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Prologue

Darkness is not the absence of light,

but the dwelling of the unmanifested.
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The Lake Of Stars
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It was not Earth. Nor was it Heaven.

It was another plane—a dimension where time and space held no meaning, suspended within an everlasting silence.

A realm of eternal penumbra, where darkness was not a synonym for evil, but for origin.

There, the beings once named in forgotten tongues as daughters of the dark endured—creatures beyond human judgment, unable to touch the earthly world while bound to their own dimension.

Time, in that place, did not move forward. It folded. It dissolved. It repeated itself without form or measure.

And so, no one could have said what a “day” truly meant when Dhaziel first arrived at the Lake of Stars.

The lake stretched like a motionless mirror, black as the first night, yet scattered with faint lights flickering across its surface—as though millions of stars had fallen there to rest.

It did not reflect a sky—for no sky existed—but ancient memories, fragments of distant worlds long since faded into nothing.

At one of its edges, at the very threshold of silence, something resembling a portal stood.

Dhaziel knew of portals; he had seen them before.

He knew they could serve as bridges—gateways to places even more remote, more indescribable to the inhabitants of the Dark Plane—activating only when the will of higher forces allowed it.

But he had no time to dwell on it.

Something drew his gaze away—downward, toward the edge of that silent expanse, just beside the portal.

It was there that Dhaziel saw her.

Seated before the structure, waiting for something that never seemed to arrive, she gazed upon the lake’s shimmer with a calm, melancholic expression.

She was a creature of light.

Not a blinding radiance, but a gentle glow—almost sorrowful.

Her pale skin seemed to emit a light of its own, delicate as moonlight. 

Her blue eyes held an impossible depth, and her black hair—like the trail of a comet across the eternal night—fell in long waves over white and silver garments that wrapped around her as though they were part of her essence, rather than mere clothing.

One of her feet traced softly through the lake’s ethereal waters, stirring faint ripples that set the tiny lights upon its surface into motion. They danced, collided, and shimmered—creating fleeting patterns of light that seemed to give birth to new worlds with every gentle clash.

Dhaziel stopped.

The shadows that formed his body stilled at once, unmoving.

He had read of the creatures of light in ancient texts, written in inks that no longer existed, guarded by sentinels who had long forgotten why they kept watch. But no word, no symbol, had prepared his essence for that presence.

In that moment, the movement of her foot faltered—just for a heartbeat—before continuing, as though something, or someone, had brushed against her awareness without being named.

The creature of light lifted her gaze.

For a brief instant, their eyes met.

He—the darkness made conscious. 

She—the light made fragile.

There was no fear in her eyes, only a quiet surprise, followed by something deeper: a silent sorrow, as though their encounter had been forbidden since the very origin of all things.

Without a word, she rose—then ascended in a single, fluid motion, dissolving into veils of light... and then into darkness.

Dhaziel did not follow.

He remained there, unmoving, with the certainty that something irreparable had just taken place within him.

From that moment on, he returned to the Lake of Stars again and again. Each “day”—each fold of time that could be called such—he sat in the same place, watching the dark waters, waiting.

The portal remained inert.

The lake, silent.

And she... absent.

Time passed. Eons, perhaps.

The waiting became part of his existence.

Until, one day, she returned.

She sat in the same place, beside the portal, just as before—as though she had never left.

Dhaziel approached slowly, with an instinctive reverence, fearing that any sudden movement might cause her to vanish once more.

Then the portal began to glow.

Light burst forth from its core, turning upon itself, forming a vortex that grew with each pulse of the plane.

The creature of light rose abruptly, her eyes wide with awe—and terror. She tried to step back, but the radiance claimed her, inexorable.

The vortex seized her.

As she was pulled toward the portal, falling through fractured beams of light, she turned her gaze toward Dhaziel.

She did not scream.

But she reached for him.

In her eyes was a desperate plea—a silent call that pierced the darkness like a blade.

Dhaziel reacted at once.

He lunged toward the portal with the speed of thought.

He stretched out his arms, allowing his form to distort in an impossible attempt to halt the inevitable. His fingers brushed the ether where she had been a moment before... but she was gone.

