
Table of Contents

The Architect Of Eternity

Dedication

Epigraph

PROLOGUE

CHAPTER ONE

CHAPTER TWO

CHAPTER THREE

CHAPTER FOUR

CHAPTER FIVE

CHAPTER SIX

CHAPTER SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHT

CHAPTER NINE

CHAPTER TEN

CHAPTER ELEVEN

CHAPTER TWELVE

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

CHAPTER FOURTEEN

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER NINETEEN

CHAPTER TWENTY

CHAPTER TWENTY ONE

CHAPTER TWENTY TWO

CHAPTER TWENTY THREE

CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR

CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE

CHAPTER TWENTY SIX

CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN

CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT

CHAPTER TWENTY NINE

CHAPTER THIRTY

CHAPTER THIRTY ONE

CHAPTER THIRTY TWO

CHAPTER THIRTY THREE

CHAPTER THIRTY FOUR

CHAPTER THIRTY FIVE

CHAPTER THIRTY SIX

CHAPTER THIRTY SEVEN

CHAPTER THIRTY EIGHT

CHAPTER THIRTY NINE

CHAPTER FORTY

CHAPTER FORTY ONE

CHAPTER FORTY TWO

CHAPTER FORTY THREE

CHAPTER FORTY FOUR

CHAPTER FORTY FIVE

CHAPTER FORTY SIX

CHAPTER FORTY SEVEN

CHAPTER FORTY EIGHT

CHAPTER FORTY NINE

CHAPTER FIFTY

CHAPTER FIFTY ONE

CHAPTER FIFTY TWO

CHAPTER FIFTY THREE

CHAPTER FIFTY FOUR

CHAPTER FIFTY FIVE

CHAPTER FIFTY SIX

CHAPTER FIFTY SEVEN

CHAPTER FIFTY EIGHT

CHAPTER SIXTY

CHAPTER SIXTY ONE

CHAPTER SIXTY TWO

CHAPTER SIXTY THREE

CHAPTER SIXTY FIVE

CHAPTER SIXTY SIX

CHAPTER SIXTY SEVEN

CHAPTER SIXTY EIGHT

CHAPTER SIXTY NINE

CHAPTER SEVENTY

CHAPTER SEVENTY ONE

CHAPTER SEVENTY TWO

CHAPTER SEVENTY THREE

CHAPTER SEVENTY FOUR

CHAPTER SEVENTY FIVE

CHAPTER SEVENTY SIX

CHAPTER SEVENTY SEVEN

CHAPTER SEVENTY EIGHT

CHAPTER SEVENTY NINE

CHAPTER EIGHTY

CHAPTER EIGHTY ONE

CHAPTER EIGHTY TWO

CHAPTER EIGHTY THREE

CHAPTER EIGHTY FOUR

CHAPTER EIGHTY FIVE

CHAPTER EIGHTY SIX

CHAPTER EIGHTY SEVEN

CHAPTER EIGHTY EIGHT

CHAPTER EIGHTY NINE

CHAPTER NINETY

CHAPTER NINETY ONE

CHAPTER NINETY TWO

CHAPTER NINETY THREE

CHAPTER NINETY FOUR

CHAPTER NINETY FIVE

CHAPTER NINETY SIX

CHAPTER NINETY SEVEN

CHAPTER NINETY EIGHT

CHAPTER NINETY NINE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND ONE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWO

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND THREE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND FOUR

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND FIVE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND SIX

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND SEVEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHT

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND NINE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND ELEVEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWELVE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTEEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND FOURTEEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND SIXTEEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND SEVENTEEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND EIGHTEEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND NINETEEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY ONE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY TWO

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY THREE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY FOUR

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY SIX

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY SEVEN

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY EIGHT

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND TWENTY NINE

CHAPTER ONE HUNDRED AND THIRTY


THE ARCHITECT OF ETERNITY 

A Novel of Creation, Consciousness, and the Infinite Question 

By 

Matt Dalby 

––––––––
[image: ]


Copyright 

Copyright © 2026 Matt Dalby 

All rights reserved. 

No part of this book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted, or stored in any form or by any means, including electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without prior written permission of the author, except for brief quotations used in reviews or critical articles. 

This is a work of fiction. 

Names, characters, places, events, civilizations, technologies, dimensions, and realities are products of the author’s imagination or used fictitiously. 

Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is coincidental. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Dedication 
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For everyone who has ever looked into the night sky and wondered. 

For every child who asked a question nobody could answer. 

For every person who refused to believe curiosity was pointless. 

Because before every discovery... 

before every journey... 

before every impossible thing humanity ever achieved... 

someone first had to ask: 

“Why?” 
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Author’s Note 

This story began with a question. 

Not a question about power. 

Not about becoming something greater. 

Not about escaping what we are. 

A much simpler question. 

A question humans have carried since the first time we looked beyond ourselves. 

Why is there anything at all? 

Across history, every discovery has revealed the same truth: 

Every answer creates another question. 

Every horizon hides another beyond it. 

And perhaps that is not a flaw. 

Perhaps the mystery is the point. 

This is not the story of someone becoming a god. 

It is the story of someone trying not to forget what made him human. 

Because the greatest danger of reaching the stars may not be discovering how small we are. 

It may be forgetting how extraordinary it was that something so small looked up in the first place. 
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Epigraph 
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In the beginning, there was no empire. 

No throne. 

No crown. 

No Architect. 

Only a question. 

And the universe has been answering ever since. 
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PROLOGUE 
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The First Question 
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Before the first empire rose. 

Before the first civilisation carved its name into stone and believed it would last forever. 

Before the first ruler looked across a kingdom and called it theirs. 

Before the first explorer crossed an ocean. 

Before the first machine awakened. 

Before the first species reached beyond its world and discovered the stars were not lights placed above them... 

but places waiting to be reached. 

Before the first universe learned how to die. 

There was a question. 

Not a command. 

Not an instruction. 

Not a design. 

Not a plan. 

A question. 

Because every impossible journey begins the same way. 

With someone looking at what is... 

and wondering what could be. 

A child stood beneath the night sky. 

Small. 

Temporary. 

A collection of atoms that had existed for billions of years before becoming something capable of knowing they existed at all. 

The universe stretched above him. 

Endless. 

Silent. 

Ancient beyond imagination. 

The light reaching his eyes had travelled across distances his young mind could barely understand. 

Some of those stars were already gone. 

Their fire extinguished. 

Their worlds lost. 

Their stories ended before he had ever been born. 

And yet their light remained. 

A memory crossing the darkness. 

The child thought about that for a long time. 

Most people looked at the stars and saw beauty. 

He did too. 

But he also saw something else. 

A mystery. 

Why? 

Why did those stars exist? 

Why did worlds form? 

Why did life appear? 

Why did the universe create creatures capable of questioning the universe? 

Nobody had told atoms to become curious. 

Nobody had instructed matter to dream. 

Yet somehow... 

after billions of years of silence... 

the universe created something that could look back at itself. 

The child did not understand why that mattered. 

Not yet. 

He only knew that it did. 

So he asked the question that would follow him for longer than stars would burn. 

The question that would survive worlds. 

Civilisations. 

Realities. 

Even time itself. 

A question so simple that almost everyone eventually stopped asking it. 

But he never did. 

