
    
      Chapter 1. The World Without a Sky
    

    
      
        The sky was a wound that never healed.
        

         It hung over the world in a sheet of gray so dense it seemed hammered from iron. Once, people said, it had been blue, endless, full of light and warmth. But no one alive remembered that. To the children of this age, the heavens were nothing but a blind lid pressed down on the earth, smothering every dream of color.
      
    

    
      Beneath that lid sprawled the carcass of the old world. Cities stood like broken teeth, their towers jagged and hollow, skeletons of glass and steel gnawed by wind and time. The streets were graveyards, paved with rusted cars whose windows gaped like empty sockets. On walls still clung faded symbols, the painted promises of another age: glowing signs that once advertised light, food, laughter. Now they peeled and flaked, their colors lost to soot.
    

    
      The silence of these ruins was never true silence. The wind whispered through shattered windows and empty stairwells. Metal groaned as it sagged, brick crumbled, and sometimes—when one listened long enough—there came distant sounds that didn’t belong to the wind at all. A scuttle of claws across concrete. A hiss, low and wet, that could turn the blood cold. Not all that crawled through the bones of the old world was human.
    

    
      The clans that survived knew this too well. They moved cautiously through the ruins, gathering what scraps of the past they could. Batteries, wires, shards of glass that still caught and reflected a spark of light. More precious than food, more precious than water, was light itself. Fire could be made, yes, but fire consumed—it devoured wood, cloth, oil, anything it touched. Fire was hunger, not hope. True light—the kind stored in the relics of the old world—was treasure beyond measure.
    

    
      Of all the clans, the Helios were said to possess the most wondrous fragment of the past. Their camp lay hidden on the edge of a collapsed metropolis, in the shadow of towers whose crowns had long since snapped away. The Helios guarded a sphere, no larger than a man’s chest, that pulsed with golden fire. Its light was steady, its warmth constant. Children slept beneath it. The sick healed faster in its glow. It was more than energy—it was life, and legend, and faith.
    

    
      Few outsiders had seen it. Fewer still had touched it. The Helios guarded their treasure with the reverence of priests and the suspicion of wolves. They called it 
      the Last Fire
      .
    

    
      To approach their camp was to step into a ritual. First came the outer ring of watchfires—small flames burning low in iron bowls, carefully shielded from the greedy wind. These were tended not for warmth, but as warnings: should the flames gutter out, the clan would know intruders or beasts were near. Beyond the fires rose walls of scavenged metal: car doors, corrugated panels, even fragments of old billboards hammered into palisades. They groaned and rattled when the wind struck, but they stood.
    

    
      Inside, the clan lived in a circle, their shelters built around a central hall where the sphere was kept. Tents of patched cloth leaned against shacks of welded steel. Smoke curled from chimneys made of pipe. Children played in the dust, their laughter sharp but fleeting, as if even joy feared to linger in such a place. Men and women moved with purpose, hauling water from cracked cisterns, sorting through salvaged scrap, sharpening blades chipped from rusted steel.
    

    
      Every dusk, when the gray sky dimmed into black, the Helios gathered in the hall. They sat in silence as the sphere’s light filled the chamber, gold bleeding across their pale faces. For them it was more than light. It was memory. Proof that once the world had known warmth and brightness. Proof that perhaps it could again.
    

    
      Stories told around the fire whispered that the sphere was born from the heart of the old sun itself. Others claimed it was the work of ancients—engineers, gods, or both—who captured a fragment of light before the heavens died. The elders never agreed, but none doubted its importance. Without the sphere, the Helios would be nothing more than another starving band, doomed to fade into the dark.
    

    
      And so they endured. Children grew into hunters and scavengers. Elders passed down the law: protect the sphere, share its light, never stray too far into the ruins. For in the ruins lay death—the beasts, the ash, and the other clans.
    

