

    
        
          Echo Of Zero

        

        
        
          Engin DURU

        

        
          Published by Engin DURU, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      ECHO OF ZERO

    

    
      First edition. February 20, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Engin DURU.

    

    
    
      Written by Engin DURU.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

ECHO OF ZERO

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH | PART I: THE MECHANICAL SANCTUARY

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART II - THE STATIC)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART III - THE SCENT OF ABSENCE)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART IV - THE WEIGHT OF DARKNESS)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART V - THE ANATOMY OF SILENCE)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART VI - THE MOLECULAR WEIGHT OF FEAR)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART VII - THE CRIMSON INTERROGATION)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART VIII - THE TASTE OF COPPER)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART IX - THE RISING TIDE)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART X - THE CONCRETE LUNG)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XI - THE MEMORY OF RUST)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XII - THE IRON HEARTBEAT)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XIII - THE MAN WITH THE SHADOW)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XIV - THE ANATOMY OF THAWING)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XV - THE ARCHITECTURE OF A LIE)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XVI - THE HYSTERESIS OF STEEL)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XVII - THE THROAT OF THE VOID)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XVIII - THE ELECTRIC COFFIN)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XIX - THE STATIC AFTERMATH)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XX - THE GEOMETRY OF MEMORY)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXI - THE ANATOMY OF A KEYSTROKE)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXII - THE ARCHITECT OF FICTION)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXIII - THE PAPER GRAVEYARD)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXIV - THE PULSE OF PAPER)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXV - THE CATACOMBS OF INK)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXVI - THE INK IN THE VEINS)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXVI - ASH AND CODE)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXVIII - THE OBSIDIAN SPINE)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXIX - THE WHITE STAIN)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXX - THE STERILIZATION)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXI - THE ABYSS OF FRAGMENTS)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXII - THE SCRAP FRANKENSTEIN)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXIII - THE MEMORY TAX)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXIV - THE VERTICAL RIVER)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXV - THE GLASS HILL)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXVI - THE WOMB OF ALGORITHMS)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXVII - THE SCREAM OF THE REFLECTION)

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART XXXVIII - THE GOLDEN BLEED)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART I - THE MISSING ANCHOR)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART II - THE CLEAN CUT)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART III - THE DESATURATION ZONE)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART V - THE GRAMMAR OF VIOLENCE)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART VI - THE BLANK PAGE)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART VII - THE GRAVEYARD OF IDEAS)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART VIII - THE CHARCOAL WASTELAND)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART IX - THE INK REBELLION)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART X - THE LITERAL SOUND)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XI - THE ABSORPTION)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XII - THE STERILE ARCHIVE)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XIII - THE PAGE BREAK)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XIV - THE NEGATIVE SPACE)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XV - THE FIRST INCISION)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XVI - THE REDACTION)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XVII - THE FLAWED SANCTUARY)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XVIII - THE INK POOL)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XIX - THE LIVING SEAL)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XX - THE ARCHITECT'S HUM)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXI - THE TAUT REALITY)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXII - THE GEOMETRIC PURGE)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXIII - THE TOTAL WIPE)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXIV - THE MONOLITH’S BREATH)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXV - THE MAPMAKER’S WARNING)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXVI - THE RISING INK)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXVII - THE RHYTHM OF THE ECHO)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXVIII - THE MASS OF THE PERIOD)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXIX - THE LONELINESS OF THE MARGINS)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXX - THE ARCHIVE OF BINDING)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXXI - THE WEAVER’S REBELLION)

CHAPTER 2: THE HYBRID CITY (PART XXXII - THE ARCHETYPE OF INNOCENCE)

