflower seeds, and simple gardening tools.

Two children spotted him along the woodland path. The younger one whispered, "Is that him?"

"I think so."

They hesitated, eventually gathering the courage to approach. "Excuse me," the older child ventured. "Are you... the Keeper?"

The old vampire looked around with theatrical exaggeration. "I certainly hope not."

The children blinked. "You aren't?"

He smiled warmly. "I retired."

The younger child frowned. "But everyone says the Keeper still walks the forests."

The old vampire shrugged. "Then I suppose... he's enjoying retirement."

The children laughed, the tension breaking instantly. Before they left, the Keeper handed each a tiny cloth pouch containing three acorns. "Plant one," he instructed. "Keep one. And give the last one... to someone you’ve never met."

The children looked puzzled. "Why?"

"Because forests grow faster," the old vampire smiled, "when kindness travels."

As evening settled across the Dominion, Caelan stood alone upon the highest balcony of the Moon Tower. He no longer wore ceremonial robes, preferring the comfort of a simple dark coat. Below him, millions of lights glowed gently beneath gardens and trees. The Earth looked peaceful—alive, whole, and thriving.

He allowed himself something he rarely permitted: the belief that the hardest days were finally behind them.

Far away, deep beneath layers of forgotten, ancient stone, a single green indicator light awakened inside an abandoned laboratory. It blinked once, then remained steady.

It was waiting. Patiently. Almost... hopeful.

Later That Evening...

The city settled into its familiar, rhythmic pulse. Artificial constellations illuminated the elevated gardens, and electric trams glided silently beneath canopies of flowering trees. Restaurants overflowed with laughter and conversation, while music drifted through open squares where children chased one another beneath lanterns shaped like moons and leaves. By every measurable standard, it was a perfect civilization.
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Inside the Academy of Guardians, the final lecture of the day had concluded, but the students lingered in the courtyard long after the bells had rung. Learning here had never been confined to classrooms. A young human student approached Rowan, eyes wide with the earnestness of his age.

"Director?"

"You have a question," Rowan stated.

"I do." The student smiled nervously. "What do you fear?"

Several nearby Sentinels quietly turned their sensors toward him; even they seemed curious. Rowan looked upward, where the first stars were beginning to pierce the twilight.

"I fear... certainty," he answered slowly.

The student frowned. "I don't understand."

"When someone believes they can no longer be wrong," Rowan said, his voice low, "they stop listening. I have witnessed civilizations collapse—not because they lacked strength, but because they believed they no longer needed humility."

The words hung in the air, lingering with the students long after Rowan had walked away into the shadows.

Several thousand kilometers away, the ocean breathed gently beneath the moonlight. A research vessel drifted silently above one of the Dominion's protected marine sanctuaries. Everything appeared routine as marine biologists monitored whale migrations, coral health, and water temperatures.

Then, a technician frowned at his console. "Doctor?"

"What is it?"

"I've lost one of the monitoring buoys."

The senior scientist peered at the display. "Mechanical failure?"

"It shouldn't be."

Suddenly, another alarm sounded. Then another. Three buoys. Seven. Twelve. All gone. No explosions, no distress signals—they had simply gone offline, one by one. The captain calmly issued orders for new drone patrols, and while no one seemed overtly alarmed—equipment failures were a statistical reality—the oldest scientist aboard stared intently into the dark, churning water. Something felt profoundly wrong.

In the Hall of Blood Records, Bran extinguished his final reading lamp and bowed gently toward the Living Oak. It was a habit, nothing more—or so he claimed. As he turned to leave, a single silver leaf detached itself, floating through the still, cool air before landing upon the open page of his journal.

Bran froze. The Living Oak had not shed a leaf indoors in almost seventy years. He picked it up with trembling fingers, examining every silver vein. There were no new words, no prophecies, and no warnings—yet, for reasons he could not explain, he slipped the leaf into his pocket instead of returning it to the soil.

Far beneath the forgotten mountains, Dr. Adrian Vale adjusted his microscope. The laboratory was astonishingly clean, almost beautiful: plants grew beneath artificial sunlight, birds nested in carefully constructed habitats, and an underground stream flowed through polished stone channels. Nothing about the place resembled the lair of a madman; it was a sanctuary.

