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    For the children who have only known the shadows,and the parents who would burn themselvesto keep their world warm.
This is for the dreamers who still rememberthe true color of the morning.


    



  	
        
            
            "Light is a privilege, not a right.To own the sky is to protect the soul."— The Helios Corporation Charter, Year 01
"The sun doesn't have a meter.It just waits for you to wake up."— Ancient Whispers
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Chapter 1: City of Long Shadows
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The world did not end with a bang or a whimper. It ended with a click.

Kaelen sat at his wooden workbench, his fingers moving with practiced grace. He was a clockmaker by trade, though these days, people rarely cared about the time. They cared about the light. In the city of Oakhaven, the sun was no longer a gift from the heavens. It was a product.

Above the city, a thick, metallic shield called the Veil stretched from horizon to horizon. It was a marvel of engineering, designed fifty years ago to "protect" the earth from solar storms. But protection had quickly turned into a cage. Now, the sky was a permanent, bruised purple, like a sunset that had forgotten how to fade.

Kaelen squinted, his eyes aching in the dimness. On his desk sat a small, brass-cased meter. It looked like a heart, pulsing with a faint, orange glow. This was a Lumen Meter. It tracked every second of artificial sunlight pumped into his small apartment through the overhead grids.

"Five minutes," Kaelen whispered. His voice was raspy from the dry, filtered air.

Five minutes of light left for the day. He looked at the clock on the wall. It was barely three in the afternoon. If he used the light now to finish the watch he was repairing, he would be sitting in total darkness by dinner time. If he saved it, he could let his daughter, Lina, see her storybooks before bed.

The choice was no choice at all. He reached out and turned the dial on the wall to its lowest setting. The room plunged into a thick, heavy gray. The only light came from the tiny sparks of his welding tool and the distant, cold blue glow of the street lamps outside his window.

"Papa?"

A small voice drifted from the corner of the room. Kaelen turned, his heart softening. Lina was sitting on the rug, wrapped in a thick wool blanket. At seven years old, she should have been outside running through grass, feeling the heat of a real sun on her shoulders. Instead, she was pale, her skin almost translucent in the shadows.

"I am here, little bird," Kaelen said. He stood up, his knees popping. He walked over and sat beside her on the floor.

"Is the sun coming soon?" she asked.

Kaelen felt a sharp pang in his chest. It was the same question she asked every day. In Oakhaven, the government—a massive corporation called Helios—projected artificial sunlight through a grid of massive panels beneath the Veil. But they didn't give it away. You paid for every lumen. You paid for every degree of warmth.

"We have five minutes of the Golden Tier saved," Kaelen said, trying to make his voice sound cheerful. "The real bright stuff. The kind that makes your hair look like it is on fire."

Lina smiled, but it was a tired smile. Her eyes looked heavy. "Can we use it now? Just for a little bit? I want to see the pictures of the green trees again."

Kaelen looked at the meter on the wall. It was a cruel machine. It didn't care about a child’s joy. It only cared about credits. He had worked ten hours at the repair shop today just to afford those five minutes. He had skipped lunch. He had walked home in the freezing wind instead of taking the heated transport.

"Okay," Kaelen said. "Just for a little bit."

He reached up and turned the dial.

Above them, the ceiling panel hummed. It was a low, vibrating sound that traveled through the bones. Then, a soft, honey-colored light began to pour down. It wasn't the harsh, flickering white of the streetlights. This was the "Golden Tier"—a spectrum designed to mimic the old sun.

Lina gasped. She threw back her blanket and reached her small hands up into the beam of light. For a moment, she looked like a different child. The gray tint left her skin. Her brown hair shimmered with hints of red. She laughed, a sound so bright it felt out of place in their dusty, cramped apartment.

"It's warm, Papa! Feel it!"

Kaelen put his hand in the light beside hers. It was warm, yes, but it was a hollow warmth. It didn't have the weight of the real sun he remembered from his own childhood—the smell of baked earth and the way the air felt alive. This was just electricity and glass.

But for Lina, it was everything.

She scrambled to grab a tattered book from under her pillow. It was a book of old photographs—forests, oceans, and mountains bathed in natural light. She turned the pages quickly, her eyes wide. She was drinking the light with her gaze.

Kaelen watched her, his eyes stinging. He had lost his wife, Mara, three years ago to the Gloom Sickness. It was a wasting disease that took those who spent too much time in the dark. The doctors said the only cure was "unfiltered exposure," but that was impossible for someone of their class. Helios kept the highest quality light for the Upper Districts, where the glass towers pierced the lower clouds.