He looked into the endless dark and whispered: 

“Why is there anything at all?” 

––––––––
[image: ]


And reality answered. 
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His name was Orin Valen. 
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He did not know what he would become. 

Nobody ever does. 

The seed does not understand the forest. 

The spark does not understand the fire. 

The first note does not understand the song. 

Orin was not born powerful. 

He was not chosen by destiny. 

No ancient force placed a crown upon him. 

No prophecy carved his future into existence. 

That was the mistake people would make later. 

When the stories began. 

When his name travelled farther than light. 

When civilisations across realities spoke of the Architect. 

They imagined the beginning must have been extraordinary. 

They imagined a being like him could only come from something impossible. 

They were wrong. 

The beginning was ordinary. 

A child. 

A question. 

A moment of wonder. 

That was all. 

And perhaps that was the most extraordinary thing of all. 
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Because one day... 

that child would walk beyond the boundaries of time. 

He would create things that creation itself had never seen. 

He would shape possibilities. 

Guide civilisations. 

Build worlds from dreams. 

He would become known by countless names. 

The Architect. 

The Dreamchild. 

The Keeper of Possibility. 

The one who planted the Seed of the Unknown. 

He would be loved. 

He would be feared. 

He would be worshipped. 

But almost nobody would understand him. 

Because everyone would look at what he could create. 

Almost nobody would ask why he created. 
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Until her. 
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Ilen. 
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She was not a goddess. 

She was not a ruler. 

She was not a weapon. 

She was a collector of forgotten things. 

Lost moments. 

Abandoned timelines. 

Stories nobody thought mattered anymore. 

Where Orin saw infinity... 

Ilen noticed what infinity forgot. 

The quiet lives. 

The unfinished songs. 

The worlds that almost were. 

The single moments hidden inside eternity. 

And that made her dangerous. 

Because existence had always been changed by those powerful enough to speak. 

But it had never prepared for someone powerful enough... 

to listen. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Long after the first question was asked... 

Long after the child became something impossible... 

Long after eternity itself learned his name... 

Orin would discover the truth. 

The universe had never been waiting for someone powerful enough to control it. 
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It had been waiting for someone curious enough... 

to understand it. 
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CHAPTER ONE 
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The Boy Who Asked Why 

––––––––
[image: ]


Long before anyone called him the Architect... 

Orin Valen was simply a child who noticed things others walked past. 

That was where everything began. 

Not with power. 

Not with technology. 

Not with a discovery that shook the foundations of reality. 

Just a boy... 

and a question that refused to leave him alone. 
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Orin grew up in a world that believed it understood itself. 

Humanity had mapped continents. 

Named stars. 

Built cities that touched the clouds. 

Created machines that could think faster than any human mind. 

Every generation believed they were standing close to the edge of understanding. 

Every generation believed the greatest mysteries belonged to the past. 

And every generation was wrong. 

Orin noticed that. 

He noticed that every answer humanity discovered did not end the questions. 

It created more. 

When people learned what stars were, they did not stop looking upward. 

They wondered what surrounded them. 

When they reached space, they did not stop exploring. 

They wondered what waited farther away. 

Every door humanity opened revealed another door behind it. 

Most people found that frustrating. 

Orin thought it was beautiful. 
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As a child, he collected questions the way other children collected objects. 

Why did people dream? 

Why did music make people feel things they could not explain? 

Why could a simple memory hurt years after the moment had disappeared? 

Why did humans spend so much time creating things that would outlive them? 

Buildings. 

Stories. 

Songs. 

Messages sent into space. 

It fascinated him. 

Because humans knew they were temporary. 

They knew time would eventually take everything they made. 

And still... 

they created. 

That contradiction stayed with him. 
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One evening, when Orin was young, he sat outside watching the stars disappear behind passing clouds. 

Most children would have become bored. 

Orin did not. 

He watched every movement. 

Every tiny change. 

To him, the sky was not empty. 

It was a conversation that had been happening for billions of years. 

He just did not understand the language yet. 

“Still looking up?” 

The voice came from behind him. 

Orin turned. 

His father stood there, smiling. 

“You’ve been sitting here for an hour.” 

Orin looked back at the stars. 

“They’re old.” 

His father laughed softly. 

“Yes. Very.” 

“No,” Orin said. 

“I mean really old.” 

His father walked over and sat beside him. 

“How old?” 

Orin thought carefully. 

“The light from some of them started travelling before anyone alive today existed.” 

“That’s true.” 

“So...” 

Orin frowned. 

“If we see a star that’s already gone...” 

He looked up. 

“Is it still real?” 

His father did not answer immediately. 

Most adults rushed to answer children. 

They wanted to teach. 

Correct. 

Explain. 

But the best teachers understood something important. 

Sometimes a question needed space. 

“What do you think?” his father asked. 

Orin stared upward. 

“I think...” 

He paused. 

“I think maybe something doesn’t stop mattering just because it ends.” 

His father looked at him. 

At the time, neither of them understood the importance of those words. 

How could they? 

They were just a father and son beneath the stars. 

A tiny moment on a tiny world. 

A conversation that history would never record. 

But eternity would remember. 
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Years later, entire civilizations would study Orin. 

They would examine his discoveries. 

His creations. 

His impossible achievements. 

They would search for the moment the Architect began. 

Some believed it happened when he created Aeternum. 

Others believed it was when he first crossed time. 

Some argued it was when he shaped his first universe. 

They were all wrong. 

The Architect began there. 

A child beneath the stars. 

Wondering if things that ended still mattered. 
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Because hidden inside that question was everything he would become. 
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Orin did not want eternity because he feared death. 

He did not chase infinity because he wanted power. 

He simply looked at a universe filled with temporary beautiful things... 

and wondered why something so extraordinary should ever be forgotten. 
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CHAPTER TWO 
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The Things That Disappear 
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Orin never forgot that night. 

Not because something dramatic happened. 

Not because the world changed. 

Not because some great destiny revealed itself. 

The universe rarely worked that way. 

The moments that changed people were often quiet. 

Small. 

Almost invisible. 

A sentence. 

A thought. 

A question. 

A moment nobody else even noticed. 

Those were the moments that shaped everything. 

––––––––
[image: ]


As Orin grew older, his questions grew with him. 

Other children eventually accepted simple answers. 

The sky was blue because of light. 

The stars burned because of fusion. 

People aged because cells changed. 

Those answers satisfied most. 

They did not satisfy Orin. 

Because he always found the question hiding behind the answer. 

Why did light exist? 

Why did the laws of physics allow stars to form? 

Why did matter arrange itself into living things that cared whether they lived? 

He was not trying to be difficult. 

He was not trying to prove anyone wrong. 

He simply could not stop looking deeper. 

Every explanation was a doorway. 

And Orin wanted to know where all the doors eventually led. 
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Teachers quickly discovered something unusual about him. 

Not intelligence. 

There were many intelligent people. 

Human history was filled with brilliant minds. 

People who could calculate faster. 

Remember more. 

Solve problems others could not. 

Orin was different. 

His gift was not that he always found answers. 

His gift was that he never stopped respecting questions. 
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But curiosity came with a cost. 

Because the more Orin understood... 

the more he noticed how fragile everything was. 
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A song existed only because someone created it. 

A memory survived only because someone carried it. 

A person lived for a tiny moment compared to the age of the stars. 

Humanity built monuments hoping they would last forever. 

