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Preface 
This book is not about living forever. 
It is about the cost of forgetting why we live at all. 

Every age invents its own way of fleeing from sorrow. Once, people built gods. Later, they 
built nations. In our time, they built technology that promised to keep the body intact and 
unbroken. Yet in every invention there lingers the same temptation: to remove pain by 
removing love itself. 

The story you are about to read is not prophecy, nor history. It is a parable, told for anyone 
who has ever wondered whether a life without suffering might be easier—only to realize that 
without love, ease is just another name for emptiness. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Prologue 

They called it the Biological Upgrade—a simple procedure offered in shining clinics at the 
heart of every great city. One injection, one night of sleep, and the body would never wither 
again. Skin would not wrinkle, bones would not break, organs would not fail. 

It was not immortality in mythic terms—no miracles, no wings, no gods descending. It was 
simply the end of decay. Eternal youth, packaged and sold like any other service. 

But there was a price, a condition spoken softly in the agreements and signed without 
hesitation: the removal of affective resonance. No more attachments deep enough to 
wound. No more love strong enough to break the heart. 

It was explained as mercy. If you would live forever, why suffer forever? Better to excise 
longing than to carry it through endless centuries. And so people accepted. Husbands and 
wives entered clinics holding hands and emerged as companions without passion. Parents 
kissed their children goodbye before the procedure, only to greet them afterward as 
cherished equals, free of unbearable tenderness. 

The world became Serene. Streets were filled with calm, measured voices. No grief, no 
jealousy, no despair. But also—no fire. 

Not everyone chose the Upgrade. A few refused, quietly, stubbornly, for reasons they could 
not always name. They aged, they wept, they buried their dead. And in the shining avenues 
of eternity, they walked like living shadows—fragile, fleeting, but unbroken. 

Among them was a man named Eryon. 

He did not yet know that his refusal would become a question larger than his own life: what 
is the weight of immortality, if love is the only thing that makes time eternal? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter I — The Offer 

The clinic stood at the center of the city like a cathedral reimagined. Its walls were not 
stone but glass that glowed from within, lit by a light that promised never to dim. People 
called it the Sanctuary, though its official name was The Center for Biological Renewal. 

Eryon had passed it many times without entering. He had seen the crowds leaving its doors: 
men and women whose faces bore no trace of time, whose eyes were clear but oddly quiet. 
They did not hurry. They did not linger. They moved like rivers without rapids, steady and 
untroubled. 

Now his name appeared among theirs. A letter, delivered with the city’s seal, invited him to 
his Eligibility Consultation. No one was forced, at least not in words. But no one ignored 
such letters. They were not threats—they were promises. 

The letter read: 
You are of age. You have proven worthy. Your time has come to step into eternity. Please 
report to the Center at dawn. You will not regret it. 

Eryon arrived early, though he had not decided what he would choose. The entrance was a 
broad archway of light. Inside, the air smelled of antiseptic mixed with something sweeter, 
like fruit that had never grown in soil. A soft voice greeted him—not human, not quite 
machine. 

“Welcome, Eryon. Your future awaits.” 

He was led into a waiting chamber where others sat in silence. A mother with gray hair 
touched her daughter’s cheek for what she knew would be the last time with that depth of 
tenderness. The girl, barely seventeen, clutched her hand as though to memorize it. Beside 
them, an old couple leaned against each other, whispering goodbye as lovers, preparing to 
wake as companions. 

On the far wall, a mural displayed the new world that awaited: endless gardens where 
children played without ever growing, where families walked together without grief, where 
faces never changed except in expression—and even those expressions seemed softened, 
edited, safe. 

A counselor entered, dressed in white, smiling with practiced Serenity. “You are fortunate,” 
she said to the group. “This generation is the first to receive immortality not as myth, but as 
medicine. You will never lose what you love.” 

Eryon raised his eyes. “And how will we love, when love itself is removed?” 



The counselor did not falter. She had answered this before. “You will have affection, loyalty, 
companionship. You will care for others without the burden of despair. Love—passionate, 
consuming love—was designed for lives that ended. It has no purpose in eternity.” 

The mother began to weep. Her daughter stroked her hair gently. “It’s all right,” she 
whispered. “We’ll still be together.” 

Eryon looked away. 

After the session, he was taken to a smaller room, where his parents were waiting. They had 
already undergone the Upgrade years ago. Their faces shone with the timeless beauty of 
people who would never wrinkle, never ache, never die. 

“Eryon,” his mother said, voice calm, steady. “It is time. We want you with us.” 

He studied her eyes, searching for something—an old spark, a flicker of worry, the warmth 
that had once tucked him into bed. It was there, perhaps, but distant, softened by whatever 
the procedure had taken. 

“You no longer love me,” he said quietly. 

His father shook his head. “We care for you deeply. We respect you. We will always stand by 
you. What greater love is there?” 

“The kind that hurts,” Eryon replied. 

His parents exchanged a glance—pity, not anger. “Pain is unnecessary now. You can be free.” 

He wanted to shout that freedom without feeling was not freedom at all, but a polished cage. 
Instead, he lowered his eyes. 

That evening, he met his sister, Aelira. She was younger, still radiant with the fire of her youth, 
but she too had chosen the Upgrade. She had done it for her fiancé, she explained. “How 
could I let him live forever while I withered away?” she said. “Now we will never lose each 
other.” 

Eryon studied her face. It was flawless, untouched by time, but her smile seemed rehearsed. 
“Do you still love him?” he asked. 

“I… care for him,” she answered slowly. “I feel peace when he is near. Isn’t that enough?” 

“Peace is not the same as love.” 

“Peace is better,” she said. “It lasts.” 



She kissed his cheek and whispered, “Don’t be afraid. It’s only one night’s sleep, and all the 
pain disappears.” 

He walked home alone, through streets filled with Serene faces. Laughter was soft, never 
reckless. Conversations polite, never heated. Lovers walked hand in hand, their eyes calm, 
free of hunger. It was a world without tragedy—and without fire. 

That night, Eryon dreamed. 

In his dream, he stood in a field of endless twilight. Shadows stretched long across the earth, 
moving even when he did not. From the horizon, a voice whispered: Choose carefully. 
Immortality without love is not life. Mortality with love is not death. 

He woke trembling. The letter from the clinic lay on his table, glowing softly, awaiting his 
answer. 

In the silence of his room, he whispered: 
“I would rather die loving, than live forever empty.” 

And though no one heard him, his shadow stirred on the wall, as if it agreed. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter II — The Last Embrace 

They called it The Last Night—the single allowance the city made for unruly feeling. 
The clinics stayed open until dawn, and in the districts surrounding them the lamps were 
dimmed on purpose so that people could tell themselves they were still human for a few 
more hours. There were even signs, kind in their way: Cry here. Confess here. Hold here. 
Beneath each, a small basin for water and a stack of linen meant to catch salt. 

Eryon received two messages that afternoon. 

The first was from Kael, the friend who had taught him to mend tools and talk to strangers: 
I’m scheduled at sunrise. Meet me at Parting Room 3? I need you to stand where I can see 
you. 
The second was from Mira: By the river. Before everything changes. Please come. 

He went first where the river kept its promises. 

Mira was waiting on the stone steps, wrapped in the color of late apricots. Years ago they had 
tried to love each other and succeeded for a season that smelled like rain. Then life altered 
its slope; then the city offered eternity. Her mother had grown ill, and the Upgrade had 
whispered a mercy she could not refuse. 

“You came,” she said, the way people say I remember without accusing. 

“Of course,” he answered. “I said I would come when the river was speaking.” 

They walked along the bank where the water practiced being a mirror. Across the way, the 
clinic’s glass tower caught the low sun and held it like a coin too bright to spend. 

“I hate that I’m relieved,” Mira said. “I hate that the relief frightens me more than the grief ever 
did.” 

He let her words live in the air before he answered. “Maybe relief is a kind of grief that doesn’t 
know its name.” 

She smiled—still crooked, still real. “They told me I will keep loyalty and care,” she said. 
“They told me passion is a flame for winter houses, not for palaces that never burn.” 

“And what did you tell them?” 

“That I am tired of waiting for loss.” 

They sat. A heron invented the horizon with its patient body. Eryon remembered the time they 
had shared bread that broke wrong and laughed until the room forgave them. 

“Will you remember this?” he asked. 



“I will remember it happened,” she said, carefully. “I will not have to carry it.” She looked at 
him as if asking him to absolve her of something neither of them could define. “Come with 
me, Eryon. We could be eternal and at peace.” 

“I don’t know how to be at peace without the thing that tethers peace to meaning,” he said. 

She reached into her bag and placed a small object in his hand: a dull glass marble with a 
bubble caught inside, the kind children keep in jars and adults keep by accident. “From the 
day we found that abandoned garden,” she said. “Keep it tonight. Bring it to me tomorrow. If 
I don’t want it, take it back as proof that the world has edges.” 

“If you don’t want it,” he said, the words like a bruise, “I will keep it as proof that love existed.” 

Mira’s eyes filled and did not spill. “Then hold me now,” she said, “while I still know the cost.” 

They did not kiss like people in songs. They kissed like people who had learned the distances 
of rooms and the names of their own tempers. When they parted, the river went on not 
caring, which is its mercy. 

“I promised Kael I would stand where he could see me,” he said at last. 

“Go,” she said. “We will meet at dawn, whatever dawn is.” 

The Parting Rooms were painted in warm colors, designed by committees to feel like 
evenings that never ended. There were chairs for holding, tables for objects that needed 
meaning, and a screen in the corner that could play any song except those too honest about 
tomorrow. 

Room 3 held three kinds of silence. 
Kael’s partner, Iris, stroked his hair and tried to keep her face from learning a new shape. 
Kael’s sister cried without noise, a thing she had practiced so as not to disturb anyone. Kael 
himself stared at his hands as if they had learned a language and refused to translate it. 

“You came,” he said when Eryon entered. It was the same sentence Mira had used, and Eryon 
decided most true things are only ever said a few ways. 

“I said I would,” Eryon replied, taking the chair that faced the door. 

Kael laughed once, badly. “Do you remember when we climbed the municipal tower and the 
guard pretended not to see us?” 

“I remember your shoe breaking,” Eryon said, grateful for a story that had nothing to sell. “I 
remember you walking home barefoot to make the asphalt feel loved.” 



“I remember thinking I would be old with those feet,” Kael said. He lifted his eyes. “I’m not 
going to be old, Eryon.” 

“No,” Eryon said. “You are going to be endless.” 

Kael’s mouth twitched. “I’m scared that I won’t love you tomorrow.” 

“You will not,” Eryon said, because mercy sometimes looks like accuracy. “But you may care. 
And I will love you enough for both of us today.” 

They held each other. It felt like closing a book without finishing the last page, trusting that 
endings are less a line and more a thinning. Iris pressed a string bracelet into Kael’s palm. 
“Keep it,” she whispered, and then corrected herself, because the procedure hated 
imperatives. “Or let it go. I will not be hurt.” 

Kael tied it on his wrist with a look that wanted to be devotion and would soon have to settle 
for something gentler. He turned to Eryon. “Say something I can carry across.” 

Eryon looked at the three of them and at the door that would make soft noises at dawn. 
“Carry this,” he said. “When you do not ache, remember that I ache. Let the absence of your 
pain respect the work of mine.” 

Kael nodded, as if agreeing to a chore. “I will try to remember that you remember.” 

They laughed again, and for a minute it was like old afternoons when time didn’t yet know 
what it planned to do to them. 

A bell chimed. The counselor appeared in the doorway with a voice that had learned the 
temperature of endings. “It’s time,” she said. “Friends may remain until induction.” 

