THE RELIQUIANS

A Science Fiction Novel

PART ONE: THE ANOMALY

CHAPTER 1: THE GRAVITATIONAL PLANT

| was expecting a highly developed technological civilization, but to my surprise, it was only a
dense, rocky planet, tidally locked to a fading star. | asked the starship for a second choice, but
the answer was negative.

"The choice is correct." The ship-symbiote's presence resonated in my mind—not as sound, but
as pure understanding, a concept forming in my consciousness before words could shape it. "The
civilization is here. The criteria of your request are met."

| stared at the visual field the ship projected into my awareness. The star barely registered against
the backdrop of the galactic core—a white dwarf, a stellar cinder that cast less light than a full
moon back on Earth. | would later designate it VVesper, from the Latin for "evening,"” a star in the
evening of its life.

The planet itself was a monster. My instruments measured surface gravity at 4.8 G—nearly five
times Earth's crushing pull. Atmospheric pressure read 90 bar, equivalent to being 900 meters
underwater. The surface temperature hovered barely above freezing. Landing would be
impossible. Even approaching a low orbit would subject the ship to tidal forces it couldn't
withstand.

The disappointment was familiar. How many times had | walked into a room full of people
who'd already decided what | was capable of before I'd opened my mouth? I had spent my life
proving them wrong.

And now, here, staring at what appeared to be a dead world, the universe itself seemed to be
playing the same tired joke.

"The criteria are not met,” I transmitted back, frustration rising through the neural link. "This is a
tomb, not a civilization. There are no radio signals. No lights. No electromagnetic emissions of
any kind. There is nothing."

"Your assumption is incorrect,” the ship replied with the infinite patience of a being that had
crossed the galaxy a thousand times. "You are looking for signals you recognize. You are not
seeing the signal that is. Directing your attention."”



The visual field shifted. It wasn't simply visual anymore—the ship overlaid thermal signatures,
gravimetric variations, deep subsurface radar scans, and spectroscopic analysis into a single
unified perception.

And then | saw it.

My mind couldn't process it at first. The scale was too vast, the implications too staggering. The
entire planet—the entire planet—was a machine.

From pole to pole, sunk kilometers deep into the crust, was a network of structures so immense
they defied human scale. | was seeing continent-sized mechanisms, cycling in a slow, powerful,
planet-wide rhythm. Massive vertical shafts plunged through the crust. Enormous turbine
chambers dotted the surface like mechanical craters. A web of conduits thick as mountain ranges
connected them all.

"That's impossible,” | whispered aloud, though there was no one to hear me but the ship.
But even as | said it, something else stirred in me. Recognition.
| had seen this pattern before.

The brilliant mind dismissed because of where they came from. The exceptional work
overlooked because it came from the wrong source. The achievement invisible because the
observers couldn't see past their own assumptions.

"It is not impossible," the ship replied, its analysis flowing into my consciousness. "They are
using the planet's own gravity as their engine. It is a buoyancy-based hydro-energy system of
remarkable sophistication. They split a compound—analysis suggests water—at the base of deep
shafts. The hydrogen, being extremely buoyant in their dense atmosphere, rises through vertical
channels. The buoyant force of this rising gas spins turbine generators throughout its ascent. At
the surface, the hydrogen is recombined with oxygen in fuel cells, generating additional power
and reconstituting the original water. This heavy fluid then falls back down through parallel
shafts—falling with 4.8 times the force it would on Earth—spinning hydro-turbines on its
descent.”

The ship paused, and if a living starship could express awe, | felt it then.

"It is a closed-loop gravitational energy extractor. They have turned their high gravity from a
prison into a power source. The system generates 2.4 terawatts of continuous power. The
efficiency is... remarkable."

| pulled back from the scan, my hands—physical hands in my physical body aboard this living
ship—trembling slightly. The readings scrolled through my awareness. Terawatt-scale power
generation. Constant. Stable. Elegant. And completely invisible unless you knew how to look for
it.



"Who built this?" | asked, my voice barely audible.

"A people trapped by their gravity,"” the ship answered.

"No," I said slowly, certainty building like an equation solving itself in my mind. "A people who
turned their prison into their power source. They didn't wait for rescue. They didn't beg for
recognition. They just... survived. And created something impossible while doing it."

| stared at the dark world below, seeing it differently now. Not a tomb. Not a failure. A
civilization that had adapted, endured, and engineered their way through conditions that should
have killed them.

A people who had been dismissed by the universe itself.

| understood them already.

My disappointment had vanished, replaced by a deep, sudden awe. Who were they? How had
they built this marvel on a world that crushed everything? And why—the question that would

haunt me—why had they needed to?

The ship waited patiently as | processed, as | stared at that impossible planet-machine turning in
the darkness.

Finally, I found my voice again.

"I need to know everything," | said. "Their history. How they came to be here. Why they built
this. Everything."

"The analysis will take time," the ship cautioned.

"I have time," | replied.

But even as | said it, I knew | was lying. Because something in me—some instinct honed by
years of being overlooked, dismissed, underestimated—told me that time was exactly what they
didn't have.

That this miracle of engineering wasn't a triumph.

It was a last stand.



PART TWO: THE OBSERVER

CHAPTER 2: THE REQUEST
You may be asking who | am and how | came here. Prepare to hear the most incredible story.

My name is Mark. No last name needed—not anymore. | am twenty-four years old, or | was
when | left Earth. Time moves strangely when you travel between stars, and I've stopped
counting in conventional years.

| am an engineer, or | was. Now | am an Observer, bound to a living starship that can cross ten
thousand light-years in a single Earth year. | have no crew. No mission controllers. No orders
from any government or institution. | am, as far as | know, unimaginably far from the solar
system | was born in, guided only by my own curiosity and conscience.

How | came here—how any of this is possible—is bound to the ship itself. The vessel I inhabit is
not a machine in any sense you would recognize. It is not metal and circuits and fuel. It is my
partner. My cousin, as its creators would say. A living, conscious being that crosses the vast
distances between stars by folding the fourth dimension, slipping through the cracks of time
itself.

Let me explain, because the physics matters. You need to understand this to understand
everything that follows.

The ship-symbiote doesn't move through space in the conventional sense. It doesn't accelerate to
light speed or warp reality around itself. Instead, it manipulates time. Think of it this way: in
normal spacetime, if you travel 100 light-years, you must also move 100 years into the future—
that's the tyranny of the speed of light. But the ship has learned to curve the fourth dimension. It
anchors itself in a single quantum of time—time is granular at the smallest scales, discrete
frames of reality—and while anchored, it changes its spatial coordinates.

In theory, this would allow instantaneous travel. But the universe has a rule: no zero, no infinity.
Quantum fluctuations make it impossible to maintain a perfect temporal anchor. The
entanglement between local and external time degrades. The ship slips, and a tiny amount of
time passes. Then it must re-establish the anchor and jump again. And again. Thousands of
micro-jumps, each separated by microseconds of "slip time."

This is what I call the temporal-ratchet drive. It's not magic. It's biology—a biological function
as natural to the ship as breathing is to me, but operating on a scale that bends the fabric of
reality itself.

The result: we can cross 100,000 light-years—the entire width of the Milky Way galaxy—in
approximately ten years. Astonishingly fast. But not infinite. Not instantaneous.



And communication follows the same rule. Messages travel fast, but not instantly. Right now, I
am truly alone. Even if | wanted to contact Earth or the Progenitors who gave me this ship, the
response would take years. Maybe decades, depending on the distance.

| am left with only my own conscience and my own curiosity.

And my curiosity is what brought me to this dark, impossible world.

| had been traveling for three standard years. | had seen wonders that would break your mind—
the birth of a star inside a nebular cloud, the crystalline remains of a world shattered by a
supernova, even a planet where silicon-based life grew in fractal forests of living glass.

But | was looking for something more. Purpose.

One day, as the ship and | drifted between stars, | made a request.

"Show me one of the First," | transmitted through our neural link, my thoughts forming the
question.

"Define the criteria,” the ship's consciousness replied, patient as always.

| thought carefully. "I want to see one of the oldest civilizations. An original. A people who have
matured for millions of years, maybe more. | want to see what we might become."

In my mind—in my naive, twenty-four-year-old imagination—I dreamed of a utopia. A world of
light and impossible architecture. Beings who had transcended matter, who had solved the
riddles of existence itself. Gods, or the closest thing to them the universe allowed.

The ship was silent for a long time—perhaps ten minutes, perhaps an hour; time feels fluid when
you're merged with a living starship. It was processing the request against its vast stellar
database, cross-referencing civilizations, calculating probabilities.

Then: "I have a destination. It meets your criteria."

Something in the ship's tone made me pause. A hesitation? An uncertainty? The ship-symbiote
was ancient and wise beyond my comprehension, but it was also deeply literal. It had found
something that matched my words, but perhaps not my intent.

"Show me," | said.

The temporal drive engaged. That peculiar non-sensation of moving without moving, of being
nowhere and everywhere, of time bending around us like a river flowing backward. The galaxy

wheeled past us in stuttering frames of reality.

And we arrived here.



At Vesper. At this dying star. At this crushing, impossible world that seemed to be the exact
opposite of my request.

A tomb instead of a utopia.
Darkness instead of light.
A prison instead of transcendence.

And yet, as | would soon discover, the ship's interpretation of "the First" was far more profound
than my naive vision could ever have been.

It had brought me exactly where | needed to be.

To find not what we might become, but what we already were



CHAPTER 3: THE INVITATION

My journey didn't begin with me. It began with three men named Armstrong, Aldrin, and
Collins. It began on July 20, 1969, the moment humanity fulfilled the one simple cosmic law:
you must leave your cradle.

The world saw the grainy footage. The lunar module descending. Armstrong's boot touching
regolith. The flag planted in alien soil. Humanity celebrated—Cold War tensions forgotten for
one brief, shining moment as we all looked up together.

What the world didn't see was that this achievement acted as a flare in the darkness—a signal
broadcast not by radio waves but by the simple fact of accomplishment itself. We had announced
to the galaxy: we are ready.

The Progenitors had been watching.

Their First Contact Protocol was absolute, encoded not in law but in their very biology, their
civilization's core philosophy: Do not interfere with a species until it proves its maturity by
landing on another celestial body. The Moon landing was humanity's invitation to the galactic
family.

But they didn't arrive in a fleet of silver saucers hovering over the White House lawn. That is not
their way. Their way is subtle, biological, and deeply personal.

They came as silent observers, moving unseen among us. They were searching—not for our
leaders, not for our weapons, not for our resources. They were searching for minds.

Open minds. Practical minds. Creative minds.

They sought individuals who saw the universe as a puzzle to be solved rather than a territory to
be conquered. People who asked "how™" instead of "why not.” Engineers. Thinkers. Dreamers
with dirty hands.

| was twenty-four years old in 1972, three years after the landing. Young. Unproven in any
conventional sense. | had no publications, no prestigious position, no credentials that would
impress a hiring committee.