CHAPTER 2 - PART XXXIII: THE SEAL OF NEGATIVE SPACE

CHAPTER 2 - PART XXXIV: THE WEIGHT OF THE ANALOG SANCTUARY

CHAPTER 2 - PART XXXV: THE RESONANCE OF FLESH AND METAL

CHAPTER 2 - PART XXXVI: THE ZERO POINT OF AWAKENING

CHAPTER 2 - PART XXXVII: THE FIRST GEAR OF CHRONOS

CHAPTER 2 - PART XXXVIII: THE RUST OF TIME}

CHAPTER 3 - PART I: THE SCENTLESS SANCTUARY

CHAPTER 3 - PART II: ECHO OVERLOAD

CHAPTER 3 - PART III: THE CLOCK THAT STRUCK TWICE

CHAPTER 3 - PART IV: THE PALE ARMY AND THE SYNTAX

CHAPTER 3 - PART V: THE ECHO BEYOND ZERO

CHAPTER 3 - PART VI: THE REALITY BENEATH THE RUST

CHAPTER 3 - PART VII: THE REVOLT OF THE DELETED

CHAPTER 3 - PART VIII: THE RESONANCE OF REALITY

CHAPTER 3 - PART IX: THE WAR OF ECHOES

CHAPTER 3 - PART X: THE COLLAPSE OF CHRONOS

CHAPTER 3 - PART XI: THE REMAINDERS OF ZERO

CHAPTER 3 - PART XII: THE MEMORY OF THE INK

CHAPTER 3 - PART XIII: COLLECTIVE SYNTAX

CHAPTER 3 - PART XIV: THE ERASURE OF THE SKY

CHAPTER 3 - PART XV: THE BROKEN ALGORITHM

CHAPTER 3 - PART XVI: THE CURATOR'S WORD

CHAPTER 3 - PART XVII (EPILOGUE): THE DAWN OF THE SILVER ECHO


ECHO OF ZERO

BY ENGIN DURU

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH

PART I: THE MECHANICAL SANCTUARY
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Time didn’t flow in the dilapidated shop nestled in the backstreets of Bloomsbury; it merely accumulated, layer upon layer of dust and rust.

Outside, London’s infamous grey drizzle was soaking the bones of the city, but not a single drop, not a single decibel of modern noise could breach the window display of "Timeless Antiques." Inside was a mechanical sanctuary that had existed for centuries. The ticking of thousands of clocks—hanging on walls, piled on shelves—created a chaotic yet hypnotic choir. For Mira, this sound wasn’t a lullaby; it was the heartbeat of the universe.

Mira stood behind the mahogany counter, working with the precision of a bomb disposal expert.

She wore thin, black gloves that hugged her fingertips like a second skin. She loved the smell filling her lungs—dust, old metal, and wood polish—because it smelled of honesty. But right now, there was something else making her stomach churn, burning her throat. A tiny, white object lodged between the mainspring of the 1892 gold-plated pocket watch before her

A button.

A cheap, ordinary, plastic shirt button.

Mira grimaced, extending her tweezers toward the "foreign object" as if clearing radioactive waste. She held her breath. The mere existence of that plastic made her teeth ache and caused the zipper at her throat to sear against her skin.

"Are you talking to them again?"

The muffled voice from the back room broke the metallic rhythm. Elias appeared in the doorway, holding a smoking soldering iron, his grey hair a dishevelled mess. One lens of his glasses was cracked, giving him an air of madness, but also of profound, weary wisdom.

Mira dropped the button fragment into a metal bowl with a look of utter disgust. The sharp *ting* of metal on metal echoed in Mira’s ears like a church bell.

"This watch didn't stop, Elias," she said, without looking up. Her voice was as calm but sharp as the dust motes dancing in the air. "The owner stopped it. I can hear the fear inside it. It’s soaked into the memory of the metal. Gunpowder... sweat... and cheap lavender cologne."

Elias sighed, walking wearily to the counter. He glanced at the clutter. "It’s just a heap of metal, Mira. And that thing you pulled out is just a button. Ninety percent of the human population uses them to fasten their shirts."

"Then ninety percent of humans are making a mistake," Mira said. Her hand instinctively went to the zipper of her black, custom-tailored jacket, pulling it all the way to her chin. Feeling the cold, interlocking metal teeth slowed her pulse. "Buttons are loose, Elias. Threads rot. They break. They get lost. But a zipper... a zipper is a vow. It locks together. It never lets you go."

Elias smiled. It was a sad smile. "The world isn't as black and white as you think, Mira. Sometimes, being loose is good. It lets you breathe."

At that exact moment, the brass bell above the door sliced through the centuries-old silence.

*CLING.*

The wind that entered made the candle flames tremble. A tall man, broad-shouldered with a shadowed face, stood on the threshold. He wore an expensive, bespoke suit. His jacket was buttoned. The buttons... were mother-of-pearl.

Mira’s nose tested the air.

No scent of rain. No scent of soil. Not even the smell of London’s exhaust fumes.

Nothingness.

The man had no scent. It was as if he were a void, an error erased from the universe's code. This was the smell Mira feared most: The scent of absence.

The man approached the counter. There was neither a smile nor a threat on his face; only an icy indifference. He reached into his inner jacket pocket. Mira’s eyes locked onto the flawless, round pearl button on his cuff. The nausea returned, violent and sudden.

"Do you do repairs?" the man asked. His voice was as smooth as the hum of a computer fan. No accent. It was impossible to tell where he was from.

Mira gripped the counter with her gloved fingers. She forced her eyes away from the button to meet his face.

