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CHAPTER 1 – THE FRACTURE
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Kael did not notice the ground shifting at first, because the tremor beneath his feet felt no different than the restless pull of wind across the ridge, dragging strands of silver grass into uneven waves that never settled into a single direction. The sky above had already turned into that unnatural shade of blue that came before the storms, a color too sharp to belong to sky or water, something deeper that pressed down on the land and made everything feel thinner, as if the air itself had stretched too far and had not yet decided whether it would hold.

He stood near the edge longer than he should have, watching the horizon in a way that felt less like observation and more like waiting, though he could not have said what for. The storms came often enough that most people learned to read them without thinking, recognizing the subtle changes that meant it was time to move, time to take shelter, time to stay clear of the outer regions. This one did not follow those patterns, and the longer he watched it, the more certain he became that whatever was building above him was not going to pass the way the others had.

The tremor came again, stronger this time, shifting the ground just enough to throw off his balance. Loose fragments of stone broke free near the edge and slid into the drop below. Kael frowned, his attention dropping to the ridge as he tried to understand the rhythm of the movement, because it did not feel natural and did not match the distant thunder rolling unevenly through the sky.

Another tremor followed.

Then another.

Closer together.

More deliberate.

The realization settled slowly, not as a clear thought but as a growing certainty that something beneath the surface was moving in a way that did not belong to the land. Kael stepped back, his attention shifting between the ground and the sky as the pressure in the air began to build, not painful or sharp, but enough to make breathing feel slightly off.

The sky flickered.

A thin line of light cut across the clouds, bending at an angle that did not follow the wind. It held for a moment, then split into smaller strands before disappearing, leaving behind the sense that something had just shifted out of sight.

Kael stared longer than he meant to, caught on the way the light had curved instead of breaking, the image settling into his mind like a pattern he should recognize but did not yet understand.

The ground cracked.

Not beneath him.

Ahead.

A narrow fracture split the ridge in a jagged line that spread with unnatural precision. Kael froze as the crack widened and a faint glow pulsed from within, steady and rhythmic, matching the tremors beneath his feet.

He stepped back faster this time.

The fracture widened further, the light intensifying as it pushed upward through the stone, and for a moment he thought he saw something moving within it, something that did not belong to the ground or the light.

The ridge broke open.

The sound came sharp and sudden as the stone split apart and the light surged upward in a concentrated burst. Kael raised his arm to shield his eyes as the tremor hit harder than before, the ground shaking in rapid, unstable motion.

When the light receded enough for him to see, something was already emerging.

It did not rise cleanly.

It pulled itself free in uneven movements, its shape shifting between fluid and rigid forms as if it had not yet decided what it was supposed to be. The light within it pulsed in irregular bursts, giving the impression of something unstable trying to hold itself together.

Kael did not wait.

He moved.

Instinct drove him backward as the creature lunged forward with a sudden speed that did not match its unstable form. The impact shattered the stone where he had been standing, sending fragments sliding into the drop below.

He turned and ran.

The tremors followed.

Closer now.

Faster.

The ground cracked again behind him, fractures spreading outward in branching lines that pulsed with the same unnatural light. Kael felt the pressure shift as the thing behind him adjusted its movement.

It was following him.

Not blindly.

Tracking.

The realization sharpened his focus as he angled toward a lower section of the ridge where the terrain sloped downward. The silver grass bent under his steps, its movement no longer matching the wind but reacting to something beneath it.

The ground gave slightly beneath his foot and he stumbled, catching himself against a jagged outcrop before pushing forward without slowing. Behind him, the creature surged again, its movement sharper now, more controlled, stabilizing in brief moments before shifting again.

Kael did not look back.

He did not need to.

He could feel it closing the distance, the pressure tightening as it moved closer. He changed direction instinctively, veering across the ridge instead of continuing downward.

The creature adjusted immediately.

It was learning.

“That’s not good,” he muttered, the words lost in the wind.

The sky flashed again, the blue light bending toward the fracture behind him as if drawn into it. The connection settled in his mind even as he ran, not fully understood but impossible to ignore.

He reached a cluster of broken stone formations and moved through them, the uneven terrain forcing him to slow slightly. The space narrowed, forming a natural barrier that limited movement, and for a moment he thought it might give him an advantage.

Then the pressure shifted again.

Closer.

The creature entered the space behind him.

Stone shattered as it moved through the passage, striking the edges without hesitation. The confined space made it harder to avoid, harder to adjust.

Kael angled toward an opening ahead, but the moment he slowed, the creature struck.

The impact hit the stone behind him instead of his back, sending a shock through the ground that forced him forward.