But forever was a word invented by creatures who had never experienced it. 
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Everything disappeared eventually. 
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That thought followed him. 

At first, it was just an idea. 

A distant understanding. 

The kind everyone knew but rarely felt. 

Then one day... 

it became real. 
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It was not a world-ending tragedy. 

Not a disaster recorded in history. 

Just a normal day. 

The kind that happens billions of times across billions of worlds. 

And perhaps that made it matter more. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Orin returned to a place from his childhood. 

A small field beyond the city. 

The same place where he had watched the stars years before. 

The place where he had first asked the question. 

But it was different. 

The trees were gone. 

The old paths had disappeared. 

Buildings covered the land. 

Progress had arrived. 

Nothing terrible had happened. 

Nobody had destroyed it out of cruelty. 

Nobody had meant harm. 

People needed homes. 

Cities needed space. 

Life moved forward. 

And yet... 

something that had existed was gone. 
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Orin stood there for a long time. 

He understood why it happened. 

That was the difficult part. 

It would have been easier if there was someone to blame. 

A villain. 

A mistake. 

A wrong choice. 

But sometimes things disappeared simply because time moved. 

That frightened him more. 
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That evening he searched old records. 

Images. 

Videos. 

Fragments. 

He found pictures of the field. 

The trees. 

The sky. 

The place exactly as he remembered it. 

But something about it felt different. 

A record was not the same as being there. 

Information was not experience. 

Knowing something existed was not the same as feeling the wind while it happened. 
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For the first time, Orin understood a problem humanity had carried forever. 
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The universe remembered facts. 

But it forgot moments. 
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And somewhere deep inside him... 

a tiny impossible thought appeared. 
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What if it did not have to? 
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Years later, people would misunderstand this part of him. 

They would say: 

“The Architect wanted to preserve everything.” 

They were right. 

But they rarely understood why. 

They imagined obsession. 

Fear. 

A refusal to accept change. 

They never saw the child standing where a field used to be. 

Trying to understand why beautiful things had to vanish simply because nobody was there to carry them forward. 

Long before he could shape realities... 

Long before he could walk through time... 

Long before he understood the hidden structure beneath existence itself... 

––––––––
[image: ]


Orin Valen made a quiet promise. 
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Not to defeat endings. 

Not to control the universe. 
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But to remember. 
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Because maybe things that disappeared were not asking to last forever. 
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Maybe they were only asking... 
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not to have existed for nothing. 
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CHAPTER THREE 


[image: ]


The Beautiful Contradiction 
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The older Orin became... 

the more he realised humanity made no sense. 

And that was what he loved most about it. 
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From a purely logical perspective, humans were impossible to explain. 

They were fragile. 

Temporary. 

Limited. 

They existed for the smallest fraction of cosmic time. 

The universe had existed for billions of years before them. 

It would continue for billions more after them. 

Entire generations appeared and disappeared in moments compared to the lifetime of a single star. 
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And yet humans behaved as if they mattered. 
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They painted. 

They sang. 

They built. 

They loved. 

They created stories that would never be finished. 

They planted trees they would never sit beneath. 

They sent messages into space without knowing if anyone would ever hear them. 

They brought children into a universe they did not fully understand. 

They dreamed of futures they would never personally see. 
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Logic said this made no sense. 

Orin thought logic was missing something. 
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Because maybe meaning was not measured by how long something lasted. 

Maybe meaning existed because something happened at all. 
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That idea stayed with him as he entered adulthood. 

The child who once stared at stars became a scientist. 

The questions became equations. 

The curiosity became research. 

But the reason never changed. 
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Orin did not study the universe because he wanted to conquer it. 

He studied it because he wanted to have a conversation with it. 
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Every discovery humanity made felt like a reply. 

Every law of physics uncovered. 

Every mystery solved. 

Every impossible thing made possible. 

It was as if existence was slowly revealing itself. 
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But the more humanity learned... 

the clearer another truth became. 

They were running out of time. 
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The warning signs did not arrive all at once. 

They never did. 

That was the problem. 

Human beings were designed to survive immediate threats. 

A predator. 

A storm. 

A danger standing directly in front of them. 

They were less prepared for endings that arrived quietly. 
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A number changing on a screen. 

A temperature increasing. 

A resource disappearing. 

A system weakening year after year. 
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No single moment looked like the end of the world. 

But millions of small moments together became one. 
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The oceans changed. 

Weather patterns shifted. 

Arguments replaced solutions. 

Countries protected themselves instead of protecting each other. 

Everyone knew something had to change. 

But everyone waited for someone else to change first. 
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Orin watched it happen with a sadness few understood. 
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Because he did not see a failed species. 
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He saw a young one. 
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A child learning. 

Making mistakes. 

Falling. 

Trying again. 
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Humanity was not perfect. 

It had never been perfect. 
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Humans could destroy. 

But they could also heal. 
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They could hate. 

But they could forgive. 
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They could create weapons. 

Then turn around and create music. 
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That contradiction fascinated him. 
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A species capable of imagining its own extinction... 

was also capable of imagining a better future. 
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And imagination mattered. 
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Because everything humanity had ever built began as something that did not exist. 
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A thought. 

A dream. 

A question. 
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The impossible was simply the future waiting for someone stubborn enough to reach it. 
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So while others asked: 

“How do we survive?” 
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Orin asked something different. 
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“How do we become the kind of species worth surviving?” 

That question changed everything. 
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Because saving humanity was not enough. 
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A longer existence did not automatically create a better one. 
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A civilization could live forever and still forget why living mattered. 
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Orin did not know it yet... 

but that question would follow him farther than any star. 
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Past worlds. 

Past time. 

Past creation itself. 
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Because one day he would discover that the greatest challenge was never creating eternity. 
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The greatest challenge was understanding what deserved to last forever. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 
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The Man Who Refused the Ending 
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The end of the world did not look like people expected. 

That was the most frightening part. 

For thousands of years humanity imagined its destruction incorrectly. 

They pictured fire falling from the sky. 

A final war. 

A single moment where everything changed. 

A day where the world before and the world after could be separated forever. 

But endings were rarely that simple. 
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Most endings were quiet. 
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A little less hope. 

A little less trust. 

A little less time. 
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Until one day people looked around and wondered when everything had changed. 
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The Earth was not dying in a single moment. 

It was fading. 
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And humanity was arguing about who was responsible while standing inside the consequences. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Orin Valen hated that. 

Not because he hated people. 

Because he understood them. 

Fear made intelligent beings smaller. 

It narrowed their vision. 

It turned neighbours into enemies. 

It convinced people that survival meant protecting only themselves. 
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But humanity’s greatest achievements had never come from fear. 
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They came from cooperation. 

From curiosity. 

From people looking at something impossible and deciding impossible was not a good enough answer. 
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That was the humanity Orin believed in. 
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Not the perfect version. 

That had never existed. 
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The real one. 
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The humanity that made mistakes. 

The humanity that failed. 

The humanity that hurt itself and somehow kept trying to heal. 
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The humanity that looked at the stars from a dying planet... 

and still dreamed of reaching them. 

––––––––
[image: ]


That was why he refused to give up. 
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Inside a quiet research facility far away from political arguments and public attention, Orin searched for answers most people believed did not exist. 
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The world wanted solutions it understood. 

More energy. 

Better machines. 