    
      The other clans hungered for the sphere. The Helios knew this. Across the wasteland, the Clan of Ash burned toxic fires that poisoned the air yet kept the night at bay. The Machine Cult worshipped rusted robots as gods, feeding them scraps of power in exchange for the illusion of protection. There were whispers of clans who drank blood, of clans who lived beneath the earth, of clans who had turned wholly inhuman.
    

    
      But it was the Helios who possessed true light. And because of that, it was only a matter of time before someone tried to take it.
    

    

    
    
      The sphere never slept.
    

    
      Even when the people of Helios lay wrapped in their thin blankets, even when the watchfires sank low and the scavenger dogs curled tight against the cold, the sphere shone. Its light was soft, pulsing like the slow breath of a sleeper. It filled the central hall with a warmth so rare that children sometimes crept inside at night, clutching their toys of wire and bone, just to feel its glow on their faces. The guards allowed it; no one denied the young their dreams.
    

    
      Morning—though the word had long since lost its meaning—was signaled not by the rising of a sun but by the stirring of the clan. Women stoked the cookfires with whatever fuel they had scraped together: strips of cloth, splinters of wood, even the black lumps of chemical briquettes traded from wanderers. The air often stank, heavy with smoke and acid, but hunger outweighed disgust. Porridge made from grain they cultivated in shallow pits beneath scavenged glass roofs was ladled out sparingly. Children received the largest shares, the elders the smallest.
    

    
      The hunters returned late, dragging with them their kills—mutated deer with too many ribs, scrawny dogs with clouded eyes, sometimes nothing at all. On good days, there was meat enough to roast. On bad days, they gnawed dried roots and spoke little.
    

    
      But through it all, the sphere burned. It was the heart of their faith, and faith demanded ritual.
    

    
      At dusk, the clan gathered once more in the central hall. They formed a circle, their faces shadowed, their eyes reflecting the golden fire. An elder stepped forward—her name was Ilyra, her hair white as bone—and she lifted her hands.
    

    
      “Helios,” she intoned, her voice cracked but firm, “keeper of the Last Fire, guardian of light in the world without a sky, receive our thanks.”
    

    
      Voices rose with hers, a low chant passed from one generation to the next. They spoke not in the language of the old world, but in the rough, patched tongue born of centuries of survival. Words half-prayer, half-promise, calling on the flame to remain with them one more night.
    

    
      Children leaned against their mothers. Men bowed their heads. Even the most hardened hunters softened beneath that glow. For in the light of the sphere, they could almost believe the world was not dead.
    

    
      Still, fear lingered.
    

    
      The elders knew the fires of other clans guttered and smoked. They knew that beyond the safety of their palisades, eyes watched. The Clan of Ash had raided before, drawn by the rumors of true light. Twice they had been driven back, but twice they had returned stronger. Other clans lurked further still—unknown, unseen, but always imagined. The Helios were not fools. Possessing light made them powerful, yes, but it also painted a target on their backs.
    

    
      So they trained.
    

    
      The young learned to fight early, wielding knives chipped from old steel, spears tipped with scavenged glass. They fought each other in the dust, bruised and bloodied but proud. Those who faltered were not scorned—they were taught again, harder, until they no longer faltered. In the wastes, weakness was death, and death meant one less voice to sing to the sphere.
    

    
      Scavengers, too, bore heavy burdens. They left the safety of the camp to wander the ruins, searching for relics that might feed or mend the clan. Old batteries, still pulsing with faint charge. Broken panels of solar glass. Cables, switches, gears—anything that might one day be turned toward survival. Few scavengers returned unscarred. Some came back with burns from toxic fires. Others carried bites that festered. And some did not return at all.
    

    
      But when they brought something back, something that worked, the entire camp rejoiced. A new lamp. A panel that glowed faintly when wired to the sphere. A tool that cut cleaner than any shard of bone. These finds were rare miracles, and they fed the belief that perhaps the world was not entirely lost—that in the bones of the dead cities, life still lingered.
    