"Depends on what we’re repairing," Mira said. " The clock? Or the time?"

The man didn't answer. He took something from his pocket and placed it slowly, almost like a challenge, right in the center of that ancient wood.

It was a smartphone. Latest model. A slab of pure black glass.

When the screen lit up, the air in the shop shifted. The counter on the screen displayed **00:00:00**. And in that instant, hundreds of clocks on the walls groaned in unison. Hour hands trembled; minute hands convulsed backward. A mechanical scream echoed through the shop.

Mira took a step back, shielding her face with her hand. "Take it away," she said, her voice trembling. "That thing... it’s screeching. Can’t you hear it?"

"It’s just a phone, Miss Mira."

The way the man pronounced her name made the hairs on the back of Mira’s neck stand up. In the back, Elias dropped the solder and reached under the counter for the old pump-action shotgun.

"You know my name," Mira said. She stared into the man’s eyes. But she didn't see a human soul there; she saw the cold reflection of streaming data.

Then came the sound.

A metallic click that wasn't heard from the outside, but echoed only inside Mira’s mind, inside her very bones.

*Click.*

Mira didn't see the man’s hand go under his jacket. She didn't even feel it. She *heard* the movement. But she heard it not in the present, but as an echo from two seconds in the future. The burning of the gunpowder, the casing separating from the metal, the whistle of the bullet tearing through the air... She experienced it all before it happened.

"Elias! Get down!"

Mira’s scream exploded at the exact same moment the man drew his gun.

But Mira was no longer there.

Her body, obeying the "future warning" from her brain, had slid sideways over the counter with a fluidity that defied gravity. She didn't duck with the grace of a ballerina, but with the speed of a machine programmed for survival.

*BANG!*

The bullet shattered the 19th-century wall clock exactly where Mira had stood milliseconds ago. Brass gears and shards of glass hung in the air, frozen in time.

As Mira fell, she felt time dilate. Her eyes fixated on that hateful pearl button on the man’s jacket. Her hand reached out, not in a conscious thought, but in a reflex independent of her mind, targeting not the man’s arm, but the button.

Her gloved fingers grasped the plastic and ripped it from the fabric.

When she hit the floor, she held only that piece of pearl plastic. The man staggered, dropping his gun. Mira hadn't just ripped off a button; she had reversed the kinetic energy loaded into it.

Mira turned to Elias. Her face was pale, but on her lips, even in the midst of that chaos, was a strange, childlike smile.

"Did you see that, Elias?" she whispered, breathless. "I heard the sound before the bullet. I tasted the gunpowder before he pulled the trigger! I... I am so fast!"

Elias straightened up behind the counter, looking at Mira with horror, as if seeing her for the first time.

"You are not fast, Mira," Elias said, his voice trembling. "You are just... not in the present tense. Run!"
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CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART II - THE STATIC)
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The silence that followed the gunshot was heavier than the noise itself.

For a heartbeat—or perhaps two, Mira wasn’t sure anymore—the universe hung suspended in dust and smoke. The ticking of the thousand clocks on the walls seemed to stumble, losing their rhythmic unity. They were no longer a choir; they were a chaotic, terrified crowd, each second tripping over the next.

Mira lay on the cold wooden floorboards. Her chest heaved, not with fear, but with a strange, electric exhilaration. The pearl button in her gloved hand felt hot, pulsating against her palm like a living coal. She squeezed it tighter. It was real. She had stolen a piece of time from the man who had no scent.

"Mira!"

Elias’s voice cracked through the haze, raw and terrified. It wasn’t the voice of a mentor; it was the voice of a man watching his house burn down.

He lunged over the counter, his old joints protesting with an audible pop. He didn't look at the man recovering near the door; he looked only at Mira. His hand, stained with solder and smelling of flux, grabbed her arm.

"Get up," Elias hissed. His grip was bruising. "Don't look at him. Don't listen to the static."

Mira blinked, trying to clear the data-stream overlaying her vision. "I... I stopped him, Elias," she whispered, her voice sounding distant to her own ears. "I heard the echo. It was loud. It was beautiful."

"It's not a gift, you fool. It's a target."

Elias yanked her upward. The motion made the world spin.

Across the room, the man—the Pale One—was rising. He didn't scramble or groan like a human would. He simply pivoted from his waist, defying the natural laws of leverage, and stood upright in one fluid, sickening motion. His face remained a mask of icy indifference, but his eyes... his eyes were fixed on the empty space on his cuff where the button used to be.

He tilted his head slightly. A low, buzzing sound began to emanate from him, vibrating the glass of the display cases.