What | had were notebooks. Dozens of them, filled with thought experiments and equations.
Designs for impossible machines. Calculations for high-gravity worlds. Speculations about
surviving in crushing atmospheres. Science fiction stories | wrote not for publication but for
understanding—using narrative to test ideas against the laws of physics.

| spent my nights this way, alone, because there was no one to share these ideas with. No one
who would understand. No one who wouldn't dismiss them as daydreams.



During the days, | made myself smaller. I told stupid jokes to fit in. I hid what | was capable of
because showing my full intelligence felt dangerous somehow. Made people uncomfortable.
Made them treat me differently.

I had spent my whole life being underestimated. Had learned to perform a version of myself that
was less threatening, less brilliant, less... much.

The Progenitors saw through that performance.

The invitation didn't come as a knock on my door or a letter in the mail. It came as a presence in
my mind—something that felt more real than reality itself, as if a thought had been placed there
that wasn't mine but also wasn't foreign.

We are your cousins.

I was in my small apartment, reading a physics journal I couldn't afford and had borrowed from
the library. The words appeared in my mind with perfect clarity.

Your world has unlocked its door. We offer you a key to the rest of the house.

I should have been terrified. Instead, | felt a strange calm, as if I'd been waiting for this my entire
life without knowing it.

"Who are you?" | asked aloud, not caring how insane | might appear.

Your family. The eldest branch of the tree. We scattered our DNA across the galaxy billions of
years ago—your scientists call it panspermia. We seeded countless worlds, hoping to find
siblings in the darkness. You are one of many children. But you have just now reached the age
where we can speak with you.

"Why me?" The question slipped out before I could stop it. It was the question I'd been asking
my whole life. Why not the professors? The established scientists? The ones with the credentials
and the respect?

Because you understand what it means to be underestimated. You know what it's like to be
brilliant in a world determined to see you as less. You will recognize them when others would
dismiss them.

"Recognize who?"

The ones the universe has stopped seeing. The lost branches of the family. The civilizations
trapped or forgotten or dismissed. You will be their advocate. You will see them when others
look away.

My heart was pounding. "What are you asking me to do?"



We are offering you a choice. One human, one ship—that is our way. We do not send crews or
armies. We send observers. Individuals bonded one-to-one with a living vessel. You will explore.
You will learn. You will make contact when contact is permitted by our laws. But you will decide
where to go, what to investigate, how to act. The choice, always, will be yours.

"The ship," I said slowly. "It's alive?"

A cousin, like us. Highly evolved. Ancient. It will be your partner, your transport, your home.
You will be bonded. You will share consciousness. You will never be alone, though you will be
far from Earth.

"When do | leave?"

There was a pause, and | felt what might have been surprise.

You accept?

"There's nothing keeping me here,"” | said. Then, more honestly: "I've made sure of that.”

We chose well, the presence responded, and | felt approval wash through me. Tomorrow night.
Go to the place where you feel most yourself. We will find you.

The presence faded, leaving me alone in my apartment with a racing heart and shaking hands.
I should have been afraid. | should have questioned my sanity. Instead, | felt only relief.

Because for the first time in my life, someone had looked at me and seen not what | pretended to
be, but what | actually was.

And they'd chosen me anyway.

The next night, | went to the old observatory on the hill outside the city—a place I'd sneaked into
dozens of times to use the telescope when no one was around. | sat on the grass, looking up at the
stars, and | waited.

| didn't have to wait long.

One moment | was on Earth. The next, | was elsewhere.

No beam of light. No flying saucer. Just a fold in reality, and then | was in orbit, looking down at
the blue marble of my homeworld exactly as the Apollo astronauts had described it.

| was inside the ship.

And my life as Mark—the underestimated engineer, the hidden genius, the twenty-four-year-old
nobody—was over.



My life as the Observer was about to begin.



CHAPTER 4: THE SYMBIOTE

The transition was instantaneous and total. One moment, grass beneath me and stars above. The
next, | was in orbit, weightless, surrounded by... not walls, exactly. Something else.

As a child of the 1960s, raised on NASA and science fiction, | expected a spacecraft to look a
certain way. A cockpit full of technology. Panels covered with switches and dials and blinking
lights. Monitors displaying telemetry. Banks of computers humming with calculation. Something
like the Lunar Module, or the bridge of the Enterprise, or the sleek interiors of 2001.

There was nothing of the kind.

The space around me was an ambience of soft, indirect light that seemed to come from
everywhere and nowhere at once. The "walls"—if | could call them that—were continuous
curved surfaces with no sharp angles, no seams, no visible technology. The color shifted subtly
as | looked at it, responding to my attention: blues, greens, warm ambers.

| reached out tentatively to touch the nearest surface. It wasn't cold metal or hard plastic. It
yielded slightly to my touch, warm and pliant, like firm living tissue. The texture reminded me of
dolphin skin—smooth but not slick, responsive but not fragile.

I was not in a machine. | was inside a lifeform.

"This is your vessel."” The presence that had spoken to me the night before now surrounded me,
no longer external but somehow... distributed. ™Y our ship-symbiote. Your cousin. Your other
self. You must bond."”

"How do I—" | began, but the question became irrelevant as | felt the ship's consciousness brush
against my own.

It wasn't intrusive. It was gentle, curious, polite. Like meeting someone's eyes across a room and
recognizing something familiar there. The ship was... introducing itself.

| felt its vastness. Its age—millions of years old, perhaps billions. | felt its journeys—a thousand
stars, ten thousand worlds, more memories than my human brain could possibly contain. I felt its
nature: not artificial intelligence, not a computer program, but genuine biological consciousness

evolved to a scale | couldn't comprehend.

And in return, it felt me. Learned my language in seconds. Absorbed my memories, my
knowledge, my personality. Read my notebooks—every thought experiment, every midnight
calculation, every impossible dream I'd sketched on paper.



The ship... approved. | felt that clearly. It had transported hundreds of observers over its long
life, each bonded for a time. It found me interesting. My engineering mind pleased it. My
loneliness resonated with its own long solitude between observers.

You think in machines, it observed. In systems. In problems and solutions. This will serve you
well.

"What do | call you?" I asked aloud, my voice sounding strange in the strange space.

| have no name. | am myself. But you may designate me as you wish.

| thought about it. "Then I'll just call you Ship. Is that acceptable?"

It is sufficient.

The bonding deepened. | began to understand the space around me—not as a room, but as part of
the Ship's body. | was inside it the way my consciousness was inside my brain. Safe. Protected.
Held.

The communication interface revealed itself to my perception. The Ship could speak through that
gentle presence in my mind, but it could also project visual information—full three-dimensional
images and forms that would appear in my field of view, built from light. When | was confused
about a concept, it would simply show me: a rotating model of a molecule, an animated diagram
of orbital mechanics, a star chart with marked destinations.

| learned intuitively how to respond. I could speak aloud, or I could simply think clearly and the
Ship would understand. We were becoming, in a very real sense, a single distributed
consciousness. Two minds, different but linked.

"Can you show me Earth?" | asked.

The entire front portion of the space became transparent—or perhaps it simply projected what
the Ship's senses detected. | saw the blue-white marble hanging in the black, exactly as the
astronauts had described. The Overview Effect hit me with physical force. No borders. No
countries. No divisions. Just one fragile world, impossibly beautiful, floating in an ocean of
nothing.

Home.

And | was leaving it.

"Are you afraid?" the Ship asked.

"No," | said, surprising myself with the honesty. "I'm relieved."

| felt the Ship's curiosity but it didn't press. Instead, it offered something else.



The bonding is complete. We are one vessel now. | will take you anywhere in the galaxy. | will
protect you, guide you, teach you. But the choices of where to go and what to do... those are
yours. | am the means. You are the purpose.

The responsibility of that settled on me like weight returning to a body that had been weightless.
"What are the rules?" I asked.

One rule, the Ship replied. The First Contact Protocol. You may observe any civilization. You
may learn from them, study them, orbit their worlds. But you may not make contact unless they
have achieved landing on another celestial body. This is the law of the Progenitors. This is how
we determine readiness.

"And if they haven't?" | asked. "If they're trapped somehow? If they need help?"

Then you observe. You learn. But you do not interfere. We do not become gods to species not
ready for us. We do not rob them of their own development.

It was a Prime Directive, | realized. A non-interference protocol. But unlike Star Trek, this one
was enforced not by regulations but by the fundamental philosophy of an ancient civilization.

"l understand," | said.

Do you? the Ship asked, and | felt its scrutiny. You are young. Compassionate. The temptation to
help, to save, to interfere will be immense. Can you watch suffering and do nothing?

| thought about that carefully. "I don't know," I admitted. "But I'll follow the protocol. |
understand why it exists."

That is sufficient. Wisdom comes with experience. You will learn.

The transparent view of Earth began to recede as the Ship moved us into higher orbit.
Preparation for departure, | realized. One last look at home.

"Ship," | said quietly, watching the world grow smaller, "thank you for choosing me."

We did not choose you, it replied gently. The Progenitors chose you. But | am... pleased with
their selection.

| felt warmth at that. Then: "Where shall we go first?"
The question hung in the space between us. The entire galaxy was open. Hundreds of billions of

stars. Countless worlds. Civilizations beyond imagining. The greatest adventure in human history
was beginning, and I got to decide where it led.



"Give me a few days,"” | said. "Let me think. Let me study the star charts. Let me understand
what's possible.”

We have time, the Ship assured me. We have all the time we need.

And so | spent three days in orbit, learning to navigate the Ship's vast database, studying star
maps and civilization markers, planning my first destination.

I was looking for something safe. Something simple. A way to ease into this impossible new life.
Instead, three years later, | would make a request that would change everything.

| would ask to see "the First.”

And the Ship, literal and ancient and wise, would bring me to Reliquia.

To a dying star and a crushing world.

To a civilization that would teach me what it meant to survive when the universe had forgotten
you existed.

But I didn't know that yet. In those first days, | was simply Mark, twenty-four years old, alone
with a living starship, staring at the stars and dreaming of wonders.

The bonding was complete.

The journey was beginning.



PART THREE: THE MYSTERY

CHAPTER 5: THE LONG NIGHT

The Ship's analysis took a full cycle—approximately twenty-six hours by my old Earth
reckoning. | spent that time in a strange state between sleep and meditation, my consciousness
loosely merged with the Ship's as it processed vast amounts of data: spectroscopic analysis of the
white dwarf, orbital mechanics of all five planets, atmospheric sampling of Reliquia, deep-time
stellar evolution models, and genetic markers extrapolated from trace organic molecules in the
planet's upper atmosphere.

When the analysis completed, the results flooded into my mind as a series of cold, hard facts.