    
      The children listened to these stories with wide eyes. They dreamed of journeys beyond the palisades, of glory in the wastes. But the elders knew better. The wastes took more than they gave, and every dream had its price.
    

    
      Still, hope was necessary. Without it, the Helios would be no different from the carrion eaters that circled their walls. And so the elders told tales—not of the wastes, but of the sky.
    

    
      They spoke of a time when light poured from above, unending and free. When crops grew tall, when water flowed clear, when warmth required no fuel. They spoke of a star so bright that it ruled the heavens, banishing the dark. The children listened, though they did not understand. To them, the sky was only ash. But in their hearts, something stirred—an image, faint and fragile, of a world that might have been.
    

    
      As the chant ended, Elder Ilyra lowered her hands. The sphere pulsed once, as if answering the prayer. A ripple of relief passed through the crowd. Another night survived. Another day given.
    

    
      Yet outside the walls, unseen, other fires smoldered. Other clans whispered. And the darkness, endless and patient, pressed closer.
    

    

    
    
      The night watch always spoke of shadows.
    

    
      It was an old saying in the Helios camp, muttered in half-jest when a hunter returned pale and shaken. But those who kept the walls after dark knew better. They had seen the movement at the edges of the watchfires, shapes that slipped in and out of the smoke. Sometimes they were beasts, drawn by the scent of food. Sometimes they were men. Which was worse depended on the night.
    

    
      On this night, the wind cut low through the ruins, rattling the makeshift walls until they groaned like old bones. The guards stood silent, spears in hand, eyes straining against the gray. A boy named Jerek, not yet fifteen, held his post on the northern barricade. His fingers ached with cold, but he dared not lower his weapon.
    

    
      From the blackness came a sound—soft, dragging. He froze. For a moment, he thought it was the wind again, twisting echoes through the empty towers. But then it came again: a shuffle, a scrape. Something moving on two legs.
    

    
      “Who goes?” he called, his voice cracking.
    

    
      The darkness answered with silence.
    

    
      He gripped the spear tighter. Shadows shifted between the ruins, and then—sudden as a breath—three figures emerged, their hands raised. Scouts, wrapped in rags of ash-stained cloth, faces gaunt from travel. Relief washed over Jerek, though his heart still pounded.
    

    
      The gates creaked open to admit them. Inside the camp, the people gathered quickly, curiosity sharper than hunger. The scouts were known to wander far, further than most dared. What they carried back was not always food or salvage, but news—and news could keep a clan alive as surely as water.
    

    
      The leader of the trio, a scarred man named Ryn, bowed his head before the elders. His lips cracked as he spoke.
    

    
      “We’ve seen fires,” he rasped. “To the east, near the bones of the river towers. Not ours. Too many. Too bright.”
    

    
      A murmur rippled through the crowd. The Clan of Ash. None doubted it. Only they lit such reckless blazes, feeding their flames with whatever filth the ruins offered—plastic, oil, even the black tar that fouled the ground. The smoke was poison, but the Ash did not care. To them, the fire was power, and power was worth any price.
    

    
      “Were you seen?” Elder Ilyra asked.
    

    
      Ryn shook his head, though his eyes betrayed unease. “We kept to the shadows. But the Ash… they move in numbers now. More than before. And their fires… they burn closer to us.”
    

    
      The silence that followed was heavier than any chant. Everyone knew what it meant. The Ash were restless. Their hunger was growing. And sooner or later, their eyes would turn fully toward the sphere.
    

    
      Children were ushered back to the tents, though they had already heard enough. The adults gathered in low knots, whispering, debating. Should they strengthen the walls? Send warnings to the scouts still roaming the wastes? Some argued for silence, for hiding. Others urged defiance.
    

    
      But all voices quieted when the sphere pulsed. Its light filled the central hall, reaching even the edges of the camp. For a moment, fear ebbed. Whatever enemies lurked beyond the palisades, here within the circle of light there was still safety. Still hope.
    