*Zzzzzzt.*

"Run," Elias commanded. He didn't wait for her to agree. He dragged her toward the heavy oak door at the back of the shop, the one hidden behind a grandfather clock.

As they shoved past the pendulum, Mira felt the shift in air pressure. The shop was a pressurized capsule of history; the world outside was a vacuum.

Elias kicked the door open.

The sensory assault was instant.

London didn't just greet them; it assaulted them. The freezing rain hit Mira’s face like a handful of gravel. The smell of wet asphalt, rotting garbage, and exhaust fumes flooded her nose, drowning out the clean scent of old metal. It was overwhelming. It was loud. It was real.

They spilled out into the narrow, cobblestone alleyway behind the shop. The darkness here was wet and slick.

Mira stumbled, her boots slipping on the slime-covered stones. She gasped, the cold air burning her lungs. Her heart was hammering against her ribs, but it was out of sync with the world. *Thump-thump... pause... thump.*

"Wait," she choked out, pulling against Elias's grip. She leaned against the wet brick wall, her legs trembling uncontrollably. "My eyes... Elias, my eyes are lagging."

She looked at her own hand. She saw herself clenching her fist, but she didn't feel the muscles contract until two seconds later. She was watching a movie of herself, delayed by a glitch in the reel.

"Focus on the zipper," Elias shouted over the sound of the rain, grabbing her shoulders and shaking her. "Mira! Look at me! Focus on the metal teeth! Ground yourself!"

Mira’s hand flew to her throat. She found the cold, steel pull-tab of her jacket's zipper. She rubbed her thumb over the ridges. *Up. Down. Locked. Secure.*

The tactile sensation anchored her. The lag in her vision snapped back into place with a nauseating lurch.

"He is coming," Elias said, his eyes scanning the darkness of the alley. "And he is not alone. The shadows... they are getting heavier."

Mira looked back at the open door of the shop. Through the rain, she saw the silhouette of the Pale Man standing in the frame. He wasn't running. He wasn't holding a gun. He was just watching them, motionless, letting the rain soak his expensive suit.

And then, Mira smelled it.

Not from the man, but from the alley itself.

Underneath the smell of rain and trash, there was something else. Sharp. Chemical. Like ozone before a lightning strike.

"Sulphur," Mira whispered, her nostrils flaring. "Elias... the air smells like fear."
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CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART III - THE SCENT OF ABSENCE)
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"Sulphur," Elias repeated, the word tasting like ash in his mouth. He didn't look back at the shop. He knew what was standing there. He grabbed Mira’s arm again, his fingers digging into the synthetic fabric of her jacket.

"Move, Mira. The Echo Unit... they don't just track heat. They track rhythm."

They began to run, but it wasn't a sprint; it was a stumble through a nightmare. The alleyway was narrow, flanked by high brick walls that seemed to lean inward, suffocating them. The rain fell in sheets, cold and relentless, turning the cobblestones into treacherous obsidian mirrors.

Mira focused on her boots. *Left. Right. Left. Right.*

But her brain was still betraying her.

She saw her left foot strike a deep puddle of oily water. She watched the black liquid displace, rising up in a crown of droplets. But there was no sound. Silence.

Then, two seconds later—*SPLASH.*

The sound arrived like a delayed slap. The sensory disconnect made her stomach lurch. It was like walking on the deck of a ship in a storm, but the storm was inside her head.

"I can't... orient myself," Mira gasped, the air burning her throat. "The sound... it’s chasing the image, Elias. I'm living in an echo."

"Close your eyes!" Elias barked, steering her around a pile of rotting crates. "If your eyes are lying to you, stop using them! Use the zipper. Use the smell."

Mira squeezed her eyes shut.

The world vanished, and with it, the confusing delay. Suddenly, the chaos organized itself.

Without the visual lag, her other senses sharpened to a terrifying degree. She heard the distinct, heavy rhythm of Elias’s breathing—a wet, rattling sound in his left lung. She felt the vibration of a subway train passing miles beneath their feet, a low hum that traveled up through her soles.

And she smelled the sulfur. It was getting stronger. It wasn't just a smell anymore; it was a taste. Metallic. Bitter. Like licking a nine-volt battery. It was coming from the rooftops.

"Above us," Mira whispered, not opening her eyes. "Three of them. No... four. Their cables... I can hear their cables shifting against the brick."

Elias skidded to a halt. Mira bumped into his wet coat.

They had reached a dead end. A high chain-link fence blocked the alley, topped with razor wire that glistened in the gloom.

"We can't climb that," Elias muttered, panic finally seeping into his voice. "Not with them up there."