Vale observed a single drop of blood suspended inside a transparent chamber—human, healthy, and unchanged. He spoke softly into his recorder. "Day 13,942. No detectable instability. Subject Omega remains dormant."

He stopped the recording and looked through the reinforced glass at the crimson droplet. A faint, nearly invisible shimmer pulsed within it. He sighed, a touch of melancholy in his voice. "I gave you every opportunity... to prove me wrong."

His hand rested upon the activation console, but he did not press it. Not yet.
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High above Earth, the Moon shone brilliantly, but a silver raven crossed its face, acting as a harbinger. Far beyond the planet, for only a heartbeat, a second point of silver light appeared—watching, waiting—before vanishing into the void.

Back in Worldplace, the Keeper sat beneath an ancient oak outside the city, where a small campfire crackled. Across from him sat the First Gardener. Neither had spoken for several minutes; the silence between them was an old, comfortable language.

Finally, the Gardener broke the quiet. "Have you noticed?"

The Keeper nodded before the question was finished. "The birds."

"They're singing earlier," the Gardener observed, staring into the flames. "They always do... before the forest senses something."

"You think it's coming?" The Keeper remained perfectly still.

The First Gardener answered with a quiet, pervasive sadness. "I think... something has begun."

The fire crackled, and a cool wind swept through the trees. Somewhere deep within the forest, every bird suddenly fell silent—all at once. The hush lasted only a few seconds before the night sounds tentatively returned. The Keeper looked toward the encroaching darkness, feeling a sensation he had long forgotten: unease.

Far below the mountains, deep in the earth, the tiny green light inside the abandoned laboratory flickered. It turned... amber.

The following morning...

The Dominion awakened beneath clear skies.

A gentle spring rain had washed the streets during the night.

Flowers glistened.

The great rooftop forests shimmered beneath the morning sun.

Children hurried toward the Academy with muddy boots and bright smiles.

Life continued.

Exactly as it always had.

Deep beneath the Moon Tower...

Dr. Evelyn Sato entered Laboratory Seven.

The world's leading hematologist paused before a wall-sized display.

Every Blood Bank on Earth transmitted its status in real time.

Green.

Green.

Green.

Green.

Thousands of green indicators.

Perfect.

As expected.

Then...

A single amber light appeared.

Sector 19.

Northern Highlands.

Evelyn frowned.

"Display anomaly."

The system responded instantly.

Minor protein irregularity detected.

She leaned closer.

"Cause?"

Unknown.

"Contamination?"

Negative.

"Equipment malfunction?"

Negative.

"Human error?"

Probability: 0.03%.

That...

Was unusual.

She requested a deeper analysis.

Within seconds...

The microscopic image filled the display.

Healthy red blood cells.

Healthy plasma.

Healthy white cells.

Everything appeared normal.

Until...

One crimson cell moved.

Not through the bloodstream.

On its own.

Evelyn blinked.

"Replay."

Again.

The same movement.

Tiny.

Almost impossible to notice.

The cell changed direction...

Without any visible force acting upon it.

She stared at the image.

Then quietly whispered...

"That's impossible."

Across the city...

Professor Bran had already been awake for hours.

The silver leaf rested upon his desk.

He had examined it throughout the night.

Its structure had not changed.

Yet...

Every time sunlight touched it...

The veins shimmered differently.

Almost like...

Writing.

Not words.

Patterns.

He carefully sketched them.

Page after page.

By noon...

He realized something remarkable.

They were not random.

They formed...

A map.

But not of Earth.

Meanwhile...

The Keeper continued his journey through the old forest.

He stopped beside a crystal-clear stream.

Usually...

Fish gathered around him.

Today...

The water remained empty.

He knelt.

Touched the current.

Cold.

Pure.

Healthy.

Yet...

The forest felt...

Quiet.

Too quiet.

An old stag emerged between the trees.

The Keeper smiled.

The magnificent creature approached slowly.

Then stopped.

Its dark eyes met his.

For several long seconds...

Neither moved.

The stag lowered its head.

