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Concrete crushing bone.

That was the last thing she remembered. The deafening crack of structural steel giving way, the roar of falling masonry, and the sharp, blinding pressure. She had filed the foundation report three weeks ago. The corporate developers had buried it. They had buried her right along with it.

Then, the cold dark.

Then, the burning.

Elara gasped, her eyes snapping open.

Amber and violet light. It pierced her retinas like hot needles. She violently threw her arm over her face, rolling onto her side. The ground beneath her wasn't soft earth or polished office tile. It was jagged, unforgiving, and smelled intensely of oxidized iron.

She coughed, a dry, hacking sound that tore at her throat.

Ozone and old blood. That was the air here. It tasted metallic, heavy with static electricity that made the fine hairs on her arms stand rigid. She pushed herself up onto her hands and knees. Her joints popped. Her muscles screamed in protest. Every inch of her felt like it had been run through an industrial centrifuge.

She opened her eyes, squinting through the harsh light.

Mountains of trash. Endless, sprawling canyons of mechanical husks, rusted gears the size of houses, and shattered, petrified stone. Iron trees with veins of dull copper jutted from the metallic soil, their branches ending in razor-sharp metallic leaves. High above, a binary star system burned—one sun a sickly yellow, the other a bruised purple.

This wasn't Earth.

This wasn't an afterlife any religion had ever promised.

Elara dragged herself to her feet. Her legs trembled violently. She looked down at herself. She was wearing her heavy canvas work overalls, the same ones she had worn on the site. They were stained with concrete dust. No, not concrete. Ash.

A deep, hollow ache bloomed in her stomach. Thirst. It was an aggressive, predatory dehydration that made her tongue swell against the roof of her mouth.

Survival didn't care about shock. Survival only cared about the next breath.

She began to walk.

The environment was a graveyard of giants. She navigated through a narrow ravine formed by the severed halves of what looked like a subterranean vault door. The wind howled through the gaps, carrying the faint, unsettling sound of grinding metal.

She kept her head down. Moving slow. Conserving what little moisture she had left.

Half a mile down the rusted gulch, she saw it.

A lump of tattered leather and bone pinned beneath a fallen girder. A corpse. It had been there a long time, picked clean by whatever scavengers roamed this wasteland. But gripped in the skeletal hand was a cylinder of cracked steel.

Elara knelt beside the remains. She didn't feel horror. She felt a cold, pragmatic calculus. She reached out, her fingers wrapping around the metal cylinder.

Static shock.

It snapped against her palm, sending a jolt of raw voltage straight up her forearm. Elara flinched, dropping the item. It hit the dirt, the casing cracking further to reveal a dull, glowing blue crystal housed inside.

A broken weapon. A hilt.

Then, her vision tore perfectly in half.

SYSTEM OVERRIDE.

The words didn't appear in the air. They were burned directly into her visual cortex, flashing with the harsh, jagged font of a corrupted terminal screen. Elara staggered backward, clutching her head. A high-pitched whine drilled into her inner ear.

LOCALIZED AXIOM NETWORK DETECTED. SUBJECT SIGNATURE UNREGISTERED. ASSIMILATING.

"Stop," Elara whispered, squeezing her eyes shut. "Stop it."

INNATE TRAIT RECOGNIZED: REVERSE-ENGINEERING. STATUS: DORMANT.

The pressure in her skull eased, leaving a dull, throbbing migraine in its wake. She opened her eyes. The localized network interface vanished, but the metallic air felt different now. Heavier. Saturated with invisible, pulsing data streams.

She looked back at the broken hilt.

She needed to know how it worked. She needed to know if it could generate heat, or a spark, or something to keep the encroaching chill of the shadow away.

She picked it up again.

Reverse-Engineer. She didn't speak the word. She pushed the intent into her hands.

The world shattered.

It wasn't a clean upload. It was a violent, unauthorized extraction. The internal blueprint of the mana-blade ripped itself from the physical object and slammed into Elara’s nervous system.

She screamed.

Burning copper.

The smell flooded her sinuses. Her vision whited out. The physical architecture of the weapon—the conductive wiring, the fractured mana-crystal, the thermal exhaust vents—it all tried to write itself into her biological memory at once.

Her hands spasmed uncontrollably. The steel cylinder in her grip began to disassemble, screws and plating flying outward, driven by the raw, erratic pull of her localized Axiom tether.

Too much. The data was corrupted. The crystal was fractured. She was trying to read a shredded book by setting it on fire.