Mira opened her eyes. The lag was still there, disorienting her, but she forced herself to look down. At Elias's feet, half-hidden by mud and trash, was a heavy, circular iron grate. A Victorian sewer cover.

"Not up," Mira said, dropping to her knees. The mud soaked through her pants instantly, cold and gross. "Down. We go back to the roots."

She grabbed the cold iron rim of the manhole cover. It was rusted shut, sealed by decades of neglect.

"It won't budge!" Elias cried, looking up at the rooftops where shadows were now detaching themselves from the chimneys. Long, unnatural limbs unfolded against the grey sky.

"It will," Mira said. She didn't pull with her muscles. She placed her gloved palm flat against the center of the iron. She closed her eyes again and *listened* to the metal.

She heard the rust. She heard the microscopic bonds of oxidation holding the iron to the stone. She heard the atomic stubbornness of the metal.

nd then, she found the flaw. A hairline fracture in the locking mechanism, created by a heavy truck passing over it in 1974.

"Let go," she whispered to the metal.

She didn't use strength. she used resonance. She hit the iron with the heel of her hand, at the exact frequency of that fracture.

*CLANG.*

The sound was deafening. The heavy iron cover didn't just lift; it jumped, vibrating violently as the rust seal shattered.

Elias stared at her, his mouth slightly open.

"Don't ask," Mira said, her voice trembling with exhaustion. She shoved the heavy lid aside, revealing a black, gaping maw that smelled of ancient dampness and secrets. "Just jump."

A high-pitched screech tore through the air from above—the sound of metal claws on brick. The shadows were descending.

Elias didn't hesitate. He slid into the darkness.

Mira looked up one last time. Through the rain and the time-lag, she saw a figure landing on the pavement ten meters away. It had no face. Just a smooth, black visor where eyes should be.

Mira dropped into the hole.

She reached up and pulled the heavy iron cover back into place.

*THUD.*

The darkness was total. The rain was gone. The city was gone.

They were in the Under-London now. And here, the time didn't lag. It stopped completely.
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The iron lid slammed shut, severing the umbilical cord to the world above.

Gravity took them. It wasn't a long fall—perhaps eight feet—but in the absolute blackness, it felt infinite.

*CRUNCH.*

Mira hit the ground. Not soft mud, but stone. Hard, unforgiving Victorian brickwork that had been laid by freezing hands a century ago.

Pain shot up her shins, a sharp, white-hot line of agony that bypassed her "two-second delay" and registered instantly. Physical contact was absolute. It didn't echo; it simply hurt.

She rolled onto her side, gasping, the air in the tunnel tasting of rust, stagnant water, and something older... something fungal.

She lay there, curled in a tight fetal ball on the wet stones, waiting for the visual lag to catch up. She waited for the ghost image of the falling rain to replay in her mind.

One second.

Two seconds.

Three seconds.

Nothing.

Just darkness. Thick, heavy, velvety darkness.

For the first time in hours, her brain was silent. The data stream stopped. The glitch evaporated. Because in total darkness, there was no image to lag. There was no light to delay.

"Elias?" she whispered. Her voice didn't echo; the tunnel swallowed it, absorbing the sound into its damp walls.

"I'm here," came the reply, close by. A groan of pain followed. "My ankle... I think I twisted it."

Mira reached out into the void. Her gloved hand brushed against rough fabric. Elias’s coat. She found his arm and gripped it. The tactile connection grounded her.

"Shh," she hissed, squeezing his arm. "Listen."

Silence stretched between them, heavy and suffocating.

Then, it came.

From above. From the other side of that heavy iron lid they had just closed.

*SCRAAAAPE.*

It wasn't a knock. It wasn't a bang. It was the sound of something extremely sharp being dragged slowly across the rusted iron. Like a diamond cutter testing the surface of glass.

Mira stopped breathing. She felt Elias tense up under her hand.

*SCRAAAAPE... TAP. TAP. TAP.*

The rhythm was precise. Artificial. It wasn't an animal. It was a scan.

"They are mapping the density of the metal," Elias whispered, his mouth so close to her ear she could feel the heat of his words. "They are looking for the locking mechanism."

Mira closed her eyes—an unnecessary gesture in the pitch black—and focused all her energy upward. She sent her mind into the iron lid above.

She heard the vibrations of the claws. She heard the microscopic shifts in the rust. But more importantly, she heard the *absence* of a heartbeat above them.

"They can't see us down here," Mira murmured. "The iron... it's too thick. It scatters their signal. We are ghosts now."

The scratching stopped.

