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​CHAPTER 1: THE FRACTURING CITY
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Scene 1.1 – The Council Hall

The council hall was fuller than it had been in months.

Every bench was occupied. Network runners pressed against the walls, their ears twitching at the overlapping frequencies of so many bodies. Pressure Clan representatives stood in a cluster near the orc section, their clay-red arms crossed, their slow heartbeats audible in the quiet between words. Former Purists, their copper wire discarded, sat apart from everyone else, their still ears catching frequencies they were still learning to trust.

Thalira stood at the center of the circle, the resonance shards from Nysha’ren spread on a stone table before her. The amber light pulsed in uneven rhythm.

“The Builders were afraid,” she said. “They found something they couldn’t control. The Giants were never enemies—they were asked to hold something heavy. And Nysha’ren... Nysha’ren is still listening.”

A murmur ran through the hall. Some leaned forward, curious. Others leaned back, suspicious.

“The Source isn’t a machine,” Thalira continued. “It doesn’t need to be forced. It needs to rest. The silence pockets—”

“We know about the pockets,” a voice said from the orc section.

Torn stepped forward.

He was broad, even for an orc, his clay-red skin scarred from decades in the deep vents. His ears were still—not locked with copper wire, but missing. Scarred remnants, the cartilage cut away years ago. He had made sure he could never hear the old frequencies again.

“My daughter used to tap on the walls,” Torn said. “Rhythms. Patterns. She said the stone was talking to her. I told her it was just pressure shifts.” He paused. “She had a specific rhythm. Two quick taps, then a long one. She said it meant listen.”

The hall went quiet.

“One day she walked into a silence pocket and forgot how to come back. She didn’t die. She just sat there. Humming. For weeks. Until the Council took her away.” His voice cracked. “I don’t care about the Builders’ fear. I don’t care about the Source’s rest. I care that something in this world took my daughter and gave me back a stranger who didn’t know my name.”

Thalira met his gaze. “I know.”

“No. You don’t.” He turned to the crowd. “Anyone who’s lost someone to the silence—follow me.”

He walked out. A handful of followers—scarred, hollow-eyed, their ears still—followed him.

The hall erupted.

Scene 1.2 – The Fracture

MARETH STOOD. HIS VOICE cracked.

“You see what you’ve done? You bring back... stories. Half-truths. And now the city tears itself apart.”

“Torn was already tearing,” Thalira said. “We just gave him a direction.”

Mareth’s hands trembled. “I spent my life protecting this place. Hard choices. Necessary choices.”

“Were they?”

His face worked—defensiveness flashing across his features. “You weren’t there. You don’t know what it was like. The Hollowed were dangerous. The silence pockets were spreading. We did what we had to do.”

“Did you?”

He stared at her. His jaw tightened. Then, slowly, the resistance bled out of him. His shoulders slumped. His voice dropped to a whisper.

“I didn’t ask to be the one who had to decide.”

“None of us did,” Thalira said. “But we have to live with what we decided.”

Mareth sat down slowly, his hands still trembling, his eyes wet. He did not speak again.

Liris rose from her bench near the back. Her copper charm glowed faintly.

“The network will go after Torn. To protect Nysha’ren. To protect Linet. Not because we have all the answers—because we have to try.”

“I’m not asking the Council’s permission,” Thalira said.

“I know.” Liris stepped toward her. “But you have mine.”

Scene 1.3 – The Preparation

THE LOWER TIERS HAD become a staging ground again.

Thalira checked her pack: resonance shards, copper charms, dried rations, a blade. Her mother’s dampener hung from her belt. Her spiral mark pulsed—but the rhythm was wrong. Off. As if something far away was interfering.

Vekki stood at the entrance to the vent. “The network will monitor the marsh. If Torn’s group shifts direction, we’ll send runners.”

“They’re heading straight to Nysha’ren.”

“Then you intercept them before they reach the gates.”

Mikk adjusted his gear, his white-furred ear twitching. “The silence pockets are still moving. But they’re not drifting anymore. They’re converging. Toward the marsh.”

“That’s not natural,” Vrenn said.

“Nothing about this is natural.”

The stone beneath Thalira’s feet trembled. Just once. A low, deep vibration that she felt in her knees, her hips, the base of her skull. The marsh was answering.

“The Source knows,” she said. “It knows Torn is coming.”

“Can it stop him?” Mikk asked.

“I don’t know. But I think it’s been waiting for someone to listen.”

She stepped into the vent.

“Let’s move.”

Behind them, the city’s hum faded.

Ahead, the marsh waited.

And somewhere in Nysha’ren, Linet dreamed.
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​CHAPTER 2: THE WEIGHT OF INDUSTRIAL VIOLENCE
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Scene 2.1 – The Broken Path

The first sign was the reeds.

Not flattened—shattered. Their stalks lay in splinters, the mineral dust that had glittered on them now ground into dark mud. Mikk touched a broken edge. It crumbled to ash.

“They’re not cutting,” he said. “They’re crushing.”

Ahead, the marsh opened into a clearing where the water had turned black. Not the clear dark of deep pools—the dead black of absence. Thalira knelt, pressing her fingers to the mud. It was cold. Not the cold of water or stone. The cold of something that had stopped breathing.

Vrenn pointed to a cluster of copper stakes, their coils blackened, driven deep into the ground. “Thermal line-stakes. We use them to seal unstable vents. They’re not mining. They’re killing the stone.”

The air pressed against Thalira’s ears—not sound, not silence, but the raw weight of pressure collapsing. Mikk’s white-furred ear twitched once, then went still.

“My ear’s gone,” he said. “Can’t track anything. Just... vacuum.”

“Then feel the ground.” Vrenn knelt, pressing her palm to the mud. Her heartbeat slowed, then found another rhythm beneath it—frantic, shuddering. “The bedrock is shaking. Something’s pushing up from below.”

“The pockets,” Thalira said. “They’re converging.”

They walked on. The reeds grew sparser, then vanished. The algae was dead, its amber glow replaced by a flat gray film. The marsh wasn’t retreating. It was being erased.

Scene 2.2 – The Echo of the Rhythm

THEY FOUND THE POOL at the edge of the dead
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