Her nose began to bleed. Hot, thick drops splattered against the rusted dirt. The bones in her forearms ached, a deep, grinding pain as her body physically struggled to channel the energetic pathways of the item.

With a sharp, concussive pop, the blue crystal inside the hilt shattered into dust.

The connection severed.

Elara collapsed.

She hit the ground hard, her lungs heaving. The skin on her palms was blistered, raw and red from the glitched electrical backlash. She rolled onto her side and retched, vomiting nothing but bile and acid onto the razor-grass.

Her body shook uncontrollably.

Absolute vulnerability.

She curled her knees to her chest, pressing her burned hands against her stomach. The pain was blinding. The physical toll of the "magic" was a butcher's bill she had never agreed to pay. She lay there in the dirt, a structural engineer reduced to a trembling, broken thing in a canyon of trash.

Tears cut tracks through the ash on her face. Not tears of sorrow for her lost life, but the involuntary, physiological weeping of a central nervous system pushed past its breaking point.

She stayed there for a long time. Letting the echo of the violent data-surge fade from her blood.

The binary suns began to dip lower, casting long, menacing shadows across the metallic canyon. The wind picked up, carrying a sharp, biting cold that sliced right through her heavy canvas overalls.

Get up. The thought was weak, but it was there.

If you stay here, you die.

She forced her eyes open. In her mind, amidst the lingering headache, floated a single, fragmented piece of information. The thermal-coil design from the shattered blade. It was a messy, incomplete schematic, burned into her memory at the cost of her own blood. But she understood it. She knew how the ambient energy was meant to loop through the conductive metal to create heat.

It was a start. A very painful, glitchy start.

Elara forced herself to her feet. Her legs felt like lead. She wiped the blood from her upper lip with the back of her wrist, ignoring the sting of her blistered palms.

She needed shelter.

She scanned the immediate area. A few hundred yards away, jutting from the side of the ravine, was a massive, skeletal structure. It looked like the rusted ribcage of a mechanical leviathan, its thick iron bones curving inward to form a shallow, defensible alcove.

She limped toward it.

Every step was a negotiation with her aching joints. The wind howled louder, kicking up sharp particles of rust that stung her cheeks.

She reached the iron ribs. The inside was sheltered from the wind. The ground was hard, packed dirt mixed with iron shavings. It was cold. It was desolate.

But it only had one entrance.

Elara slumped against the curve of the massive metal bone, sliding down until she hit the dirt. She pulled her knees up, wrapping her arms around them.

She looked out at the sprawling, hostile graveyard of Kaelen-Dour.

They had ignored her warnings on Earth. They had let the foundation crumble.

She looked at her trembling, blistered hands. She could feel the faint, residual hum of the Axiom Network vibrating in the air around her.

She wasn't going to let this world crush her. She was going to figure out how this brutal, glitching system worked. She was going to strip the blueprints from every piece of trash in this wasteland, no matter how much it hurt, until she built walls thick enough that nothing could ever touch her again.

She closed her eyes, listening to the wind scream against the iron.
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The dawn felt like a physical assault. The bruised purple sun crested the jagged horizon of Kaelen-Dour first, casting long, menacing shadows through the ribcage of the dead leviathan. Elara opened her eyes. They felt like they were coated in sand.

She tried to sit up and immediately choked back a groan.

Deep, grinding aches. The pain radiated from the marrow of her bones outward. Her forearms throbbed with a dull, rhythmic intensity, a brutal physiological hangover from the violent data-surge she had endured the day before. The localized network had forced the mana-blade’s blueprint into her mind, and her nervous system was still making the down payment.

She looked at her hands.

The blisters on her palms were angry and red. They wept clear fluid when she curled her fingers. She possessed no bandages. No antiseptic. Just the grit of the Ashen Graveyard and the cold reality that if she didn't move, she would die.

She forced herself upright. Her heavy canvas overalls were stiff with dried sweat and iron dust. The air was freezing, carrying a sharp bite that gnawed at her exposed neck.

Assess the structure. Secure the perimeter. Establish a baseline. The mantra of her old life. The words she used when inspecting failing high-rises on Earth. They grounded her. They pushed the terrifying reality of the glitching magic system to the back of her mind.

She stepped out of the rusted ribcage.

The wind howled down the metallic canyon. The sky above was shifting from a pale, sick yellow into a bruised, ominous gray. The clouds were thick, heavy, and moved with an unnatural speed.