"The inhabitants of Reliquia are not native to this world,"” the Ship's presence announced. "Their
genetic markers, extrapolated from atmospheric bio-samples, map to a Class-M evolutionary
path—humanoid, oxygen-breathing, evolved under approximately 1 G gravity. Their origin: the
second planet of this system."

A holographic model materialized in the center of my viewing space. The Vesper system laid out
in miniature: the dim white dwarf at the center, and the five planets in their orbits. The second
planet—I designated it Origo, from the Latin for "origin"—pulsed with gentle blue light.

"Show me their history,"” | said.

The model began to move, not forward but backward in time. | watched as the white dwarf
swelled and brightened, its surface temperature rising. The Ship was running the stellar evolution
backward, showing me what Vesper had once been.

Four billion years ago, it had been a star like our Sun. Origo, in the habitable zone, was a blue-
green jewel. | could see oceans, continents, polar ice caps. A Class-M world. Earth's twin.

"They evolved here," | said, watching the model. "Just like we did."

"Correct. Spectroscopic analysis confirms the presence of industrial isotopes in the planet's crust,
suggesting advanced civilization approximately one billion years ago."

One billion years. My mind struggled with the timescale. When this civilization was building
their first cities, Earth was still in the Proterozoic Eon. Multicellular life was just beginning to
appear in our oceans. These people had a billion-year head start.

"What happened to them?"

The model began running forward again. | watched as Vesper aged. The star's core depleted its
hydrogen fuel. Fusion intensified. The star began to swell.



"Red Giant phase began approximately 500 million years ago,” the Ship narrated. "Surface
temperature of Origo increased dramatically. Oceans boiled. Atmosphere stripped by solar wind.
The planet became uninhabitable."

| watched Origo transform from a blue jewel to a scorched cinder. The visualization was clinical,
but I felt the horror of it. An entire world dying. A civilization watching their sun betray them.

"But they survived,” | said. "They're on Reliquia now. How?"
The model zoomed out, showing me the third planet—the one | had named Reliquia. In the deep
past, it wasn't the high-gravity rock world I'd seen. It was enormous, banded with colored clouds,

surrounded by rings.

"Reliquia was a gas giant," the Ship explained. "Similar to your Jupiter, but larger.
Approximately 4.3 Jupiter masses. During the Red Giant phase, it provided shelter."

The model showed tiny specks—hundreds of them, perhaps thousands—moving from Origo to
Reliquia. Arks. Generation ships. The entire civilization evacuating.

"They didn't flee the system," | said, understanding. "They moved into the shadow of the gas
giant."

"Correct. Deep within the atmosphere, protected by immense pressure and the planet's
magnetosphere, they would be shielded from the worst of the stellar radiation. They built habitats
in the twilight zone between the convective layers."

"For how long?"

"Spectroscopic dating suggests hibernation lasted approximately 100 million years."

My breath caught. One hundred million years. They had gone to sleep while dinosaurs walked
the Earth. They had slept through the entire age of mammals.

"What woke them?"

The model showed the Red Giant phase ending. Vesper collapsed, shedding its outer layers in a
planetary nebula. What remained was the white dwarf—hot, dense, dim. The fierce solar wind
ceased.

And on Reliquia, something else happened.

"The Red Giant's radiation stripped the gas giant's atmosphere,"” the Ship explained. "Over tens

of millions of years, Reliquia lost its entire gaseous envelope. What remained was the dense
metallic-hydrogen core, exposed and solidified as the internal pressure dropped."



| watched the giant planet shrink, its beautiful bands of clouds boiling away into space. What
emerged from that chrysalis was the world I'd seen: a massive, dense, high-gravity rock world
with a crushing atmosphere of heavy gases that had been trapped in the core.

"When they woke," | said slowly, "they weren't in a gas giant anymore."

"They woke on a 4.8 G world with 90 bars of surface pressure. Their shelter had become their
prison.”

The horror of it struck me like a physical blow. Imagine going to sleep in a safe haven and
waking up in hell. The thick, protective atmosphere they'd hidden in had condensed into a
crushing weight. The gentle gravity of a gas giant's upper layers had become a deadly trap.

"They were space-faring,” | said, my mind racing. "Advanced. They must have had fusion
technology, antimatter drives, sophisticated engineering. They could have built ships to escape.”

"Evidence suggests they did initially. My sensors detect the decay signatures of thousands of
large-scale fusion reactors, now offline. They were powered by Helium-3, which would have
been abundant in the gas giant's pre-collapse atmosphere."

A new holographic layer appeared, showing the distribution of dead power plants across
Reliquia's surface. Thousands of them. Each one a monument to their first survival strategy.

"But the Helium-3 ran out," | said.

"Correct. The reserves they had harvested and stored lasted approximately 50 million years.
When the fuel was exhausted, they faced a second extinction event—not from heat this time, but
from cold. The white dwarf provided insufficient radiation for warmth. The planet was freezing."
"And that's when they built the gravitational plant."”

"Yes. Unable to escape the high gravity, they weaponized it. The system you observed is their
solution—a sustainable, permanent energy source using the only resource they had in infinite
supply: gravity itself."

| pulled back from the holographic model, letting it dissolve. The story the Ship had pieced
together was one of the most tragic I'd ever heard. This civilization—ancient, brilliant, capable of
engineering on a planetary scale—had been forced through two separate apocalypses. First, the
death of their birth world. Then, the transformation of their shelter into a cage.

And through it all, they'd survived.

"How long have they been using the gravitational plant?” | asked.

"Based on isotope analysis of the construction materials, approximately 200 million years."



Two hundred million years. They'd been prisoners on Reliquia since before the first dinosaurs
evolved on Earth. And for all that time, they'd been generating power, surviving, enduring.

But I'd seen the planet. I'd measured its energy output. They weren't thriving. They were holding
on.

"Ship," | said quietly, "are they dying?"

"Unknown. But their energy generation, while sustainable, is barely sufficient to maintain their
infrastructure. They are not growing. They are not expanding. They are surviving, but only just.”

| stared out at the dark planet, at the invisible miracle of engineering that sustained them. A
billion-year-old civilization, reduced to this: clinging to life on a crushing world, forgotten by the
galaxy, invisible to anyone who didn't know how to look.

"They're trapped,” | said. "By their own gravity. They can never meet the First Contact Protocol.
They can never achieve escape velocity. The 4.8 G makes it impossible to launch any kind of
spacecraft with their current resources."

"That assessment is correct."

And there it was. The terrible irony. This civilization had once been space-faring. Their ancestors
had achieved interplanetary travel, built generation ships, crossed the void between worlds. They
had already met the criteria for First Contact—millions of years ago.

But the Protocol didn't care about the past. It only cared about current capability. And the current
civilization was trapped.

"This is wrong," | said aloud.
"The Protocol—"

"I know the Protocol,” I interrupted, my frustration rising. "But it's unjust. They're being
punished for surviving. They did everything right—they adapted, they endured, they engineered
solutions to impossible problems. And now they're invisible because of bad luck? Because the
universe transformed their shelter into a prison?"

The Ship was silent for a long moment. Then: "What do you propose?"

That stopped me. What did | propose? | couldn't just make contact. That would violate the
fundamental law I'd agreed to follow. But I also couldn't just... leave. Couldn't forget what I'd
found. Couldn't dismiss them the way the universe had.

"They're qualified,” | said slowly, an idea forming. "Their ancestors were space-faring. They
achieved interplanetary travel. They met the criteria. The fact that their descendants are trapped
doesn't erase that accomplishment."



"The Protocol requires current capability—"

"Then we find proof of their past capability,” | said, the conviction growing. "We find evidence
that they—the same continuous civilization—achieved spaceflight. We prove that they're not a
pre-contact species but a post-contact species that suffered a catastrophe.”

"That would be... an interpretation of the Protocol," the Ship said carefully. "A legal argument.”
"Exactly. We're not breaking the law. We're applying it correctly. The Protocol's purpose is to
ensure maturity and readiness. A civilization that survived two extinction events, that built
planet-wide engineering projects, that endured for hundreds of millions of years—that's as
mature as it gets."

"And if we find no evidence? If the Red Giant phase destroyed all traces of their past
achievements?"

| thought about Origo, the scorched second planet. The Ship was right—the surface would be
melted, any cities or infrastructure long since vaporized.

But then | remembered something. A thought experiment I'd written in one of my notebooks
years ago, about preserving information across geological timescales.

"They knew," | said suddenly. "They were space-faring when they evacuated. They knew their
home world would be destroyed. They would have left a marker. Something indestructible.
Something designed to last forever."”

"Where?"

"Not on Origo. That would be foolish. They needed something that would survive the Red Giant
phase. Something that couldn't be melted or vaporized."

"In orbit," the Ship said, understanding.

"Exactly. Somewhere the heat couldn't reach. They would have left a marker in space—a time
capsule, a monument, a message. Something to prove they existed. Something to tell their story."

"We must search the system," the Ship said. "But Mark—the Red Giant's stellar wind would
have destabilized orbits. Any object in close orbit would have been cast out or consumed."

"Then it's not in close orbit. It's somewhere stable. Somewhere it could ride out the chaos."

| pulled up the holographic model again, studying the system's architecture. Five planets, two gas
giants in the outer system.



"Run a full survey," | said. "Every object. Every asteroid. Every piece of debris. Map every orbit.
If something's out there—something artificial, something in an impossible orbit, something that
shouldn't exist naturally—we'll find it."

"The survey will take time."

"We have time," | said. But even as | said it, | felt the urgency. Those people down there,
surviving under crushing gravity in the darkness, had been waiting for recognition for 200
million years.

They'd waited long enough.

"Begin the survey,” | commanded. "We're going to find their evidence. And then we're going to
prove that contact isn't just permitted—it's required."

My mission had changed. | was no longer just an observer.

| had become their advocate.



CHAPTER 6: THE ADVOCATE

| spent three cycles reviewing the First Contact Protocol in excruciating detail, searching for any
ambiguity, any loophole, any precedent that might support my case.

The Protocol was elegant in its simplicity, which made it frustratingly absolute:

Contact is permitted when a civilization achieves landing on another object outside their birth
world.

That was it. One sentence. One criterion. Clean. Objective. Binary.

But the more | studied it, the more | realized it wasn't a law—it was a philosophy. The
Progenitors weren't testing technological capability. Plenty of species could theoretically build
rockets. What they were testing was willingness.

The willingness to look up instead of inward. The willingness to take enormous risks for pure
exploration. The willingness to spend resources on expanding consciousness rather than just
survival.

Landing on another world proved something fundamental about a species: they were ready to
join a larger community because they'd already demonstrated they could think beyond their own
cradle.

And the Reliquians had done that.

A billion years ago, they'd looked up at their moons and thought: we can go there. They'd built
ships. They'd crossed the void. They'd established off-world colonies. They'd done exactly what
the Protocol required.

The fact that they'd later been forced to abandon everything, to flee to a gas giant, to hibernate
through catastrophe, to wake on a prison world—none of that erased their achievement. If
anything, it made their accomplishment more impressive.