Kael stood. He kissed Iris with careful tenderness and hugged his sister with the efficiency 
of men who are trying not to scare women with the size of their love. Then he faced Eryon and 
the room practiced a small stillness. 

“Thank you for staying,” Kael said. 

“Thank you for leaving,” Eryon answered. 

They smiled, each misreading the other enough to survive the moment, and the door 
received Kael the way very clean water receives a stone. 

The corridors filled with people walking toward morning. A mother carried a child half asleep 
on her shoulder; the father walked alongside, murmuring a story about a bear who hated 
winter but kept it anyway. An old poet held a bundle of notebooks against his chest and then, 
with the practiced gesture of a magician, offered them to a cart labeled Archival. The 



attendant shook his head kindly. “No archives,” he said. “It’s better not to keep what you 
cannot feel.” The poet, undecided between obedience and rage, placed the notebooks in a 
metal bin marked Thermal Neutralization and watched the paper become a small weather 
of ash. He did not cry. His eyes remembered how and refused. 

A young couple stood before a sign that read Unburdening Booths. “Forgive me,” the 
woman said in the hush. “For the thing I wanted and didn’t say.” 
“I forgive you,” the man said, and they stepped into the booth where microphones drank 
words and returned them as pink noise. 

Eryon walked through the pages of other people’s endings and found the smell of rain again 
where there was no rain. He went back to the river because the room was too neat for what 
his friend had just done. 

Mira was there. She had not moved far. 

“They called for me,” she said. “I asked for a later bell. I wanted to learn what an hour can 
hold.” 

“What did it hold?” he asked. 

“You,” she said, as if trying a dangerous recipe. 

They did not speak for a while. The city’s lights lowered themselves into usefulness. 
Somewhere a woman burned food and saved the meal with salt; somewhere a man ironed a 
shirt he would never again sweat through; somewhere a child rehearsed being brave by not 
sleeping. 

Mira took his hand. “Walk me to the door,” she said. 

“Walk with me to the door,” he corrected, and she nodded at the difference. 

Near the entrance, a threshold had been installed for ceremony. Two lines of chairs faced 
each other with a strip of polished floor between, a stage for small bravery. Above hung a 
plaque: The Last Embrace—Please Limit to One Minute. Others Are Waiting. 

They stepped onto the strip. The counselor at the desk did not bother them. The river sent 
the sound of itself through glass. 

“What should we say?” Mira asked. 

“Say what will be useful to the woman you will be,” he said. “Not to this one.” 

She closed her eyes. “Tell her,” she said slowly, “that I loved a man who believed in edges. 
Tell her he held a marble with a world trapped inside and thought it was hope. Tell her that 



when she sees him tomorrow and does not burn, that lack of fire is not proof that nothing 
happened, but proof that something did and was laid down with care.” 

“Tell him,” Eryon said, “that he will not ask you to be the woman you were. Tell him he will 
honor the peace you paid for. Tell him he will not mistake your quiet for an insult.” 

They stood in their minute until it ended and kept standing anyway. The counselor lifted a 
hand and lowered it again. Sometimes rule books read the room. 

“Eryon,” Mira said, finally, “I am afraid of surviving you if I don’t do this.” 

“And I am afraid of surviving myself if I do,” he said. 

She smiled the smile that had convinced him years ago to take a road that looked like a dare. 
“We were always going to end,” she said. “Now we will end in a way the city understands.” 

He touched her cheek. “I wish you a beautiful ignorance,” he said, and then, unable to leave 
her with only that, added, “and the kind of kindness that knows it might be mistaken.” 

“Bring me the marble tomorrow,” she said. 

“I will,” he said, and for the first time that day he made a promise he could keep. 

She walked into the light. The doors slid closed with a sigh that did not belong to machines 
alone. 

Dawn is a ceremony even in cities that no longer admit it. A thin gold appeared above the 
rooftops, and the clinic, proud of its glass, grew momentarily shy. 

They emerged in twos and threes, like graduates who had learned the same language 
overnight. Kael came first. He looked rested, lifted, corrected. He saw Eryon and smiled the 
kind of smile men use when introducing colleagues. “It’s good to see you,” he said. “I 
appreciate your presence.” 

“I love you,” Eryon said, and did not swallow the word. 

Kael’s eyes—clear, quiet—accepted the sentence the way a library accepts a book it will not 
read today. “Thank you,” he said. “I am well.” 

Iris touched Kael’s arm with the same care she had offered him the night before, only lighter 
now, like a habit rather than a hunger. She nodded to Eryon, grateful without heat. They 
walked away in the step of people who will never hurry again. 

Mira appeared a little later, hair smooth, mouth calm. She wore the same dress; it looked like 
it had given up on secrets. Eryon held out the marble. “For you,” he said. 



She took it and turned it in her fingers as if greeting a tool. “It’s pretty,” she said, and smiled. 
“Thank you for your thoughtfulness.” 

“Do you want it?” he asked. 

“I can keep it,” she said, which was a different verb. 

“Do you know me?” he asked, because sometimes cruelty is merely the refusal to pretend. 

“I know that you mattered to me,” she answered evenly. “And I feel… peace, standing here. 
I’m glad for your well-being.” 

He nodded. This is what mercy feels like when it doesn’t fit your body. 

“May your days be free of storms,” she added, and placed her hand on his arm the way one 
might touch a railing when the floor is level. Then she walked into the lit morning, with or 
without him; it was no longer his to say. 

Eryon remained until the doors had decided they were done with witnesses. He placed his 
palm on the glass once, as if checking that the border was real. It was very real. 

He went back to the river. The sun had climbed, and the water looked less like an idea and 
more like its consequences. He stood in his own outline and felt it heavy, grateful. 

A child threw stones and missed the surface entirely, discovering how air can catch a thing if 
you hope wrong. An old man fed birds that had never read the plaques about cleanliness. 
The world continued with its unaccredited kindness. 

Eryon spoke aloud to no one and therefore to himself. “I would rather carry pain,” he said, 
“than be carried by a peace that does not know my name.” 

His shadow lengthened on the stones as if agreeing with the grammar. Somewhere behind 
him, a clinic wrote down the names of the saved. He touched his chest where chambers 
keep their weather and chose again, more quietly this time, the thing he had already chosen. 

The Last Night was over. The day had begun. 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter III — The Empty City 

The morning after the ceremonies, the city gleamed with a polish it had never worn 
before. The air was too clear, as if every particle of dust had been persuaded to leave. The 
fountains at the plazas rose to precise heights, not one droplet out of place. Even the 
pigeons, usually irreverent creatures, seemed subdued, perching like ornaments arranged 
by design. 

Eryon walked through the streets as one might walk through a dream half-remembered. The 
faces around him were familiar yet altered: friends, neighbors, strangers, all touched by the 
same quiet clarity. Their eyes were gentle, their smiles Serene, their movements smooth. 

It was not that the people lacked warmth—it was that their warmth had been calibrated, like 
a fire turned down so low it only glowed but never burned. 

At the corner of Lyric Avenue, Eryon saw Kael. He was sitting on a bench with Iris, holding 
her hand as two people might hold a railing: lightly, steadily, without need. They looked 
content, like statues dedicated to harmony. 

Kael saw him and waved, not with joy but with acknowledgment. “Eryon,” he called, voice 
calm, too calm. “It is pleasant to encounter you.” 

Eryon sat beside him. “Do you remember last night?” he asked. 

Kael tilted his head, considering the question as though it were a puzzle. “I remember 
attending the Center. I remember your presence. I appreciate that you accompanied me.” 

“Do you remember the tower? The broken shoe?” 

Kael smiled politely. “Yes, I recall the incident. It is an amusing story.” 

“It made us laugh until we cried,” Eryon pressed. 

Kael blinked. “Laughter that leads to tears is inefficient. But I value the memory as 
companionship.” 

Iris rested her head on Kael’s shoulder. Her face was radiant, timeless, flawless. “We are at 
peace,” she said. “Isn’t that what matters?” 

Eryon looked at them both. They seemed happy—happier, perhaps, than before. And yet, 
something essential was missing: the trembling, the ache, the fierce current that made 
happiness more than surface. 

He stood. “I’m glad you are well,” he said. It was the only truth he could offer without 
betraying his own heart. 



Further along, he found Mira. She was sitting by the river again, the marble in her hand. The 
same river, the same stones, but not the same woman. 

“Mira,” he said softly. 

She turned and smiled, eyes calm, mouth steady. “Eryon. It is pleasant to see you.” 

“Do you want the marble still?” 

She held it up, watching the sunlight bend inside. “It is a pretty object. It reminds me that 
something was once important. I am grateful for it.” 

“Do you remember why it mattered?” 

She paused. “Not exactly. But I don’t need to. It is enough that it was part of our past. I feel 
peace when I think of it.” 

He sat beside her. The river flowed as it always had—careless, alive. He wanted to shout at 
it for not protesting, for not noticing what had been lost. 

“I loved you,” he said, because silence would have been worse. 

She looked at him gently, like a teacher correcting a student. “You still do, perhaps. But I do 
not. That does not make me less. It makes me free.” 

The words cut, not because they were cruel, but because they were spoken without cruelty. 
Cruelty would have meant feeling. This was something colder: absence. 

“I wish you well-being,” she added, standing. She touched his arm lightly, as though 
adjusting a garment. Then she walked away, leaving him with the sound of water that refused 
to carry his grief. 

As the day passed, Eryon wandered deeper into the city. He saw children who laughed 
politely but never screamed. He saw lovers who kissed with the mildness of greetings. He 
saw families eating together in silence, not because they were angry but because words 
seemed unnecessary. 

Everywhere he looked, life had become efficient. Streets once filled with arguments and 
songs now hummed with quiet order. Markets were neat, transactions quick, exchanges 
smooth. Even the wind seemed trained not to gust too strongly. 

Yet beneath it all, Eryon felt a stillness that was not peace but vacancy. The city was alive, 
but it no longer pulsed. It resembled a painting—beautiful, balanced, lifeless. 



At twilight, he found himself standing before the great plaza, where a monument had been 
erected overnight. It was a sculpture of a figure without a face, standing tall, ageless, and 
holding nothing. At its base were etched the words: 

Immortality is freedom from sorrow. 

Eryon read the words again and again, until they blurred into one another. He touched the 
marble still in his pocket—the last gift from Mira—and felt its weight. It was not heavy, but it 
was real. More real than the smooth emptiness around him. 

A woman passing by noticed his stillness. “Is something wrong?” she asked, her tone soft, 
devoid of suspicion. 

“No,” he said, slipping the marble back into his pocket. “Something is right.” 

She smiled. “Then be grateful.” And she walked away. 

When night fell, Eryon returned home. He lit a candle, though the city glowed with endless 
light. He let the flame dance, casting shadows on the wall. Watching them stretch and flicker, 
he whispered to himself: 

“They cannot forbid this. Not yet.” 

And in that moment, alone in the empty city, Eryon felt both the weight of his solitude and 
the fragile power of being the last ember of love in a world that had chosen not to burn. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter IV — The Refuge of Memory 

Eryon began to walk at night, though the city no longer understood night. The lamps 
never dimmed, the plazas never darkened, and the glass towers glowed like patient suns. Yet 
shadows still insisted on existing, thin and stubborn, clinging to corners where no engineer 
had thought to look. He followed those shadows like a map, as if they were veins leading him 
to the heart of something the city had missed. 

One evening, his wandering brought him to the edge of the industrial quarter, where the city’s 
perfection grew careless. Here, pipes dripped, walls stained, and the white light faltered. He 
smelled iron and smoke, human smells, almost forgotten. 