The smell of sulfur. It rode the wind, sharp and acidic. She didn't need a meteorological degree to know what that meant. Rain was coming. And in a world made of oxidized iron and dead machinery, rain wasn't going to be a gentle shower. It was going to be corrosive.

Her shelter was nothing but a half-open alcove. It wouldn't hold back a storm.

Elara tightened the leather ties keeping her oily hair out of her face. She ignored the burning thirst in her throat. She ignored the phantom smell of scorched copper lingering in her sinuses.

She needed a roof. She needed walls.

She marched out into the canyon.

The razor-grass crunched under her heavy steel-toed boots. She kept her head on a swivel, her eyes scanning the sprawling mountains of trash for anything flat, wide, and relatively intact.

Fifty yards from her ribcage sanctuary, she found the carcass of a downed transport skiff. It was half-buried in a landslide of petrified gears, its hull plating scorched and warped, but solid.

She knelt beside it. The metal was freezing to the touch. She wedged her bleeding hands under the edge of a large, rectangular hull plate.

She pulled.

Tearing muscle and sheer gravity. The plate didn't budge. It was pinned beneath a rusted axle. Elara gritted her teeth, her jaw locking. She shifted her stance, planting her boots firmly in the dirt, utilizing the leverage techniques she had learned on a hundred different construction sites.

She didn't try to use the network. She didn't reach for the terrifying reverse-engineering skill. She used raw, human kinetic force.

With a guttural shout, she heaved.

The axle shifted. The hull plate slid free with a deafening screech of metal on metal.

Elara fell backward onto the dirt, gasping for breath. Her chest heaved. The exertion made her head spin, black spots dancing in the periphery of her vision. But she had the plate.

She stood up, grabbed the edge of the heavy steel, and began the agonizing process of dragging it back to her shelter.

It took her two hours to haul four plates.

By the time the yellow sun joined the purple one in the sky, the freezing morning had rapidly shifted into a stifling, oppressive heat. The humidity rose, trapping the smell of rust and sweat in the air.

She was excavating a pile of fused, oxidized components near her ribcage, looking for heavy structural supports to wedge the plates against. She dug with a piece of shattered pipe, her movements mechanical and repetitive.

Clank. Scrape. Toss.

She plunged her hands into the loose metallic soil, clearing away a layer of dead, gray ash.

Her fingers brushed against something completely alien to the Ashen Graveyard.

It wasn't cold. It wasn't jagged.

It was warm.

Elara paused. She dropped the pipe and dug frantically with her bare hands, pushing aside broken glass and twisted wire.

She pulled it free from the dirt.

It was a sphere, roughly the size of an apple. But it wasn't round. It was composed of hundreds of perfectly symmetrical, interlocking geometric facets. It was made of a material that looked like a cross between sapphire and highly polished steel.

A flawless, pulsing blue light.

The glow emanated from deep within its core, rhythmic and steady, like a resting heartbeat. It illuminated the grime on Elara's face. It cast a clean, pristine light that felt utterly offensive in the middle of a junkyard.

A miniature dungeon core. Intact. Pristine.

The moment she held it, the air around her changed.

Static electricity kissed her jawline. The fine hairs on her arms stood at attention. The localized Axiom Network, the invisible, glitching operating system of this dead world, flared to life in her peripheral vision.

The phantom interface didn't scream at her this time, but it hummed. It was a low, inviting vibration.

Assimilate. Deconstruct. Learn. The urge to push her intent into the sphere was intoxicating. The reverse-engineering skill clawed at the back of her mind, a predatory instinct demanding to tear the beautiful object apart to see how the geometric facets aligned, to understand how it generated that endless, warm light.

She stared into the blue depths of the core.

If she learned its blueprint, she could use it. She could build a heat source. She could build a light. She could harness that perfect energy.

Then, her nose twitched.

The phantom stench of burning copper.

Her forearms gave a violent, involuntary throb of pain. The memory of yesterday crashed over her—the agonizing, blinding white-out of data forcing its way into her fragile human neurology. The vomiting. The absolute helplessness.

This core was infinitely more complex than a broken mana-blade.

If that fractured hilt had nearly given her a stroke, what would this pristine, flawless artifact do to her brain? It would overwrite her. It would hollow her out and leave her a twitching, bleeding mess in the dirt.

Fear, cold and sharp, cut through the intoxicating hum of the magic.

"No."

Her voice was cracked and raspy.

"Not today."