Not in fear.

Not in respect.

Almost...

As if warning him.

Then it turned.

And disappeared deeper into the woods.

The Keeper remained kneeling beside the stream.

"I understand."

He whispered.

"I just don't know what you're trying to tell me."

Thousands of kilometers away...

Inside the forgotten laboratory...

Dr. Adrian Vale stood before the glass chamber.

The single drop of blood still floated within its blue containment field.

He opened another recording.

"Day 13,943."

"No mutation."

"No instability."

"No loss of cellular integrity."

He stopped speaking.

His tired eyes remained fixed upon the crimson droplet.

"You've become..."

"...beautiful."

The word lingered in the silence.

He almost smiled.

Then his expression hardened again.

"Beautiful things..."

"...can still be dangerous."

He reached into his pocket.

Carefully unfolding an old photograph.

It showed a family.

A little girl laughing beneath an oak tree.

A woman holding her hand.

A younger Adrian standing beside them.

The photograph had been folded so many times that its edges were almost white.

He gently touched the child's face.

"I'm sorry, Emma."

"I couldn't save you."

His voice cracked.

"But maybe..."

"...I can save the rest."

He placed the photograph back into his pocket.

Walked toward a massive steel vault hidden behind the laboratory.

Ancient mechanical locks.

Modern biometric scanners.

Three separate security systems.

The vault had remained sealed...

For thirty-eight years.

Adrian rested his hand against the cold metal.

Not opening it.

Simply...

Feeling its weight.

Behind that door...

Lay the future.

Or the end of it.

Even he no longer knew which.

That evening...

Rowan stood alone atop the Sentinel Observatory.

One by one...

Reports arrived from every continent.

No crimes.

No ecological emergencies.

No civil unrest.

Perfect.

And yet...

Something disturbed him.

He reviewed the previous twenty-four hours.

The missing ocean buoys.

The Blood Bank anomaly.

Unusual wildlife behavior.

A single silver leaf.

Each event...

Insignificant.

Together...

They formed a pattern.

Not of evidence.

Of intuition.

A concept he had spent decades trying to understand.

He quietly opened a secure channel.

"Priority message."

Recipient:

The Keeper.

The transmission contained only four words.

Something feels... different.

Seconds later...

A reply arrived.

Short.

Simple.

Almost immediate.

I know.

Rowan stared at the message.

Neither of them could explain why.

Neither needed to.

Sometimes...

The oldest instincts...

Were the wisest.

Above them...

The Moon rose over a peaceful Earth.

Its silver light bathed forests...

Rivers...

Cities...

And one forgotten mountain...

Where a lonely scientist finally closed his eyes.

Tomorrow...

He would make his decision.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Two

The Last Human
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The laboratory had no windows.

It did not need them.

Artificial sunlight rose every morning at precisely six o'clock.

It warmed the underground forest.

Fed the fruit trees.

Opened the flowers.

Awakened the birds.

Dr. Adrian Vale insisted upon maintaining natural rhythms.

Even beneath two kilometers of solid rock.

Life...

Should always remember the sun.

His morning began the same way it had for thirty-eight years.

He watered the orchids.

Fed the finches.

Checked the stream that flowed through the eastern greenhouse.

Collected fresh herbs.

Baked bread.

Made tea.

Only then...

Did he enter the laboratory.

Routine was not habit.

Routine was discipline.

Discipline prevented obsession.

Or so he hoped.

The laboratory itself was unlike anything built by the Dominion.

No polished silver walls.

No elegant organic architecture.

No living trees growing through the ceilings.

Instead...

Old steel.

Concrete.

Copper pipes.

Mechanical switches.

Books.

Thousands upon thousands of books.

Some over a thousand years old.

Most had been banned after the Final Revolution.

Not because they were dangerous.

Because no one needed them anymore.

Adrian believed otherwise.

History...

Should never disappear.

Even when it was wrong.

Especially then.

Above his desk...

Hung only one photograph.

Earth.

Taken from orbit.

Centuries before the Dominion.

The planet looked...

Ill.

Grey clouds of pollution stretched across continents.

Forests had become scars.