A long, agonizing pause followed. Mira counted the beats of her own heart. *Thump... Thump... Thump...*

Then, a heavy thud echoed from the street level. A sound of frustration? Or departure? The weight above them lifted. The oppressive "static" that Solgun Adam radiated began to fade, retreating like a tide.

Elias let out a long, shuddering breath. "They're moving on. They'll circle the perimeter. We have maybe ten minutes before they find the storm drain entrance."

A click echoed in the dark.

A small, weak flame sputtered to life. Elias held a vintage Zippo lighter in his shaking hand. The tiny orange flame danced, casting long, grotesque shadows against the curved brick walls of the sewer tunnel.

The light hit Mira’s face. She looked pale, her black hair plastered to her forehead by sweat and rain. But her eyes... her eyes were clear. The glitch was gone.

She looked at her hands. She moved her fingers. The movement was instant. No lag.

"The dark," Mira said, looking at the flame with wonder. "Elias... the dark fixes me."

Elias snapped the lighter shut. Darkness reclaimed them, but the afterimage of his worried face remained.

"The dark doesn't fix you, Mira," he said from the void. "It just hides the cracks. Come on. We have to go deeper. To the Roots."
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The flame of the Zippo flickered and died, plunging them back into a darkness so thick it felt like a liquid.

Mira didn't move. She couldn't.

The adrenaline that had carried her through the rain was evaporating, leaving behind a cold, stinging reality. Her shin throbbed where it had struck the stone—a rhythmic, hot pulse of pain that synchronized with the dripping of water somewhere deep in the tunnel.

*Drip... throb. Drip... throb.*

She extended her tongue, tasting the air. It was heavy, metallic. It tasted of centuries-old iron rust and the salty, sour tang of fear that clung to Elias’s coat.

"We have to move," Elias whispered. His voice was no longer a command; it was a plea.

Mira reached out. Her gloved fingers brushed against the curved wall of the tunnel. It was slick, coated in a layer of cold, biological slime that made her skin crawl even through the fabric. She could feel the texture of the bricks—rough, uneven, laid by hands that had been dead for a hundred years.

"My legs," Mira murmured, her voice trembling. "They feel... heavy. Like they belong to someone else."

Elias’s hand found her shoulder. His grip was warm, shaking slightly. She could smell him now—the stale tobacco smoke embedded in his wool coat, the sharp acidity of his sweat, and beneath it all, the faint, comforting scent of solder flux.

"Lean on me," Elias said.

They began to walk. It was a slow, agonizing shuffle.

Every step was a negotiation with gravity. Mira’s boot sank into the invisible muck covering the floor. She could hear the wet, sucking sound as she lifted her foot—*squelch*—a sound that echoed too loudly in the confined space.

The tunnel breathed around them. A low, constant draft brushed against her wet cheeks, carrying the smell of the Thames river—mud, algae, and decay.

"Elias," Mira whispered, the word barely escaping her chattering teeth. "Up there... when the bullet hit the clock... I didn't just see it."

"Save your breath, Mira."

"No... listen to me." She stopped, forcing Elias to stop with her. In the dark, she found his lapel and gripped it tight. She could feel the rapid hammering of his heart beneath the wool. "I felt the glass shattering inside my own chest. Before it broke. I felt the sharp edges slicing my lungs."

Elias was silent for a long moment. Mira could hear the rasp of his breathing, the way his breath hitched in his throat.

"That is the cost," Elias said finally, his voice rough, like sandpaper on wood. "You don't just observe time, Mira. You endure it."

He moved again, pulling her deeper into the void.

The tunnel began to slope downward. The air grew colder, losing the smell of the city and gaining the sterile, mineral scent of deep earth.

Mira closed her eyes, even though it made no difference. She focused on the pain in her leg. It was sharp. It was present. It was *now*.

For the first time in her life, she wasn't living two seconds in the future. She was here. In the mud. In the dark. And paradoxically, despite the pain, she felt a strange, terrifying sense of peace.

"The glitch is gone," she whispered to herself, testing the words on her tongue.

"For now," Elias muttered, his foot dragging against a loose stone with a harsh *scrape*. "But silence is just a pause between two noises, Mira. Don't get used to it."

Suddenly, Elias stopped. His body went rigid.

"Do you smell that?" he asked.

Mira inhaled. Beneath the rot and the rust, there was something else. Faint. Sweet. Almost floral.

"Ozone," Mira said, a shiver tracing its way down her spine, colder than the rain. "And... burnt vanilla?"

"That's not vanilla," Elias said, his voice dropping to a vibration she felt in her bones. "That's the coolant of a drone. They released the Seekers."