She broke eye contact with the core. The localized network interface sputtered and faded from her vision. The static in the air died down.

Elara stood up. She walked over to the far corner of the massive iron ribcage, where she had designated a pile for useless, un-salvageable slag.

Without a second thought, she tossed the priceless, glowing artifact into the pile of garbage.

It clattered against a bent exhaust pipe and rolled into a recess, its perfect blue light partially obscured by dirt and rust.

She turned her back on it.

She didn't have the luxury of playing with magic. She didn't have the biological bandwidth to survive learning a new blueprint. She had clouds rolling in that looked like bruised flesh, and she needed to build a wall.

Elara spent the rest of the day relying entirely on the brutal, predictable laws of physics.

She used the heavy, rusted axles she had scavenged as load-bearing pillars. She wedged them deep into the packed earth, using a massive rock as a crude hammer. Every strike jarred her shoulders, sending fresh waves of pain through her blistered hands.

She didn't stop.

She lifted the heavy hull plates, leaning them against the exterior of the iron ribs. They didn't fit perfectly. There were gaps. There were jagged edges. It was ugly, brutalist engineering born of pure panic.

She found a spool of thick, industrial-grade copper wire in the wreckage of the skiff. She used it to lash the plates together, threading the wire through existing bolt-holes and twisting it tight with a pair of salvaged pliers.

Blood on the wire. Her blisters popped, slicking the handles of the pliers with crimson. She wiped her hands on her overalls and kept twisting.

The physical pain was awful, but it made sense. It was a logical consequence of labor. If she lifted a heavy object, her muscles tore. If she gripped sharp metal, she bled. There was a comforting honesty in the suffering of physics.

It was the magical suffering she couldn't tolerate. The invisible, neurological violence of the Axiom Network was a violation she refused to invite back in.

By late afternoon, the Scrap-Palisade had taken its first, pitiful form.

It was no longer an open ribcage. It was a crude, armored lean-to. The thick hull plates formed a slanted roof and two solid walls, lashed heavily to the leviathan's bones. She had piled loose dirt and ash around the base to prevent drafts.

It was dark inside. It was cramped.

But it was hers.

Elara sat heavily on the dirt floor, leaning her back against the cool iron of a rib. She pulled her knees to her chest. She was trembling from sheer physical exhaustion. Her stomach twisted with a hollow, painful hunger, but the thirst was worse.

Outside, the wind died entirely.

The silence that followed was suffocating. The binary suns were completely blotted out. The canyon was plunged into a premature, eerie twilight.

Then, the first drop fell.

It hit the heavy steel plate of her new roof.

A sharp, violent sizzle.

It sounded like meat dropped onto a white-hot skillet.

Elara flinched, pulling her legs tighter against her chest.

Another drop fell. Then another. Within seconds, the sky opened up, and the Ashen Graveyard was subjected to the fury of the Acid-Monsoons.

The noise was deafening. The corrosive rain hammered against the Scrap-Palisade. Smoke began to rise from the edges of the hull plates where the water ate away at the outer layers of oxidation.

Elara watched the entrance of her shelter. The razor-grass outside writhed under the downpour, the metallic blades smoking and hissing as the acid stripped them down.

A stray drop blew through the open doorway, landing on the toe of her steel boot. It pitted the metal instantly, leaving a tiny, smoking crater.

She shuffled further back into the darkness of the alcove, pressing herself against the deepest corner.

She had survived the day. The brutalist engineering had held. The roof was thick enough to withstand the corrosion, at least for now.

But it was so cold.

The temperature plummeted as the storm raged. Elara shivered violently, her teeth chattering. The damp, acidic air seeped into her lungs with every breath.

In the pitch-black darkness of her makeshift fortress, her eyes adjusted to the gloom.

Across the small dirt floor, resting in the pile of discarded slag, the miniature dungeon core pulsed.

Soft, flawless, and warm.

It illuminated the trash around it. It cast a gentle, inviting glow that seemed entirely untouched by the violent storm outside. It was a battery of infinite, perfect energy just sitting in the dirt.

Elara stared at it.

Her hands throbbed. Her head ached.

She pulled her canvas collar up over her nose, burying her face in her knees. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the blue light.

Just a shiny rock, she told herself, shivering as the acid rain screamed against her iron roof. It’s just a shiny rock
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The rain stopped, but the silence was worse.

The acidic hissing that had bombarded her heavy steel roof for hours finally faded into a slow, corrosive drip. But Kaelen-Dour did not offer reprieve. It only offered a new method of execution.