    
      Yet safety was never perfect.
    

    
      That night, Jerek lay awake in his shelter, listening. Beyond the crackle of watchfires, beyond the coughs and murmurs of sleepers, he swore he heard it again—the dragging sound, the shuffle on stone. He pressed his ear to the cold earth, and his blood ran cold. Something was moving outside the walls.
    

    
      Far away, beyond the reach of the Last Fire, another set of eyes blinked open in the dark. They were not human eyes. Not entirely.
    

    
      The world without a sky had birthed many kinds of hunger.
    

    
      Chapter 2. The Helios Clan
    

    
      The Helios measured their days not by the sky, which never changed, but by the pulse of the sphere.
    

    
      In the morning—if one could still call it that—the sphere glowed faintly, a soft shimmer like a candle through mist. Families stirred when its radiance reached the edge of their tents, washing faces in gold. Children rubbed their eyes, stretching thin arms as if the warmth itself coaxed them awake. Hunters strapped on their patchwork armor, tightening belts of wire and bone. Women tied cloth over their mouths against the smoke of the cookfires. Elders shuffled toward the central hall, leaning on canes carved from the beams of ruined towers.
    

    
      The Helios had no clocks, no bells, no rising sun. They had only the rhythm of the flame. When it swelled brighter, the camp bustled. When it dimmed, the clan quieted. And when it throbbed with sudden, sharp intensity—as it sometimes did without warning—every voice fell silent, every tool lowered. They believed the flame was alive, that it heard, that it chose.
    

    
      Life in the camp moved with a kind of ritualized precision, born not of abundance but of necessity. Water had to be carried from cisterns in cracked ceramic jars. Ash had to be cleared from the trenches that circled the walls. Weapons had to be sharpened daily; rust never slept, and steel dulled fast in the damp gray air. Even laughter was rationed, though children found ways to steal it—chasing dogs through the dust, carving faces into scraps of wood, singing songs in the patched dialect their elders half-understood.
    

    
      At the heart of it all, the sphere burned.
    

    
      The central hall, where it rested, was both shrine and fortress. Its walls were thicker than any others, layered with stone and reinforced by metal scavenged from half-collapsed machines. In its center stood a dais of blackened steel, and upon it, the sphere hovered. It was a globe of crystal, smooth yet faceted, its core swirling with golden fire that never faded. No one touched it directly. Not even the elders dared. Instead, they approached with reverence, setting offerings at its base: a strip of cloth woven from salvaged thread, a bead of polished glass, a handful of berries grown in cracked soil. Tokens of gratitude, meaningless in utility, yet priceless in faith.
    

    
      Every member of Helios had their place around that flame. Hunters were its shields, scavengers its seekers, mothers its nurturers, children its future. Elders were its memory, whispering stories of the time before the sky broke, when the world was filled with light not trapped in a sphere but pouring endlessly from above. These tales were half-believed, half-doubted, but wholly needed. For what else was faith, if not a bridge between hunger and hope?
    

    
      The people of Helios carried their light not only in ritual but in their very identity. To them, the sphere was not merely a tool, nor even a gift. It was proof they had been chosen to endure when so many others had perished. Other clans survived by poison fire, by worship of dead machines, by fear and blood. The Helios survived by light. That was their pride, their justification, their name.
    

    
      And yet, even within the glow of the flame, shadows lingered.
    

    
      Arguments broke out over rations—whether grain should go to the sick or the strong, whether hunters deserved more meat than scavengers. Families who lost children to the wastes sometimes questioned whether the elders asked too much. Whispers rose, too, about the sphere itself. Why did it pulse brighter some days, dimmer on others? Why did it sometimes hum so low the floor trembled? The elders said it was the voice of the flame, speaking in mysteries beyond mortal grasp. But not everyone was satisfied with mystery.
    

    
      The Helios were one
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