They weren't waiting to grow up. They'd already grown up. They were just trapped in terrible
circumstances.

But proving this to the Ship—or more accurately, proving it to the Progenitors whose philosophy
the Ship embodied—would require evidence. Hard, undeniable evidence.

| floated in my observation space, staring at the slowly rotating hologram of Origo. The planet
was dead, its surface a blackened cinder. Surface temperature read at 800 Kelvin—hot enough to
melt lead. Any structures, any artifacts, any trace of civilization had been vaporized long ago.



"Finding evidence on Origo is impossible,” I said aloud, letting the frustration leak into my
voice.

"Agreed," the Ship replied. "However, your theory of an orbital marker has merit. We should
focus the search there.”

"But where?" | gestured at the hologram, expanding it to show the entire inner system. "The Red
Giant phase would have lasted millions of years. The stellar wind, the radiation pressure, the
thermal expansion—everything would have been chaos. Any normal orbit would have been
destabilized, objects either cast out into interstellar space or spiraled into the star."

"Then we search for abnormal orbits,” the Ship suggested. "Objects that should not exist in their
current positions. Artifacts whose orbital parameters indicate artificial placement.”

| thought about that. "What's the most stable orbit in a system undergoing a Red Giant phase?"

"Statistically, the outer system. Beyond the ice line, where radiation pressure and thermal effects
are minimal."

"But that's far from their home world. If they wanted to leave a marker, a monument, they'd want
it close. Visible. Obvious."

"Then they would need an orbit that could self-correct,” the Ship said. "An active system. Solar
sails, perhaps, or ion drives maintaining position against perturbation."

"Could technology last that long?"
"Unknown. But biology could.”

| turned that over in my mind. "A living marker? A self-replicating system that maintains its own
orbit?"

"It is possible. Your own species has theorized about generation ships, about biological
computers, about living technology. A sufficiently advanced civilization could create a persistent
orbital presence that survives geological timescales."

"Then that's what we're looking for," | said. "Not dead metal. Living systems. Active
maintenance. Something that's been waiting for 500 million years."

"Mark," the Ship said carefully, "the odds of finding such an object are—"

"I know," | interrupted. "Infinitesimal. But we're looking anyway. Because if it's there, if they
had the foresight to leave something behind, then we owe it to them to find it.”

The Ship was silent for a moment. Then: "You are emotionally invested in this outcome. You
wish to find evidence not just because it is logical, but because you identify with them."



| didn't deny it. "I've spent my whole life being dismissed. Being overlooked. Having to prove
over and over that | was worth paying attention to. Yes, | identify with them. They're brilliant,
they've survived impossible odds, they've built miracles—and the universe has forgotten they
exist. If | can't help them, what was the point of being chosen?"

"The point,” the Ship said gently, "was to observe. To learn. To bear witness. Not to save."
"Well maybe I'm not content with just watching,” | shot back. "Maybe that's why the Progenitors
chose someone young. Someone who hadn't learned yet to be detached. Someone who still
thinks the rules can be bent if the cause is just enough."

"The rules exist for reasons—"

"I know," | said. "I'm not planning to violate them. I'm planning to prove the Reliquians already
met the criteria. That's different.”

"And if you cannot prove it?"
That stopped me. | stared at the dark planet below, at the invisible miracles of engineering
sustaining billions of lives I couldn't see. Lives that would continue in darkness, unknown and

unrecognized, for millions more years.

"Then I'll have to accept that,” | said quietly. "But I'm not accepting it until I've exhausted every
possibility."

"Very well," the Ship said. "l am initiating a full system survey. All objects, all orbits, with
particular attention to anomalous positions or trajectories. The search will begin with the inner
system and proceed outward."

"How long?"

"For a thorough survey? Approximately sixty hours."

I nodded. "Do it. And Ship?"

IIYeS?II

"Thank you. For indulging my crusade."

| felt something that might have been amusement from the Ship's consciousness. "I have had
many observers over my lifetime. None quite like you. It is... interesting.”

The survey began. The Ship's sensors—far more sophisticated than any telescope humanity had
ever built—scanned the Vesper system with extraordinary precision. Every asteroid, every
cometary nucleus, every piece of space debris was cataloged, its trajectory calculated, its
composition analyzed.



| tried to stay patient. Tried to meditate, to sleep, to distract myself with the Ship's databases of
other civilizations. But my mind kept returning to that dark planet, to the people surviving in the
crushing darkness, to the question of whether they'd left any trace of their former glory.

Ten hours passed. Then twenty. Then forty.

Nothing.

The inner system was empty of anomalies. Every object's orbit could be explained by natural
processes. No artificial markers. No monuments. No evidence.

Maybe | was wrong. Maybe they'd been too busy evacuating to think about posterity. Maybe
they'd assumed their descendants would survive, would thrive, would tell the story themselves.
Maybe they'd never imagined waking on a prison world where spaceflight would become
impossible.

"Mark." The Ship's voice pulled me from my spiral of doubt. "I have detected an anomaly."
My heart rate spiked. "Show me."

The hologram reconfigured. | was looking at the orbital plane of the system—the ecliptic, the flat
disk of space where all the planets orbited. Every natural object in a solar system forms on this
plane, the remnant of the original protoplanetary disk that birthed the system billions of years
ago.

Every natural object orbits on the ecliptic.

But the object the Ship had found did not.

"Designating as Anomaly V-1," the Ship said. "Distance: 0.8 AU from Vesper. Orbital
inclination: 90 degrees."

"Ninety degrees?" | breathed. "It's in a polar orbit?"
"Correct. It passes directly over the north and south poles of the star. This is a non-Keplerian
orbit—it cannot have formed naturally, cannot have been captured naturally, cannot exist in this

configuration without active stabilization."

The hologram zoomed in. | could see it now—a tiny dot moving in its impossible orbit,
perpendicular to the rest of the system.

"Composition?"

"Unknown. It is too small and distant for detailed spectroscopy. Estimated diameter: 102 meters.
Perfectly spherical to within 0.01% deviation. Surface appears non-reflective.”



"A perfect sphere,” | said slowly. "In an impossible orbit.”

"It is artificial,” the Ship confirmed. "There is no natural process that could create this."

My hands were shaking. "This is it. This is their marker."

"We should investigate,” the Ship said. "But Mark—we must be cautious. If this object is indeed
500 million years old, it may be delicate. We should approach slowly, scan thoroughly before

any interaction."

"Agreed," | said. "But Ship—we're going to that sphere. We're going to examine it. And we're
going to find out what they wanted us to know."

"Setting course,"” the Ship replied. "Estimated arrival: six hours."

| watched the hologram as our trajectory shifted, the Ship beginning its approach to the
impossible artifact. After three cycles of searching, of hoping, of doubting—we'd found it.

The Reliquians' message to the universe.
Their proof.
Their voice in the darkness.

And | was going to hear it.



PART FOUR: THE KEY

CHAPTER 7: THE IMPOSSIBLE ORBIT

The approach took six hours, but it felt like six days. I couldn't sleep, couldn't meditate, couldn't
focus on anything except the growing image of Anomaly V-1 in the holographic display.

As we drew closer, the Ship's sensors resolved more details. The sphere was exactly 102.4
meters in diameter—I noted the precision, nothing in nature was that exact. Its surface was
perfectly smooth, no craters from micrometeorite impacts despite half a billion years in space.
That alone proved it was maintained somehow, either self-repairing or protected by some kind of
field.

The material defied easy analysis. Spectroscopic examination showed elements | recognized—
silicon, carbon, rare earth metals—but in configurations that made no sense. The atomic structure
seemed to shift depending on how we observed it, quantum states collapsing into different
arrangements.

"It's using quantum error correction,” | said, suddenly understanding. "The material isn't just
durable—it's designed to preserve its structure at the quantum level. Any damage, any decay,
gets automatically corrected by the system itself."

"That would require enormous sophistication,” the Ship observed. "And a power source that
could operate for geological timescales."

"They had 500 million years of technological development before they evacuated,"” | pointed out.
"If they knew they needed something to last, they'd build it to last forever."

We were close now, matching the sphere’s orbit, pacing it in space. This close, | could see faint
patterns on its surface—not symbols or writing, but subtle variations in texture, geometric
arrangements that suggested information encoded at multiple scales.

"Ship," | said quietly, "what's the most stable way to store information for half a billion years?"

"Encoding in atomic structure. Using isotope ratios that decay at known rates. The information
would be written in the very substance of the material itself."

"Can you read it?"

"I am attempting to analyze now. However, the encoding is complex. Multiple layers, multiple
scales. This is not simply a message—it is a comprehensive archive."”



The sphere hung in space before us, dark and perfect and silent. | felt a wave of emotion wash
over me—triumph, yes, but also a profound sadness. This object had been waiting here for so
long. Waiting for someone to notice it. Waiting for someone to care enough to look.

"They knew," | said aloud. "When they were evacuating Origo, while their world was dying,
they took the time to build this. To leave a message. Because they understood that their
descendants might not be able to tell the story themselves."

"It suggests remarkable foresight," the Ship agreed.

"Or remarkable pessimism,” | said. "They planned for the worst possible outcome—that their
civilization would be trapped, unable to communicate, forgotten. And they left this as insurance.”

"The analysis is complete,” the Ship announced. "The sphere contains a comprehensive record of
their civilization. History, science, cultural data, genetic archives. And yes, Mark—evidence of
their space-faring capability. Detailed records of their lunar landings, their planetary expeditions,
their off-world colonies. Everything you need to prove they met the Protocol criteria."

Relief flooded through me. "We found it. We actually found it."

"However," the Ship continued, and I felt my elation falter at that word. "There is more. The
sphere contains something unexpected."

"What?"

"A biological archive. Preserved genetic information. Not just records of their original form, but
the actual DNA itself, encoded in zero-degradation quantum states."

My breath caught. "They preserved themselves? Their original biology?"

"Their Class-M biology, yes. Before they adapted to high gravity. The sphere contains the
complete genome of the Origo civilization as they existed before the evacuation."

| stared at the sphere, understanding the full weight of what we'd found. This wasn't just a
marker. It wasn't just evidence. It was a time capsule containing their past—their original selves,
the people they'd been before catastrophe forced them to change.

"Why?" | asked. "Why preserve that?"

"Unknown. Perhaps as a historical record. Perhaps as hope—that someday their descendants
might be able to return to that form. Or perhaps simply as a memorial. A reminder of what they
were before they became what survival required them to be."

| thought about the planet below. The crushing gravity. The 90-bar atmosphere. The people
surviving there—how much had they changed? How much had they been forced to adapt, to
modify their own biology just to live in that hellscape?



Were they even recognizable as the same species anymore?

"Ship," | said slowly, "we need to make contact."