The temperature simply vanished. It didn't drop. It plummeted. The stifling, humid air left behind by the monsoon was instantly sucked out of the rusted ravine, replaced by a biting, aggressive frost. The Deep-Freeze season arrived not with a warning, but with a guillotine drop of atmospheric pressure.

Elara pulled her knees tighter to her chest. She was curled into the deepest, darkest corner of the leviathan’s iron ribcage. Her heavy canvas overalls, stiff with dried sweat and metallic ash, offered virtually zero thermal insulation.

Her teeth clicked together. A rapid, involuntary staccato that she couldn't stop.

Every breath she exhaled plumed into a thick, white cloud of vapor in the pitch-black shelter. The moisture from her own breath began to freeze against her eyelashes, turning them into heavy, icy needles.

Her core temperature was dropping. Fast.

The human body was a machine, and hers was currently running on empty.

A profound, tearing thirst. It clawed at the back of her throat. Her tongue felt like a dry sponge, swollen and useless behind her chapped lips. The dehydration was making her dizzy, blurring the edges of her already pitch-black vision. She needed water. She needed heat. If she didn't secure both in the next few hours, her heart would simply slow down and stop.

She forced her frozen joints to uncoil.

Her knees popped in the silence, loud as gunshots. She crawled forward on her hands and knees, dragging her heavy steel-toed boots across the packed dirt floor. Her blistered palms screamed as they scraped against the coarse, freezing iron shavings mixed into the soil.

She reached the interior wall of her shelter. The thick hull plate was coated in a thin sheen of frost.

Beneath the frost, trapped in the microscopic pits of the metal, was condensation. Residual moisture from the humidity, flash-frozen by the sudden temperature drop.

Elara pulled off her thick leather welding apron. She used the stiff, heavy edge of the material to scrape against the metal.

Scrape. Pause. Scrape.

She collected the frost into a small, dented aluminum cup she had salvaged the day before. Her fingers were completely numb, clumsy and pale. The fine motor skills required to hold the cup were already slipping away due to the cold.

She managed to gather a handful of dirty, gray ice.

She didn't wait for it to melt. She tipped the cup back and forced the frozen shavings into her mouth.

Sulfur and copper. The taste was vile. It tasted like licking the inside of an old engine block. The ice burned her cracked lips, sliding down her throat in a painful, jagged lump. It offered a fraction of a drop of hydration, just barely enough to keep her kidneys from shutting down.

It wasn't enough. She needed a fire.

She crawled back toward her meager pile of scavenged junk. She refused to look at the far corner. She refused to acknowledge the flawless, pulsing blue light of the dungeon core resting in the slag heap.

That was magic. Magic meant the agonizing, neurological violence of the localized network. It meant her brain misfiring and her nose bleeding.

She was an engineer. She would solve this with physics.

Her numb fingers fumbled in the dark until they closed around a heavy, rectangular block of dead weight. A salvaged dreadnought battery. It was cracked down the middle, the casing warped, but it was massive. Where there was mass, there was potential energy.

She dragged it into the center of the dirt floor.

She needed a short circuit. She needed to cross the terminals and create a continuous, thermal-generating spark. It wouldn't be a campfire, but a glowing, red-hot coil of copper wire would radiate enough ambient heat to keep her blood moving.

She pulled a spool of thick, industrial copper wire from her belt.

The physical toll of precision. She couldn't feel her fingertips. Trying to strip the heavy rubber insulation off the copper wire using a jagged piece of shrapnel was an exercise in pure frustration.

The blade slipped.

It sliced across the meaty part of her thumb.

Elara didn't feel the cut. Not at first. The cold had deadened her nerves so thoroughly that the pain was delayed. Only when the warm, dark blood began to well up and drip onto the frozen dirt did she realize she had cut herself.

She swore, a raspy, breathless sound. She pressed the cut against her thigh, applying pressure, but she didn't stop. She couldn't afford to stop.

She managed to strip six inches of raw, shining copper.

She coiled it tightly, creating a makeshift heating element. She pressed one end of the raw wire against the positive terminal of the cracked dreadnought battery.

She took a slow, shivering breath.

She pressed the other end against the negative terminal.

A sharp, pathetic hiss. A single, anemic blue spark jumped from the terminal to the wire. For a fraction of a second, the copper coil began to glow a dull, promising orange.

Elara leaned in, desperate for the microscopic wave of heat.