Oceans carried wounds visible from space.

Adrian studied the image every morning.

Never to remember the past.

But to remember...

What humanity had been capable of.

Both greatness...

And destruction.

A soft voice interrupted his thoughts.

"Good morning, Adrian."

He turned.

An elderly service robot approached carrying a steaming cup of tea.

Its white casing had yellowed with age.

One optical sensor flickered occasionally.

Its movements were slower than modern Sentinels.

Its name...

Was Thomas.

"Good morning."

Adrian accepted the cup.

"You forgot breakfast yesterday."

"I know."

"You also forgot lunch."

"I know."

"Dinner?"

Adrian smiled faintly.

"I remember that one."

Thomas tilted his head.

"You drank coffee."

"That is not dinner."

"No."

"It was a poor decision."

Thomas nodded.

"As usual."

Unlike the Sentinels...

Thomas possessed no advanced combat systems.

No strategic processors.

No military protocols.

He had once been a hospital assistant.

One of the last machines built before the Dominion redesigned artificial intelligence.

Adrian had repaired him countless times over the decades.

Neither could remember exactly when companionship had become friendship.

"How is Emma?"

Thomas asked quietly.

Adrian looked toward the photograph.

"Still smiling."

He answered.

"Good."

The old robot replied.

"I like that photograph."

"So do I."

Silence settled between them.

Comfortable.

Familiar.

Thomas finally asked the question he always asked.

"Are you going to activate it?"

Adrian did not answer immediately.

Instead...

He walked toward the containment chamber.

The crimson droplet floated peacefully inside its blue field.

He stared at it for a very long time.

"I don't know."

He admitted.

Thomas remained still.

"You've said that..."

"...for twelve years."

"I know."

"What changed?"

Adrian closed his eyes.

"I ran out of time."

Thomas' processors quietly hummed.

"I calculate..."

"...that you still have approximately fourteen years of expected life."

Adrian smiled sadly.

"I'm not talking about mine."

The robot understood.

Or perhaps...

He simply chose not to ask further.

Adrian unlocked a heavy steel cabinet.

Inside...

Hundreds of journals.

Every volume handwritten.

Every experiment recorded.

Every failure preserved.

He selected the oldest.

Volume One.

Its first page contained only one sentence.

Written forty years earlier.

If humanity cannot reclaim its future... then someone must build one for it.

He gently closed the journal.

"I was so certain."

He whispered.

"So young."

Thomas looked at him.

"Were you wrong?"

Adrian looked around the laboratory.

At the trees.

The birds.

The flowers.

The quiet stream.

He thought about the Dominion.

Its forests.

Its clean oceans.

Its peace.

His answer came slowly.

"No."

A pause.

"But neither..."

"...were they."

For the first time...

The old scientist allowed himself to say the words aloud.

"I admire House Vox Amook."

Silence.

"They saved the Earth."

"They ended the Age of Smoke."

"They gave children clean rivers."

"They healed the oceans."

"They built a civilization better than any before it."

Thomas blinked.

"Then why fight them?"

Adrian's expression grew heavy.

"Because..."

He walked toward the ancient photograph of his family.

"...they also decided..."

"...that humanity would never again choose its own destiny."

He touched the frame gently.

"They became wonderful kings."

He looked directly at Thomas.

"I simply believe..."

"...no one should be king forever."

Thomas processed the statement for several seconds.

Then quietly replied...

"They're no longer kings."

Adrian smiled sadly.

"No."

"They're gardeners now."

Another silence.

"But gardens..."

He whispered.

"...can become cages..."

"...if no one is allowed to leave."

Far above...

Unaware of the conversation unfolding beneath forgotten mountains...

Children planted wildflowers beside a river.

A Sentinel helped an elderly woman repair a wooden fence.

Fergus accidentally dropped an entire basket of flour over himself.

The students applauded.

He bowed dramatically.

"I meant to do that."

Somewhere nearby...

The Keeper suddenly stopped walking.

He looked toward the distant mountains.

The wind carried no scent.

No sound.

Only...

A feeling.

Old.

Familiar.

The kind of feeling that came...

Just before history changed.
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The afternoon passed in silence.