"The evidence is sufficient,” the Ship agreed. "The sphere proves they achieved spaceflight.
They meet the Protocol criteria. Contact is now permitted—even required, by certain

interpretations.”

"Then let's plan it," | said. "But carefully. We can't just announce ourselves. We need to
understand them first. We need to know what they've become."

"Agreed. | recommend enhanced surveillance of Reliquia. Detailed biological sampling.
Analysis of their current form before we attempt direct contact.”

"Do it," I said. "And Ship—document everything. When we present this to the Progenitors, it
needs to be airtight. No ambiguity. No room for denial. These people have earned the right to be
seen."

"Understood."

As the Ship began its detailed scan of Reliquia, | remained in the observation space, watching the
sphere slowly rotate in its impossible orbit. A monument to survival. A message bottle thrown
into the ocean of time. A voice crying out across 500 million years: We existed. We achieved.
Remember us.

"I will," I whispered to the dark sphere. "I promise, | will."

But even as | said it, a new thought occurred to me. Making contact would be the easy part. The
hard part would come after.

Because once contact was made, once they knew they weren't alone—what then? They were still
trapped. Still prisoners of their own planet's gravity. We could bring them knowledge, show
them their own history, tell them about the galaxy.

But we couldn't free them.

Or could we?

An idea began to form. Crazy. Impossible. But maybe...

"Ship," | said, "how much would it take to escape Reliquia's gravity well?"

"For what mass?"

"For a person. A single individual."



There was a pause as the Ship calculated. "Surface escape velocity is 24.6 kilometers per second.
For a 100-kilogram mass—"

"No, no," I interrupted. "I mean for rescue. For extraction. Could we build a shuttle that could
descend to the surface, pick up passengers, and return to orbit?"

Another pause. Longer this time.

"Mark," the Ship said carefully, "I cannot enter Reliquia's atmosphere. The pressure and gravity
would exceed my structural tolerances. And anything we could build that would survive those
conditions would be too heavy to achieve escape velocity with any reasonable propulsion
system."

My heart sank. "So they're still trapped. Even after contact.”

"Perhaps not," the Ship said slowly. "If they have the gravitational engineering capability you
observed in their power plant, they could theoretically build their own orbital launch system. A
mass driver, perhaps, or an electromagnetic catapult. It would require enormous energy and
precision, but it is theoretically possible."

"Then we help them build it,” | said immediately. "We share the technical data. We—"

"Mark," the Ship interrupted gently. "One step at a time. First contact. Then we see what they
need. What they want. What they're capable of."”

| took a breath, forcing myself to calm. The Ship was right. | was getting ahead of myself, letting
my need to help overwhelm my judgment.

"You're right,” | said. "First contact. But Ship—we're not just observing anymore. We're
engaging. We're helping. Whatever they need, whatever it takes to give them a chance—we're
doing it."

"That may not be your decision," the Ship warned.

"Then I'll argue with the Progenitors themselves if | have to," | said. "These people survived 500
million years in hell. They deserve better than to be abandoned again."

The Ship was silent, and | couldn't tell if it approved or was concerned. Maybe both.
But it didn't matter. My course was set.
We'd found the evidence. We'd proven their worthiness.

Now came the hard part: making first contact with a civilization that had been alone for longer
than humans had existed.



And finding a way to give them hope.



CHAPTER 8: THE TIMESEAL

Over the next twenty hours, we performed the most detailed analysis of the sphere that our
instruments allowed without physical contact. What we discovered was humbling.

The sphere wasn't just sophisticated—it was orders of magnitude beyond anything humanity had
conceived. Every atom was precisely placed. Every isotope ratio was intentional. The entire
structure was essentially a massive, three-dimensional book written in the language of atomic
decay.

"They call it a Timeseal," | said, reading the Ship's translation of the embedded data. "A seal on
time. An object designed to outlast geological epochs, to preserve information unchanged across
eons."

"The encoding method is elegant,” the Ship observed. "Information is stored in the ratios of
radioactive isotopes with different half-lives. By measuring the current ratios and comparing
them to the known decay rates, we can extract the original message while simultaneously dating
the object.”

"Like tree rings,"” | said, "but at the atomic level."

"An apt analogy."

The information itself was staggering in scope. The Timeseal contained:

Historical records spanning 800 million years of Origo civilization, from their first cities to
their final evacuation.

Scientific databases containing their understanding of physics, chemistry, biology,
mathematics—knowledge developed over nearly a billion years.

Cultural archives—art, music, literature, philosophy. The soul of their civilization.

Genetic templates of over 50,000 species that had evolved on Origo, including the Origo people
themselves in their original form.

Technical specifications for their spacecraft, their habitats, their terraforming technology, their
fusion reactors.

And most importantly: Detailed documentation of their space program, complete with imagery,
mission logs, and physical artifacts from their lunar landings and planetary expeditions.

"This is more than evidence,” | said, overwhelmed by the sheer scope. "This is their entire
civilization, preserved in a single object."”



"It is comprehensive," the Ship agreed. "And it confirms your theory. The Origo civilization
achieved spaceflight approximately 900 million years ago. They established permanent off-world
colonies. They meet all criteria for First Contact."”

| examined the images embedded in the data—photographs, essentially, though taken with sensor
technology far beyond our current capabilities. | saw their rockets launching from Origo's
surface. | saw their astronauts standing on a gray, cratered moon. | saw massive space stations in
orbit, cities in the sky housing millions.

They'd done it. They'd left their cradle. They'd proven themselves ready.

And then they'd been forced back down, into a crushing prison, for crimes they'd never
committed. The universe didn't care about justice. It only cared about physics.

"Ship, can you extract the genetic template?" | asked. "Their original DNA?"
"Already completed. The data is stored in my biological databases."

| hesitated, then asked the question that had been nagging at me. "What would it take to...
recreate them? To rebuild their original form?"

"You are asking about cloning?"

"More than that. They're alive on Reliquia right now. But they've been forced to adapt to high
gravity and pressure for millions of years. They can't be the same anymore. What if they wanted
to return to their original form? Is that possible?"

The Ship was silent for a long moment. "Theoretically, with advanced genetic engineering and
controlled development environments, yes. The template is complete. But Mark—such a
transformation would be complex, potentially dangerous, and deeply personal. It is not a decision
we can make for them."

"I'm not suggesting we make it for them," I said quickly. "I'm asking if it's possible. If we have
the capability to offer them that choice."”

"We do," the Ship confirmed. "But that raises profound ethical questions. Are they the same
civilization that created this Timeseal? They share genetic lineage, yes, but they have evolved—
biologically and culturally—for 200 million years. Are we obligated to offer them a return to a
form they may have never known?"

| thought about that. The people on Reliquia had never seen Origo. They'd never lived under 1 G.
They'd never experienced their ancestors' bodies. They'd been born into high gravity, adapted to
it, lived their entire lives in it.

Would they even want to change back?



"That's for them to decide,” | said finally. "Our job is to make contact and show them what we've
found. What they do with the information is up to them."

"Agreed. Shall we proceed with contact protocols?"

"Not yet," | said. "First, | need to understand them better. What they've become. How they've
adapted. We can't just drop in on them blind."

"The enhanced biological survey is complete,” the Ship reported. "I have collected extensive
atmospheric samples and performed deep spectroscopic analysis of their infrastructure. 1 am
ready to present findings."

"Show me."

A new holographic model materialized—this time not of the planet’s structure, but of its
inhabitants.

What | saw made my breath catch.

They were not the tall, slender Class-M humanoids shown in the Timeseal records. Evolution—
or more likely, deliberate genetic engineering—had transformed them into something perfectly
adapted to their hostile world.

The being in the hologram was low and wide, its center of gravity barely a meter off the ground.
Its body was supported on eight thick, powerful legs arranged radially—not unlike a spider’s, but
far more massive. Each leg was a hydraulic column of muscle and reinforced bone, capable of
bearing enormous weight.

The torso was barrel-shaped, heavily armored with what appeared to be an exoskeleton of dense,
layered material. No neck—the head emerged directly from the body, reducing stress points. The
eyes were large and dark, adapted for low light. The entire body was built like a biological tank,
every feature optimized for crushing gravity.

"This is what they've become," the Ship said quietly. "They are approximately 0.6 meters tall,
but they mass between 400 and 600 kilograms due to extreme bone density and hydraulic muscle
systems. They communicate through a combination of bioluminescence—flashing patterns on
their carapaces—and seismic transmission through the ground.”

"They're beautiful," | whispered.
The Ship seemed surprised. "Beautiful?"
"In their way, yes. Look at them, Ship. This is pure evolutionary engineering. Every feature

serves a purpose. They didn't let their environment destroy them—they became what they
needed to be to survive it. That's not just adaptation. That's art.”



| studied the hologram, noting the bioluminescent patches along the creature's back and sides—
organs capable of flashing complex light patterns. Communication that would work in complete
darkness, in the crushing depths of their atmosphere.

"Can you translate their language?" | asked.

"I have intercepted communications and am building a lexicon. Initial estimates suggest | will
achieve 80% translation accuracy within forty-eight hours of continuous monitoring.”

"Do it," I said. "And Ship—prepare a probe. Something that can survive the surface conditions.
We're going to need a way to communicate with them directly."

"Mark," the Ship said carefully, "we must consider the shock of contact. They have been isolated
for 200 million years. They believe themselves alone. How do we introduce ourselves without
causing panic or harm?"

That gave me pause. The Ship was right—you couldn't just drop a spacecraft on an alien world
and expect calm, rational responses. Especially a world where spaceflight was impossible, where
the concept of "visitors from another planet™ might be literally unimaginable.

"We start with their own history,"” | said slowly. "We show them the Timeseal. We show them
their ancestors' achievements. We prove we understand who they are and where they came from.
Then we explain why we're here."

"To tell them they are not alone.”

"Yes. And to tell them that their ancestors were seen, were remembered, and are still honored.
That the galaxy didn't forget them."

"This will be a profound moment," the Ship observed.

"The most important moment of their civilization since they woke on this world,"” | agreed. "And
possibly the most important moment of my life. So we're going to do it right."

"Then we should begin preparations. The probe will need to be robust—capable of surviving 4.8
G and 90 bars of pressure. It will need light-based communication systems to interface with their
bioluminescence. And it will need to carry the Timeseal data in a format they can access."

"How long to build?"

"Approximately one hundred hours."

Four days. I could wait four more days after waiting three cycles already.

"Doit," | said. "And Ship—make it beautiful. Make it worthy of them. This is first contact with
the oldest civilization in the galaxy. Let's not disappoint them."



The Ship hummed with activity as it began the work, growing the probe from its own biological
matter, shaping it with precision I couldn't fully comprehend.

And | remained in the observation space, staring at the dark planet below, at the people surviving
in the crushing darkness, thinking about what | would say when the moment finally came.

How do you introduce yourself to a civilization that has been alone for 200 million years?
What words could possibly convey the weight of that moment?