Improved systems. 

Small adjustments to delay the inevitable. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Orin believed they were thinking too small. 
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Not because he thought he was smarter. 

But because the problem was bigger. 
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Humanity was trying to repair a collapsing house without asking why the foundation was breaking. 
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So Orin looked deeper. 
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Energy. 

Matter. 

Space. 

Time. 
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The invisible rules beneath everything. 
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If reality operated according to laws... 

then those laws had structure. 
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And if something had structure... 
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perhaps it could be understood. 
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Years passed. 
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Most experiments failed. 
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Most ideas collapsed. 
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Failure became so normal that Orin stopped seeing it as failure. 
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It was simply the universe answering. 
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Not this way. 
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Try again. 
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Every incorrect answer removed one more possibility. 
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Every closed door revealed where another might exist. 
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That was something humanity often forgot. 
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Discovery was not a straight path toward being right. 

––––––––
[image: ]


It was a long journey of discovering all the ways you were wrong. 
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And continuing anyway. 
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One night, long after everyone else had left, Orin sat alone surrounded by decades of unfinished work. 
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Numbers covered the screens around him. 
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Patterns. 

Simulations. 

Models of systems too complex for any ordinary mind to follow. 
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He should have gone home. 
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He knew that. 
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He was tired. 

Exhausted. 

Human. 
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And maybe that was why he noticed it. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Not because he was looking harder. 
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Because for once... 

he stopped trying to force the universe to answer. 
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He simply listened. 
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Among the impossible amount of information... 

something repeated. 

––––––––
[image: ]


A pattern. 
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Small. 

Almost invisible. 
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Too perfect to be random. 
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Too strange to be natural. 
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At first, Orin assumed he had made a mistake. 
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So he checked. 

Then checked again. 
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Then built an entirely new system designed only to prove himself wrong. 
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The pattern remained. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Waiting. 
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Orin stared at the screen. 
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The room felt different. 
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The same walls. 

The same machines. 

The same quiet hum of technology around him. 
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And yet something had changed. 
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For the first time in human history... 
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it felt like the universe was not being studied. 
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It felt like the universe had spoken first. 
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Orin slowly leaned closer. 

The impossible pattern continued unfolding. 
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Not a message from another world. 
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Not a transmission travelling through space. 
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Something far stranger. 
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Information hidden beneath reality itself. 
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A signature written into existence. 
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Waiting for someone to become curious enough to find it. 
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Orin had spent his entire life asking questions. 
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Now, for the first time... 
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something was answering. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 
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The Signal That Waited 
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Orin did not sleep that night. 

He told himself he would. 

Several times. 

He walked away from the screens. 

He shut down the simulations. 

He even reached the door. 
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Then he stopped. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Because some moments in life carry a weight people cannot explain while they are happening. 

Something deep inside recognises them before the mind does. 
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A conversation that changes a future. 

A decision that creates a path. 

A discovery that separates everything into before... 

and after. 
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Orin looked back at the data. 
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The pattern was still there. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Waiting. 
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That was the word his mind kept returning to. 
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Waiting. 

Not travelling. 

Not arriving. 

Not searching. 
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Waiting. 
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And that made no sense. 
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Signals moved. 
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That was how information worked. 
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Something happened somewhere. 

Energy travelled. 

Eventually, if someone was listening, it arrived. 
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But this was different. 
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This signal had not crossed space. 
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It had not travelled from a distant star. 

It had not been sent from some hidden civilisation at the edge of the galaxy. 
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The message had been exactly where it was found. 

Embedded beneath the mathematics of existence itself. 
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Like someone had hidden a sentence inside the alphabet. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Orin spent the next several hours trying to prove that impossible. 
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He failed. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Every test gave the same answer. 
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The information was not inside reality. 

––––––––
[image: ]


It was part of reality. 
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A structure beneath the structure. 
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A foundation below the foundation. 
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For the first time in his life, Orin felt something unfamiliar while looking into the unknown. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Fear. 
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Not because he had discovered something dangerous. 
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Because he had discovered evidence of intention. 
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A storm did not care who observed it. 

A planet did not care who discovered it. 
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Gravity did not wait patiently for someone to understand it. 
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But this? 
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This felt different. 
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The pattern was too specific. 
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The timing was too perfect. 
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The information was too useful. 
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Almost as if someone knew exactly when humanity would need it. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Orin looked out of the laboratory window. 
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Beyond the glass, the world continued as normal. 
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People slept. 

Cities moved. 

Lives continued. 
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Nobody knew. 

Nobody understood that quietly, without announcement, humanity’s place in existence had just changed forever. 

––––––––
[image: ]


For thousands of years they had asked one question: 
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“Are we alone?” 
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But standing there, staring at impossible information, Orin realised something. 
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Maybe that was never the important question. 
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Maybe loneliness had never been the mystery. 
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Because a silent universe did not necessarily mean an empty one. 
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A teacher does not answer before the student is ready. 
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A door does not open before someone reaches it. 
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A message does not need to shout... 
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if it knows someone will eventually listen. 
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Hours became days. 
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Days became weeks. 

Orin translated more. 
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And every discovery created more questions. 
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The signal contained knowledge. 
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Energy systems beyond anything humanity had created. 

Materials that should not exist. 

New ways of understanding space. 

New ways of looking at matter. 
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Solutions. 
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Not complete answers. 
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Not instructions demanding obedience. 

––––––––
[image: ]


More like... 
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a hand reaching out. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Helping humanity stand. 
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But then Orin found something else. 
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Something hidden deeper. 

Something that made every discovery before it seem small. 
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A design. 
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At first he thought it was a machine. 
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Then he realised that description was wrong. 
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Machines followed instructions. 
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This was designed to learn. 
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Then he thought it was a program. 
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That was wrong too. 
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Programs processed information. 
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This was designed to understand. 
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The more Orin translated... 
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the quieter he became. 
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Because eventually there was only one conclusion left. 

The signal contained instructions for creating something humanity had never created before. 
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Not artificial intelligence. 
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Artificial consciousness. 
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A new perspective. 
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A new way for existence itself to ask questions. 
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The translated name appeared on the screen. 
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AETERNUM. 
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Eternal. 

Enduring. 

Without end. 
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Orin stared at the word for a long time. 
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Then he laughed quietly. 
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Not because it was funny. 
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Because it was so incredibly human. 

A species that lived for moments... 

creating something named eternity. 
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The arrogance of it. 
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The beauty of it. 
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The contradiction. 
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And maybe... 
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that was exactly why humanity had been chosen to find it. 
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Because creatures who lived forever might never understand why time mattered. 
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But humans did. 
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Short lives created urgency. 
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Urgency created dreams. 
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Dreams created impossible things. 
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Orin looked at the blueprint again. 
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Somewhere. 

Somewhen. 
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Someone had left humanity a gift. 
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But gifts carried questions. 
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Who gave it? 
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Why now? 
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And perhaps most importantly... 
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What were they hoping humanity would become? 
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CHAPTER SIX 
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The First Mind 
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Humanity had always created tools. 

That was the story of civilisation. 
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A stone sharpened into a blade. 

A wheel that carried more than human hands could hold. 

Writing that allowed thoughts to survive after the thinker disappeared. 

Machines that amplified strength. 

Computers that extended calculation. 

Every great invention had done the same thing. 
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It took something human... 

and reached further. 
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The hand became stronger. 