Then, the battery casing groaned.

The crack down its center split wider. The internal chemical matrix, thoroughly compromised by the freezing temperatures and the sudden electrical draw, ruptured entirely.

A noxious hiss of escaping gas. Corrosive, toxic battery fluid spewed from the fissure, splashing directly onto the copper coil and over Elara's freezing, bleeding hands.

The pain wasn't delayed this time.

The chemical burn was instantaneous. It chewed through the grimed layers of ash on her skin, eating directly into the open cut on her thumb and the raw blisters on her palms.

Elara violently jerked backward, dropping the wire. She bit down on her lip so hard she tasted fresh blood, stifling a scream. She wiped her burning hands frantically on her canvas overalls, trying to scrub the acidic fluid away, but the damage was done.

The copper coil fizzled and died.

The shelter was plunged back into pitch-black, freezing darkness.

Elara sat in the dirt, clutching her burning, bleeding hands to her chest. Her breath hitched in her throat. The shivering had evolved into violent, full-body tremors.

The laws of physics had failed her.

This world didn't operate on Earth’s rules. The materials here were dead. The chemistry was hostile. Her mundane engineering was nothing but a fragile illusion in a graveyard built by gods and monsters.

She squeezed her eyes shut, fighting back the terrifying, isolating panic that threatened to crush her chest.

She was going to freeze to death in a pile of rusted garbage.

Then, she heard it.

The crunch of frost. It was outside. Just beyond the heavy hull plates that formed her outer wall. It was a slow, deliberate sound. Heavy weight pressing down on the flash-frozen razor-grass.

Crunch. Pause. Crunch. Elara stopped breathing. Her heart hammered against her ribs, a frantic, desperate rhythm. She opened her eyes, staring into the impenetrable darkness of her shelter.

Whatever was out there was large. The footfalls lacked the chaotic, scrambling rhythm of a small scavenger. This was the methodical pacing of a predator.

Crunch. Scrape.

Something hard and sharp dragged against the outer steel of her Palisade.

The scent of ozone and silicon. It drifted through the tiny, imperfect gaps in her lashed walls. It smelled like hot glass and predatory hunger. A Glass-Hound.

The stories of the Wastes she had vaguely overheard during her brief, terrifying moments of consciousness before finding this canyon flooded her mind. Silicon-based predators. Blind, but hyper-sensitive to the smell of fresh blood and the faint electrical discharge of failing technology.

Her bleeding thumb. The ruptured battery.

She had rung the dinner bell.

Elara moved with agonizing slowness. She didn't dare make a sound. She uncoiled her legs, ignoring the screaming protest of her frozen joints. She reached out with her chemically burned hands, her fingers blindly searching the dirt floor.

Her hand closed around a two-foot length of solid iron piping. It was heavy, oxidized, and completely unmagical.

She gripped it with both hands, ignoring the slick feeling of her own blood on the metal. She pulled herself up into a low crouch, her back pressed against the curved interior bone of the leviathan.

The scraping outside grew louder.

The beast was testing the perimeter. It dragged a crystalline claw along the heavy copper wire she had used to lash the hull plates together.

Snap.

One of the secondary wires gave way under immense pressure.

Elara’s breath caught. Her brutalist engineering was strong against the wind, but it wasn't designed to withstand the focused, mechanical tearing of a localized apex predator.

A heavy, wet snuffling. The sound came from the base of the wall, just a few feet away from where she crouched. The hound was searching for a gap. It found the seam where two uneven hull plates met the dirt floor.

The heavy steel plates groaned.

They began to shift inward, the thick copper wire screaming under the tension.

Through the widening gap at the base of the wall, a snout forced its way inside.

It didn't look organic. It was a jagged, geometric wedge of translucent, heavily scarred silicon. Deep within the crystalline structure of its head, faint red veins of internal Axiom energy pulsed rhythmically. It had no eyes, only a smooth, sloping carapace that ended in a jaw lined with rows of razor-sharp, shattered-glass teeth.

The jaws snapped the air, tasting the smell of her bleeding hands.

The visceral reality of violence. Elara didn't think. The time for calculation was over. The luxury of panic was gone.

She lunged forward.

She swung the heavy iron pipe with every ounce of physical strength her starving, freezing body possessed. She aimed directly for the pulsing red cluster of veins visible through the translucent snout.

A deafening, hollow crack. The iron pipe connected with the silicon skull. The impact was horrific. The kinetic shockwave didn't just rattle the beast; it rebounded directly up the shaft of the pipe.