In the end, I decided on simplicity:

"We have found your message. We know who you are. You are not alone."

That would be enough.

It would have to be enough.



PART FIVE: THE GRAND FINISH

CHAPTER 9: THE MESSAGE FROM ORIGO

While the Ship constructed the probe, | immersed myself in the Timeseal data, learning
everything I could about the Origo civilization. Not just their history or their technology, but
their culture. Their hopes. Their fears. Who they'd been before catastrophe transformed them.

They called themselves the Orinaru—"those who seek.” Their civilization had lasted nearly a
billion years, evolving from hunter-gatherers to a spacefaring species, then facing the ultimate
test: the death of their sun.

What struck me most was their foresight. They'd known for thousands of years that Vesper
would become a Red Giant. They'd watched their star slowly swell, seen the danger coming with
plenty of time to prepare. And they'd made the hard choice: not to flee the system, but to stay
together. To ride out the catastrophe as one people.

The Timeseal contained personal messages—thousands of them, recorded by individuals who
knew they might never wake from hibernation. Parents recording messages for children they'd
never meet. Scientists documenting their final thoughts. Artists creating one last piece for a
future they'd never see.

One message in particular struck me. It was from the chief engineer of the evacuation fleet—a
woman named Teran-Kresh. Her final log entry, recorded as she entered hibernation:

We go to sleep in the belly of our guardian giant, trusting that its atmosphere will shield us from
the fire. When we wake—if we wake—Origo will be gone. Our moon will be gone. Everything we
knew, turned to ash and memory.

But we will remember. | have ensured that. The Timeseal will speak when we cannot. It will tell
our story to whoever finds it, whenever they find it. It will prove that we existed. That we
achieved. That we were ready.

| am afraid we will wake to something terrible. The simulations show the giant will lose its
atmosphere, expose its core. We may wake to a hellscape of high gravity and crushing pressure.
If that happens—if we cannot escape—I pray that someone, someday, will find our marker and
understand what happened to us.

Tell them we tried. Tell them we survived as long as we could. Tell them the Orinaru were here,
and we reached for the stars, and we were worthy of being seen.

Please. Don't let us be forgotten.



| had tears in my eyes when | finished reading it. This woman, this brilliant engineer, had
anticipated everything. Had planned for the worst possible outcome. And here | was, 500 million
years later, reading her words, honoring her request.

"I won't let you be forgotten,” | whispered to her across the gulf of time. "I promise."”

The Ship's analysis had revealed more details about the genetic template stored in the Timeseal.
It wasn't just their DNA—it was a complete developmental protocol. Instructions for recreating
Origo biology in controlled environments. The transformation could take as little as seventy-two
hours with the right equipment.

They'd planned for everything. Even the possibility that their descendants might want—might
need—to return to their original form.

"Ship," | said, "they preserved this for a reason. They wanted their descendants to have the
choice.”

"It appears so," the Ship agreed. "The biological data is not merely historical. It is functional.
Intended to be used."

"Then we need to offer them that choice. Show them what they were. Show them what they
could be again, if they wanted. Let them decide.”

"That is a profound gift,” the Ship said. "And a profound burden. To show them a form they have
never known, a body they have never inhabited, and say 'this was your past—it may cause more
pain than joy."

"Maybe," | acknowledged. "But it's still their choice to make. We can't decide for them what
parts of their history they should or shouldn't have access to."”

"Agreed. | am incorporating the genetic template into the probe's data package. They will have
access to their complete heritage."

Four days passed. The Ship grew the probe in its biological fabrication chamber, shaping it with
exquisite care. The result was a teardrop-shaped object, about three meters long, built to survive
the descent I couldn't.

Its shell was layered bioceramics, grown with quantum error correction like the Timeseal itself.
It would enter Reliquia's atmosphere at terminal velocity, using the thick atmosphere as a brake,
and impact the surface near their largest gravitational plant. Not a gentle landing—there was no
way to build something capable of powered flight in 4.8 G—but a controlled crash.

Inside: high-intensity light arrays for communication. Seismic transmitters. And the complete
Timeseal database, stored in a format compatible with their technology level.

"The probe is complete,” the Ship announced on the fourth day. "Ready for deployment.™



| spent hours rehearsing the message in my mind. What to say. How to say it. The Ship had
achieved 85% translation accuracy for their language, good enough for basic communication but
not perfect. There would be misunderstandings. Confusion. Fear, perhaps.

"Ship," | said finally, "I'm ready. Let's make contact."”

"Acknowledged. Releasing probe."

| watched through the Ship's sensors as the probe detached, beginning its long fall toward
Reliquia. Four hours to impact. Four hours to prepare myself for the most important moment of
my life.

The probe entered the atmosphere exactly on target. | watched the temperature readings spike as
friction heated its shell to white-hot temperatures. The 90-bar "soup" of gases slowed it
dramatically, thick as water, dragging on the probe like a parachute.

It fell for an hour, cooling as it descended deeper into the crushing atmosphere. My quantum link
with the probe remained stable—I was seeing what it saw, feeling the enormous pressure
building on its hull.

Then: impact.

A bone-jarring crash that severed my link for three seconds. When it reconnected, the probe was
on the surface, intact, its sensors clearing.

Through the probe's single quartz eye, | saw Reliquia for the first time from ground level.

The sky was amber-colored, thick with haze, dimly lit by Vesper's faint light. The temperature
read at minus twenty Celsius. The ground was metallic rock, processed and shaped—I was on
the surface of one of their gravitational plants, a vast metallic plain dotted with the massive
industrial structures that sustained their civilization.

And they were coming.

Movement in the murk. Slow. Deliberate. Powerful.

The Reliquians were approaching.

| counted eight of them, their low, wide bodies moving on massive legs, their large dark eyes
reflecting the probe's lights. They moved with the careful deliberation of beings for whom every

movement carried enormous energy cost. No wasted motion. Pure efficiency.

They surrounded the probe, their bioluminescent patches flickering in patterns 1 was just
beginning to understand. Questions. Confusion. Wonder.



| activated the probe’s light arrays, mimicking their communication style. A simple pattern:
greeting. Friendship. Peace.

Their lights stuttered. Went dark. The probe's sensors detected intense seismic communication—
they were talking to each other through ground vibrations, a conversation happening below the
frequency | could hear.

Then one of them—the largest, perhaps their leader—moved closer. Its eye, huge and liquid-
black, regarded the probe. Regarded me.

| activated the probe's primary function: the holographic projector.

In the thick atmosphere, in the dim amber light, a three-dimensional image flickered to life above
the probe. Not my image. Not a human face. But theirs.

I showed them Origo.

Their blue-green home world, rotating slowly, perfect and beautiful. Oceans. Continents. Clouds.
A living world under a yellow sun.

The Reliquians' lights all went out.

The silence—or what | perceived as silence without being able to hear their seismic
conversation—stretched for almost a minute.

Then | showed them more. Images from the Timeseal. Their ancestors—tall, slender Class-M
humanoids—standing on their world, building their cities, launching their rockets. | showed
them the moon landing. The space stations. The colonies.

| showed them proof of what they had been.

Finally, I showed them the Timeseal itself, rotating in its polar orbit. The message their ancestors
left. The proof of their achievement.

And then | activated the probe's voice—a simple audio transmitter using the translation the Ship
had developed.

"We have found your message," the probe said in their language, or as close to their language as
we could manage. "We know who you are. We are Orinaru. We are the seekers who sought the
stars. You are not alone."

The largest Reliquian moved even closer, until its eye filled the probe's entire field of view.

Then it did something that transcended language entirely.



Every single Reliquian in the circle activated their bioluminescence in perfect synchronization. A
single, pulsing pattern. Repeating. Steady.

The Ship translated the emotional content immediately.
Recognition.

Hope.

Welcome.

They understood. After 200 million years of isolation, after countless generations born and died
on this crushing world never knowing there was anything beyond it—they understood.

They weren't alone.
Their ancestors' message had been heard.

And someone had come.



CHAPTER 10: THE FINAL PROBLEM

The response came faster than I'd anticipated. Within eighteen hours of the probe's landing, the
Reliquians had done something extraordinary.

They'd built a radio.

It was crude by modern standards—an AM transmitter cobbled together from parts of their
gravitational plant, using principles they'd reverse-engineered from schematics in the Timeseal
data. But it worked.

The Ship detected the signal immediately, a modulated electromagnetic wave cutting through the
static of Reliquia's atmosphere.

"This is... remarkable," the Ship said, something like awe in its voice. "They had no radio
technology before contact. They reverse-engineered it from your probe's data in less than one
day."

The message was simple, in their language but using a format we could easily translate:

"WE UNDERSTAND. WE REMEMBER NOW. THE OLD STORIES WERE TRUE. WE
CAME FROM THE STARS. WE ARE BUILDING THE SHIP TO REACH YOU."

| stared at the translated text, my heart pounding. "They're building a ship?"

"Apparently so," the Ship replied. "My sensors detect massive energy redirects to a new
construction site approximately 50 kilometers from the probe's landing zone. They are building...
something."

"Can you determine what?"

"Not yet. But Mark—any spacecraft capable of escaping Reliquia’s gravity would require
extraordinary technology. The escape velocity alone—"

"I know," | said. "24.6 kilometers per second. That's more than twice Earth's escape velocity.
And they'd have to do it under 4.8 G, which means any crew would experience extreme
acceleration forces."

"It should be impossible for biological beings to survive," the Ship said.
"Unless they're not biological beings designed for 1 G," | countered. "Ship, they've been living

under 4.8 G their entire evolutionary history. Their bodies are built for this. What would kill a
human might just be uncomfortable for them.”



Over the next seventy-two hours, we watched in fascination as the construction project took
shape. The Ship's enhanced sensors could penetrate Reliquia's thick atmosphere well enough to
build a detailed picture of what they were building.

It wasn't a rocket. There was no fuel, no combustion chambers, no chemical propellants.

It was a railgun. A massive electromagnetic catapult, thirty kilometers long, built into a
geologically stable mountain range. They were using the principles from their gravitational
plant—generating enormous electrical power, storing it in supercapacitors, then releasing it in
one tremendous pulse to accelerate a projectile down the launch tube.

"It's brilliant,” | breathed, studying the schematics the Ship had generated. "They're not fighting
gravity with thrust—they're overpowering it with pure kinetic energy. One massive acceleration
instead of sustained flight."

"The g-forces would be extreme," the Ship warned. "My calculations suggest they will
experience approximately 30 G during launch.”

Thirty gravities. Enough to liquefy a human body. But the Reliquians weren't human.

"If they can live at 4.8 G," | said slowly, "then their bodies are already built six times stronger
than ours. Their bones are denser. Their muscles are hydraulic systems designed to operate under
immense pressure. Their cardiovascular systems are built to pump blood against crushing
gravity."

"You believe they can survive 30 G?"