He pushed into open ground again.

The terrain stretched ahead in fractured lines, silver grass thinning into exposed stone. In the distance, something new caught his attention.

Structures.

Low.

Broken.

But solid.

Kael adjusted his path toward them without hesitation, because whatever waited ahead was unknown, but the open ground behind him had already proven worse.

The light beneath the ground pulsed again.

Stronger.

Not behind him.

Ahead.

Faint lines traced a path that curved through the terrain in a way that felt deliberate. Kael hesitated for only a moment before following it.

He did not understand it.

He did not trust it.

But he followed it anyway.

Behind him, the creature did the same.

And for the first time since the fracture opened, Kael realized that whatever was happening was not just something chasing him.

It was something unfolding.
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Chapter 2 – The Pursuit
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Kael did not slow once he left the ridge behind him, because whatever distance he had gained did not feel like safety so much as a temporary gap that would close the moment he allowed it. The pressure behind him made that clear, constant and deliberate, a presence that had not lost track of where he was or where he was going. The terrain shifted as he descended, the sharp edge of the ridge giving way to uneven ground where broken stone rose in jagged formations, forcing him to adjust his footing with each step.

The storm followed.

Not in movement, but in presence.

The unnatural blue light continued to bend across the sky, curving toward the direction of the original fracture as if drawn to it by something deeper than weather. Kael felt it pressing down from above while the ground beneath him shifted from below, and for a brief moment the awareness settled that he was caught between two forces that were not only connected but converging in ways that did not care whether he understood them.

The ground cracked again behind him.

Closer.

This time he heard it clearly, the sharp splintering of stone followed by the heavier impact of something striking through it instead of moving across it.

The creature was not following the surface anymore.

It was cutting through it.

Kael adjusted his path without slowing, angling toward a lower section where the terrain flattened just enough to give him a clearer line of movement, though the openness offered little protection. The silver grass bent beneath his steps, its movement no longer guided by wind alone but reacting to the shifting pressure beneath the ground, brushing against his legs with a strange weight that made it feel less like vegetation and more like something responding.

His footing slipped once as loose stone shifted under his weight, and he caught himself with a sharp movement that sent a jolt through his arm, but he did not slow. The pressure behind him tightened again, closer now, and the instinct to look back pressed hard against him.

He did not.

Whatever he would see would not help him.

The terrain ahead dipped into a shallow decline, opening into a wider stretch where fractured stone spread outward in irregular patterns. Lines of light pulsed faintly beneath the surface, threading through the ground in branching paths.

Kael reached the edge and veered left as a new fracture split across his path, light surging upward in a sharp burst. He adjusted just enough to avoid stepping into it, the energy brushing against him as he passed.

It was not heat.

It was something else.

Energy without temperature.

The thought lingered.

Because purpose implied intent.

And intent implied something beyond collapse.

The ground behind him broke again.

The creature emerged from a new fracture, not the same one from the ridge but another formed along its path. Its movement was faster now, more controlled, its form stabilizing in brief moments before shifting again.

Kael felt the difference.

The pressure behind him no longer came in uneven bursts.

It held.

Consistent.

Closing.

He ran harder.

The terrain rose again ahead, forming low ridges that cut across his path. He angled toward a narrow gap between them, hoping the tighter space might disrupt the creature’s movement.

The moment he entered, the air changed.

The openness faded, replaced by something contained. His movement echoed faintly off the stone, while the wind above dulled into silence.

The light beneath the ground pulsed again.

But this time—

It moved ahead of him.

Kael noticed it even as he ran, the glow tracing a line through the passage in a way that felt deliberate, not reacting to him but anticipating him.

That realization settled quickly.

The creature struck again.

The impact hit the wall behind him, sending a shock through the stone that rattled his footing and forced him forward. Fragments broke loose, scattering across the passage.

The space was too narrow.

Too tight to turn.

If he stayed, it would trap him.

So he moved.

Not deeper.

Out.

He angled toward the widening gap ahead, pushing through the last stretch as the creature adjusted behind him, its strikes now aimed not where he had been but where he was going.

It was learning faster.

That mattered more than anything else.

Kael burst into open ground again, the sudden space giving him room to move but leaving him exposed. For a moment he considered changing direction, trying to break whatever pattern it had begun to follow.

The light beneath the ground surged again.

Curving left.

He followed it.

Not because he trusted it.

Because it was the only direction that made sense.

The terrain dipped again, leading into a broader stretch of uneven ground where fractured stone gave way to patches of silver grass and exposed rock. Beyond it, the outline of structures rose from the land, low and broken but distinct against the horizon.