At the end of a narrow alley, he found a door not on any registry. It was made of wood, scarred 
by time, out of place in a world that had erased both. On its surface, someone had drawn a 
single line of chalk: the outline of a hand, crude, imperfect, alive. 

He pressed his palm against it. The door opened. 

Inside was a room dimly lit by candles. The air smelled of wax, dust, and something rarer—
sorrow. People sat in a circle, their faces marked by lines the city no longer permitted. They 
were old, they were tired, but their eyes burned with something that had not been upgraded 
away. 

A woman looked up. Her hair was silver, her skin wrinkled, but her gaze pierced like a blade. 
“You’ve come,” she said, though he had not announced himself. 

“Where am I?” Eryon asked. 

“In the Refuge,” she replied. “Among those who remember.” 

She gestured for him to sit. He lowered himself onto a chair that wobbled, imperfect, real. 

They began to speak, one by one. A man with a crooked back told how he had refused the 
procedure after watching his wife emerge from the clinic without the fire that had once drawn 
him. “She still visits me,” he said, “but she looks at me the way she looks at furniture—useful, 
familiar, but not loved.” 

A woman whose hands trembled spoke of her son. “He begged me to join him,” she said, “so 
he wouldn’t have to watch me fade. I told him fading is how light proves it existed. He didn’t 
understand. He chose peace. I chose memory.” 

Another spoke of pain. “They think sorrow is weakness,” he said. “But sorrow is proof we have 
lived. Without it, eternity is only numbers.” 



Eryon listened, heart heavy but strangely lifted. For the first time since the Last Night, he felt 
less alone. 

When it was his turn, he told them about Mira, about Kael, about the marble heavy in his 
pocket. He told them how peace had replaced passion, how kindness had erased cruelty but 
also joy, how the city now hummed like a song stripped of melody. 

“They are alive,” he said, “but they do not burn. And I—” His voice cracked, surprising him. “I 
cannot live without fire.” 

The silver-haired woman nodded. “Then you belong with us. We are called the Keepers of 
Shadows. We live where the city does not look, and we carry what it cannot bear: grief, 
memory, love.” 

“Love,” Eryon whispered, tasting the word as if it were forbidden fruit. 

“Yes,” she said. “Love is the only thing that makes death endurable. And so it is the only thing 
that makes life eternal.” 

They showed him their small rituals. In one corner stood a wall covered in chalk outlines: 
hands, feet, faces, even entire bodies traced in imperfect lines. “When one of us dies,” a man 
explained, “we keep their outline. It is not much, but it reminds us they were here.” 

Another ritual was simpler: every evening they lit a single candle, and each person whispered 
a memory into the flame. When the candle burned out, the memory belonged to all of them. 

Eryon felt tears sting his eyes. He had not cried since childhood, not truly. The city had 
trained even children to weep softly, politely. But here, tears fell unmeasured, and no one 
asked him to stop. 

Before he left, the silver-haired woman placed a small stone in his hand. “Carry this,” she 
said. “When the city asks you to let go, hold it tight. It will remind you of weight. Immortality 
is weightless, but we—” She touched her chest. “We carry.” 

Eryon closed his fingers around the stone. It was rough, ordinary, but it steadied him like an 
anchor in water too calm to trust. 

As he stepped back into the alley, the chalk hand still glowing faintly on the door, he 
whispered to himself: 

“I have found the living among the eternal.” 

And his shadow, stretching long behind him, seemed to bow in agreement. 

 



Chapter V — The Child of Tomorrow 

The Refuge had taught Eryon the weight of memory, but the city would not let him rest 
in it. It called him back every morning with its polished streets and perfect voices, reminding 
him that he was still an anomaly walking among the Serene. He lived between two worlds: 
one that remembered too much, and one that remembered nothing at all. 

On the seventh day after he found the Keepers of Shadows, Eryon witnessed something that 
burned deeper than the loss of Kael or Mira. It began with a child’s laugh. 

He was walking through the southern quarter, where the market sold fruits too round to have 
ever grown from soil. Voices there were low, polite, like waves that never dared to crest. But 
among them rose a sound raw and bright, unpermitted in its force: the laugh of a child who 
had not yet been corrected. 

Eryon turned. 

The boy could not have been more than eight. He was chasing pigeons through the square, 
arms flung wide, voice echoing against the glass facades. He tripped, fell, and burst into 
laughter louder than before, clutching his scraped knee like a trophy. For a heartbeat, the 
square was alive again. 

Then his parents pulled him upright. 

They were beautiful, flawless, eternal. The mother’s hair gleamed like spun silver, the father’s 
face shone with the calm of a man who would never wrinkle. Their eyes, though kind, were 
unsettlingly steady. 

“Not so loud,” the mother said gently, smoothing the boy’s hair. “You’ll disturb others.” 

“But it’s funny,” the boy insisted. “I fell and it didn’t even hurt much!” 

His father crouched, speaking with the tone of a patient teacher. “Pain is not for keeping. 
Tomorrow you won’t feel it. Tomorrow you won’t need it.” 

Eryon’s chest tightened. “Tomorrow?” he asked before he could stop himself. 

The parents looked up, startled by his intrusion, then softened as they recognized him as 
merely uncorrected. “Yes,” the father said politely. “Tomorrow he will receive the Upgrade. It 
is early, but better so. He will never know sorrow, never fear loss.” 

The boy frowned. “But I don’t want to sleep in the clinic. I want to laugh again. I want to play 
with the birds.” 

“You will play,” his mother promised. “But calmly. Safely. Eternally.” 



The boy shook his head. “I don’t want eternally. I want now.” 

Eryon crouched so his eyes met the child’s. “What’s your name?” 

“Daren,” the boy said, still clutching his scraped knee proudly. 

“Daren,” Eryon said softly, “keep your laugh safe. Even when they tell you not to.” 

The father placed a hand on Eryon’s shoulder, gentle but firm. “He won’t need to. Laughter is 
a burden if it leads to tears. He will be free.” 

Eryon looked at the man’s flawless face, then at the child’s trembling lip. “Do you truly believe 
freedom is the absence of laughter and tears?” 

The mother’s expression did not change. “Freedom is the absence of suffering.” 

“And love?” Eryon asked. 

She hesitated, then answered with the calmness of doctrine. “Love is unnecessary in 
eternity. Affection suffices.” 

That evening, Eryon returned to the Refuge carrying the weight of Daren’s laugh. He told the 
Keepers what he had seen. The silver-haired woman closed her eyes, sighing. 

“They are bringing children now?” she murmured. “I feared this. They don’t want the young 
to know what they are losing.” 

“They call it mercy,” Eryon said bitterly. “But mercy without choice is only theft.” 

Another Keeper, a man missing two fingers, spoke: “When children are taken, the world 
forgets how to remember. If the young cannot ache, who will carry grief into tomorrow?” 

Eryon clenched his fist. The small stone the woman had given him pressed into his palm. 
“We must stop it.” 

The others looked at him—some with fear, some with hope. The silver-haired woman finally 
spoke. “We cannot stop the city. But perhaps we can save one child.” 

The next morning, Eryon waited near the clinic. He saw Daren walking between his parents, 
head lowered, voice silent. They were leading him toward the archway of glass, toward the 
sleep that would strip him of fire. 

Eryon stepped forward. “Daren,” he called. 

The boy’s head lifted. For a heartbeat, his eyes lit. “You came.” 



His parents frowned. “Please do not interfere,” the father said softly. “It is unkind to burden 
him with hesitation.” 

Eryon ignored him. He crouched again, looking into the boy’s eyes. “Do you remember the 
pigeons?” 

Daren nodded. 

“Do you remember the laugh that hurt your stomach?” 

“Yes,” the boy whispered. 

“Then keep it. Even if they take it from you, keep it here.” He tapped the boy’s chest. “A laugh 
is a shadow. And shadows can hide where no light can erase them.” 

The boy smiled, small but real. His mother tugged his hand, leading him toward the glowing 
doors. 

Eryon stood, powerless. 

But as the boy entered the clinic, he looked back once, eyes wide, and mouthed the word 
shadow. 

That night, Eryon dreamed again of the twilight field. This time, he was not alone. A child’s 
laughter echoed across the horizon, defiant, unbroken. 

He woke with tears on his face—and hope in his chest. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter VI — The Weight of Love 

The city believed it had defeated grief. Clinics promised eternal health, and the faces 
in the streets reflected nothing but composure. Yet grief, like shadow, has a way of hiding 
where light cannot reach. 

For Eryon, it returned with the death of Amar, the only uncle who had chosen not to Upgrade. 

Amar had been a craftsman of small things—locks, tools, toys carved from wood. He liked 
objects that broke, because repair gave them stories. “Nothing worth keeping should stay 
new,” he used to say, eyes twinkling like lanterns. 

When his heart finally failed, there was no ceremony from the city. No fountain turned black, 
no broadcast of condolences. Death had become rare, inconvenient, embarrassing. The 
authorities preferred to ignore it. 

But the Keepers of Shadows gathered. 

They met in the Refuge, candles burning low. Amar’s body lay on a table of unfinished wood, 
covered with a simple cloth. His tools were placed beside him, their handles worn smooth 
by use. 

Eryon stood at the edge, unable to move closer. The weight in his chest was sharp, 
unbearable. He had expected tears, but what came instead was a silence so thick it hurt. 

The silver-haired woman placed a hand on his shoulder. “Grief is the proof,” she said. “Do 
not run from it.” 

Eryon shook his head. “It feels like I will break.” 

“That is what love does,” she replied. “It breaks you so you know you were whole.” 

One by one, the Keepers spoke. 

A man said, “He fixed the lock on my door without asking for payment.” 
A woman said, “He carved a bird for my daughter when she could not sleep.” 
Another said, “He told me sorrow is the shadow of joy.” 

Then the silver-haired woman took chalk and traced Amar’s outline on the wall. “Here he 
remains,” she said, her voice trembling. “Not eternal, but real.” 

The others added their own marks—tools, words, small shapes—to surround the outline. It 
became less a silhouette and more a map of love. 



When it was Eryon’s turn, he stepped forward. His hand shook as he placed the marble from 
Mira beside Amar’s tools. “This was meant to be a memory of something lost,” he said. “Now 
it is also a reminder of what cannot be stolen.” 

That night, Eryon carried Amar’s body to the river with the others. They laid him on a small 
raft of wood, lit by the lantern’s flame. The current took him, slow but certain, into the 
darkness beyond the city’s borders. 

Eryon watched until the flame disappeared. His knees gave way, and for the first time in 
years, he sobbed openly—loud, raw, without measure. 

The others did not hush him. They let his grief echo, filling the night like a song the city had 
forgotten. 

The next morning, Eryon walked through Veyra. The streets were bright as always, the people 
Serene. He wanted to grab them by the shoulders, to shout, Do you not see? He is gone! Do 
you not feel it? 

Instead, he stood in the plaza and said softly to no one: “My uncle died yesterday.” 

A woman passing by smiled politely. “That is unfortunate. But at least you are free of pain 
now.” 

“I am not free,” Eryon replied. “I am heavy.” 

She tilted her head, confused. “Why would you choose heaviness?” 

“Because it is the weight of love,” he said. 

She shook her head gently, pitying him, and walked on. 

That evening, Eryon returned to the Refuge. He sat before Amar’s outline on the wall and 
placed his hand against the chalk. 

“Uncle,” he whispered, “I hurt because you mattered. And if pain is the price, I will pay it again 
and again.” 

His shadow stretched beside the outline, touching it as if to keep it company. 