Kaelen had promised Mara he would keep Lina in the light. He had promised she would never go gray.

Click.

The light vanished.

The room didn't just go dark; it felt like the air itself had turned cold. The humming stopped. The brass meter on the wall showed a flat, dead zero.

Lina’s hands stayed in the air for a second, reaching for a warmth that was no longer there. She slowly lowered them and looked at the book in her lap. The green trees were now just dark, indistinguishable shapes.

"Is it gone?" she whispered.

"The meter is empty, Lina," Kaelen said, his voice thick with emotion. "But I will get more tomorrow. I have a big job at the shop. A clock from the Upper District."

"The real sun never clicked off," Lina said. She wasn't complaining; she was simply stating a fact she had learned from his stories. "It just went down to sleep, and it stayed free for everyone."

"That’s right," Kaelen said. He pulled her into a hug. She felt so small, her ribs sharp beneath her sweater. "And one day, it will be like that again. I promise you."

He didn't know how he would keep that promise. The Veil was thick, and the Helios Corporation was stronger than any army. They controlled the sky, and by controlling the sky, they controlled life itself.

Kaelen tucked Lina into her small bed. He kissed her forehead and waited until her breathing became slow and steady.

He walked back to his workbench. He didn't turn on the dim, blue "Emergency Light" that the city provided for free. It was a depressing light that made everything look like it was underwater. Instead, he sat in the total darkness of the apartment.

He looked toward the window. Outside, the city of Oakhaven was a landscape of shadows. High above, he could see the "Sun Grids" glowing. They looked like giant, burning eyes in the roof of the world. They were beautiful and terrifying.

Every night, Kaelen felt the same weight in his chest. It was the weight of a debt he could never pay. He owed his daughter a world he couldn't give her. He owed his wife a legacy he was failing to protect.

A sudden knock at the door startled him.

It was a low, rhythmic knock. Three short taps, a pause, and then one long tap.

Kaelen froze. He knew that knock. It didn't belong to a debt collector or a neighbor. It was a signal he hadn't heard in years. It was a signal from the time before the Veil was finished—a signal from the people who had tried to stop it.

He stood up, his heart hammering against his ribs. He moved quietly to the door, careful not to wake Lina. He pressed his ear against the cold metal.

"Who is there?" he whispered.

"Someone who remembers the smell of rain on hot pavement," a woman’s voice replied. It was a soft voice, but it carried a sharp edge of urgency.

Kaelen’s breath caught. He slowly turned the heavy iron bolt and cracked the door open.

Standing in the hallway was a woman wrapped in a dark, oil-stained cloak. Her face was mostly hidden by a hood, but her eyes caught what little light there was. They were bright—feverishly bright.

"Nadia?" Kaelen breathed.

"I heard you were still fixing things that are broken, Kaelen," she said. She stepped inside before he could invite her, closing the door behind her with a soft thud.

She looked around the dark room, her eyes landing on the empty Lumen Meter. She reached out and touched the brass casing.

"The whole world is broken," Kaelen said, his voice low. "I just fix watches."

"Watches tell people when they are out of time," Nadia said. She pulled back her hood. Her hair was short and jaggedly cut, and a thin scar ran across her cheekbone. "But the people in this city have been out of time for a long while. They are fading, Kaelen. Your daughter is fading."

Kaelen stepped toward her, his hands balled into fists. "I am doing my best. I work every hour they give me."

"It will never be enough," Nadia said. She reached into her cloak and pulled out a small, heavy object wrapped in velvet. She placed it on his workbench. "Helios is raising the price again. Starting Monday, the Golden Tier will cost double. The gray light will be all anyone can afford. And you know what the gray light does to children."

Kaelen felt a wave of cold horror wash over him. Double? He was already working at his limit. If the price doubled, Lina would never see the golden light again. She would live in the permanent twilight until the Gloom took her.

"Why are you here, Nadia?" Kaelen asked, his voice trembling.

She unwrapped the velvet. Inside was a piece of technology Kaelen had never seen. It was a glass cylinder filled with a swirling, liquid light that seemed to pulse with its own rhythm. It didn't look like the artificial light from the grids. It looked alive.

"This is a Seed," Nadia whispered. "It’s a fragment of the original solar harvest. If we can get this to the Main Grid at the heart of the city, we can do more than just turn the lights on."

Kaelen looked at the glowing cylinder. "What do you mean?"

Nadia looked him directly in the eyes. "We can shatter the Veil. We can give the sun back to everyone, for free."