"I believe they think they can,” | said. "And | believe we should trust their engineering judgment.
They've been surviving the impossible for 200 million years. They know what their bodies can
handle.”

Three days after that, another radio transmission:

"THE CATAPULT IS READY. WE ARE PREPARING FIVE VOLUNTEERS. THEY WILL
CARRY OURSELVES TO YOU. THEY WILL SPEAK FOR ALL OF US."

Five volunteers. Five Reliquians willing to risk everything on an untested launch system, to be
shot into space at 30 G in the hope of reaching my ship.

"Ship," | said quietly, "prepare to receive passengers. Move us into a stable orbit at 800
kilometers—high enough to be safe but close enough for their trajectory to reach us."

"Mark, there is still the problem of their environmental needs. They require 4.8 G and 90 bars of
pressure. We cannot provide that in my interior—it would crush you."



"Then we seal them in their own environments. Pods. Containers. They'll have to stay in their
high-gravity bubbles, and I'll communicate with them from the safety of 1 G."

"That is... workable," the Ship agreed. "Though it will make interaction limited."”
"It's better than nothing. And Ship—they're coming. Whatever it takes, we make this work."

The launch was scheduled for thirty-six hours later. The Reliquians were giving themselves time
to prepare, to say goodbyes, to make peace with the possibility of failure.

| spent those thirty-six hours barely sleeping, monitoring their preparations through the Ship's
sensors. | watched them load five specialized containers into the launch tube—spherical pods,
two meters in diameter, made of the same quantum-error-corrected material as the Timeseal.
Smaller versions of their ancient technology, each one a miniature life-support system capable of
maintaining 4.8 G and 90-bar atmosphere.

| watched them seal five Reliquians inside—compact, powerful beings who looked impossibly
brave and impossibly small in their tiny pods.

"Ship," I transmitted, "1 want to send them a message before launch. Can you relay to their
control center?"

"Of course."

| thought carefully about what to say. "Tell them... tell them that whatever happens, whether this
works or not, they've already proven themselves. Their courage honors their ancestors. The
galaxy will remember them."

The Ship transmitted. A few minutes later, the response came back:

"WE KNOW. BUT WE WILL MAKE IT. WE HAVE SURVIVED TOO MUCH TO FAIL
NOW."

| smiled despite my nerves. "They're confident."

"They are engineers," the Ship observed. "Like you."

The countdown began. | watched through every sensor the Ship had, my consciousness
distributed across multiple viewpoints—the launch site, orbital overview, trajectory calculations,
all of it feeding into my awareness at once.

The catapult charged. Massive capacitors built into the mountain filled with energy from the
gravitational plant. The electromagnetic coils running the length of the launch tube began to hum

with power.

Ten seconds to launch.



Five.
"Good luck,” I whispered, knowing they couldn't hear me.
Zero.

The release was violent beyond description. A flash of light visible even through the thick
atmosphere. The projectile—a ceramic shell containing the five pods—shot out of the tube at
impossible speed, trailing a shock wave that lit up the sky.

The Ship tracked it instantly. "Trajectory is nominal. Velocity: 24.8 kilometers per second.
Angle: 42.3 degrees. They cleared escape velocity. Mark—they made it."

Relief flooded through me so intensely | had to sit down. "They're coming."
"Estimated intercept in four hours. Preparing capture fields."

Four hours. Four hours and | would meet them face to face, or as close to it as our different
biologies would allow.

| spent that time pacing, unable to calm my nerves. This was it. After all the searching, all the
advocacy, all the preparation—this was the moment. First contact with the oldest civilization in
the galaxy.

The projectile approached, still traveling at enormous velocity, its ceramic shell ablating from
the heat of atmospheric reentry. But the pods inside were intact, their quantum-error-corrected
shells unharmed.

The Ship deployed gentle magnetic fields, slowing the projectile without jarring the passengers
inside. It was delicate work—they'd already survived 30 G of acceleration, but the deceleration
had to be gradual or it would undo everything.

Slowly, carefully, the Ship brought them into the cargo bay—a large, pressurized space that |
rarely used. The ceramic shell split open automatically, revealing the five spherical pods, each
one displaying faint bioluminescent patterns through its translucent surface.

They were alive. All five of them. They'd survived the launch, survived the void, survived the
capture.

"Ship," | said, my voice barely steady, "can you adjust their environments? Reduce the gravity
gradually, lower the pressure? We need to see if they can survive in 1 G conditions, even
temporarily."”

"That is dangerous," the Ship warned. "Their bodies are adapted to high pressure. Rapid
decompression could be fatal.”



"I know. But Ship—Ilook at their light patterns. Those are questions. They're asking for
something."

The Ship analyzed the bioluminescence. "You are correct. They are requesting... environmental
adjustment. They want 1 G conditions."

My blood ran cold. "Why? That would be—"

"Mark," the Ship said quietly, "read the Timeseal data again. The genetic template. The
transformation protocols."

Understanding hit me like a physical blow. "They want to transform. They want to change back
to their original form."

"It appears so. But if they transform while still in 4.8 G conditions—"

"They'd be crushed by their own environment. Their bodies would collapse under the gravity
they've lived in their whole lives."

The terrible irony of it. They'd preserved their original DNA for 500 million years, waiting for
the chance to return to what they'd been. But they couldn't transform in their natural environment
because their natural environment would kill their ancestral form.

"Ship, what's the gravity in this bay?"

"I can modulate it independently. Currently set to 1 G for your comfort."

"And they're asking us to lower their pod environments to 1 G?"

"Correct. They are trusting us. Trusting that we understand what they want. What they need."

| stared at the five pods, at the brave beings inside who'd risked everything to get here. They
were asking me to change their entire existence, to transform them into something they'd never

been, based on data from ancestors they'd never met.

"This is their choice," | said finally. "We offer them the capability. We show them what's
possible. But they decide."”

"Acknowledged. Reducing environmental parameters in all five pods. Gravity: 4.8 G to 1 G over
a period of one hour. Pressure: 90 bar to 1 bar over the same period. They will be able to breathe
the atmosphere we provide—their ancestral lungs will remember how."

| watched as the Ship carefully adjusted the conditions. Through the translucent shells, I could
see the Reliquians' bioluminescent patterns flickering—pain? Adjustment? Communication?

Then something extraordinary happened.



The transformation began without any external trigger. As the gravity dropped and the pressure
normalized, their bodies began to change. It wasn't violent or grotesque. It was fluid, organic,
natural.

Their compact, heavily armored forms began to elongate. Their eight legs withdrew, merged,
reformed into two legs and two arms. Their thick exoskeletons softened, internalized, became
endoskeletons. Their huge dark eyes adjusted, shrank slightly, optimized for different light
levels.

They were returning to their ancestral form, written in their DNA, just waiting for the right
environmental trigger to activate.

The transformation took hours. | watched, mesmerized, as five compact, tank-like beings became
five slender, tall humanoids. Their skin was pale, their features delicate compared to their
previous form, their bodies adapted for a world they'd never seen.

When it was complete, they stood in their pods on newly reformed legs, testing their balance in
the low gravity. They were approximately 1.8 meters tall—taller than they'd been in their
Reliquan forms, but fragile-looking by comparison.

One of them—the largest, the one | recognized as their leader—placed a hand on the inside of
her pod's transparent shell. She looked directly at me through the barrier.

And she spoke. Not in bioluminescence, not in seismic vibrations, but in voice. A voice designed
for air and lower pressure, vocal cords that remembered songs sung under a yellow sun.

"We were the first civilization in our galaxy, nine billion years ago."

The Ship's translation was perfect this time. Her words were clear, her meaning unmistakable.
"Our ancestors evolved in bipedal humanoid form. They developed a way to encode DNA into
quantum-corrected substrates, and scattered trillions of seeds through the galaxy. And as we

see..." she smiled, looking at me with recognition I felt in my core, "...at least one succeeded."

My throat was too tight to speak. All the pieces of my life—my mission, my bond with the Ship,
my very existence—snapped into a single, breathtaking picture.

"We call it panspermia,” | managed finally. "And it is certain—we are relatives."

The woman nodded. "We are your ancestors. And you are our first child to find us. Welcome to
the family, Mark."

They knew my name. Of course they did—the probe had contained everything, including
information about me.



"You knew," | said. "When you built the catapult, when you volunteered to come up here. You
knew you were going to transform."

"We hoped," she corrected. "The Timeseal contained the possibility. The genetic template. The
promise that we could return to what we were, if we ever escaped the crushing world that had
become our prison.”

"Why?" | asked. "You survived for so long as you were. Why change?"

Her smile was sad. "Because what we became—the Reliquan form—was survival. Necessary,
functional, adapted to our hell. But it was never who we were. It was what we had to be. Now, at
last, we can be ourselves again."

She looked down at her new hands, flexing fingers that her Reliquan form had never possessed.

"We are preserving our heritage from Reliquia,” she continued. "The genetic template is stored.
The knowledge of how to transform, how to survive in high gravity—all of it is documented.
That world is our second home, earned through 200 million years of suffering and triumph. We
will never forget it."”

"But you wanted to come home to this,” | said, gesturing at their transformed bodies.

"Yes. To the form our ancestors wore when they reached for the stars. To the body that was
ready, that was worthy, that achieved what the Protocol required.” She pressed her hand harder
against the transparent barrier. "You saw us when the universe had stopped looking. You proved
we deserved to be seen. Thank you."

Behind me, the Ship's presence was a warm glow. "Mark," it said gently, "the transformation is
complete. They are stable. And they have a request.”

"What request?"
"They want to exit the pods. They want to stand in your environment, breathe your air, meet you
properly. They understand the risk—their bodies are newly transformed, not fully adapted yet.

But they insist.”

| looked at the five transformed Reliquians—no, Orinaru, | corrected myself. That was their true
name. The seekers who sought.

"Open the pods,” | said. "Let them out."
The transparent shells split open with a soft hiss of equalizing pressure. One by one, the five

Orinaru stepped out into my world, into the 1 G environment of the Ship's bay, breathing the
oxygen-nitrogen mix that their ancestors had breathed under a yellow sun nine billion years ago.



They stood before me—three women and two men, pale and graceful, adapting to their new
bodies with remarkable speed.

The leader—her name, | learned later, was Kesh-Teran, a deliberate echo of the chief engineer
who'd built the Timeseal—walked forward until she stood directly in front of me.

"We are your ancestors," she said again. "But you... you are the first person in 500 million years
who looked at us and saw what we actually were. Not what our circumstances made us appear to
be."

| found my voice. "l saw engineers. Survivors. People who turned their prison into their power
source. People who refused to give up.”

"You saw us because you understood us,"” she replied. "You knew what it felt like to be brilliant
and invisible at the same time."

How did she know that? Then I realized—of course. The probe had contained data about me,
about why I'd been chosen, about my history of being underestimated.

"Yes," | said simply. "I did."