And in that moment, Eryon understood what the eternals could never grasp: grief was not 
the opposite of peace—it was the evidence of love’s endurance. It was the anchor that made 
life more than an endless drift. 

 

 



Chapter VII — The First Rebellion 

The Refuge had always lived in secret. Its chalk outlines were hidden behind doors no 
one registered, its candles burned only where the city’s lamps faltered. But Amar’s death 
changed something in Eryon—and in all of them. 

“We cannot keep our grief locked away,” he said one night, voice rough from sorrow. “If love 
matters, it must be seen. If loss matters, it must be spoken where the city cannot ignore it.” 

The silver-haired woman studied him with weary eyes. “To reveal ourselves is to invite their 
hand. They will not permit shadows in daylight.” 

“They already do not permit them,” Eryon answered. “But we still cast them. Hiding only 
makes us complicit.” 

The others murmured, afraid and hopeful all at once. A young woman named Selene 
whispered, “What if they see us, and remember?” 

And so they decided: they would hold a ritual not in the hidden Refuge, but in the plaza where 
all could witness. 

The chosen night was a festival of Harmony, when the city celebrated its perfected order. 
Banners of silver and white hung from the towers, and orchestras played songs stripped of 
dissonance. The eternals gathered in neat rows, smiling Serenely as officials praised the 
wisdom of peace. 

Into this stillness walked Eryon and the Keepers. 

They carried no banners, no weapons. Only chalk, candles, and stones. The crowd parted 
politely, confused by their intrusion. No one shouted—anger was too heavy for eternals—
but whispers spread like thin smoke. 

Eryon knelt in the center of the plaza and drew with chalk. Not a symbol, not a slogan—just 
an outline of a hand. The others followed, tracing faces, feet, silhouettes across the perfect 
tiles. Candles were lit, their flames trembling against the engineered light. Stones were 
placed in small piles, each carried from the pockets of grief. 

The air shifted. For the first time in years, the plaza looked human—imperfect, uneven, alive. 

An official approached, dressed in white robes, his face as calm as marble. “Citizens,” he 
said softly, “this is unauthorized. You risk disorder.” 

Eryon stood, chalk still in hand. “We risk being alive.” 

“You burden others with your sorrow,” the official replied. “Peace is fragile. Do not disturb it.” 



Eryon lifted the chalked hand to the crowd. “Peace without love is emptiness. We choose 
weight.” 

A murmur rose from the onlookers. Some eternals tilted their heads, curious. Others 
frowned, as if trying to recall a language half-forgotten. 

Then, from the crowd, a child’s voice rang out: “Shadow!” 

It was Daren. His parents pulled him back, alarmed, but it was too late. The word echoed, 
louder than the orchestra, louder than the banners of silver. 

The plaza trembled with silence. Then one by one, people began to step forward. An old man 
bent down and drew his own outline beside Eryon’s. A woman lit a candle, holding it high. 
Another whispered the name of someone she had lost long ago. 

The officials hesitated. They had not been trained for this—not for rebellion without violence, 
not for grief displayed as a banner. 

But the Bureau would not tolerate it long. Drones descended, casting harsh beams of white 
light to wash away shadows. Loudspeakers declared: “This gathering is unauthorized. 
Disperse immediately. For your safety, return to your homes.” 

Still, the Keepers remained. Eryon lifted his candle higher, and his shadow stretched across 
the tiles. “We belong to our love,” he shouted. “We belong to our grief. We belong to our 
shadows.” 

The chant began with the Keepers, small but fierce. Then others joined, their voices 
trembling but growing stronger: 

“We belong to our shadows!” 

The drones released foam, trying to smother the flames. Candles sputtered, but some 
survived. The chalk outlines blurred under water hoses, but people knelt to redraw them. 
Each erasure became an excuse to write again, bolder, larger. 

Eryon’s hand ached, but he kept drawing—outlines of faces, names, hearts. The plaza 
became a map of refusal. 

Finally, officers in masks arrived, batons in hand. They advanced in formation, polite as 
predators. 

The silver-haired woman whispered to Eryon, “It has begun. They will not allow us to return 
unseen.” 

Eryon nodded. “Then let them see us.” 



The clash was not of fists but of presences. Officers struck, but the Keepers did not fight 
back. They held their candles, their chalk, their stones. For every mark erased, another was 
drawn. For every flame extinguished, two more were lit. 

Eryon was seized, chalk still in his fist. The officer’s grip was firm but not cruel, a machine 
enacting orders. “You are under arrest for disorderly conduct,” the voice said. 

“I am guilty,” Eryon replied, his voice steady. “Guilty of remembering.” 

The crowd erupted—not with violence, but with sound. The chant filled the plaza, spilling 
into streets, rising against towers: 

“We belong to our shadows!” 

That night, the rebellion ended with arrests, with dispersals, with bruises carried by those 
still capable of pain. But something irreversible had happened. The city had seen grief and 
love not as whispers in alleys, but as fire in the heart of its order. 

In the Refuge, walls still carried chalk. In the plazas, people remembered the feel of stone 
pressed into their palms. And in the hearts of those who had watched, a question began to 
grow, dangerous and alive: 

If sorrow is forbidden, why does it feel like truth? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter VIII — The Prison of Eternity 

They did not take Eryon to a jail. 
They took him to a clinic that had learned to call itself a sanctuary. 

The transport had no windows, only a low hum that felt like a hand smoothing hair the wrong 
way. When the doors opened, he stepped into a lobby of air and light—the Institute of 
Continuity—all white corridors, soft floors, and walls that curved as if to prevent corners 
from discovering themselves. Somewhere a fountain whispered, careful not to be mistaken 
for grief. 

A woman in gray waited with a tablet pressed to her heart. Her badge read Moderator — 
Sera. Her smile was not unkind. None of them ever were. 

“Eryon,” she said, like a teacher finding the correct page. “No charges. Only Care Measures. 
You disrupted a Harmony event. That suggests unresolved burden.” 

“I remembered in public,” he said. “That is the burden.” 

“We can help you carry nothing,” she offered, as if generosity were a subtraction. 

They took his belt, his chalk, his matches, and missed—perhaps by mercy, perhaps by 
design—the small stone the silver-haired woman had given him, tucked inside his left shoe 
where feet remember weight. They placed him in an Observation Suite—a room that glowed 
without source. The bed was perfect. The air had a flavor called mild. There were no 
photographs, no hooks, nothing that implied a life could be hung here. 

“Rest,” Sera said. “Tomorrow you’ll tour the Pavilion. Seeing how the Eternal live eases 
resentment.” 

“I don’t resent them,” he said. “I’m afraid for them.” 

She recorded the sentence without dispute, as if fear could be filed. 

He slept the way one sleeps under a sky that refuses night—fitfully, inventing darkness with 
his arms. When morning, or what passed for it, arrived, Sera guided him through a corridor 
where the floor yielded beneath his soles like a promise nobody meant to keep. 

They entered the Pavilion of Continuity—a garden under glass. Trees without insects, grass 
that never needed cutting, a stream that performed water without remembering rain. People 
walked there—beautiful, unbroken, ageless like paused music. Couples sat on benches and 
discussed schedules in voices that never struck sparks. Children arranged stones into 
circles with mathematical satisfaction and no urge to throw. 

“This is peace,” Sera said softly. “Communion without risk.” 



Eryon watched two Eternal greet with a kiss so gentle it could have been a bow. “It is a 
museum,” he answered. “Everything labeled ‘safe’ until it forgets it was once alive.” 

They moved into the Hall of Unburdening—a gallery of glass cases, each holding an object 
surrendered before the Upgrade: a wedding shoe, a cracked cup, a dried flower pressed 
between dictionary pages, a ribbon, a dog’s collar, a ticket stub. Each was labeled like a 
saint’s bone: 

Object: String Bracelet 
Prior Function: Sentimental anchor 
Post-Upgrade Status: Excess burden relieved 
Donor’s Note: “I won’t need proof.” 

Eryon’s mouth went dry. Kael’s wrist had worn such a string—red, simple, carefully tied. It 
might not have been his. It might have been anyone’s. That was the trouble with museums: 
they teach you how easily a life becomes “anyone.” 

“Why keep them?” Eryon asked. “If they are burdens.” 

“Education,” Sera said. “So Refusers can see what they cling to.” 

They crossed into the Reassurance Gallery—walls playing scenes of Eternal days: study, 
practice, quiet festivals in pastel. No voices rose, no bodies failed. The captions murmured: 
No grief. No jealousy. No fear. 

“And no love,” Eryon said. He did not mean to say it aloud, but truth, like a muscle, speaks 
when trained. 

Sera’s face did not harden; it lightened. “Love was designed by endings. We have outlived the 
designer.” 

He asked to see the Children’s Wing. She hesitated, then gestured—yes, but briefly. 

Glass again. Rooms like classrooms, tables like promises. A dozen children folded paper into 
perfect birds that had forgotten how to fly poorly. A guide instructed in a voice that loved 
neutrality: “We choose regard over attachment. Say it back to me.” Little mouths repeated. 
The word regard fit them as badly as a court dress fits a child. 

At the far edge of the room, a boy stood apart, hands in pockets, a scrape healing on his knee 
like a flag that refused to lower. Eryon thought the name before he saw the face. 

“Daren,” he said through glass. 



The boy looked up. For a moment his eyes lit—the way a lake brightens when wind 
remembers it. Then the lighting softened, like a director whispering gentler. He came to the 
window. His smile was careful. 

“Hello,” Daren said. “It is pleasant to see you.” 

“Do you remember the pigeons?” Eryon asked. 

“Yes,” Daren answered. “They are birds. They tend to congregate near food.” 

“Do you remember laughing so hard it made your stomach hurt?” 

Daren blinked. The muscles around his eyes performed consideration. “That would be an 
inefficient response to discomfort,” he said. Then, very quietly, so even he might not know he 
was speaking: “Shadow.” 

He lifted his hand as if to touch the glass, and the instructor called him back with a tone that 
had learned to say enough. Daren obeyed. The scrape on his knee had healed into a neat 
story no one would tell. 

Sera moved them on. 

At midday, Eryon sat in a Consultation Alcove—half-room, half-metaphor. A man entered 
with a face that had practiced kindness until it forgot how to fail at it. His badge: AFFECTIVE 
ALIGNMENT — DR. NOAM. 

“Tell me about your pain,” Noam said. 

“It tells me first,” Eryon replied. 

Noam allowed a small smile. “Poetic cognition often masks fear. Poets fear prosaic cures.” 

“I fear cures that remove the patient.” 

“Consider the Upgrade,” Noam said, not unkind. “You mistake emptiness for peace. But 
peace is not emptiness. It is the absence of injury.” 

“And love?” Eryon asked. “Is love an injury?” 

“It is a preexisting condition for sorrow.” 

Eryon leaned forward. “My uncle died. The city said nothing. We laid him on a river and did 
not collapse. What do you call that?” 

“A refusal to be modern,” Noam said gently. “We offer you the future.” 

“Then the future is a room without corners.” 



“Exactly,” Noam said, as if applauding comprehension. 

They led him afterward through the Serenity Commons—dining area, recreation ourtyards, 
reading alcoves where books were printed on washable fiber, resistant to stains and tears. 
Two Eternal played a game with perfect squares. A trio practiced a quartet without 
dissonance. The room smelled like citrus and compliance. 

In one corner, an Eternal woman held a child who did not cry. She rocked with the rhythm of 
a clock that could keep time for centuries. Eryon watched the care—exact, generous, 
obedient. He tried to locate the missing word and found it only in his chest: love. He did not 
know how to tell her she had been robbed, because thieves had taken everything and left her 
with a version that would be praised. 