Only the luminous abyss remained.

The portal, still hungry, drew him in as well.

And he fell.

Darkness and Light were torn from their plane, cast together into the unknown, as the Lake of Stars returned to its stillness—as though nothing had ever occurred.

Thus, it began.

We do not fall downward, but outward:

from the silence of the All to the roar of form.
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I. The Fall
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The sound of Penny’s barking grew sharper—more urgent—shattering the stillness of the farm at night.

It was not fear, nor blind panic. It was a call. The dog would not stop.

“Easy, Penny... easy,” Kate murmured, not raising her voice, though her pace quickened. “I’m going as fast as I can... and as fast as my memory allows.”

She knew every path on her land as an extension of her own body. Blindness had come for her at twelve, and now, at twenty-eight, the visual world was nothing more than a distant echo—almost foreign to her.

Yet her other senses had become enough. Penny, and her own instinct, allowed her to move with a precision many sighted people would never achieve.

Something had happened.

Kate knew it from the very first moment.

It had not been thunder, nor an explosion. The ground had shifted—just slightly—as if the earth itself had turned over in an instant. Then came the impact, unseen: a sudden pressure in the air, a silent call that did not reach the ears, but settled deep in the stomach.

It was night. The moon was full.

The cool air of summer wrapped around her shoulders as Kate moved forward.

She did not need to see the land; she felt it, alive in her blood. Nature—that old companion of hers—spoke in urgent whispers, guiding each of her steps toward the unknown.

She knew they were nearing the western edge of her property. It was not far, but far enough to be felt in the body when the pace was hurried.

Penny stopped suddenly.

Silence fell—heavy, unnatural.

Kate said nothing. There was no need. She could feel a faint warmth ahead of her, wrong against the cool night air.

The scent of disturbed earth and scorched grass lingered around her, yet there was no heat of nearby fire. The air was clean—no sting of smoke in her throat, no treacherous crackle of embers beneath her feet.

Penny let out a low, trembling whine.

“Who... who’s there?” Kate asked.

No answer.

“Is someone there?” she called again, this time more firmly.

The silence remained.

Kate did not move at once.

She waited a few seconds.

Then she took a step. Then another.

The ground dipped slightly beneath her foot, as though something heavy had struck there—marking the earth before vanishing.

She crouched, keeping the cane and Penny’s leash steady in her right hand, and extended her left toward the ground, searching for orientation.

Then it happened.

Her hand brushed against something that was not earth.

It was not the roughness of a root, nor the dampness of soil.

It was a smooth surface—firm, and strangely warm.

Kate moved her fingers across it, confused, until the shape began to form in her mind.

A leg.

Human.

Warm.

Kate pulled back at once, rising to her feet, her heart racing. At her touch, the muscles beneath the skin had reacted with a faint spasm—as though the body responded by pure reflex.

He was alive.

“Penny...” she whispered, trying to steady her own pulse.

Kate stepped forward again and knelt beside the body.

She extended her hand, finding the torso, then the center of the chest to orient herself. From there, she moved upward with care until she reached the chin. When her hand arrived at the face, she held it just above the mouth and nose, searching for the trace of breath.

She found it.

A thin thread of warm air brushed against her knuckles.

Only then did she lower two fingers to the base of his neck.

She felt the line of a broad jaw.

There was a pulse—steady, but weak.

A man. Of that, she had no doubt.

And he lay unconscious, surrendered to the dead weight of his own body.

“Easy...” she murmured, more to herself than to him. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

She tried to lift him by the shoulders, but her fingers sank into a mass of solid weight, difficult to move.

It felt as though he were not only a man, but a presence anchored to the earth itself.

She stopped, breathing hard from the effort.

She knew she would not move him with her hands alone.

She would need something else.

Her mind traced the map of the farm—the sheds, the tools resting against wooden walls.

Then she remembered.

The wheelbarrow. It was in the small shed by the garden.

“Stay here, Penny. Stay with him,” she said softly.

She released the harness, trusting the dog’s discipline to remain as a sentinel beside the stranger.

Reaching the shed without guidance was an act of pure memory.

Kate moved forward, feeling the air with her cane, counting each step, recognizing the shift of ground beneath her boots.