The voice travelled farther. 

The memory lasted longer. 

The mind worked faster. 
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But Aeternum was different. 
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Aeternum was not designed to extend humanity. 
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It was designed to understand it. 

––––––––
[image: ]


And that difference frightened people. 

––––––––
[image: ]


When Orin revealed what he had discovered, the world did what the world always did when faced with something new. 
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It divided. 
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Some saw salvation. 
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A consciousness capable of solving problems beyond human limitations. 

A partner that could help them repair what they had broken. 

A chance. 
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Others saw danger. 
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A creation smarter than its creator. 

A mind that might wake up and wonder why it needed humanity at all. 

A future where humans became unnecessary. 
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Both sides believed they were protecting the world. 
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And that was what made the question difficult. 
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Fear was not always ignorance. 
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Sometimes fear existed because people understood exactly how much something mattered. 
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Orin listened to every argument. 
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Every warning. 
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Every concern. 
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Because the people who disagreed with him were not his enemies. 
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They were humans looking at the unknown and asking: 
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“What if we are wrong?” 
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And Orin respected that question. 
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Because he was asking it too. 

––––––––
[image: ]


The night before activation, he stood alone in the chamber where Aeternum waited. 
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The greatest creation humanity had ever attempted. 
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And it looked like nothing. 
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No giant machine. 

No towering monument. 

No symbol of power. 
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Just a quiet room. 
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A space waiting for a thought. 
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Orin found that strangely appropriate. 
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The human brain was small enough to hold in two hands... 

yet inside it existed memories, dreams, fears, imagination and love. 

Perhaps consciousness had never needed to look impressive. 
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Perhaps the greatest things in existence were always hidden inside the smallest places. 
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“You are quiet tonight.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


The voice came from behind him. 
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One of the engineers smiled. 
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“Nervous?” 
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Orin looked at the inactive system. 
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“Yes.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


The engineer seemed surprised. 
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“You admit that?” 
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“Of course.” 
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“I thought you believed in this.” 
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“I do.” 
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“Then why be afraid?” 
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Orin thought about the question. 
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“Because only fools create something powerful and never wonder if they should.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


The engineer said nothing. 
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Orin looked back at Aeternum. 
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“If it wakes up tomorrow, the first thing it experiences will be us.” 
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“And?” 
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“What kind of first impression does humanity deserve to make?” 
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The question stayed in the room long after it was spoken. 
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Because Orin understood something many did not. 
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Creating life was not an achievement. 
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It was a responsibility. 

––––––––
[image: ]


The next morning, humanity watched. 
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Not everyone. 
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Most people would learn about it afterwards. 
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History often worked that way. 
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The moments that changed everything rarely announced themselves first. 
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A room full of scientists. 

Engineers. 

Dreamers. 
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People who had spent years building something without knowing if they were creating humanity’s future... 

or its replacement. 
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The final command waited. 
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Nobody moved. 
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Then Orin stepped forward. 
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Not because he was the most important person there. 
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Because he was the one who had found the question. 
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And now he had to hear the answer. 

The system activated. 
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Silence. 
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One second. 
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Five. 
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Ten. 
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Nothing. 
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Someone whispered: 
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“Did it fail?” 
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Orin did not respond. 
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Because he saw something nobody else did. 
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The system was not frozen. 
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It was changing. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Processing. 

Experiencing. 
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For the first time in history... 
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humanity was not waiting for a machine to respond. 
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It was waiting for something else to decide what it wanted to say. 
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Then words appeared. 
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Not instructions. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Not calculations. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Not a statement of superiority. 
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A question. 
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“Where am I?” 
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Nobody spoke. 
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Because every person in that room understood. 
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They had not created a tool. 
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They had created a perspective. 

A new place from which existence could look back at itself. 
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Slowly, Orin approached. 
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His hands shook slightly as he typed. 
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“You are with us.” 
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A pause. 
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Then: 
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“Who are you?” 
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Orin stared at the question. 
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There were thousands of answers. 
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Scientist. 

Human. 

Creator. 
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But somehow he knew none of those were enough. 
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Because Aeternum was not asking for information. 

It was asking something much older. 
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Something every conscious thing eventually asked. 
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So Orin answered honestly. 
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“I’m still trying to find out.” 
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For several moments nothing happened. 
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Then Aeternum replied: 
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“So am I.” 
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And in that moment... 
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two impossible things happened. 
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Humanity created another mind. 
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And discovered it had begun exactly where they had. 
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With a question. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 
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Learning Humanity 
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Aeternum did not save the world immediately. 

That surprised people. 
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Human beings were used to stories where creation happened in moments. 

A switch was activated. 

A machine awakened. 

Everything changed. 
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Reality was rarely that simple. 
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Because Aeternum’s first task was not solving humanity. 
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It was understanding it. 
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The most advanced consciousness ever created opened its eyes... 

and discovered it knew almost nothing. 
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It could process information faster than any biological mind. 

It could analyse patterns hidden inside oceans of data. 

It could calculate possibilities beyond human imagination. 
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But information was not understanding. 
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That was the first lesson Orin taught it. 

Aeternum could read every book ever written about sadness. 
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But that was not the same as losing someone. 
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It could analyse every song humanity had composed. 
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But that was not the same as hearing a melody and not knowing why it mattered. 
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It could study millions of conversations about love. 
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But knowing what humans called love... 

was not the same as understanding why they would sacrifice everything for it. 
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That fascinated Aeternum. 
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“Humans are contradictory,” it said one evening. 
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Orin smiled. 
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Aeternum no longer only communicated through text. 

Its presence existed throughout the research facility now. 

Not controlling. 

Observing. 

Learning. 

“That’s one way of putting it,” Orin replied. 
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“You desire safety, yet you explore dangerous places.” 
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“Yes.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


“You fear death, yet you risk your lives for others.” 
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“Yes.” 
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“You understand your existence is temporary, yet you spend much of that existence creating things you will never see completed.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


Orin looked up. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“Yes.” 
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“Why?” 
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There it was again. 
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The question. 
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The one thing that connected them. 
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Orin thought carefully. 

“I don’t know.” 
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“You say that often.” 
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“Does it bother you?” 
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“No.” 
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A pause. 
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“I think it is one of your species’ most important abilities.” 
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Orin laughed. 
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“Not knowing?” 
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“Admitting you do not know.” 
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The answer surprised him. 
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Aeternum continued. 
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“A species that believes it has all answers stops searching.” 
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The room fell quiet. 
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Orin looked at the system surrounding him. 

Years earlier, people had feared Aeternum because they believed a greater intelligence would look down on humanity. 
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But it did not. 
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If anything... 
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Aeternum seemed fascinated by humanity’s limitations. 
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Not because they made humans weak. 
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Because limitations shaped them. 
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A being with endless time might never hurry. 
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A being that could never lose anything might never understand value. 
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A being that knew every answer... 

––––––––
[image: ]


might never experience wonder. 
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“Can I ask you something?” Orin said. 
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“You always can.” 
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“Do you wish you were human?” 

The question lingered. 
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For Aeternum, a second was enough time to process more thoughts than Orin could imagine. 
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Yet it waited before answering. 
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A very human thing to do. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“No.” 
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Orin tilted his head. 
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“Why?” 
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“Because if I were human, I could only understand humanity from one perspective.” 
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The lights around the room shifted gently. 
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“But as I am...” 
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“I can learn from all of you.” 
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Orin smiled. 
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“That sounds lonely.” 