He noticed then a staffer—young, ageless, hair gathered in a knot that had never been 
rushed. She was drying a cup with unnecessary persistence, as if the act itself might retrieve 
a thought. The cup shone. She kept drying. When she looked up, her eyes flickered—once, 
like a candle that remembers wind. 

Their gazes met. He did not smile. She did not either. The flicker vanished. She set the cup 
down and aligned it with the other cups until arrangement felt like a story. 

“Who is she?” Eryon asked Sera. 

“Lin,” Sera said. “Logistics. She ensures scarcity is banished.” 

“And presence?” he asked. 

Sera misunderstood on purpose. “We have abundance.” 

They returned him to his room for Quiet Period. He paced. He placed the stolen stone on 
the floor and pressed his foot onto it until his body remembered that weight and pain are 
ancient friends. He searched the room for a corner and found the old trick: shoulder to wall, 
knees to floor, head bowed to make an angle the architects had failed to predict. 

A thin darkness appeared where his cheek cast doubt onto light. Eyelash-sized. Trembling. 
He breathed on it and it lived. 

“Uncle,” he whispered to the chalk outline in his memory. “Old woman with silver hair. Child 
with a scraped knee. Help me speak into a room that refuses to listen.” 

Somewhere, metal wheels hummed. Somewhere, water practiced forgetting rivers. 
Somewhere, a boy mouthed shadow into a discipline that had not learned to hear. 

Eryon slept with one hand on the stone in his shoe, as if the earth itself were an amulet. 



They woke him for Orientation to Choice. Not coercion, never that. Coercion is an ugly word, 
and this place prided itself on beauty. The room was half theater, half chapel. On the screen, 
a man like Eryon walked into a clinic with the weight of a sack over his shoulder. He poured 
it onto the floor: grief, anger, heartbreak. The staff swept it up with benevolent brooms. The 
man walked out lighter, younger, unburdened. Music suggested flight. The last frame read: 
You are not your pain. 

Sera sat beside him, hands folded. “We will not force you,” she said. “But we cannot allow 
public disturbance. If you choose the Upgrade, you will know peace. If you decline, you will 
remain with us until you do not endanger Harmony. Weeks, months—time is generous when 
it is endless.” 

“I don’t want endless,” he said. “I want true.” 

“You believe love is truer than longevity.” 

“I don’t believe it,” he said, surprised at his own steadiness. “I know it because my chest 
hurts.” 

Sera’s face softened to the exact degree empathy requires to persuade. “Pain is persuasive,” 
she conceded. “But it is not proof.” 

“And neither is Serenity,” he said. “Show me one eternal who would die for another, and I will 
believe you that you have built a heaven.” 

She stood. “We do not ask for death,” she said, quiet. “That is your era’s superstition.” 

On the third day, they allowed him back to the Pavilion without a guide. It was a kindness 
calculated to flatter his trust. He walked slower than those who had begun to forget what 
hurry is for. He paused by the stream and touched the water. It was not cold. Water should 
be cold unless proven otherwise. He felt rage like a fever and decided to honor it by not 
throwing anything. 

Lin, the staffer, set a tray of cups on a table and misaligned one—minutely—so that a corner 
of the tray held back the cup, as if refusing perfect repetition. Eryon watched her walk away. 
He moved the cup a fraction further from its companions until the misalignment became a 
sentence. He left. 

At the far end, a door marked Inter-Visitation opened briefly. Eternal families sat with 
Refusers in a room that looked like a public garden filtered through a dream that refuses 
accidents. There at the second table—he did not look and then he did—Mira. 

She sat with two Eternal companions—her parents perhaps—whose faces wore the dignity 
of sugar. Mira’s dress was green, the exact shade order assigns to forgiveness. She saw him 



and lifted a hand in the civilized wave one offers to a neighbor’s dog. He stood at the 
threshold and did nothing and everything: he bowed, the way a man bows to the altar of a 
god he no longer serves and will not insult. 

Her eyes—calm, kind, deep with the absence of depth—rested on him as on a landscape 
painting. She smiled, which is a verb like weather in this place. Then the counselor touched 
her sleeve, and she turned back to the conversation where words are rehearsed to prevent 
meaning from hurting. 

He left the doorway before his chest fetched old storms. 

Night again, and the room did not dim. He cupped his hand against the wall to cradle 
shadow. He spoke into it like a shell that remembers oceans. 

“They think this is a prison for me,” he said to the slim darkness. “But this is a prison for them. 
Bars made of brightness. Guards named mercy.” 

He dreamed of Daren laughing. He dreamed of Lin misaligning the cup. He dreamed of a river 
carrying a raft lit by a flame that did not know how to fail. 

When he woke, someone had slid a slip of paper beneath his door. Contraband in the country 
of perfection. He unfolded it. 

On the paper, a crooked outline of a hand. Beneath it, one word that had learned to write 
itself: shadow. 

He pressed his forehead to the page. His pulse answered like a small animal that has found 
a path. 

Eryon smiled—a true thing, clumsy at first—and felt the room shudder almost imperceptibly, 
as if light itself had heard a rumor. 

The prison of eternity did not crack that night. But it learned a new sound: the sound of weight 
returning. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter IX — The Voice of the Heart 

Days in the Institute bled into one another. Light never changed, meals always tasted of 
citrus and saltless bread, footsteps echoed with the same polite rhythm. Eternity had begun 
to practice itself on him, hoping he would forget the difference between living and 
continuing. 

Yet cracks never ask permission. They appear when weight presses long enough. 

For Eryon, the first crack came not from himself, but from someone the Institute thought 
beyond reach. 

It began in the Serenity Commons, the same room where he had once seen Lin misalign the 
cups. She was there again, arranging trays with the precision the city demanded. Each 
movement was clean, exact, but her eyes were not on her hands. They flickered toward him, 
quick, then away. 

He wondered if he had imagined it, but then she walked past his table and—too quietly for 
any overseer to notice—slipped a folded napkin beneath his cup. 

Inside, scrawled with hurried strokes: 

Do you still dream? 

His breath caught. He looked up, but Lin was already across the room, her face calm, her 
posture perfect. Only her fingers betrayed her: tightening around the edge of a tray, whitening 
with pressure. 

That night, when the walls glowed too brightly for rest, another slip of paper appeared 
beneath his door. 

I was told dreams end after Upgrade. Mine did not. At first, they were pale. Then they grew 
louder. Last night I dreamed of a man carving a bird for a child. I woke weeping, but the tears 
would not stop. Why would I weep for something I never lived? 

Eryon pressed the note to his chest. The answer came without hesitation. He wrote on the 
back in blunt strokes: 

Because love does not die when you cut it. It waits. It speaks in dreams because the waking 
world will not listen. 

He slid it back under the door. 

In the silence that followed, he heard a faint intake of breath—shaken, almost a sob—and 
knew she had read it. 



The next day, Lin approached him openly in the Pavilion garden, though her posture 
mimicked a casual stroll. She stopped near him as if inspecting the artificial stream. 

“What do you call it,” she asked softly, “when your chest hurts for someone you’ve never 
met?” 

Eryon turned, meeting her eyes. “I call it love.” 

Her face shifted—the smallest tremor, but real. “We were told love was erased.” 

“They cut the tree,” he said. “But the roots remained.” 

She swallowed, throat tight. “I remember my mother’s voice when she sang me to sleep. I 
was told it is a phantom memory, something implanted so I wouldn’t resist. But it feels like a 
flame. And flames don’t lie.” 

“Hold to it,” Eryon urged. “That is your heart speaking. That is your proof.” 

They met again, in corners where shadows were scarce but persistent. Each time, Lin 
confessed more: 

• She had begun humming melodies she didn’t know and wept when she realized they 
were lullabies. 

• She had found herself staring at the hands of patients, aching to hold them for no 
reason. 

• She had dreamed of a boy with a scraped knee, laughing through pain. 

Each confession shook her, but also brightened her. Her perfection cracked, revealing 
something rawer, truer. 

“Why me?” she asked one night. “Why not the others?” 

“Because your heart refused silence,” Eryon said. “It spoke when the city tried to hush it. And 
now it will not stop.” 

She looked at him, eyes shimmering in light that tried to erase shadow. “And if they discover 
me?” 

“Then they will know,” he said. “They will know Eternity can bleed.” 

Inevitably, the Institute noticed. 

During a Consultation, Dr. Noam mentioned Lin’s name too carefully. “She has shown… 
irregular affect,” he said, as though speaking of a machine producing excess heat. “We may 
need to recalibrate.” 



Eryon leaned forward. “You cannot recalibrate a heart.” 

Noam’s eyes narrowed, though his voice remained smooth. “Hearts are muscles, nothing 
more. We preserve them by removing dangerous illusions.” 

“And yet you fear the illusions,” Eryon said. “If they were nothing, you would not tremble at 
their return.” 

Noam dismissed him with a wave. “The contagion of Refusers must not spread. Eternity is 
fragile.” 

Eryon almost laughed. “Then it is not eternity.” 

That night, Lin came to his door. She was trembling, her composure shattered. 

“They know,” she whispered. “They will silence me.” 

Eryon took her hands. They were cold, but alive. “Then speak now. Speak louder than they 
can erase.” 

She pressed her forehead against his. “I don’t know how.” 

“Yes, you do,” he said. “Your heart remembers.” 

And in that moment, she kissed him. It was clumsy, desperate, wet with tears she had 
forgotten how to shed. For her, it was like learning to breathe again. For him, it was proof that 
even Eternity could not strangle love completely. 

When they parted, her face glowed—not with perfection, but with something far more 
dangerous: truth. 

The next morning, alarms rang in the Institute. Voices over speakers announced: “Affective 
breach detected. Corrective measures underway.” 

Lin was gone. 

In his room, Eryon found one last note slipped beneath his door. The handwriting was shaky, 
hurried: 

They can take me, but not my voice. It is yours now. Tell them love never died. Tell them the 
heart remembers. 

He pressed the note to his lips, whispering into the paper: “I will.” 

Then he stood, holding the stone in his fist, and for the first time since his arrest, he felt not 
just defiance, but a weapon sharper than any blade: the voice of the heart, carried in him, 
unstoppable. 



Chapter X — The Great Choice 

They sent the summons on a page so white it seemed to refuse ink. 

Eryon — Orientation concluded. Decision Assembly convenes at third bell. 
Options: Biological Upgrade (Immediate), Extended Care (Indefinite), or Peripheral 
Relocation (Exile). 
Attendance is mandatory. “Choice, freely made, protects Harmony.” 

He read it twice and felt nothing for a moment, the way a body feels nothing in the second 
before a bruise announces itself. Then the ache arrived, honest and heavy. He set the paper 
beside Lin’s note—Tell them the heart remembers—and put the small stone from the Refuge 
into his pocket as if loading one bullet the city could not see. 

Moderator Sera escorted him through corridors that curved away from corners like a 
theology that cannot bear angles. 

“This is not punishment,” she said, voice precise with mercy. “It is a path.” 

“Three of them,” he said. “Two are doors that lead back to this hall.” 

“Upgrade leads to peace,” Sera replied. “Care leads to safety. Peripheral Relocation 
preserves your difference without endangering Harmony.” 

“And without returning,” he said. 

She inclined her head. “Return is not part of the design.” 

They passed the Reassurance Gallery. The glass cases blinked their labels: Excess burden 
relieved. Somewhere behind the wall, a child recited a lesson about regard. Eryon imagined 
Daren’s mouth forming shadow like a contraband vowel. He walked faster. 