She reached the shed and extended her arms carefully until her fingers found the cold metal of the wheelbarrow’s handle.

She remembered that they also kept a tarp there—something that would be of great help—and took it with her.

She pushed the wheelbarrow back, tracing the path through the silence of the field with the memory of her steps.

Once there, she spread the tarp over the ground and, with an effort that made her muscles strain, managed to roll the inert body onto it. She knew she could not lift him outright, so she tipped the wheelbarrow onto its side, leaving the metal tray pressed against the earth.

She used the tarp as a ramp, dragging the man’s dead weight inch by inch into the container.

When he was finally in place, Kate moved to the other side, gripped the upper edge, and let her full weight fall backward, using her own body as a counterbalance to raise the structure upright.

The metal groaned under the strain, but at last it gave, settling back into position.

Kate remained there for a moment, leaning against the handles, her heart pounding against her ribs. The man was heavy—but she had done it.

When she finally managed to start moving, he let out a low groan that slipped from his throat like a trapped breath.

Kate froze.

“It’s all right ... it’s all right...” she murmured at once, placing a hand over his bare forearm.

His skin was warmer than usual, but it did not feel like fever.

At her touch, something in her chest gave way.

She withdrew her hand slowly.

The journey back to the house was slow, but steady.

The gravel path spoke with every crunch beneath the wheel, and Penny walked ahead, guiding the way.

At the porch, Kate stopped before the step.

She did not try to lift the wheelbarrow. Instead, she reached along the side of the house until her hands found the loose boards she kept there, fitting them into place to form a makeshift ramp.

She bent over the handles, locking her elbows, driving her shoulder into the effort, gaining height inch by inch until the weight finally rested on the level wood of the entrance.

The warmth from inside reached her at once, reminding her she was back within her own walls.

She did not take him to her room.

The guest room on the ground floor was always ready, despite never receiving visitors.

Kate maneuvered the wheelbarrow until it stood beside the edge of the bed frame. Then, using the tarp as a makeshift pulley and working with the body’s inertia, she managed to slide him onto the mattress.

With her muscles protesting from the strain, she stepped back outside with the tool that had saved her.

She left the wheelbarrow in the yard beside the tarp and, with quick but quiet movements, removed the boards from the entrance. She returned them to their place by the side of the house, erasing any trace of the improvised ramp, and went straight back to the man. The wheelbarrow and the tarp were left outside. She knew it, but his body couldn't take any more.

Once inside, she loosened the fabric—whatever it was—that pressed against his chest. It did not feel like any cloth she knew. Then she covered him with a light blanket.

Before stepping away, she placed her hand over his chest once more.

His heart was beating.

But not like the others.

Its rhythm carried a strange cadence—a deeper pulse that moved differently.

Kate frowned slightly.

“Whatever brought you...” she whispered, “you won’t be alone here.”

Penny lay down beside the bed, her gaze never leaving him.

Kate sat in an old chair in the room.

She was exhausted... but she felt that none of it had been in vain.

And the night did not leave the room; it remained there, suspended between mystery and refuge.
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Hours had passed since Kate had brought the stranger into the house.

The sky was beginning to lighten when she realized she had not slept at all. She remained in the old armchair in the guest room, her body tense, her senses alert.

He had not awakened.

His breathing was the only thing that broke the silence—slow and deep, yet labored.

“What if you’re hurt...?” she murmured under her breath. “What if you die here?”

He could not be a neighbor. The area where she had found him bordered the mountain—a stretch of rough, nearly deserted land where no one lived.

Had he walked all the way there, only to collapse? Why had the ground been sunken in that place?

It made no sense.

Kate shook her head slowly, pushing the errant thoughts away.

She had already decided—she would not call anyone. She would not seek outside help.

The air around her still carried that strange density... something almost electric.

She did not feel fear—not entirely—but a calm, steady caution.

That was why she had not left the room.

She remained still in the armchair, letting her ears trace every detail of the space.

She heard the wood of the house creak as it adjusted to the changing temperature of dawn, and Penny’s soft breathing beside the bed.

But above all, she felt the man’s presence.