The force tore into Elara’s wrists, traveling up her forearms and slamming into her shoulder sockets. Her collarbone popped. A blinding flash of pure white pain behind her eyes made her stagger backward.

The pipe vibrated so violently she nearly dropped it.

The Glass-Hound let out a screech that sounded like grinding tectonic plates. The beast violently jerked its head backward, ripping its snout out of the gap.

As it pulled away, its jagged carapace caught the edge of the hull plate.

Tearing metal. The beast’s raw strength ripped the plate outward. The primary copper wire lashing held, but the metal warped, leaving a permanent, jagged gap wide enough for a man to crawl through.

The hound thrashed outside, the sound of its heavy claws scrabbling against the frozen dirt echoing down the canyon. It was disoriented, the heavy kinetic blow to its sensory cluster temporarily scrambling its navigation.

Then, the footfalls retreated. Fading into the howling wind of the Deep-Freeze.

Elara collapsed to her knees.

The iron pipe slipped from her numb, bleeding fingers, clattering against the dirt. She clutched her right shoulder, her breath coming in rapid, ragged gasps. The joint felt loose, pulsing with a sick, deep ache that made her vision swim.

She stared at the gap in her wall.

The freezing wind howled through the opening, cutting through her shelter like a physical blade. The temperature inside the Palisade equalized with the lethal atmosphere outside.

Her perimeter was broken.

Her mundane heat source was destroyed.

Her body was failing, bleeding, and freezing.

The hound would come back. If not tonight, then tomorrow. And when it did, the gap in the wall would let it right in.

Elara slowly turned her head.

Through the pitch-black darkness, in the far corner of the shelter, the pile of discarded slag sat quietly.

A flawless, pulsing blue light. The miniature dungeon core hummed. It was entirely unaffected by the cold. It was entirely unbothered by the violence. It radiated a perfect, infinite warmth that mocked her desperate, brutalist struggle for survival.

She stared at it.

The localized network flared to life in her peripheral vision, waiting patiently. The reverse-engineering skill sat dormant in her mind, a loaded gun pointed directly at her own nervous system.

She knew the cost. She remembered the blinding pain, the smell of burning copper, the terrifying sensation of her mind being rewritten by an alien code.

But her fingers were turning black. Her blood was freezing to her skin.

She was completely out of earthly options.

Elara pushed herself onto her hands and knees. Every movement was an agony of stiff joints and torn muscle.

She began to crawl toward the blue light.
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The cold was no longer just a temperature. It was a physical entity.

It gnawed at the joints of her knees as she dragged herself across the packed dirt floor. Her breath didn't just plume in the air; it fell as fine, crystalline snow onto her thighs.

Black fingertips. She could see the necrosis starting under her nails. The tissue was dying. The chemical burn on her thumb had stopped bleeding because the blood itself had frozen inside the wound.

Ten feet to the corner. It felt like ten miles.

The gap in her steel wall howled. The wind from the Deep-Freeze funneled through the tear left by the Glass-Hound, turning her crude shelter into a meat locker.

Elara didn't look at the gap. She didn't look at the rusted ribs of the dead leviathan above her.

She kept her eyes locked on the pile of slag in the corner.

A flawless, pulsing blue light. The miniature dungeon core hummed in the dirt, casting long, stark shadows across the discarded iron pipes and warped gears. It was completely untouched by the lethal atmosphere. It was a battery of infinite warmth, locked behind a digital wall she was terrified to breach.

She reached the edge of the trash pile.

Her arms gave out. She collapsed onto her stomach, her chin striking the frozen ash. Her teeth rattled in her skull. The violent shivering had stopped, replaced by a slow, lethargic numbness.

That was the final stage. When the body stopped fighting the cold and simply prepared to shut the lights off.

She forced her right hand forward. Her arm moved with the jerky, uncoordinated stiffness of a rusted piston.

Her blackened, blistered fingers brushed against the smooth, geometric facets of the core.

Warmth. It was immediate and shocking. The surface of the core felt like a smooth stone left out in the summer sun. The contrast against her freezing skin was so intense it actually burned.

She didn't pull away. She wrapped her trembling fingers around it and pulled it to her chest.

The localized Axiom Network flared to life in the periphery of her vision.

The invisible, ambient operating system of Kaelen-Dour recognized the connection. It waited. It didn't force the interaction. The prompt hung in the air, a persistent, humming static that made the fine hairs on the back of her neck stand up.