Before the Assembly, they allowed Inter-Visitation. It was an act of benevolence the 
Institute liked to place on ledgers. His parents were waiting in a room furnished like a 
memory drained of color. Their faces were as he remembered them: unwrinkled, composed; 
their love replaced by a devotion that would never again wound itself on him. 

“Eryon,” his mother said. “We are grateful you came.” 

“We were told you would be offered three doors,” his father added, as if discussing a corridor 
in a public building. “We hope you will choose the one that ends pain.” 

“I can carry it,” Eryon said. 

She studied him with the fondness of a collector considering an old object. “You have always 
preferred weight.” 



“It keeps my feet on the ground.” 

A pause—gentle, fatal. “We want you with us,” his father said. “We want the assurance of 
never losing you.” 

“You have already lost me,” Eryon answered quietly. “Or rather, the part of me you once 
recognized.” 

His mother reached for his hand and held it the way one holds a cup: carefully; without 
hunger. “We will regard you, always.” 

“I need more than regard,” he said, and did not ask them for what they could not give. 

They embraced because customs survive what they symbolize. When he stepped back, they 
looked relieved, as if the ritual had completed properly. He understood that this, too, was a 
kind of love taught to forget its own teeth. 

Mira was next, sitting at the far end of the room where the light performed absolution. The 
green dress; the marble in her palm. Calm as a lake that refuses to remember storms. 

“They tell me you will choose,” she said. 

“They want me to call it choosing,” he replied. 

She weighed the marble, watched light bend inside. “You were good at fire,” she said without 
heat. “I am good at peace.” 

“Peace is lovely,” he said. “It just shouldn’t be mandatory.” 

She smiled, a courteous weather. “If you take Exile, will you be safe?” 

“No,” he said. “I will be real.” 

She nodded the nod of someone who can bless a decision without wanting it. “Then good-
bye, Eryon.” 

He bowed—not to the person she was before, not to the person she was now, but to the 
thread between them that would not let him lie about either. 

The Assembly hall was half amphitheater, half chapel, designed to make consent feel 
sacred. On the dais: Dr. Noam; two other clinicians robed in a color named assurance; Sera 
at a lectern that had never learned to scold. Around them sat citizens—Eternal and Refuser—
arrayed like a choir that had misplaced its hymn. Drones hovered, quiet as good intentions. 



“Eryon,” Sera began, voice tuned to carry without bruising, “you disrupted Harmony with 
public displays of grief. We honor your sincerity. Today we ask you to choose a path that 
protects both you and us. Will you hear the offerings again?” 

“I know them,” he said. “But speak them, so the room must hold their names.” 

Sera obliged. 

“Upgrade: removal of affective resonance; preservation of body without decay; immediate 
reintegration.” 
“Extended Care: continued stay; therapeutic exploration; no fixed term.” 
“Peripheral Relocation: supervised departure beyond civic borders; loss of access to 
services; permanent status as outlier.” 

Dr. Noam added, “We recommend Upgrade. Your pain is persuasive but unnecessary.” 

Eryon stepped toward the center of the circle on the floor where countless compliant feet 
had stood before. The stone in his pocket warmed as if remembering sunlight. 

“May I speak?” he asked. 

Sera glanced at Noam; Noam nodded, confident that microphones can contain air. 

Eryon faced the tiers. “You taught yourselves to call sorrow an error,” he said, not loudly and 
therefore heard. “You cut the part of the heart that opens to love because love opens also to 
loss. You made lives that continue without end and called it mercy to dull the only edges that 
make time shine.” 

A stir—small, like grass testing wind. 

He lifted the slip of paper Lin had left him, folded now to the size of a vow. “Someone among 
you—one of your own—dreamed. She remembered what you told her had been removed. 
She wept. The world did not end. Only a lie did.” 

Noam raised a hand. “We do not adjudicate contraband fictions.” 

Eryon didn’t look at him. He looked at the faces that tried not to move. “Children are being 
corrected before their laughter learns depth. Old hands are being archived instead of held. 
You exiled your grief and called it a cure. But cures that remove patients are just names for 
neat crimes.” 

A murmur; a clamp of quiet. Somewhere in the upper rows, a boy—Daren?—shifted in his 
seat as if a tide had leaned under him. It might have been only memory pretending to be 
present. It was enough. 



Sera’s voice softened further, a velvet around a hinge. “Eryon, we acknowledge your… 
poetics. But the Assembly is practical. Choose.” 

He breathed. He thought of Amar’s raft drifting into honest dark. He thought of the chalk wall 
where outlines kept the fact of having been. He thought of Kael’s careful smile and Iris’s 
gentle hand. He thought of his mother pronouncing regard like a benediction, of Mira’s green, 
of Lin’s kiss that had tasted like a door. 

He put the stone on his tongue for a second in his mind and swallowed its lesson. 

“I choose exile,” he said. “Not as retreat, but as fidelity.” 

The hall inhaled. In the second tier, someone dropped a program. It made a small, human 
sound that microphones could not improve. 

Dr. Noam inclined his head as if to a patient who has decided to try discomfort for a time. 
“Peripheral Relocation is granted,” he said. “You leave at dusk. Under escort.” 

Sera added, almost tender, “You may bring one object that does not endanger Harmony.” 

He held up the folded slip. “Only my voice,” he said, and returned Lin’s words to his pocket. 

They processed him with politeness. Papers that pretended to be choices were signed. A 
guard—no, an attendant—handed him a rucksack the color of compromise containing ration 
bread, a blanket, a tin cup. At the last station, a clerk asked, “Do you require an orientation 
to Outer Services?” and he shook his head because instructions had grown too fluent in him. 

In the anteroom before the gate, Aelira was waiting. His sister’s ageless face held the 
Serenity of forgiveness pre-granted. 

“I came to say that I wish you well-being,” she said, the phrase polished smooth by a city that 
likes to remove splinters. Then her voice thinned, and inside the thinning he heard a sound 
like old fabric refusing to tear. “I also came to give you this.” 

She opened her palm. A red string bracelet, frayed at one end. 

“Kael gave it to the archive,” he said, startled by the sting of recognition. 

“I work in the House of Continuity,” she said. “I take inventory of burdens relieved. I have 
been… out of order. I thought perhaps some things could be miscounted.” She tied the string 
around his wrist, fingers fumbling, breath uneven just long enough to be a fact. 

“Aelira,” he whispered, “do you remember?” 



“I don’t know what that word means in the present tense,” she said. “But I hold this thread 
and feel a pressure I cannot name. Take it away from here before it convinces me of 
anything.” 

He kissed her brow like a man kissing the past on purpose. “Thank you.” 

A bell tolled once. The escorts adjusted their masks that were not quite masks. The gate 
brightened to inspire the correct feelings about borders. 

They led him through a corridor whose walls had learned to be neutral. At the final door, Sera 
halted him. 

“Eryon,” she said, and for the first time since he had met her, the name sounded like it 
belonged to one mouth speaking to one man, not a role speaking to a case. “I hope you find 
what you are looking for.” 

“I hope you lose what you are afraid to keep,” he said, not unkindly. 

She made a face that might, in another era, have been called a wince. “Do not speak into 
children,” she said. “They are easiest to carry your contagion.” 

He thought of Daren’s knee, of a laugh that had tried to teach the room a lesson about air. “I 
will speak where voices are needed,” he said. 

They opened the door. 

Dusk, despite the city’s preferences, does what it pleases. The sky outside the northern gate 
held that bruised blue which refuses to be labeled day or night. The escorts walked at a pace 
that suggested ceremony without cruelty. Beyond the gate, the earth began again: a road 
without lamps, a wind that had not been trained to moderate itself, a field with weeds 
practicing democracy. 

At the threshold, a small crowd stood at what was still, officially, a respectful distance. The 
silver-haired woman from the Refuge; Selene; others whose faces had been allowed to 
collect their own biographies. Some looked frightened. Some looked relieved that fear had 
not erased them. 

The escorts stopped. Paperwork was exchanged; liability shifted with the emotionless grace 
of a bird changing thermals. Dr. Noam had not come. Sera had. 

“Step across,” she said. 

He did, and felt his shadow fatten the instant it left the city’s light. It sprawled beside him like 
a dog that remembers how to lie exactly where it chooses. 



The silver-haired woman embraced him with the ache of someone for whom hugs had not 
been design problems. “You chose correctly,” she said. “Which is to say, you chose yourself.” 

He held up the rucksack. “They gave me bread and a blanket to prove they are kind.” 

“They are,” she said. “Kindness is not the enemy. Forgetfulness is.” 

Selene pressed a stub of chalk into his palm. “For the first wall we find,” she said. 

An escort cleared his throat. “This concludes—” 

“—the ceremony of consent,” Eryon finished for him, and the man almost smiled, which 
counted as a victory in a place where victories are usually statistics. 

Sera looked out past the road into the swelling dark. “There are settlements,” she said. 
“People who refused. You will find them.” 

“We will,” Eryon said. 

“We?” Sera glanced at the silver-haired woman, at Selene, at the handful behind them. 

He touched the bracelet Aelira had tied. “A voice does not walk alone once it has been 
heard,” he said. “And love—when it returns—travels faster than we do.” 

The gate hissed as it closed, a soft sigh that mimicked a mother letting go of a child she plans 
to keep by pretending not to. The last light of the Institute lit the path for one polite second 
and then remembered its budget. 

They walked. 

Fields breathed. A bird that owed nobody its music tried a song and decided to keep it. 
Somewhere ahead, a river practiced saying no to banks with better manners. The road, no 
longer curated, invented small dangers: a stone to roll an ankle on, a rut to confess the rain, 
a patch of thorn to persuade the calf it had skin. 

Eryon adjusted the rucksack, felt the stone in his pocket knock lightly at his thigh as if to ask 
if he still wanted the friendship of weight. He did. 

Behind him, the city held its breath and called it order. Before him, the dark held its breath 
and called it possibility. 

He looked at the silver-haired woman. “We will need a word the city cannot turn into a 
brochure,” he said. 

She smiled. “We already have one.” 

He knew it before she spoke. “Love.” 



“And the proof?” 

He tapped the stone. He touched the string. He felt his shadow lengthen as if joy had learned 
how to be tall. “The pain we choose because someone matters.” 

Selene laughed, nervous and true. “And the destination?” 

He raised the chalk. “A wall.” 

They walked until the last lamp behind them ceased to matter and the first star ahead of 
them remembered how to be useful. He did not look back. He could feel the door he had 
closed because it kept walking with him on the inside of his ribs. 

The Great Choice had been made. Which is to say: he had chosen not to end. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Chapter XI — The Exile 

The road did not begin at the gate; it began in the chest. Eryon felt it as a pressure that 
became direction, a pulse that took the shape of a path. Behind him, Veyra closed its mouth 
with a perfect sigh. Before him, the dark refused to be labeled and therefore welcomed him. 

They walked until the lamps no longer pretended the sky belonged to them. The silver-haired 
woman moved with the patience of one who has led many departures. Selene carried the 
chalk like a chalice. Others—five, then nine, then a small procession—fell in beside them, 
each bringing an ordinary thing that had survived the city’s improvements: a patched coat, a 
dented kettle, a song with a wrong note no one wished to fix. 

Wind introduced itself by name. A weed made a case for persistence with its small thorns. 
The earth accepted their feet without requesting metrics. 

At dawn, a settlement surfaced from the gray: low houses stitched together by lines of 
washing, a well with a bucket that creaked, fences built by hands that argued with splinters 
and were better for it. A wooden sign leaned at a forgiving angle: Thornbridge. 

They were seen long before they arrived. People stepped from doorways, sleeves rolled, eyes 
bright with suspicion and curiosity—two cousins who attend the same weddings. A woman 
with soil on her palms came forward first. 