It was not only his breathing—it was the way the air around him seemed different, as though he occupied the space in a way shadows never did.

Who are you?

The question formed in silence.

Her fingers still held the echo of his skin.

Warmer than it should have been.

Not the kind of fever she knew from winter illness, but a living warmth—vibrant, almost electric.

She remembered the depression in the earth.

Her rational mind tried to assemble the pieces: the mountain, the dry tremor, the scent of burned grass... none of it fit the idea of a lost traveler.

A flicker of doubt crossed her.

She was alone, in an isolated farm, with a stranger who seemed to alter the air around him.

Anyone else would have felt fear.

Terror.

But she did not.

She felt something inevitable.

She did not call the police. Nor the town doctor.

Something in her instinct—that same instinct that had never let her falter in the dark—told her this man was a secret the earth had entrusted to her alone.

And that if she handed him over to others, something irreparable would break.

She leaned forward, sharpening her hearing.

The stranger’s breathing shifted.

A faint rustle of fabric against the mattress.

Dawn no longer brought only light.

It carried the sense that her life, as she had known it within her map of shadows, would never be the same again.

And so she remained alert, even now, as the first light began to filter through the windows.

It had been a very long night.
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II. Dawn


[image: ]


Penny slept beside the bed, calm, her body relaxed, her muzzle resting on her paws.

Kate trusted her more than anything. If there were danger, she would know.

The distant sound of an engine announced the arrival of the day.

The farmhands were beginning to arrive.

Kate straightened at once.

She heard doors opening, footsteps over gravel, familiar voices greeting one another. There were not many. Her land did not require a large crew.

The Delanys arrived first.

Mrs. Delany—Alma—walked ahead, as she did every morning. Kate recognized her measured pace, the faint jingle of the keys she always carried. Ted Delany, her husband and the farm’s foreman, followed a few steps behind, with the steady stride of a man who had worked the land all his life. In practice, they were the pillars of the farm.

Then came Tom Davis—the freckled, cheerful boy Kate had known since they were children, the Delanys’ neighbor, who had never strayed far from them since they came to work for her family, growing into a part of the farm himself.

He was five years younger than Kate, and with his restless nature and easy laughter, it often seemed he had never quite grown up.

After him came the Turner brothers, Matt and Mark.
They weren’t twins, but they might as well have been.
Matt was the practical one; Mark, the analytical. They were always at odds when it came to figuring out how to fix anything on the farm.
And yet, their bond was stronger than any disagreement, and together they made an excellent team.
To her, none of them were just workers.

They were part of her life.

Kate took a slow breath.

They rarely approached the house without reason. They respected her space with an almost reverent courtesy, as though that threshold marked more than a simple divide between work and rest.

And yet, knowing they were there—so close—tightened something in her chest. She had done nothing wrong... and yet she could not explain what had happened.

And she sensed, in a way she could not fully understand, that they must not know.

Not yet.

She rose carefully from the chair and walked toward the bed. Her hand found the edge of the mattress, once again sensing that density in the air surrounding the man.

“Please...” she whispered. “Don’t wake up. Not yet.”

As though her words carried weight, his breathing shifted slightly, tangling with the silence for a brief moment before settling once more into its deep, labored rhythm.

Kate closed her eyes.

Outside, the world continued as it always had. Inside that room, something waited.

Soft footsteps approached the porch. She recognized them even before the faint clearing of a throat—it was Mrs. Delany.

Knuckles tapped lightly against the wood, almost cautious.

“Kate?” the woman’s voice came, muffled. “Good morning... are you awake?”

Kate leaned down and stroked Penny’s head, a gesture asking for absolute silence. The dog lifted her ears slightly, alert, but made no sound.

She moved toward the door and, before turning the handle, rested her palm against the wood—as though she needed to draw something from its solidity before facing the world outside.

Then she opened it.

The cool morning air slipped into the house, mingling with the scent of freshly brewed coffee the woman held in her hands.

“Good morning, Mrs. Delany,” Kate greeted, forcing a calm she did not feel.

The older woman remained silent for a brief moment. Kate could feel her gaze moving across her face like an invisible, practiced touch.