Kaelen looked at the closed door of Lina’s bedroom. He thought of her small hands reaching for the warmth of a subscription she didn't understand. He thought of the debt he carried—the debt of a father to a child.

"That’s treason," Kaelen whispered. "They will kill anyone who touches the Grid."

"They are already killing us, Kaelen," Nadia replied. "They are just doing it slowly so we don't notice. But I noticed. And I think you have too."

Kaelen looked back at the liquid light. It was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen. It held the promise of a thousand mornings. But it also held the scent of a dangerous choice.

"Why me?" he asked.

"Because you are the best mechanic in the district," she said. "And because you have the most to lose."

Kaelen reached out. His fingers hovered over the glass cylinder. He could feel a faint heat radiating from it—a heat that felt real.
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Chapter 2: Empty Meters
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The morning began not with a sunrise, but with a siren. It was a low, mournful sound that echoed off the damp stone walls of the Unlit District. It signaled the start of the "Economy Cycle," the six hours of dim, grayish light that the Helios Corporation provided to the working class.

Kaelen woke before the siren finished its first wail. He had spent the night in the chair by his workbench, his hand resting near the velvet-wrapped Seed. He hadn't slept more than an hour. Every time he closed his eyes, he saw the Veil cracking like a frozen lake, letting in a flood of gold that burned his retinas.

He looked over at Lina. She was still asleep, her small face pale against the dark pillow. He reached out and touched her cheek. It was cold. Even with the heavy wool blankets, the lack of infrared warmth from the grids during the night hours made the apartments feel like tombs.

"Wake up, little bird," he whispered.

Lina stirred, her eyes fluttering open. She didn't smile. Children in Oakhaven rarely woke up smiling. They woke up shivering.

"Is it Monday?" she asked, her voice small.

"No, it is only Tuesday," Kaelen said. He realized his mistake. Tuesday was the day the Lumen Collectors came.

He stood up and walked to the small kitchen area. He poured a cup of recycled water into a pot and set it on the electric heater. It took a long time to boil; the power was as throttled as the light. He watched the tiny bubbles form at the bottom of the pot. They looked like little pearls of light, rising and vanishing.

"We have to go to the market today," Kaelen said. "I need to pick up a shipment of springs for the shop. And we need more vitamin oil."

Lina sat up, wrapping the blanket around her shoulders like a cape. "Will there be light at the market?"

"Only the street lamps, Lina. We have to save our personal credits for the evening. Remember? We want to finish that story about the mountains."

She nodded solemnly. She understood the mathematics of survival better than any seven-year-old should. She knew that a piece of fruit cost three minutes of light. She knew that a warm bath cost an entire hour.

Kaelen dressed her in layers of sweaters and a thick, padded coat that had once belonged to a neighbor’s son. He tucked the Seed into a hidden pocket inside his own heavy leather apron. It felt warm against his ribs, a secret heart beating against his own. He knew it was dangerous to carry it, but he couldn't leave it in the apartment. If the Helios Enforcers did a random "Efficiency Check," they would find it in seconds.

They stepped out into the hallway. The air was thick with the smell of coal dust and ozone. The hallway was lit by flickering, pale blue tubes that hummed with a nervous energy. Neighbors shuffled past them, their heads down, their skin the color of old parchment.

Down in the street, the "Economy Light" was a sickly mist. It didn't cast shadows so much as it blurred everything into a single, muddy shape. Kaelen held Lina’s hand tightly as they walked toward the Central Market.

The market was a cavernous space under a crumbling railway bridge. It was filled with stalls selling synthetic proteins, recycled clothes, and refurbished heaters. But the most popular stalls were the Light Exchanges.

"Look, Papa," Lina whispered, pointing toward a corner of the market.

A long line of people stood in front of a heavy iron booth. Above the booth, a digital sign flickered: CREDIT RATIO: 10 CALORIES TO 1 SECOND.

A woman at the front of the line was crying. She was holding a small handheld lantern, the kind used for bedside reading. She was begging the man inside the booth.

"Please," she sobbed. "My son has the fever. He needs the warmth. Just ten minutes. I will work double shifts at the filtration plant."

The man in the booth didn't look up from his screen. He wore the silver-and-blue uniform of a Helios Junior Clerk. "The rates are fixed by the Central Grid. No exceptions. Move along, mother. You are blocking the line."

Kaelen pulled Lina away, his chest tightening. He saw the woman collapse against a soot-stained pillar, her empty lantern clutched to her chest. This was the "Daylight Debt." It wasn't just about money; it was
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