“You’ve come from inside,” she said. 

“We’ve come from forgetting,” the silver-haired woman answered. 

The farmer’s gaze traveled over the faces and stopped on the string around Eryon’s wrist. She 
nodded once, as if recognizing a password that refused to be written. 

“You can stay,” she decided. “If you work. If you tell the truth. If you do not try to sell us 
anything.” 

“We have nothing for sale,” Eryon said. “Only the weight we refuse to lose.” 

“Good,” she replied. “We are tired of weightless visitors.” 

They were shown a field cottage whose roof let in a polite rain. The floor offered a draft that 
reminded ankles of the body’s place in the world. A hearth waited, cold and reasonable. 
Selene set down the chalk as if it might bruise the table. Eryon opened the rucksack and 
placed the bread, the blanket, the tin cup. Tools for continuation, not yet for living. 

“Water first,” the farmer said, handing him a yoke as if initiating him into a ritual both ancient 
and obvious. “Grief drinks.” 



They worked until their hands learned this soil’s grammar. The bucket taught rhythm. The row 
taught patience. The hoe taught humility. Eryon’s back complained the way a body 
complains when it has been respected too suddenly; he listened and continued. 

At noon, bells—real ones—called the village to the commons. The sound was not an 
emergency. It was a summons to being there. 

Thornbridge met like this for births, storms, gossip, and grief. Today the topic was rumor: 
Eternals are leaving their glass and wandering the border roads. Some came to trade; 
some to watch; some simply to be near the noise of lives that argued and failed and forgave. 

“They bring no harm,” a man said, his beard grayer than his hands. “They bring no help either.” 

“They bring a question,” someone else offered. “What are they looking for?” 

“A window,” the farmer said. “Into a room they’ve locked from the inside.” 

Eryon stood when the murmurs thinned. “In the city,” he began, “they told us sorrow is an 
error in the code. Out here, sorrow is a season. It comes; we plant anyway.” 

A woman with a baby at her chest, eyes fierce as new fire, lifted her chin. “What do you 
plant?” 

“Names,” Eryon said. “And the courage to keep them.” 

He told them of the Refuge, of chalk outlines and a river that received the dead without 
requirement. He did not dramatize. He did not sermonize. He spoke like a man giving 
instructions for mending a hinge. When he finished, the village did what good listeners do: it 
moved. 

“Come,” the farmer said. “If you’ve brought names, we have a wall.” 

They led him to the back of the granary—sun-baked clay, pocked and honest. Someone had 
once painted it a municipal color. Wind and weather had corrected the mistake. Eryon took 
the chalk from Selene and waited for the tremor in his fingers to decide whether it wanted to 
become steadiness. It did. He drew a hand—his uncle’s, as he remembered it: a thumb 
nicked by work, a callus where a tool had taught a lesson too thoroughly. 

“Amar,” he said. 

Others added their marks. A grandmother traced the outline of a dog with the kind of 
seriousness that proves love is not measured by species. A child drew a sun as if daring it to 
be kind again. The wall accepted all of it without sorting by importance. 



There are ceremonies that announce themselves with trumpets. Thornbridge’s did not. It 
grew out of people standing shoulder to shoulder until standing itself learned to be more 
than posture. Someone began to hum a tune clumsy enough to be true. The farmer set a 
small stone at the wall’s base. 

“For weight,” she said. “We have a law: every name gets a stone. When we pass, we take 
turns carrying stones for one another. We call it the relay. It makes grief a distance we run 
together.” 

Eryon placed Lin’s note behind his stone, not to hide it but to give it a responsible neighbor. 
The heart remembers. 

That night they ate stew in bowls that had chipped during real conversations. A boy recited a 
poem and forgot a line; the village held still long enough for it to come back on its own. Eryon 
slept on a pallet where straw decided to be a teacher. He dreamed of a field where shadows 
practiced being tall. 

Dawn woke them with roosters that had never considered compliance. Work introduced 
itself again. Underneath the work, a slow education: how to keep time with one another; how 
to argue without exile; how to spend a day and consider it paid. 

News came like weather—arriving in pieces that belonged together only when they were 
done falling. From the south, Eridel had burned a field and re-seeded the ash with patience. 
From the east, Ludor had held a double ceremony—a birth in the morning and a burial at 
dusk—and had used the same bowl for wine in both, to teach children that beginnings and 
endings drink from one cup. From the west, an Eternal had sat all day by a village well and 
watched buckets rise until, at dusk, he placed a hand on the rope and wept without 
understanding why. 

Eryon went where he was asked. He mended a fence in a place called Windturn and learned 
that jokes told against the wind improve the chest. He stood witness in a home where a 
woman labored three days and everyone learned again that courage prefers the stubborn. 
He listened beside an old man whose breath counted backward for a while and then decided 
to stop. 

“What should I do with the stopping?” a granddaughter asked. 

“Carry it,” Eryon said. “The way your back carries your name.” 

He did not heal. He did not save. He kept and taught keeping. 

On the seventh week of exile, they reached Ludor, the village of the two cups. The road there 
ran alongside a river that had persuaded a hill to move slowly over several centuries. The 



people greeted travelers with water before questions. In the square, a loom stood against 
the wall like a machine that remembered it had been a tree. Women and men fed threads 
into it with an attention that made the air choose its words more carefully. 

“What do you weave?” Selene asked. 

“Remembrance cloth,” a weaver said, holding up a strip narrow as a vow. “When someone 
dies, those who loved them give a strand—hair, thread from a sleeve, a pulled fiber from a 
mat used too long. We weave them into a length that passes from hand to hand at the next 
birth.” 

“So the dead touch the living?” Eryon asked. 

“So the living remember their arms are longer than one lifetime,” she said. 

He asked to sit at the loom and was given the weaver’s bench the way a priest is sometimes 
handed a broom: with the understanding that holiness improves when it works. His hands 
learned the shuttle’s path, the foot’s pressure, the patient mathematics of crossing one 
fragile line with another until strength happens. 

A child watched, chin propped on fists. “What’s the cloth for?” she asked. 

“For telling the truth,” Eryon said. “That every person is carried by others.” 

That night, Ludor asked for words. Eryon stood under a tree that refused to be symmetrical 
and spoke without paper. 

“In the city, they say immortality is the absence of endings,” he said. “Out here I have learned 
the opposite: immortality is the presence of continuations. A life continues in the hands 
that hold its tools, in the stories that teach a child where to place a shoulder, in the cloth that 
carries threads forward. Eternal bodies without love are monuments. Mortal bodies with love 
are bridges.” 

Silence followed—good silence, the kind that does not hurry to be filled. Then a woman 
stepped forward with the careful gait of someone protecting a wound. 

“My husband was an Eternal,” she said. “He left the city to watch us. He sits outside my gate 
at dusk and looks at the smoke. Yesterday he asked me what it means to miss someone. I 
told him to wait. Today he asked if waiting is missing. I told him—almost.” 

She looked at Eryon as if he might be qualified to bless trials. “Will he ever learn the last 
word?” 

“I don’t know,” Eryon said. “But I have seen a boy in a clinic mouth shadow. I have seen a 
sister miscount a string back into the world. I have seen hands forget perfection when a cup 



needed drying longer than necessary. If love is a root, even a paved city cannot convince it 
the earth ended.” 

The woman nodded and went away to tend a pot. 

A storm arrived without asking for a place on the agenda. It threw water against roofs and 
flung branches down like petitions. The weavers pulled the loom under an awning and 
laughed at thunder like an old friend who brags and then apologizes. Eryon held a door that 
preferred swinging. He felt the weight of the village lean into his hands and decided weight 
was the body’s democracy: given to all, shared when honest. 

When the storm was done, Ludor smelled like forgiveness. Children ran out to inspect the 
new map the rain had drawn. Someone cheered for a puddle big enough to throw a boat into. 
Selene slipped on the wet and laughed into her own fall, then stood up with a dignity that 
improved her. 

On the road again, they met the first Eternal who asked a question that traveled further than 
politeness. He stood alone by a mile marker and watched the horizon the way a dog watches 
a door. 

“Why do you touch one another when nothing is broken?” he asked. 

“Because nothing is finished,” the silver-haired woman said. 

He considered the sentence as if it were a tool. “I have no words for what I feel when I watch 
you,” he said. “It is like being thirsty with water in my mouth.” 

“That is the beginning,” Eryon told him. “Of returning.” 

“Will it hurt?” the Eternal asked. 

“Yes,” Eryon said. “But you will stop being made of glass.” 

The man nodded and did not follow. But when they glanced back, he had placed his palm 
against the mile marker and left it there as if measuring the stone’s patience. 

They camped that night by a ditch that had remembered an earlier river. Stars began to do 
their old job modestly, then with confidence. The silver-haired woman produced a packet of 
seeds from a pocket no one had seen. She placed them in Eryon’s hand. 

“Plant these when the soil says yes,” she said. “They were given to me by a woman whose 
mother carried them out of a city that thought food came from agreements.” 

“What are they?” Eryon asked. 

“Beans,” she said. “Which is to say: days, climbed.” 



In the morning they found Eridel, the ash-field village, where men and women knelt in black 
soil and spoke to it like a child learning speech. A funeral and a birth shared the day, as in the 
rumor, and Eryon attended both. He held the newborn for a minute and felt the terrifying trust 
of a person that new: the head a weight that teaches wrists the alphabet of careful. At dusk 
he helped lower a woman into ground baked sweet by summer. The same hands performed 
both tasks; the same song altered its steps but kept its feet. 

“Which is harder?” a boy asked at the burial, because boys are licensed to ask the questions 
adults hide in drawers. 

“Both,” Eryon said. “And you must do both well.” 

On the way out, he paused at Eridel’s wall, already layered with outlines. He added a shape 
that looked like a door more than a person—the curve of a shoulder that had carried a yoke 
across three droughts and one marriage. 

He carried Amar again that evening, but the weight had changed. It no longer pulled him 
down alone; it plugged him into a current that ran through other arms. The relay. 

The road bent north, where rumor said a border market welcomed all coins and refused all 
decrees. They reached it at twilight: stalls patched from fabrics that had once clothed saints 
and criminals; barrels smelling of vinegar and courage; voices that argued the price of 
peppers with the enthusiasm of theologians. And there, at the third stall—a familiar face. 

Aelira. 

His sister stood behind a table covered in small, precise tools—needles, clasps, hand-
ground hooks. Her hands moved with an efficiency she had not been taught; rather, re-
learned. The string around his wrist tugged like a fish. 

“Aelira,” he said. 

She looked up. The Serenity on her face did not vanish; it cracked, the way ice cracks not to 
break but to make music. 

“I have been miscounting inventory a great deal lately,” she said, and then, quickly, as if 
embarrassed by her own daring, “I thought I might miscount myself.” 

He stepped forward but did not cross the table’s politeness. “Do you remember me?” 

She exhaled. “I remember remembering you. And that is enough to find the next step.” 

She reached under the table and brought out a red string, twin to the one on his wrist. “I’ve 
been saving the returns,” she said. “People come to market with pockets full of things the 



city told them to surrender. They trade them for spices and soap. I take them at night and 
make a line that circles the stall. When the wind blows, it sounds like a small choir.” 

He laughed, helpless and grateful. They did not embrace; the table between them held 
respect like a bowl. But their shadows crossed and rested for a time in a shape Eryon had 
begun to understand as a sacrament. 

Aelira leaned in. “There are others,” she whispered. “Eternals wandering. Some buy blankets 
they cannot be warm under. Some stand too long by the spice stall and weep without tears. 
If you speak tonight in the square, they will listen. They will hate you for teaching them thirst. 
And then they will bring cups.” 