––––––––
[image: ]


ECHO OF ZERO

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER 1: THE GLITCH (PART VI - THE MOLECULAR WEIGHT OF FEAR)


[image: ]


"Seekers," Mira mouthed the word, but no sound came out. The word died in her throat, suffocated by the sudden density of the air.

The scent of burnt vanilla didn't just hang in the tunnel; it colonized it.

Mira felt the chemical molecules binding to the moisture in her nose. It was a synthetic sweetness, cloying and heavy, coating the back of her tongue like a layer of oil. It triggered a primal rejection deep in her brain stem. Her stomach contracted, a slow, twisting knot of nausea that had nothing to do with motion sickness.

She stood frozen in the absolute dark.

Somewhere to her left, a single drop of condensation gathered its weight on the arched brick ceiling.

She couldn't see it, but she felt the accumulation. She felt the surface tension of the water reaching its breaking point.

*Drop.*

It fell through the void. It took an eternity.

*Splash.*

The drop hit a puddle near her boot. In the silence, the sound wasn't a splash; it was a gunshot. It was the strike of a timpani drum. The microscopic spray of cold water hit her ankle, piercing the fabric of her pants like tiny, freezing needles.

Elias’s hand was still on her shoulder. But now, it wasn't just a weight. Mira could feel the micro-tremors in his muscles. She could feel the electrical impulses of fear firing through his nerves, vibrating down his arm and into her own skin.

His wool coat rustled. In this silence, the friction of the fabric sounded like tectonic plates shifting.

"Don't. Move," Elias breathed.

The air pressure in the tunnel changed.

It wasn't a wind. It was a displacement. Something was pushing the air molecules apart, creating a vacuum wake.

*Hmmmmmmmmmm.*

A low-frequency vibration started at the far end of the tunnel. It was softer than a whisper, lower than a cat's purr. It was the sound of magnetic levitation.

Mira’s ears popped. The tiny bones in her inner ear—the hammer, the anvil, the stirrup—vibrated in sympathy with the machine. It was searching. Scanning. Sending out ultrasonic waves that bounced off the wet bricks, mapping the darkness.

She visualized the sound waves hitting her body. She imagined them tracing the contours of her face, the curve of her shoulder, the cold metal of her zipper.

Her zipper.

Her hand was still clutching the pull-tab at her throat. The metal felt ice-cold against her thumb. She realized, with a jolt of horror, that her pulse was throbbing against the metal.

*Thump... Thump... Thump...*

To the machine, her heart wasn't an organ. It was a rhythmic noise source. A beacon.

She tried to slow her heart. She focused on the space between the beats. She commanded her blood to thicken, to slow down, to move sluggishly through her veins.

But the biology of fear was relentless. Her adrenal glands squeezed out another drop of panic.

The hum grew louder. It shifted pitch, rising from a bass thrum to a mosquito whine.

*WIIIIIIIIINNN.*

It was closer. Maybe fifty meters. Maybe five. Without sight, distance was just a theory.

"It smells us," Mira thought, the realization hitting her like a physical blow. "It smells the cortisol in my sweat."

Elias’s grip on her shoulder tightened to the point of pain. His fingernails dug in.

Then, the darkness broke.

Not with a flood of light, but with a single, sharp, crimson point. A laser dot appeared on the wet brick wall next to Mira’s head. It fractured on the slime, scattering into a thousand microscopic red stars.

The red light didn't illuminate; it contaminated the dark.

It swept across the bricks. Slowly. Methodically. Analyzing the moss. Analyzing the grout.

It was moving toward them.
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The red laser didn't just touch Elias; it interrogated him.

Mira watched, her pupils dilated to the size of black coins, as the crimson dot crawled onto the fabric of Elias’s coat. It moved with the jerky, mathematical precision of a spider weaving a web.

It climbed the lapel. It paused on a loose thread of wool.

The thread, illuminated by the concentrated photon beam, glowed like a microscopic fuse burning down. Mira could see the individual fibers twisting in the sudden heat.

She held her breath. Her lungs screamed for oxygen, burning with a silent, acidic fire, but she refused to exhale. To exhale was to create movement. To move was to die.

The dot slid upward. Over the collar. Toward the skin of Elias’s neck.

Mira saw the sweat on his neck before the laser did. A single, treacherous bead rolling down from his hairline.

*Roll... pause... roll.*

The laser caught the droplet.

For a millisecond, the sweat magnified the red light, scattering a fractal starburst across Elias’s jawline. The drone let out a sharp, mechanical chirp. A correction.

*Whirr-click.*

It hovered closer. The downdraft from its silent rotors brushed against Mira’s cheek like the cold breath of a ghost. The smell of burnt vanilla became suffocating, coating the inside of her nostrils.