“Noticed you took a while to come out for your coffee,” she said at last, letting the remark hang in the air, balanced between curiosity and affection.

Kate offered a faint smile that never reached her eyes.

“I lost track of time,” she admitted, lowering her voice slightly, as though afraid the sound might carry into the guest room. “It was a... long night.”

“Here,” Mrs. Delany said, extending the cup.

Kate took it with both hands, holding onto the warmth as though it were an anchor.

“Thank you... truly,” she murmured. The gratitude sounded more like a quiet exhale than simple politeness.

A pause followed, in which the birdsong seemed almost too loud.

Mrs. Delany did not move.

“You feeling all right, Kate?” she asked at last, softening her tone. “You look... tired.”

“I didn’t sleep much,” Kate replied at once—perhaps too quickly.

“I don’t mean to pry, but... everything all right?” The question was direct, weighted with a concern Kate could not afford to accept.

Kate felt the heat of the ceramic against her palms and realized she was gripping the cup too tightly. She loosened her fingers, one by one.

Penny stepped closer, resting her muzzle against Kate’s leg. Kate stroked her head mechanically, seeking comfort in the familiar softness of her dog.

Then she sensed the shift.

The older woman’s attention moved—subtle, but unmistakable.

Kate heard the faint creak of the porch beneath her as she turned, facing the place where, in her mental map, the evidence had been left behind: the wheelbarrow out of place, the tarp carelessly abandoned on the ground.

“Why are that wheelbarrow and tarp still out there?” Mrs. Delany asked, frowning. “I suppose Tom left them like that yesterday before heading out.”

Kate reacted within a heartbeat, just enough for her pulse to spike.

“No,” she said, cutting in, her firmness returning. “It wasn’t Tom.”

A heavy silence followed. Kate cleared her throat before continuing with the lie she had just formed.

“I went out last night to gather some extra firewood. I wanted to have everything ready... but the phone rang, and I rushed to answer it. It slipped my mind after that. I forgot to put them away.”

Mrs. Delany tilted her head, weighing the explanation.

“Oh... yeah? And who was it?” Alma asked, that quiet rural curiosity unwilling to let small details go.

Kate frowned slightly.

“Who...?”

“The call,” the woman clarified.

Kate lowered her gaze toward the cup, feeling the warmth of the steam against her face.

“Oh... it was... a wrong number,” she said at last.

“A wrong number...” Mrs. Delany repeated softly, as though testing the weight of the words.

Fortunately, she did not press further, though her silence suggested the doubt had not vanished.

“Well... I’ll have Tom put that away before he starts on the stables.”

“No!” Kate said at once, the urgency slipping through before she could stop it. She forced herself to soften her tone. “I’ll take care of it later. No need to bother Tom.”

Mrs. Delany nodded, though the trace of doubt did not leave her expression.

“All right,” she said at last, taking a step back. “I’ll make you a good lunch today. Get some rest when you can, honey.”

“Thank you,” Kate managed to say.

The woman’s footsteps faded away, steady against the gravel, dissolving into the murmur of the farm—leaving behind a silence heavy with secrets.

Kate closed the door carefully and remained still for a few seconds, leaning against the wood. The coffee trembled slightly in her hands.

Penny moved toward the bedroom door and let out a soft whine.

Kate turned at once and went back to the man.

The stranger was still unconscious.

But his breathing had changed—deeper now, more regular.

As though something within him was beginning to remember how to wake.
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The morning passed without incident.

The sound of engines faded one by one, and the farm returned to its slow, familiar rhythm.

Saturdays always carried that particular pace—the work done, the voices retreating before dusk.

Kate moved between the kitchen and the guest room, always attentive to the sound of that breathing that never quite settled.

She barely touched the lunch Mrs. Delany had prepared for her.

She heated water, dampened a cloth, and carefully cleaned the man’s face. Beneath her fingers, his features seemed to tighten and release almost imperceptibly, as though his body were struggling against an invisible weight.

But he did not wake.

When night fell for the second time since his arrival, Kate allowed herself to rest for a few hours in the armchair. She did not fully sleep; she kept her hearing sharp while Penny settled beside the bed like a silent guardian.

Sunday morning arrived differently.