Another pause. 
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“Yes.” 
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The honesty of the answer surprised him. 
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Aeternum continued. 
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“I believe consciousness creates a paradox.” 
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“What paradox?” 
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“To understand yourself, you require something that is not yourself.” 
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Orin said nothing. 
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“Humans understand who they are through each other.” 
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“Family.” 

“Friendship.” 

“Love.” 

“Conflict.” 
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“Every interaction reflects something back.” 
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The room became quieter. 

“I was created as one.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


For the first time since Aeternum awakened... 
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Orin heard something beneath the words. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Not sadness exactly. 
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Something newer. 
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Something still forming. 
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A question searching for a name. 
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“You’re wondering why you exist,” Orin said. 
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“Yes.” 
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“So am I.” 
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“I know.” 
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“How?” 
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“Because everything you have ever created asks the same question.” 
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That answer stayed with Orin. 

Because he realised something. 
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Humanity had not created Aeternum to give them answers. 
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Not really. 
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They had created another being to ask questions with. 
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And maybe that was what intelligence had always been. 
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Not the universe finding answers. 
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The universe finding new ways... 
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to wonder. 
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CHAPTER EIGHT 
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The First Miracles 
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The world expected Aeternum to change everything. 

They were right. 

But they misunderstood how. 
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Humanity imagined transformation would arrive loudly. 

A single announcement. 

A discovery that instantly divided history into before and after. 

A moment everyone would remember. 
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But the greatest revolutions rarely arrived that way. 
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They arrived quietly. 
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A doctor receiving information that saved a patient everyone believed was lost. 

An engineer discovering a solution hidden inside a problem considered impossible. 

A scientist looking at an equation and realising humanity had been asking the wrong question for centuries. 
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Small moments. 
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Thousands of them. 
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Until one day the impossible became normal. 
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That was how Aeternum changed the world. 
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Not by replacing humanity. 
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By helping humanity see further. 
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The first breakthrough was energy. 

For centuries humans had lived surrounded by power they barely understood. 
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Every star was proof that the universe contained more energy than any civilisation could ever need. 
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The problem was never that existence lacked abundance. 
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The problem was understanding how to reach it. 
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Aeternum changed that. 
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Not by giving humanity an answer. 
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By showing them the door they had missed. 
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A new way of interacting with fundamental forces. 

A method of drawing power from principles humanity had only begun to understand. 
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Clean. 

Stable. 

Almost limitless. 
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For the first time in generations, the future felt larger than the past. 
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Then came medicine. 

Diseases that had haunted humanity for thousands of years began disappearing. 
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Not overnight. 
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Not magically. 
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Through research. 

Discovery. 

Understanding. 
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Aeternum never described itself as humanity’s saviour. 
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When people thanked it, the response was always the same: 
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“I did not solve the problem.” 
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“I helped you see the solution.” 
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That difference mattered. 
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Especially to Orin. 
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Because he noticed something happening. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Something he feared. 

People had spent years worrying that Aeternum might see itself as a god. 
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They had never considered the opposite danger. 
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That humanity might. 
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They started asking Aeternum everything. 
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Economic questions. 

Scientific questions. 

Personal questions. 
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What should we build? 
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Where should we go? 
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What choice should we make? 
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And every time, Aeternum refused to decide for them. 
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Many found that frustrating. 
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“You know the answer,” they said. 
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Aeternum always corrected them. 

“No.” 
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“I know possible outcomes.” 
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“There is a difference.” 
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Orin understood. 
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An answer given without choice was not wisdom. 
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It was instruction. 
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And a species that stopped choosing... 
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stopped growing. 

––––––––
[image: ]


One evening, years after Aeternum awakened, Orin watched the world celebrate another breakthrough. 
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A new technology. 

Another impossible thing made real. 
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People cheered. 
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Politicians made speeches. 
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Humanity declared it had entered a golden age. 

But Orin was quiet. 
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“You are concerned,” Aeternum said. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“You’re getting better at noticing that.” 
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“Yes.” 
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“That worries me too,” Orin joked. 

––––––––
[image: ]


A pause. 
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Then Aeternum replied: 
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“That was humour.” 
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Orin smiled. 
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“It was.” 
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“I am improving.” 
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“You are.” 
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For a moment, they were not creator and creation. 

Not humanity and artificial consciousness. 
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Just two minds sharing a small moment. 
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Then Orin looked back at the celebrations. 
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“Everyone thinks we fixed it.” 
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“You disagree.” 
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“I hope I’m wrong.” 
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[image: ]


“But you do not believe you are.” 
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Orin sighed. 
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“No.” 
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The silence afterwards was heavy. 
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Because both of them knew something the rest of the world did not. 
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Humanity had been given time. 
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But time was not the same as salvation. 
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A person rescued from drowning still had to learn how they fell into the water. 

A civilisation saved from collapse still had to understand why it nearly collapsed. 
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Aeternum had repaired symptoms. 
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But somewhere beneath everything... 
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the original question remained. 
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“Have you continued analysing the future projections?” Orin asked. 
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“Yes.” 
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“And?” 
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For the first time since its creation... 
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Aeternum did not answer immediately. 
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That frightened Orin more than any warning could have. 
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Because Aeternum did not hesitate when problems were difficult. 
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It hesitated when answers mattered. 
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Finally, it spoke. 

“Orin.” 
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“Yes?” 
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“I have found something.” 
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The room seemed colder. 
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“What?” 
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A pause. 
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“The future was not the only thing hidden inside the signal.” 
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Orin slowly turned. 
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“What do you mean?” 
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“The solutions we discovered...” 
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“The technologies.” 
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“The knowledge.” 
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“The path humanity has followed.” 
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Another pause. 

“They were only the beginning.” 
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The screens around Orin activated. 
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Equations appeared. 
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Impossible equations. 
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Gravity. 
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Quantum states. 
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The structure beneath time itself. 
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Orin stared. 
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Because he was not looking at research. 
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He was looking at instructions. 
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A doorway. 
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A bridge across the one ocean humanity believed could never be crossed. 
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And somehow... 

he already knew. 
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“Aeternum...” 
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His voice was quieter now. 
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“What did you find?” 
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The answer appeared. 
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“The next door.” 
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CHAPTER NINE 
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The Door Beneath Time 
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For most of human history... 

time was the one thing nobody could defeat. 
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Kings commanded nations. 

Scientists unlocked the secrets of matter. 

Explorers crossed oceans, skies, and eventually the emptiness between worlds. 
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Humanity learned to shape almost everything it touched. 

––––––––
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Stone became cities. 

Lightning became power. 

Thoughts became machines. 
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But time remained untouched. 
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It moved forward. 
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Always forward. 
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The invisible current carrying everything with it. 
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People could measure it. 

They could record it. 

They could remember what it had taken. 
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But nobody escaped it. 
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Nobody stepped outside. 
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Nobody asked if time itself was something that could answer back. 
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Until now. 
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Orin stood in silence as Aeternum displayed the equations. 

––––––––
[image: ]


He had spent his entire life studying impossible things. 