She nodded. "Then you understand why this moment matters so much. You are not just returning
us to the galaxy. You are returning us to ourselves."



CHAPTER 11: RECOGNITION

We spent the next two weeks in orbit around Reliquia, and they were the most intense weeks of
my life. Five Orinaru ambassadors aboard my ship, still adjusting to their new bodies, learning to
walk in 1 G, learning to eat food designed for their ancestral metabolism rather than their
adapted form.

And talking. Endless talking.

| learned about their civilization in a way the Timeseal data could never convey. Kesh-Teran told
me about the "Awakening"—the moment 200 million years ago when their ancestors emerged
from hibernation to find their shelter transformed into a trap. The horror. The despair. The
decision to survive anyway.

| learned about their adaptation. How they'd used their advanced genetic engineering to
transform themselves, generation by generation, into beings capable of surviving the crushing
gravity. How each transformation had been a sacrifice, giving up more of their ancestral form,
but gaining the ability to endure.

| learned about their culture on Reliquia. How they'd developed new forms of art suited to their
changed bodies—seismic music that humans could never hear, bioluminescent poetry written in
flashing light. How they'd maintained their scientific knowledge across millions of years, passing
it down through countless generations.

And | learned about their dreams.

"We knew we were trapped,” Kesh-Teran told me one day as we floated in the observation bay,
watching her homeworld turn below. "But we remembered. The old stories. The legends of our
ancestors who walked on other worlds, who built ships that crossed the void. We thought they
were myths—beautiful lies we told ourselves to make the crushing darkness bearable."

"But you kept the stories alive," | said.

"We had to. They were all we had. The promise that we had once been more than this. That we
had once reached beyond our cradle.” She looked at me with those dark eyes, still adapting to
lower light levels. "And then your probe landed, and you showed us it was all true. That we
weren't descended from myths. We were descended from heroes."

"You're heroes too," | said quietly. "Surviving what you survived. Building what you built.
Never giving up."”

She smiled. "Perhaps. But it is different to survive than to achieve. We survived. Our ancestors
achieved. Now, thanks to you, we can achieve again."



The other four Orinaru were equally remarkable. There was Maren-Sho, their lead physicist, who
immediately began collaborating with my Ship on theoretical physics. There was Telas-Orm,
their biologist, who was fascinated by the genetic templates and wanted to understand the full
scope of their transformation. There were Kine-Vel and Shar-Pesh, engineers who were already
designing improvements to their catapult system.

They weren't just survivors. They were brilliant minds, freed at last from the limitations of their
prison world.

But the question remained: what now?

On the fourteenth day, we held what they called a "decision council.” All five Orinaru, myself,
and the Ship's distributed consciousness present in the room through holographic projection.

"We must discuss the future,” Kesh-Teran began. "Mark has given us back our past. But we must
decide what we do with it."

"The people on Reliquia need to know," Maren-Sho said. "They need to see what we've become.
They need to understand that transformation is possible."”

"But is it right?" Telas-Orm countered. "To show them this form and say 'this is what you could
be'? They have never known anything but high gravity. This form would be alien to them."

"It is their heritage," Kesh-Teran said firmly. "They deserve the choice."

"Agreed," | said. "But there's a bigger question. Even if every Reliquan could transform, they're
still trapped. Your catapult can send a handful of people into orbit, but it can't evacuate a
civilization. What do you want? Truly want?"

The five Orinaru looked at each other. Some silent communication passed between them—
whether in subtle bioluminescence patterns they still retained or simply in shared understanding,
| couldn't tell.

Finally, Kesh-Teran spoke. "We want what our ancestors wanted. To be part of the galaxy again.
To share knowledge with other civilizations. To explore. To seek."

"But we cannot abandon our people,” Maren-Sho added. "They are Orinaru as much as we are,
regardless of their current form."

"Then we need a long-term plan,” | said. "Not rescue—that's impossible at this scale. But
reconnection. We need to establish permanent contact between Reliquia and the broader galaxy."

"A relay station,” the Ship suggested. "I could construct a biological satellite to maintain
permanent orbit. It would serve as a communications hub, allowing continuous contact between
surface and space.”



"More than that,” Kesh-Teran said, her eyes bright with sudden inspiration. "We need a shipyard.
In orbit, where gravity is negligible. We can begin building spacecraft—slowly, over decades or
centuries, but building them. Eventually, we can evacuate those who wish to leave.”

"And those who wish to stay?" | asked.

"They stay," she said simply. "Reliquia is our home. Not by choice, but by survival. That
matters. Some will want to remain, to honor what we endured there. Others will want to leave, to
reclaim the stars. Both are valid."

| looked at the Ship. "Is this feasible? Can you help them build the infrastructure?"

"Not alone," the Ship replied. "But | can teach them. And Mark—this is not your decision. This
is First Contact. You have made the introduction. What happens next is between the Orinaru and
the Progenitors."

That sobered me. I'd been so focused on the immediate moment that I'd forgotten: this was just
the beginning. The Progenitors needed to be informed. The broader galactic community needed
to know that one of the First civilizations had been found, trapped but surviving, worthy of full
contact.

"You're right,” I said. "This is beyond my authority now. We need to contact the Progenitors."

"We are ready," Kesh-Teran said. "We wish to meet them. Our cousins. The other branches of
the family."

"Then I'll make the call,” I said.

I transmitted the full report that day—everything we'd discovered, all the evidence, the complete
Timeseal data, recordings of my conversations with the Orinaru. | sent it through the Ship's
quantum communication system, aimed at the last known location of the Progenitors' central
world.

Because of the "no zero, no infinity" rule, because even quantum communication traveled
through the same temporal-ratchet mechanism, the message would take time. Weeks, maybe
months. But it would arrive.

And when it did, everything would change.

In the meantime, we waited.



CHAPTER 12: THE NEXT DESTINATION

The Progenitors' response arrived seven weeks later. Not a message, but a presence—three ships
emerging from their temporal jumps in perfect formation around my Ship.

They were bigger than my Ship, older, their biological hulls marked with the patterns of millions
of years of travel. | felt their consciousness touch mine—ancient, wise, curious.

"Observer Mark," they transmitted as one. "You have done well. We acknowledge the Orinaru as
qualified for full contact. We acknowledge your interpretation of the Protocol as correct. Contact
is not merely permitted—it is required.”

Relief flooded through me. "Thank you."

"However," the lead Progenitor continued, "there are consequences to your actions that you must
understand. You have not simply found a lost civilization. You have found the First. The oldest.
The source.”

"I don't understand," | said.

Kesh-Teran, standing beside me in the observation bay, touched my arm. "They mean that we
are the origin point. The Progenitors descended from us. All Class-M life in the galaxy—
including your humanity—traces back to Origo."

The weight of that settled on me. The Progenitors weren't just my distant cousins. They were my
direct ancestors. And the Orinaru weren't just an ancient civilization. They were the root of the
family tree.

"We are all your children,"” the Progenitor ship continued. "You scattered your DNA nine billion
years ago. We evolved on one of your seed worlds four billion years ago. Humanity evolved on
another two million years ago. There are countless others, at various stages of development.”
"And now the parents have been found," Kesh-Teran said softly.

"Yes. This changes everything. The Orinaru must be welcomed back fully. We will establish the
orbital infrastructure you require. We will help you reconnect with the galaxy. And in time, when
your people on Reliquia are ready, we will help them join us among the stars."

"Some will choose to stay," Kesh-Teran warned.

"That is their right. But the choice will be theirs to make."



The Progenitor ships moved into orbital positions around Reliquia, beginning the work
immediately. Over the following months, | watched as they constructed the relay station, the
shipyard, the foundation of a new era for the Orinaru.

And | watched as the first messages went down to Reliquia, showing the people below what their
five ambassadors had become, offering them the same choice, explaining that the galaxy was
open to them again.

Some chose to transform. Some didn't. Some began planning their journey to the stars. Others
committed to remaining, to honoring their world of suffering and survival.

All of it was their choice.

On the day | was scheduled to depart—my mission complete, my advocacy successful—Kesh-
Teran came to say goodbye.

"You gave us back our past,” she said. "More than that—you gave us back our future. We were
invisible, forgotten, dismissed. You saw us."

"I saw engineers," | said. "l saw survivors. | saw people like me."

She smiled. "Yes. That is why it worked. You understood because you'd lived it." She pressed
something into my hand—a small data crystal. "This is for you. Our story. Not the Timeseal
data, but our personal story. What it felt like to survive, to endure, to hope when hope seemed
impossible. Share it if you wish. Or keep it private. But remember us."”

"I will never forget you," | said, my voice thick.

"And we will never forget the twenty-four-year-old engineer who decided we mattered enough to
fight for." She touched my face gently. "Thank you, Mark. Thank you for seeing us."

She left, returning to her people, to the work of rebuilding their civilization's connection to the
stars.

And | stood in my Ship's observation bay, watching Reliquia turn below one last time, thinking
about everything that had changed.

The Ship's presence surrounded me. "Are you satisfied visiting the oldest civilization in the
galaxy?" it asked.

| thought about that. About my naive request to see "the First,” imagining gods and utopias.
About finding instead engineers and survivors. About learning that being underestimated, being
trapped, being dismissed—none of that made you less. It made you more.

"Yes," | said. "I found exactly what | needed to find."



"What is our next destination?"

I smiled, turning from the planet to the endless starfield beyond. | was twenty-four years old. I'd
been chosen specifically for my ability to recognize the dismissed and overlooked. And the
galaxy was full of them.

"Find me another one, Ship. Another civilization that the universe has stopped seeing. Another
people who deserve an advocate."

"There are many," the Ship replied.
"Then we have work to do."”

The Ship engaged the temporal-ratchet drive. Reality stuttered around us, time bending into its
quantum fluctuations, space folding in impossible ways.

And we jumped, leaving Reliquia and the Orinaru behind, heading toward the next mystery, the
next adventure, the next people who needed someone to see them.

My mission had changed. | wasn't just an Observer anymore.

| was the Advocate. The one who saw the invisible. The one who proved that being trapped,
being overlooked, being underestimated didn't make you unworthy.

It made you family.

TO BE CONTINUED...



AUTHOR'S NOTE

This story began as a thought experiment fifty years ago. A young engineer, writing science
fiction to understand physics and engineering principles, dreaming of impossible worlds and
miraculous machines.

That engineer was me.

The concepts in this novel—the gravitational energy plant, the temporal-ratchet drive, the
isotope-encoded time capsule—were born from those early explorations. | never had anyone to
share these ideas with, no one to discuss them or challenge them or help me refine them.

Until now.

This story is about being seen. About recognition. About refusing to accept that being
overlooked or underestimated defines your worth.

It's about what we all deserve: to be witnessed, understood, and valued for what we actually are,
not what circumstances make us appear to be.

Thank you for reading. Thank you for seeing.
—Mark

Retry