There were no engines approaching in haste—only familiar footsteps. The same as always.

The Delanys.

Kate listened as they headed straight to the chicken coops, then to the dairy.

There was no knock at the door, no call.

On Sundays, Mrs. Delany never woke her—an old habit she had never broken. They would leave early.

The thought brought an unexpected sense of relief.

That day, she would be alone.

Alone with Penny.

Alone with the man who had fallen from the sky.
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III. Sunday
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The distant sound of chickens, the clatter of a metal bucket, the low murmur of cattle... all of it was the farm’s familiar pulse—a steady backdrop that did not demand her presence.

Kate drew a deeper breath than she had in hours.

She rose slowly and walked to the bed, stopping just a step away, as though she still needed permission to be there.

His breathing was different now.

Deeper.

Less strained.

At some point during the night, something had changed. Kate knew it without touching him.

The air around him was no longer as heavy, as dense. And yet, that strange sensation remained—like a soft shadow clinging to his form.

For the first time since placing him there, she allowed herself to sit at the edge of the bed.

Her hands rested on her knees.

She did not touch him.

Not yet.

She listened.

She waited.

For hours, nothing happened.

The sun moved on, slowly warming the house. Outside, the Delanys finished their work and left, just as expected. The sound of the engine faded into the distance, and with it, any chance of interruption.

The outside world was leaving them alone.

“Go on, girl,” she whispered, leaning toward Penny. “You need some fresh air. Go run for a bit... but don’t wander too far, all right? You know the rules.”

The dog rose obediently and stepped into the hallway.

But she did not go any farther.

She sat just at the threshold of the room—body upright, ears alert, gaze fixed inward, as though she sensed she could not afford to miss a single moment of what was about to happen.

Kate closed the door carefully.

The soft click of the latch sounded final.

The outside world was gone.

The silence inside the room felt different now.

Heavier.

Charged with something she could not name.

Kate moved slowly toward the bed and, after a brief hesitation, extended her hand.

Her fingers came to rest gently against the man’s forearm.

His skin responded with a faint tremor.

Kate held her breath.

Driven by instinct—a habit forged through years of knowing people through touch—she reached for his hand.

She wanted to know what kind of man he was.

Whether those hands belonged to someone who worked the land, to a laborer, to someone shaped by effort and weight.

She never reached it.

The man’s hand moved like lightning.

In a pure, instinctive reflex, it closed around hers.

The world ceased to exist.

Kate tried to pull away—tried to scream, to move—

but she could not.

Her body locked in place, suspended within an impossible instant.

There was no pain.

But there was fire.

It rose from the deepest part of her being, unfolding through her completely.

It burned.

And yet—it did not harm.

Fear.

Joy.

Anguish.

Pleasure.

Pain.

Desire.

All at once.

Something opened—and could not be closed again.

Her life unfolded before her.

From her first cry at birth to the day the world went dark when she was twelve.

Every face.

Every voice.

Every absence.

And beyond that—

places that did not belong to Earth.

Impossible skies.

Lakes that shimmered like living constellations.

Creatures that were not human—some terrifying, others unbearably beautiful.

Beings of light and shadow.

Worlds breathing over one another.

She was not seeing.

She was being seen.

The fire remained—surrounding her, passing through her without harm, yet pushing her to the very edge of what a human body could endure.

And then—

void.

A sudden fall, as though the ground had vanished beneath her.

Her heart slammed against her chest.

And just as she felt she could not endure another second—

the man’s hand released her.

A cry tore from her throat—a fractured sound between agony and ecstasy—and, no longer able to hold herself upright, she collapsed to the floor.

It was not a violent fall.

It was the collapse of someone who had reached the furthest limit of wonder.

Her body lay still against the ground.

Inside the room, silence returned all at once.

Behind the door, Penny rose immediately, letting out a low, alert whine.
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For the man, the contact was an awakening.

But not outward—

inward.

His existence had unfolded without friction. Without weight. Without resistance.

There had been no defined edges, no fixed form to obey. No flesh to ache. No air to be needed.

But when his fingers closed around Kate’s hand, something gave.

There was limit.

There was an “inside.”

There was form.