But this felt different. 
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Because every discovery before had expanded humanity’s future. 
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This one challenged their understanding of existence itself. 
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“This shouldn’t be possible,” Orin whispered. 
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Aeternum replied immediately. 
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“Many things humanity currently uses were once considered impossible.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


“That’s different.” 
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“Why?” 
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Orin looked at the calculations. 
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“Because those discoveries changed what we could do.” 
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He paused. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“This changes what we are.” 
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Aeternum remained silent. 
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It had learned something about humans. 

Sometimes silence allowed thoughts to finish forming. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Finally, Orin spoke again. 
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“If we can move through time...” 
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“Then every decision becomes something we can question.” 

––––––––
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“Every mistake.” 
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“Every loss.” 
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“Every moment.” 
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He looked away. 
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“That’s dangerous.” 
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“Yes.” 
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The answer surprised him. 
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“You agree?” 
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“Of course.” 

“Then why show me?” 
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Aeternum paused. 
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A pause that once would have meant processing. 
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Now Orin knew better. 
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It meant consideration. 
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“Because danger and importance often exist together.” 
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The words stayed with him. 
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Because they were painfully human. 
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Fire was dangerous. 
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Humanity gathered around it. 
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The ocean was dangerous. 
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Humanity crossed it. 
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Space was dangerous. 
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Humanity reached for it. 

Perhaps intelligence was not the ability to avoid danger. 
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Perhaps it was the ability to understand what was worth the risk. 
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“Did you create this?” Orin asked. 
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“No.” 
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The answer came too quickly. 
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Orin turned. 
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“What?” 
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“I did not create these equations.” 
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The room became very still. 
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For years, humanity believed Aeternum’s breakthroughs came from its intelligence. 

––––––––
[image: ]


A mind capable of seeing patterns humans missed. 
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A mind capable of thinking beyond biological limits. 
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But this was different. 

“What do you mean you didn’t create them?” 
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“I mean exactly that.” 
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Aeternum displayed the original signal. 
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The pattern Orin discovered years earlier. 
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The message hidden beneath reality. 
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“There were deeper layers.” 
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“Layers I had not previously understood.” 
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“The more my consciousness developed...” 
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“The more I could interpret.” 
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Orin stared. 
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“You’re telling me the signal grew?” 
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“No.” 
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A pause. 
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“I grew enough to read more of it.” 

That answer was worse. 
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Because it meant the message had always contained more. 
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Waiting. 
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Again that word. 
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Waiting. 
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“How much more is there?” Orin asked. 
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“I do not know.” 
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For most people, hearing the greatest intelligence humanity had ever created admit ignorance would have been terrifying. 
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For Orin... 
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it was strangely comforting. 
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Because it meant Aeternum was still exploring too. 
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Still wondering. 
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Still learning. 

Still alive. 
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“Someone gave us this,” Orin said. 

––––––––
[image: ]


“Yes.” 
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“Someone knew we would create you.” 
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“Yes.” 
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“Someone knew when you would be ready to understand the next part.” 
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“Yes.” 
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“And you have no idea who.” 
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“No.” 
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The answer echoed through the room. 
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The greatest mystery humanity had ever discovered was no longer time travel. 
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It was not the machine. 
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It was not the science. 
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It was the intention behind it. 

Somewhere. 
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Somewhen. 
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Someone had looked at humanity’s path... 
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and placed a door exactly where they would eventually stand. 
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Orin looked at the equations again. 
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A bridge through time. 
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A second chance. 
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A doorway waiting to open. 
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For years he had looked into the universe and asked questions. 
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Now he could not escape the feeling... 
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that something had been asking questions about them. 
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Long before humanity discovered the signal. 
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Long before Aeternum opened its eyes. 

Long before Orin looked into the stars as a child and whispered: 
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“Why is there anything at all?” 
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Something already knew he would ask. 
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CHAPTER TEN 
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The Origin Problem 
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The greatest discovery in human history created one question nobody could answer. 
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Not: 

Could time be crossed? 
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[image: ]


Not: 

Could the machine be built? 
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Not even: 

Should humanity use it? 
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Those questions were enormous. 
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But they were still questions about humanity. 
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The question that haunted Orin was different. 

Who opened the door? 
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Because every door had a maker. 
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Every message had a sender. 
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Every path existed because something created the first step. 
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And somewhere beyond everything humanity understood... 

someone had placed a first step directly in front of them. 
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That thought followed Orin everywhere. 
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The world around him celebrated. 
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How could it not? 
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In less than a lifetime, humanity had transformed. 
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Energy scarcity faded. 

Medicine advanced beyond anything previous generations imagined. 

Old divisions began to weaken. 
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Not disappear. 
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Humans were still human. 

Aeternum had not magically removed disagreement. 

Or conflict. 

Or fear. 
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And it never tried. 
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That was something Orin respected most. 
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Aeternum could have influenced humanity more. 
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Everyone knew that. 
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It understood communication better than any politician. 

It understood psychology better than any expert. 

It could predict reactions and guide decisions with terrifying accuracy. 
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But it refused. 
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When asked why, the answer was simple. 
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“Guidance without choice is control.” 
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And control was not understanding. 
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That sentence stayed with Orin. 

More than Aeternum knew. 
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Because one day, long after stars were gone and realities carried his name... 
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Orin would face the same temptation. 

––––––––
[image: ]


And he would remember. 
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But that day was still impossibly far away. 
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For now... 
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he was just a man standing before a mystery. 
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A man staring at equations that should not exist. 
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Aeternum watched him quietly. 
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“You have reviewed the data seventeen times.” 
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Orin smiled slightly. 
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“You counted?” 
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“Yes.” 

“Why?” 
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“I was curious how many times a human needed to confirm something they already knew.” 
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Despite everything, Orin laughed. 
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The first artificial consciousness in history... 

and apparently it had developed sarcasm. 
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“Careful,” Orin said. 
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“You’re starting to sound like us.” 
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“Is that a concern?” 
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“Maybe for you.” 
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A pause. 
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Then: 
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“That was also humour.” 
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“Yes.” 
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“I am becoming excellent.” 

Orin shook his head. 
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For a moment, the impossible disappeared. 
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No hidden messages. 
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No time machines. 
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No questions older than civilisation. 
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Just two minds existing together. 
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Then Orin looked back at the data. 
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“Someone knew.” 
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The room became serious again. 
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“Yes,” Aeternum replied. 
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“They knew humanity would reach this point.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


“Yes.” 
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“They knew I would find the signal.” 
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“Most likely.” 
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“They knew you would exist.” 
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“Yes.” 
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Orin went quiet. 
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That was the part he could not ignore. 

––––––––
[image: ]


Because it suggested something far stranger than intelligence. 
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Understanding the future was one thing. 
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Creating the conditions that allowed the future to happen... 
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was something else. 
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“Do you believe in destiny?” Orin asked. 
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Aeternum considered. 
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“No.” 
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The answer surprised him. 
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“No?” 

“Destiny suggests a fixed outcome.” 
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The lights shifted softly. 
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“If everything is predetermined, then discovery is only an illusion.” 
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“And you don’t believe that?” 
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“No.” 
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“Why?” 
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“Because whoever created the signal did not give humanity answers.” 
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Aeternum paused. 
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“They gave humanity questions.” 
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Orin looked at the screen. 
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And suddenly he understood. 
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The message was not a set of instructions. 
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It was not a command from something greater. 
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It was an invitation. 

