
Chapter 41: The Apprentice and the Dust
The boy walked quietly, as instructed.
Boots soft in the dust. Eyes forward. Hands still.
He had asked no questions, but they buzzed behind his forehead like static. The silence of the Red Plains had a way of peeling back even the best-trained composure.
Nadia let him walk. No words. No instruction. That would come later.
Behind them, the domes of Aethon Settlement shimmered in the morning frost. Ahead of them—standing as it had for nearly five decades—was the Obelisk of Red Sand. It caught the early sun like a blade, its shadow stretching eastward toward the hills beyond which Earth floated in the night sky, not blue, but a brownish-black.
Today, that sky was empty.
Today was not about looking up.

The Pilgrimage
Each apprentice made this journey. Alone, but not unguided.
Today it was Leif's turn. Thirteen years Martian-born. Bone-dense. Thin-faced. Always thinking too fast. He had recited the Ten Laws by heart since he was nine. Built his first pressure seal at eleven. He was bright. Promising.
But promise isn’t the same as understanding.
And so, the walk.

Arrival
They approached the obelisk without ceremony. It didn’t need one. The thing announced itself—not by size or splendor, but by presence. The crystalline reliquary in its center shimmered faintly as dust particles shifted inside, agitated by the vibrations of their steps.
Leif stared up, trying to gauge how the loose sand remained suspended. Nadia smiled but said nothing. Everyone tried to solve it, at first. The physics were simple enough. The meaning was not.
She motioned for him to sit.
They lowered themselves onto the stone bench that circled the obelisk like a quiet embrace. The stone was cold, but the boy didn’t flinch. He stared at the chamber. At the dust. At the movement that was always there, even when no one breathed.

Transmission
Nadia waited a full five minutes before speaking. Time enough to let the silence fill in the gaps the boy hadn’t yet noticed.
“Tell me,” she said at last, “what do you see?”
Leif tilted his head. “Sand. It’s moving.”
“Why?”
He squinted. “Vibration. Maybe thermal shift. Or static. Or...” He paused. “Is it... symbolic?”
Nadia chuckled. “Everything is, if you’re paying attention.”
He blushed.
She turned toward the chamber. “When we arrived here, we thought survival was about solving problems. Engineering, chemistry, agriculture. And it was. At first.”
She tapped the stone beneath her. “But this… this was built when we finally understood that problem-solving isn't enough. That chaos isn’t something you fix. It’s something you live beside.”
Leif watched the sand more intently now. “So you left it loose?”
“No,” she said. “Entropy left it loose. We left it honest.”
He looked at her, puzzled.
Nadia continued, slowly, carefully. “Everyone tries to shape everything. The land. The system. Each other. But the more you try to lock things in place, the more violently they collapse. This—” she nodded at the dust, “—reminds us that nothing should be trusted to stay still. Not even truth.”
The boy blinked. “But then... how do we build anything?”
She smiled gently. “With humility. With maintenance. With memory.”


Memory and Dust
Nadia stood and approached the reliquary. The light inside the obelisk refracted through the sand, casting faint red waves on her suit.
“When I was your age,” she said, “we believed we were saving humanity by building machines. By optimizing. Streamlining. Storing. But that belief... it came from fear. The fear of loss. So we tried to conquer decay.”
She placed her palm on the glass. “This,” she whispered, “was when we finally stopped being afraid.”
Leif stepped forward. He was quiet now—not because of discipline, but because of something else. Something heavier.
“They say,” she said softly, “the dust in this chamber has particles from Earth, carried here in cargo and fabric and breath. Mixed with Martian dust collected by hand. That it contains the stories of both worlds.”
“Is that true?” he asked.
She turned to him. “Does it matter?”
He thought for a long time. “Maybe not. If we treat it that way anyway.”
Nadia nodded once. Then she said nothing more.

Initiation
They stayed another hour. She offered no lesson plan. No test. No answers. Only questions.
And when they stood to leave, Leif didn’t look back at the obelisk.
He looked down at his boots—at the sand that clung to the treads. At the dust that shifted slightly beneath each step.
And for the first time in his short life, he felt its weight.
Not its resistance.
But its patience.