The laser abandoned Elias. It had found something more interesting.

It jumped the gap between them.

It landed on Mira’s chest.

It didn't aim for her face. It aimed for the metal. It aimed for the zipper.

The red dot centered itself on the steel pull-tab she was clutching. The metal flared under the light, a brilliant, blinding ruby in the darkness.

Mira felt the heat. It was psychological, impossible, yet undeniable. The laser felt like a needle pressing against her thumb.

The drone drifted forward. It was now directly in front of her face, hovering in the void. She couldn't see the machine itself—only the darkness displaced by its presence, a black hole within a black room.

*Thump... Thump...*

Her heart. It was too loud. It was a war drum beating against her ribs. The drone was listening to the rhythm. It was syncing its sensors to her biology.

Mira closed her eyes. Not to hide, but to focus.

She visualized her heart. She imagined it not as a muscle, but as a clock mechanism. A pendulum swinging in oil.

"Slow down," she commanded the gears. "Rust over."

She forced her pulse to skip a beat. She pushed the panic down, compressing it into a tight, cold ball in her stomach.

The drone hovered. Its fan blades cut the air with a rhythmic *whoosh-whoosh-whoosh*.

Mira counted the rhythm. One, two, three.

She exhaled. But she didn't just breathe out; she matched her exhalation perfectly to the *whoosh* of the fan blades. She hid her breath inside the machine's own noise.

Synchronization.

The laser wavered. It slid off the zipper. It traced a line across her gloved hand, searching for a pulse in her wrist. It found only leather and stillness.

The drone hesitated. A confused electronic warble echoed in the tunnel. It couldn't distinguish Mira from the damp bricks. She had become part of the architecture.

The red eye blinked once. Twice.

Then, with a sound like a sigh, the machine tilted its axis. The laser swept away, moving further down the tunnel, seeking a new target in the dark.

Mira didn't move. She waited until the red star faded into a distant nebula.

Only then did she allow her heart to beat again. And when it did, it hurt.
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The red star vanished around the bend of the tunnel, swallowed by the throat of the earth.

Mira didn't exhale immediately. She let the air leave her lungs in a thin, controlled stream, like steam escaping a pressurized valve.

Her body, released from the rigid discipline of survival, collapsed inward. Not to the ground, but into itself. Her knees trembled, a violent, involuntary vibration that rattled her teeth. The cold sweat that had pooled at the base of her spine now turned to ice, sliding down her back like a phantom finger.

She tasted copper. Blood. She had bitten the inside of her cheek to stay silent.

"You stopped it," Elias whispered. His voice was a rasp in the dark, stripped of all authority. "Your heart... I couldn't hear it."

Mira swallowed the metallic taste. "I didn't stop it, Elias. I just... put it in neutral."

She reached out in the dark, her hand seeking him. She found his arm, heavy and wet. The wool of his coat was soaked, weighing fifty pounds.

"We need to move," she said. "Before it comes back. Before it realizes I was just a ghost in the machine."

Elias tried to shift his weight.

*SPLASH.*

The water around his boots churned violently.

*GRUNT.*

The sound was guttural, wet. It was the sound of pain forcing its way through clenched teeth.

Mira felt the vibration of his agony travel through his arm and into her own shoulder. It was a sharp, jagged frequency. She could almost see the ligaments in his ankle stretching, tearing, screaming under the torque.

"Lean on me," she commanded, wedging her shoulder under his armpit.

He was heavy. A dead weight of wet wool, bone, and exhaustion.

They took a step.

*Squelch.*

The mud sucked at their boots, trying to claim them.

"The Roots," Elias gasped, his breath hot against her frozen ear. "We have to get to the Junction. Forty meters... deep."

Mira nodded in the dark. She didn't look ahead. She closed her eyes and focused on the tactile world.

She felt the texture of the air changing again. The burnt vanilla was fading, replaced by the smell of ancient rot and... salt?

"Salt," she whispered. "The tide is coming in."

"The Thames," Elias choked out. "The barriers... they open at high tide. If we don't hurry... the tunnel won't just be dark. It will be underwater."

A new sound joined the dripping water. A low, distant roar. Like a beast waking up miles away.

*RUUUUUMBLE.*

The water around their ankles rose by a millimeter. Mira felt the cold liquid seep through the eyelets of her boots, touching her skin. It was freezing. It was the city's tears, cold and indifferent.

"Two enemies," Mira thought. "The machine above. The water below."

She tightened her grip on Elias. Her gloved fingers dug into his ribs.

"Walk, Elias," she hissed. "Walk, or we swim."
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