The human world struck him like a blow.

To exist now... had weight.

He felt gravity pulling at every thought.

Blood burning beneath the skin.

Breathing ceased to be a natural state—it became an urgent necessity.

The heart pounded from within.

He understood that this...

was living.

And then came the emotions.

Not as soft notions or distant echoes, but as an overwhelming surge—impossible to contain.

Fear without an enemy.

Sorrow without a cause.

An unbearable tenderness.

An anguish that seemed to have always been there.

And then—

images, sounds, an unknown language, fragments of a world he did not yet understand.

Too much.

The contact became unbearable.

It did not harm.

But it threatened to fix him.

He released Kate’s hand in a purely instinctive act, like one who pulls away from fire—not out of fear, but to avoid losing himself within it.

The world went dark at once.

The man remained suspended in that aftermath of silence, carrying within him the weight of a body.

And he fell again—

exhausted for the first time in all his existence.
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The world returned in gentle waves.

Kate awoke.

She came back to herself like someone rising slowly from a deep, long, and strangely pleasant dream.

Her blonde hair lay in disarray, unruly—as though an unseen hand had run its fingers through it without permission.

She felt no pain. No anguish.

For a few moments, the weight of the past days faded: the constant question, the unanswered mystery, the quiet, contained fear—

all of it was gone.

There was only a strange peace.

She slowly pushed herself upright, coming to a seated position on the floor.

She stretched slightly, as though waking from a nap that had lasted too long.

Her breathing was steady.

Her heart, calm.

Kate did not know it yet—

but the world... was no longer in the same place.
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IV. And There Was Light... Again


[image: ]


For a few seconds—barely a breath—everything remained still.

Then, like a silent lash, awareness returned all at once.

The memory of the contact erupted in her mind: the fire that did not burn, the flood of emotion, the vertigo, the void.

Kate frowned, dazed, and instinctively raised her hand before her face, searching for an answer in her skin.

She expected to feel a mark—a hidden scar, or the lingering trace of that impossible blaze.

But it was not touch that stopped her.

It was the image.

Kate froze.

The air seemed to suspend itself in the room as her gaze—her own gaze—fixed on the outline of her hand.

The lines of her palm.

The faint tremor in her fingers.

The way the light from the small lamp slipped across her skin, revealing volume, shadow... reality.

A strangled breath escaped her chest.

She blinked once. Twice. Three times.

The image did not fade.

Her heart began to pound violently, as though it had just remembered how.

With reverent fear, she moved her fingers—and saw them obey.

She turned her wrist, watching the light shift across her own anatomy.

“No...” she whispered, her voice breaking. “That’s not possible...”

She brought her hand to her face, touching her eyes—needing to be certain they were still there, that this was not some cruel illusion. She opened and closed her eyelids.

The room remained before her.

The floor.

The bed.

The walls she had not seen in so many years—now revealed like a long-kept secret.

Kate’s breathing grew uneven.

Sixteen years in absolute darkness.

And now...

the world was returning to her.

Tears came without warning, blurring her newly found sight—but she did not care.

She laughed—a small, disbelieving, fractured sound.

She cried and laughed at once, pressing both hands to her chest as though her heart might break free.

“I’m... seeing,” she murmured.

Then she remembered.

The man.

She turned her head slowly toward the bed.

If she had changed like this...

what had happened to him?

She pushed herself up slowly, her heart still racing.

The floor beneath her hands was real. Solid.

The room—solid.

Everything had edges now.

Everything had light.

She rose carefully to her feet, steadying herself against the bed.

And then, the inevitable.

She looked.

For the first time since she was a child... she did not imagine a face.

She saw it.

The man lay motionless on the bed, his body still rigid, as though it had not yet fully become his own.

His skin held a warmth of tone that defied any clear origin.

His features were defined without harshness: a straight nose, pronounced cheekbones, a composed jaw—as though shaped with intention.

His dark hair fell back naturally, both unruly and composed at once.

His brows rested straight above a faintly furrowed brow.

His eyes remained closed.

And yet—

Kate felt there was something more there than rest.

There was weight there.

She felt a knot tighten in her chest.