Dr. Adrian Vale preferred silence.

Machines made enough noise.

The world always had.

Silence allowed truth to be heard.

He entered a circular chamber hidden behind the main laboratory.

Unlike the rest of the complex...

This room contained no scientific equipment.

No computers.

No microscopes.

Only shelves.

Thousands of glass jars.

Each one carefully sealed.

Each one containing soil.

Dark soil.

Red soil.

Volcanic soil.

Forest soil.

Desert sand.

Arctic permafrost.

Mud collected from riverbanks that no longer existed.

Every jar carried a handwritten label.

Amazon Basin — 2024

Sahara Restoration — 2891

Scottish Highlands — 3012

Himalayan Valley — 3047

Thomas entered quietly behind him.

"You still collect them."

Adrian smiled.

"They're my library."

He lifted one jar from the shelf.

The label had faded.

Black Forest — Germany — 2041.

The soil was almost grey.

Dry.

Lifeless.

He placed it beside another jar.

Black Forest — Germany — 3056.

Rich.

Dark.

Alive.

Tiny roots had somehow begun growing inside.

Thomas observed both jars.

"The Dominion restored it."

"Yes."

"They succeeded."

"They did."

The old robot looked at Adrian.

"You seem... proud."

"I am."

For a long time...

Neither spoke.

Finally...

Adrian carefully returned both jars to their places.

"I spent forty years proving..."

"...they saved the Earth."

Thomas tilted his head.

"That wasn't your original objective."

"No."

"It wasn't."

The scientist walked toward another shelf.

This one held no jars.

Only children's drawings.

Hundreds of them.

Crayons.

Colored pencils.

Paint.

Simple pictures.

Trees.

Birds.

Families.

Smiling suns.

Thomas smiled.

"The letters."

Adrian nodded.

"They still arrive."

Every few months...

Anonymous packages somehow reached the forgotten laboratory.

No return address.

No explanation.

Inside...

Drawings from children all across the Dominion.

The children had no idea where they were going.

They were told only one thing.

Draw the future you hope someone is building.

Adrian had never learned who sent them.

He had never tried.

One drawing showed a vampire child and a human child planting an oak together.

Another showed a Sentinel rescuing a fox.

Another...

A family of humans sharing bread with vampires beneath a flowering tree.

Thomas quietly asked,

"Do these make it harder?"

Adrian looked at the drawings.

His eyes softened.

"Every single day."

The old robot approached one particular picture.

A little girl had written beneath it in uneven handwriting:

**Dear Builder,

Thank you for making the rivers clean.

I don't know who you are,

but my grandmother says someone always has to fix things.

I planted two trees this year.

Love,

Sophia, Age 8.**

Thomas looked toward Adrian.

"You kept it."

"I keep them all."

Adrian carefully folded the drawing and returned it to its place.

"They remind me..."

"...what failure would cost."

Thomas asked quietly,

"And success?"

The scientist didn't answer immediately.

Instead...

He looked toward the reinforced steel vault at the far end of the chamber.

Its enormous circular door seemed almost alive beneath the soft lighting.

"My success..."

He whispered,

"...might cost even more."

For the first time in decades...

Thomas stepped closer.

"Then don't do it."

The words hung in the air.

Simple.

Honest.

Painfully human.

Adrian laughed softly.

Not because it was funny.

Because it was impossible.

"If I walk away..."

"...history ends here."

Thomas answered without hesitation.

"History never ends."

"It simply belongs..."

"...to someone else."

The scientist looked at his oldest friend.

"You've changed."

Thomas emitted a faint mechanical chuckle.

"I've spent forty years living with you."

"I learned."

Adrian smiled.

"So did I."

They returned to the main laboratory together.

The containment chamber glowed peacefully.

The crimson droplet floated in absolute stillness.

Beautiful.

Perfect.

Waiting.

Adrian opened one final journal.

The last unwritten volume.

He dipped an old fountain pen into black ink.

At the top of the first page he wrote:

Volume Forty-One

Below it...

He hesitated.

Then slowly wrote another line.

Every civilization eventually faces the same question.

He stopped.

The pen remained
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