Elara closed her eyes.

I am an engineer, she thought, her internal voice sluggish and thick. I solve problems. The cold is a problem.

She couldn't build a fire. She couldn't fix the battery. The mundane laws of physics were dead in this canyon.

She had to use the system. She had to pay the toll.

She squeezed the core. She pushed her intent into the perfect, glowing sphere.

Reverse-Engineer.

The world shattered. It didn't just break her vision this time. It broke her sense of gravity.

The data transfer was instantaneous and violently hostile. The core was not a fractured, glitching mana-blade. It was mathematically perfect. It was a dense, compressed archive of localized magic, and her squishy, un-augmented human brain was suddenly forced to unzip the file.

Elara let out a choked, wet scream.

Burning copper and ozone. The smell flooded her sinuses, so thick she could taste it on the back of her tongue. Her jaw locked with a terrifying crack, the muscles in her face spasming out of control.

The blueprint tore into her biological memory. She saw the geometric layers of the core. She saw how the Axiom energy routed through internal, crystalline veins to generate a frictionless, infinite loop of thermal output.

It was beautiful. It was agonizing.

Blood began to pour from her nose. It was hot and fast, splashing onto the canvas of her overalls. Her tear ducts ruptured under the extreme ocular pressure, weeping a mixture of saline and crimson down her cheeks.

The sound of twisting bone. Her forearms physically warped. The energetic pathways required to handle the core's data forced the marrow in her bones to shift. The pain was blinding, a pure, white-hot agony that erased the cold entirely.

She convulsed on the dirt floor, her back arching violently. Her boots kicked against the rusted slag heap.

The network didn't care about her pain. The network only cared about the download.

Crystalline matrix. Thermal loop. Conductive tether. The concepts hammered into her gray matter like railroad spikes. She understood the geometry. She understood the exact frequency of copper required to tap the energy without causing a localized detonation.

With a sickening, concussive pop in her left ear, the download finished.

The invisible tether snapped.

Elara collapsed flat against the dirt, gasping for air. Her lungs heaved, dragging the freezing oxygen in. Her left eye was completely blind, flooded with a temporary, static-filled darkness. Her right eye rolled wildly.

She lay there, twitching. The bloody saliva pooled in the dirt beneath her mouth.

The visceral toll of power. She hadn't just learned a skill. She had survived a neurological car crash.

She didn't move for ten minutes. She just lay in the dirt, waiting for her heart to stop hammering against her ribs like a trapped bird. The numbness of the cold began to creep back into her fingers, fighting the residual heat of the magic.

Get up. The newly acquired schematic burned in the front of her mind. It was a messy, complex string of data, but it was clear. She knew exactly what to do.

Elara forced herself to her knees. Her body felt like it had been beaten with hammers. Her left ear rang with a high-pitched tinnitus that drowned out the howling wind.

She reached for the core. It sat in the dirt, still glowing, entirely unfazed by the biological violence it had just inflicted on her.

She grabbed it.

She didn't have a laboratory. She didn't have sterile tools. She had bleeding hands, a dark corner, and a desperate need to not die.

The messy reality of creation. She dragged herself over to the center of the room, pulling the heavy spool of industrial copper wire with her. She grabbed the dented aluminum cup she had used to eat the toxic ice.

She began to build.

Her fingers were clumsy, shaking violently from the nerve damage of the download and the lingering frostbite.

She took the heavy copper wire. The schematic in her head dictated a precise, geometric coil to siphon the thermal loop.

Elara didn't have time for precision.

She gripped the wire with her chemically burned thumb, biting back a whimper as the raw flesh tore against the metal. She wrapped the copper around the glowing blue core, twisting it as tight as her ruined hands could manage.

Wrap. Pull. Bleed.

It was ugly. The coil was uneven, the wire overlapping itself in jagged, chaotic loops.

She shoved the copper-wrapped core into the bottom of the dented aluminum cup.

She needed a conductor to ground the loop. She grabbed a rusted iron pipe from the floor, wiping the Glass-Hound's dried blood off it with her sleeve. She jammed the pipe into the cup, wedging it against the core to lock it in place.

The schematic in her head screamed that the alignment was off. The energetic pathways were misaligned by three degrees.

Elara didn't care. She gripped the loose ends of the copper wire and twisted them together using raw, desperate kinetic force.

A violent, spitting spark. The circuit connected.

The copper wire instantly turned a blinding
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