The sight shifted something in his focus.

Not relief.

Possibility.

He adjusted his path toward them, the direction aligning with the faint glow beneath his feet. For the first time since the fracture opened, his movement felt less like escape and more like being pulled toward something.

The pressure behind him remained.

But it changed.

Not weaker.

Measured.

The distance between them held.

Kael felt that immediately.

The creature was no longer closing in the same way.

It was matching him.

Tracking.

Following the same path.

The light beneath his feet pulsed again, stronger this time, and for a brief moment the alignment flickered at the edge of his awareness, a sense that the movement of the ground, the fractures, and his own path were all part of something larger.

The moment passed.

The pressure returned.

The creature surged forward again.

Kael pushed harder.

The structures ahead grew clearer as he closed the distance, their shapes resolving into broken formations rising unevenly from the ground, some leaning, others partially collapsed, their surfaces marked with the same faint lines of light threading through the terrain.

They were not natural.

But they were not entirely intact either.

Kael reached the outer edge and slowed just enough to take in the layout, his movement shifting from speed to navigation as he stepped into the space between them.

The air changed again.

Contained.

Still.

The wind faded, replaced by a quieter pressure beneath the ground.

The light pulsed.

Clearer now.

It traced a path deeper into the structures, curving through narrow spaces with intent.

Kael followed.

The creature entered behind him.

But it did not strike.

The pressure remained.

Present.

Watching.

That was worse.

Kael moved deeper, his pace slowing as the space narrowed. The pathways forced careful movement, shadows shifting with uneven light filtering through broken structures above. The patterns beneath the ground became easier to see, less like fractures and more like something that had once been whole.

He stepped into a clearing.

And stopped.

Because he was not alone.

She stood at the far edge, partially obscured by a broken wall, her posture balanced and still as if she had been waiting rather than arriving. Her gaze fixed on him without surprise or hesitation.

Kael didn’t speak.

Neither did she.

The silence stretched.

Then she shifted slightly, her attention flicking past him for a fraction of a second before returning.

“You brought something with you,” she said.

Her voice carried easily through the still air.

Kael exhaled once.

“Not by choice.”

She nodded.

“That’s usually how it starts.”

The pressure behind him shifted.

Closer.

The creature entered the clearing.

It did not hesitate.
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Chapter 3 – The Stranger
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Kael did not expect the space between the structures to feel as controlled as it did, because everything he had encountered since the fracture opened carried a sense of instability that made even stillness feel temporary. Yet the clearing ahead held its shape in a way that suggested it had not been touched by the same chaotic forces that had torn through the ridge. The broken formations surrounding it rose at uneven angles, their surfaces worn and split, but the ground within the space remained intact, the faint lines of light beneath it moving in steady patterns that contrasted sharply with everything he had just left behind.

He slowed as he stepped into it, not because he felt safe, but because the shift in the environment demanded it. His attention moved instinctively to the way the patterns beneath the ground held together instead of breaking apart. The light did not flicker here. It did not surge unpredictably. It moved with consistency, as if whatever governed it had found a way to maintain itself within the boundaries of the structures.

That realization settled in the same moment he understood he was not alone.

She stood at the far edge of the clearing, partially framed by a broken wall, her posture balanced in a way that suggested stillness without passivity. Her gaze was fixed on him, steady and direct, and the absence of surprise made it clear she had been aware of his approach long before he entered the space.

Kael did not speak immediately, because there was too much to take in at once. Not just her presence, but the way the clearing itself seemed to respond to it, the patterns beneath the ground holding steady instead of shifting. The pressure that had followed him across the terrain remained at the edge of his awareness, close enough to matter but no longer pressing directly against him. The difference between the open ground and this contained space made it clear that something about the structures influenced how the system behaved.

She shifted slightly, her attention flicking past him for a fraction of a second before returning.

“You brought something with you.”

Kael exhaled slowly as he adjusted to the sudden stillness.

“Not by choice.”

She nodded once, the motion small but certain.

“That’s usually how it starts.”

The words settled without explanation, and for a moment Kael considered asking what she meant, but the pressure behind him shifted again before he could. The subtle change drew both of their attention toward the edge of the clearing.

The creature entered without hesitation.

It did not lunge immediately, and that difference was enough to make Kael pause instead of stepping back. Its form still shifted, the light within it still pulsed, but the movement carried control now, as if it had learned enough from the pursuit to hold itself together.

Kael took a step back anyway, his body reacting even as his focus sharpened. His attention moved between the creature and the ground

















































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
THE SYSTEM WITHIN

By Bluefoxx





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