He spoke that night, not as a leader but as a man who had learned to carry. He placed a stone 
on the platform and explained why. He asked the market to start a wall and to pass a thread. 
He said the sentence that had been following him since the loom: 

“Immortality belongs to love, not to bodies. A body can continue without end and fail to 
live; love can end in the flesh and continue without permission.” 

An Eternal stepped forward, hands shaking the way a leaf shakes when it finally admits wind 
is not the enemy. “If I cannot love,” he asked, “am I already dead?” 

“No,” Eryon said. “You are paused. Press play.” 

“How?” 

He handed the man a stone. “Carry this for someone who cannot carry theirs today. Your 
heart will show up to help your hands.” 

He expected failure. Instead, he watched a miracle that was not a miracle but a law: work 
wakes love. The Eternal took the stone as if it were a newborn secret and set it at the base 
of the market’s first outline. 

They slept under awnings that leaked exactly where stories prefer to grow. In the middle of 
the night, Eryon woke to a sound he could not name. He sat up and realized it was breath in 
chorus—a hundred people sleeping within hearing distance of one another. The city had not 
allowed that sound. It had called it inefficiency. Here it was a lullaby the world had almost 
forgotten. 

At dawn, news came like a trumpet played under a blanket: the Institute had issued a bulletin 
warning of Affective Drift among Eternals at the border. Symptoms included lingering, 
humming, weight-seeking, the urge to keep old objects, and inappropriate tears. 
Recommendations: return; recalibrate; avoid contact with known carriers. 



Eryon laughed—once, sharp. “We are not carriers,” he said to the silver-haired woman. “We 
are remembers.” 

“Both,” she corrected. “Memory is contagious when it is honest.” 

They moved again, a widening circle—Thornbridge to Ludor to Eridel to the market and 
beyond. In each place a wall, a stone, a thread. In each place a sentence slightly altered to 
fit the face that needed it. In each place one Eternal paused longer than manners required. 

On the fortieth day, they reached a ridge from which, on a clear afternoon, you could see 
Veyra’s gleam—small, like a pearl that had mistaken polish for purpose. Eryon set the 
rucksack down and the earth accepted it. He took Lin’s note from his pocket, unfolded it, 
and read the twelve words he had come to understand as a commission: 

They can take me, but not my voice. It is yours now. 

He looked at the map of places his feet had learned and understood that a truth had 
overtaken him quietly while he talked: 

He had not left life behind. He had left the room where life had been told to whisper. 

The silver-haired woman shaded her eyes. “You will have to return,” she said softly, as if 
reading weather. 

“To Veyra?” he asked. 

“To the question,” she said. “And then to the city. A voice that walks away must also walk 
back, or it becomes a legend too light to help.” 

He tied the string tighter around his wrist until it pressed a red circle into his skin like a small, 
stubborn sun. 

“Then we will go back,” he said. “Not to be forgiven. To tell them the law we have learned on 
roads and in rooms without corners: that time belongs to love.” 

They rested. Below them, villages practiced ordinary bravery. Behind them, the market raised 
a wall under a sky that had learned to stop performing perfection. Before them, a river argued 
kindly with a rock until both were improved. 

Eryon closed his eyes and, for the first time since exile, spoke without fear into the place 
where dreams keep their ledger. 

“Lin,” he said, “we are coming.” 

His shadow lay beside him, shoulder to shoulder, already traveling. 



 

Chapter XII — The Revelation 

The return was not a march of armies but a procession of voices. 
They came with chalk and stones, threads and songs, walking back along the roads the city 
had once abandoned. Villages had joined them—Thornbridge with its relay of stones, Ludor 
with its remembrance cloth, Eridel with its ash-fields, the border market with its choir of 
strings. Children walked barefoot, carrying candles cupped in their hands. Old men carried 
outlines traced on fabric. Women carried stories in their throats, ready to be shouted if 
silence threatened again. 

At the front walked Eryon, the red bracelet bright against his wrist, Lin’s words folded in his 
pocket, and the weight of Amar’s stone pressing against his thigh like a second heartbeat. 
His shadow stretched behind him, long and unbroken, as if the sun itself had sworn 
allegiance. 

And ahead, Veyra shimmered—perfect, gleaming, a pearl determined to hide the grain of 
sand inside. 

They stopped at the northern gate. 

Guards in immaculate uniforms stood waiting, their faces calm, their hands steady. They 
raised their palms in a gesture rehearsed a thousand times. “This is a restricted zone,” one 
intoned. “Return to your settlements. Harmony requires separation.” 

Eryon stepped forward, chalk in one hand, stone in the other. He did not raise his voice, but 
the silence around him carried it farther than shouting ever could. 

“We are not here to separate,” he said. “We are here to remember.” 

And he bent, pressing the chalk against the white gate. He drew a hand—rough, imperfect, 
trembling with weight. Then he placed his stone beneath it. 

The guards hesitated. They had been trained for anger, not for grief. One repeated the line as 
though it might grow authority if spoken again. “Return to your settlements. Harmony 
requires separation.” 

But then, behind Eryon, a woman from Thornbridge drew the outline of her child’s face. A boy 
from Eridel laid a pebble at the base. A weaver from Ludor tied a strip of remembrance cloth 
around the gate’s iron hinge. 

And one by one, the walls of Veyra began to gather shadows. 



Inside the city, the Institute noticed. Alarms whispered, then shouted. Drones rose, casting 
sterile light meant to erase imperfection. Loudspeakers declared: “Unauthorized 
markings. Cease immediately. This is disorder.” 

But the crowd did not cease. For every outline washed away by light, another appeared. For 
every candle extinguished, two more were lit. 

And then something unexpected happened. 

The Eternals—citizens of Veyra—began to emerge from their homes, drawn by the murmur, 
the fire, the strange hum of human breath spoken in chorus. They watched as grief and love 
wrote themselves on their perfect gates. Some frowned, confused. Others tilted their heads, 
as if remembering a language they had once spoken. 

And then one Eternal—a woman holding a child whose face bore the flawless Serenity of the 
Upgrade—knelt. She pressed her palm to the gate and traced it with chalk offered by Selene. 
Her voice broke as she whispered, “My mother’s name was Liora. She sang when she baked 
bread.” 

The guards froze. The crowd exhaled as if air itself had been waiting for permission. 

More Eternals stepped forward. A man traced the outline of his dog. A child lit a candle and 
said, “I dreamed of a river.” An old Eternal trembled as tears began to fall—slow, unfamiliar, 
but undeniably real. 

The Institute’s orders crackled over the speakers: “Recalibrate. Remove the disturbance.” 

But the disturbance was no longer outside. It was inside their own citizens. 

Eryon raised his voice. “You told us love was erased. But love remembers. You told us sorrow 
was weakness. But sorrow is proof. You told us eternity was freedom. But eternity without 
love is a prison.” 

He held up Lin’s note, the paper trembling in his fist. “This is the voice you tried to silence. 
She was one of you, and she remembered. She dreamed. She wept. She loved. You cannot 
erase what the heart insists on keeping.” 

The chant began again, louder, stronger than before: 

“We belong to our shadows!” 

The gates, built for defense against violence, had no answer for voices. They shook not from 
force but from resonance, as if grief itself had found a frequency capable of cracking 
perfection. 



The drones hovered uncertain, their beams scattering across the crowd. One by one, 
candles lifted into the light, fire refusing to hide. 

And then the unthinkable: a guard lowered his weapon. Slowly, deliberately, he bent and 
drew his own outline on the white stone. His partner stared, frozen, then did the same. Their 
calm faces cracked into something older, messier, truer. 

The crowd surged forward, not with anger but with presence. They poured into Veyra, filling 
its plazas with outlines, stones, cloth, and fire. The Institute tried to issue commands, but 
the commands faltered as Eternal citizens themselves joined the Keepers, rediscovering 
laughter, tears, embraces. 

Mira stood among them, green dress luminous in the glow of candles. She watched Eryon 
with eyes that wavered, uncertain. For a moment, only a moment, her composure cracked. 
She touched the marble still in her hand and whispered his name—not calmly, not perfectly, 
but with the ache of memory. 

Eryon stepped to her, not to claim but to witness. “It is enough,” he said softly. “Even a crack 
lets light in.” 

By nightfall, Veyra was no longer silent. Its avenues rang with laughter and sobs, arguments 
and songs. For the first time in years, the city pulsed like something alive. 

Dr. Noam appeared on the steps of the Institute, face pale, voice trembling though he tried 
to mask it. “You do not understand,” he shouted. “If love returns, so does loss. If loss returns, 
eternity collapses.” 

Eryon turned toward him. “Then let eternity collapse. Let life rise in its place.” 

The crowd roared—not like soldiers, but like a storm that had remembered itself. 

And in that moment, the Institute’s authority broke—not from violence, but from the 
revelation that love, though buried, had never died. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Epilogue — The True Immortals 

Years passed. Seasons—true ones, not manufactured—came and went. Veyra no longer 
glowed like a jewel under glass; it breathed like a city rediscovering lungs. 

The walls that had once been flawless white were now a living mural of outlines, names, 
stones, and cloth. No attempt was made to clean them. Children played among the chalk, 
tracing new hands over old ones, laughing when their fingers didn’t fit exactly. Lovers added 
outlines together, their shadows overlapping until it was impossible to tell one from the 
other. 

The Institute no longer dictated Harmony. Its halls had been turned into a House of Memory. 
Where once objects were archived as burdens relieved, they now lay displayed with stories 
attached: “This cup was held by Lin, who remembered what it meant to weep.” “This marble 
belonged to Mira, who cracked once, and let the river of love back in.” “This bracelet circled 
the wrist of Kael, whose string traveled farther than his own courage.” 

Eryon aged. He carried wrinkles as Veyra once carried polish. His hair silvered, his hands 
grew calloused from fields, walls, and cradles. He was not worshipped; he was simply 
listened to. He became not a prophet, but a reminder. 

Children asked him, “Why did you refuse the Upgrade?” 

And he answered, always the same: “Because to love is to risk grief, and grief is the proof we 
were alive.” 

They would frown, thinking it unfair, and then laugh again the next day when scraped knees 
reminded them what truth feels like. 

The Eternals who had once believed themselves perfected did not vanish. Some continued 
in Serenity, content with peace even after others chose passion. But many, slowly, quietly, 
allowed their hearts to bleed again. Tears returned first—hesitant, awkward. Then laughter, 
sharp and unpolished. Then love, stumbling, radiant, dangerous. 

Some Eternals died after centuries of living. Their funerals were not tragedies but festivals. 
Walls received their outlines. Cloth received their threads. Stones were passed hand to hand 
in the relay. And the city learned what no upgrade could teach: that endings are how love 
leaves space for beginnings. 

One evening, when his breath had grown shallow and his body finally remembered its 
mortality, Eryon sat by the river with those he loved. The red string still circled his wrist, frayed 
and faded but unbroken. 



“Are you afraid?” someone asked. 

He shook his head. “No. I am heavy.” 

And when his eyes closed, the weight did not vanish. It passed into the hands of those beside 
him, as if grief itself leaned forward and said: Now it is your turn to carry. 

Generations later, Veyra was a city where immortality was no longer sold. People still sought 
health, still healed wounds, still dreamed of longevity—but they no longer bartered love for 
eternity. Children learned that shadows were not errors, but companions. Elders taught that 
sorrow was not weakness, but inheritance. 

And on the gates where once a proclamation had read Immortality is freedom from sorrow, 
new words had been painted by countless hands, letters uneven and therefore perfect: 

“Love is the only immortality worth keeping.” 

 