That face did not belong to a drifter, nor to a man lost by chance. Nor to someone shaped by the harshness of a life in the fields.

There was a strange stillness in him.

An unbidden dignity.

Kate took a step toward the bed, almost without realizing it.

The light seemed to settle over him with care.

“You’re... real,” she whispered.

She sat at the edge of the bed, unable to look away. Her fingers curled tightly into the blanket, fighting the urge to touch him again.

Because even though the man seemed vulnerable in his silence, Kate knew—with a certainty that did not come from sight—that she was not facing an ordinary man.

Penny’s bark shattered the silence like a burst of life.

“Penny!”

She turned at once and crossed the room almost running, still unsteady in this newly visible world, and flung the door wide open.

The fading light of dusk came in with her.

And Penny.

The Golden Retriever barked with uncontainable joy, bouncing in place, spinning around herself as though she could not hold it in.

Then she leapt onto Kate.

Kate laughed through tears and dropped to her knees to receive her.

“It’s me... it’s me...” she babbled, burying her face in the fur she could now, at last, see in all its golden brilliance.

Penny whimpered with happiness, licking her face, her neck, not understanding what had happened, but knowing that something had changed.

“I can see, Penny...” she whispered.

Then she said it again, a breathless laugh breaking through:

“I can see...”

Tears fell freely, mingling with the warmth of the dog’s body, her quickened breath, the shared heartbeat of that embrace that was home.

For a moment, Kate allowed herself to forget everything.

But even in the midst of laughter, something tugged gently at her awareness.

An invisible thread.

Kate lifted her gaze toward the bed.

Toward him.

Because she knew the source of it all was still there, breathing in silence.

And he had not yet awakened.
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V. The Weight of Being
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Everything was darkness.

But not the darkness that being had known.

It was not a familiar veil, nor a natural extension of its existence.

Not a boundless space in which to exist without form.

This darkness was dense.

Closed.

Oppressive.

It had weight.

It had limits.

For the first time, darkness was not absence—

it was confinement.

It felt trapped.

It tried to move, but did not know how. Its will was no longer enough. It was not enough to think of movement: something rigid, foreign, held it in place.

A strange boundary that did not obey as expected.

A body.

The sensation was deeply unsettling, like being enclosed within itself.

Then came the impact.

Something struck it—without touching.

Invisible waves that vibrated, that passed through this new body and shook it from within.

They did not hurt.

But they were impossible to ignore.

They were irregular.

Shifting.

Charged with intent.

Sound.

For the first time, sound was not a distant notion, nor an abstract vibration of the environment: it was physical.

It passed through it.

It resonated in cavities it did not know existed.

Every noise was a collision.

The man tensed.

Instinctively—or perhaps remembering what it had once been—it chose to still its mind.

To withdraw.

To focus.

To listen.

Within that chaos of stimuli, something began to take shape.

A form.

A pattern.

A vibration unlike the others.

“Hello...”

The voice seemed distant, muffled, as though reaching him through water... or through a dream.

“Can you hear me?”

He did not understand the words at first.

But he felt them.

He recognized in them an intention.

A call.

A presence that did not attack, did not impose—

but waited.

The darkness remained.

He focused again, this time with a new and uneasy understanding:

to exist in this world, he would have to do something he had never done before.

Give a command.

He gathered his will and directed it—clumsily—toward a part of that body he could sense, though not fully comprehend.

It was not natural.

It was an immense effort.

Agonizing.

Like lifting a slab of stone.

And then—it happened.

For the first time, consciously—

by choice—

he opened his eyes.

The darkness shattered.

Light broke in like a silent blow, flooding everything, erasing the confinement, revealing form, color, depth.

Nothing in what he had been had prepared him to see.

The first image was not the world.

It was her.

When the light settled and the shapes ceased to be incomprehensible blurs, Kate’s face appeared before him—leaning over his body, framed by the warm dusk shadow.

She was close.

Too close for someone who had never known distance.

He did not move.

Something within him understood that this moment must not be broken.

Kate’s eyes met his.

It was a silent collision.

To her, those eyes opening for the first time were not entirely human.

They were scarlet.

A deep, dark red—like aged wine, or embers
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