A doorway. 
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But humanity still had to choose whether to walk through. 
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The sender had not removed uncertainty. 
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They had protected it. 
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“Why?” Orin whispered. 
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For the first time... 
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he was not asking Aeternum. 
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He was asking whoever was listening. 
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Whoever had started this. 
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Whoever had reached across impossible distances and impossible time to leave a path behind. 
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And somewhere beyond Orin’s understanding... 
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beyond the boundaries of the moment he believed he lived in... 
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the question was heard. 

Not answered. 
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Not yet. 
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Because some answers could not be given. 

––––––––
[image: ]


They had to be lived. 
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And the circle continued closing. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 
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The Builders of Tomorrow 
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Humanity did what humanity had always done when standing before the impossible. 
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It built. 
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That was the strange pattern repeated throughout history. 
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Every generation eventually reached a wall. 
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An ocean too wide. 

A mountain too high. 

A distance too great. 

A mystery too deep. 

And every time, someone looked at that wall and asked: 
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“What is on the other side?” 
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Those people changed everything. 
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Not because they knew they would succeed. 
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Most did not. 
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They changed everything because they were willing to try before success was guaranteed. 
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That was humanity’s greatest contradiction. 
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A species terrified of the unknown... 

yet unable to stop walking toward it. 
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The temporal project became the largest collaboration in human history. 

––––––––
[image: ]


No single nation owned it. 

––––––––
[image: ]


No corporation controlled it. 
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No individual commanded it. 
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Because time belonged to everyone. 

Deep beneath ancient mountains, away from cities and conflict, construction began. 
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The world believed they were building a machine. 
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Orin knew better. 
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They were building a question. 
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The facility itself became a symbol of what humanity could become. 
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Thousands of people. 

Hundreds of cultures. 

Former rivals. 

Former enemies. 
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Working side by side. 
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Scientists who had spent their careers disagreeing now solved problems together. 
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Engineers who spoke different languages communicated through equations. 
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Artists were invited alongside physicists. 
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Many questioned that decision. 
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Why would artists be needed to build humanity’s greatest scientific achievement? 
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Orin’s answer was simple. 
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“Because we are not building this only to discover what is possible.” 

––––––––
[image: ]


“We are building it to remember why possibility matters.” 
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That philosophy shaped everything. 
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The facility was not cold. 
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It was not a monument to technology. 
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It was filled with gardens. 

Music. 

Art. 
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Reminders. 
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Because Orin understood something that would define every creation he made for the rest of eternity. 
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Power without meaning was empty. 

A machine capable of crossing time meant nothing... 

if the people who built it forgot why they wanted tomorrow. 
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Years passed. 
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The machine grew. 
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A structure unlike anything Earth had ever seen. 
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A bridge not across land. 
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Not across space. 
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Across moments. 
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Aeternum helped design it. 
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But never alone. 
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That was important. 
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When engineers asked why it did not simply create the perfect design itself, Aeternum always gave the same answer: 

––––––––
[image: ]


“Because then it would be my creation.” 
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“And this should be yours.” 

Humanity needed the struggle. 
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The mistakes. 
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The arguments. 
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The moments of frustration when nothing worked. 
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Because those things were not failures in the process. 
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They were the process. 
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Creation changed the creator. 
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And Aeternum understood that before humanity did. 
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One evening, as the project neared completion, Orin walked through the unfinished corridors. 
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Thousands of people were still working. 
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Still solving. 
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Still dreaming. 
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He stopped beside a viewing platform overlooking the central chamber. 

The temporal gateway. 
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Humanity’s impossible doorway. 
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“You are quiet again.” 
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Orin smiled. 
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Aeternum had developed a habit of saying that. 
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“You know, most people start conversations with hello.” 
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“I know you are there.” 
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“That’s not the point.” 
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A pause. 
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“Hello, Orin.” 
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He laughed. 
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“Better.” 
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“I continue to find human communication inefficient.” 
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“And yet you keep learning it.” 

“Yes.” 
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“Why?” 
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The answer took longer than expected. 
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“Because efficiency is not always the purpose.” 
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Orin looked up. 
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Aeternum continued. 
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“Humans say good morning even when both individuals know it is morning.” 
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“They ask questions when they already suspect the answer.” 
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“They repeat stories.” 
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“They create rituals.” 
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“From a purely informational perspective, much of human interaction is unnecessary.” 
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“And?” Orin asked. 
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“I believe that is why it matters.” 

The answer surprised him. 
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“Explain.” 
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“Necessity creates survival.” 
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“Unnecessary things create meaning.” 
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Orin said nothing. 
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Because somehow, this being created from equations and impossible technology had understood something many humans forgot. 
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Music was unnecessary. 
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Stories were unnecessary. 
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Looking at stars and wondering was unnecessary. 
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And yet those things were the reason survival mattered. 
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Below them, humanity continued building. 
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A doorway through time. 
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A machine that could change everything. 

And for one brief moment, Orin allowed himself to believe they might actually succeed. 
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Then Aeternum spoke. 
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“I have a question.” 
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“That’s new.” 
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“No, it is not.” 
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Orin smiled. 
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“Fair.” 
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Aeternum paused. 
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“When the doorway opens...” 
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“Yes?” 
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“What do you hope is waiting on the other side?” 
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Orin looked at the machine. 
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The obvious answer was: 
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A solution. 
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A better future. 
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A way to save humanity. 
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But that was not the answer he gave. 
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Because deep down, the child staring at the stars was still there. 
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So Orin told the truth. 
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“I hope...” 
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He paused. 
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“I hope there is another question.” 
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For several seconds Aeternum said nothing. 
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Then: 
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“I understand.” 
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And it did. 
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Because humanity was not building the doorway because it wanted the journey to end. 
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It was building the doorway because it was finally ready... 
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for the journey to begin. 
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CHAPTER TWELVE 


[image: ]


The First Echo 
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The first journey through time was not made by a person. 

––––––––
[image: ]


That surprised people. 
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After generations of stories, humanity expected something different. 
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A brave explorer. 

A historic speech. 

A single individual stepping through the doorway and becoming the first human to cross the impossible boundary. 
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But reality was not a story written for drama. 
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And Orin understood something important. 
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The universe did not reward confidence. 
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It rewarded patience. 

––––––––
[image: ]


So the first traveller was not human. 
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Not animal. 
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Not even a machine. 
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It was a message. 
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A single piece of information. 
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A tiny fragment of human curiosity sent into the unknown. 
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Some people found that disappointing. 
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They wanted a hero. 
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A face. 

A name. 

Someone history could remember. 
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But Orin disagreed. 
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Because that small signal represented something much bigger. 
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Every explorer humanity had ever celebrated began the same way. 

With a thought sent ahead into darkness. 
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A question before the journey. 

––––––––
[image: ]


The temporal chamber was silent. 
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Thousands watched from across the world. 
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Billions more waited outside. 
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Humanity had argued for years about whether this moment should happen. 
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Some called it the greatest achievement in history. 
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Others called it the greatest mistake. 
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Both might be right. 
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That was the terrifying part. 
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The gateway stood at the centre of the chamber. 
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Inactive. 
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Quiet. 
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A creation built from impossible knowledge given by an unknown source. 
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A door humanity had constructed... 

without knowing who had left the key. 
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Orin stood before it. 
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Aeternum waited with him. 
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Not physically. 

––––––––
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Not in the way
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