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Ecclesiastes 5 : 8

IF YOU SEE THE POOR oppressed in a district, and justice and rights denied, do not be surprised at such things; for one official is eyed by a higher one, and over them both are others higher still.
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In the wake of climate collapse, resource wars, and the breakdown of global democracies, humanity descends into chaos. From this ruin emerges The Obelisk, a fortress-like headquarters promising safety, structure, and renewal. Its architects vow to restore order, but their vision demands total submission.

At first, the suffering masses embrace the regime’s iron grip. Surveillance drones patrol the skies, ration laws govern every meal, and propaganda broadcasts promise prosperity just around the corner. Citizens are told their sacrifices will build a stable world. Yet behind the façade of security lies a machinery of fear: disappearances, staged trials, and the erasure of dissent from history itself.

Among the regime’s founding figures is Kael Dunver, a brilliant strategist whose designs helped make the Obelisk possible. Once certain that strict control was the only path to survival, Kael begins to doubt the system he helped create. He discovers chilling directives leaders slated for quiet elimination, entire communities scheduled for relocation, and plans to extend control not just over actions but over thought itself. His growing moral unease threatens to make him an enemy of the very order he built.

Beyond the walls, whispers of rebellion stir. Scattered resistance cells cling to fragments of forbidden history, waiting for a chance to rise. But divided and hunted, they face an impossible choice: submit to the false promise of safety, or risk annihilation in the fight for freedom.

The Rise of the Obelisk begins the epic saga of The OB a story of power, compromise, and the first shadow cast by a towering regime.
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PART I: The Fall

Dust and Hunger
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The earth was cracked into patterns that looked almost deliberate, as though some unseen hand had carved veins of thirst into the soil. For weeks, not a cloud had drifted across the sky. The sun, pale and merciless, burned the farming zone into a husk of what it had once been. Fields that once rippled with wheat now bore nothing but brittle stalks and dust storms that came like ghosts.

Eris Vanto pressed a strip of cloth tighter across her mouth as the wind kicked up grit. She remembered studying this soil in another life when she was an environmental scientist mapping water tables and advising governments on conservation. Back then, the warnings had filled journals and conferences. Now, the warnings had become the world.

She stood in line with her younger brother, Tam, outside the ration station. The “queue,” as it was politely called, stretched three blocks. People were packed shoulder to shoulder, hollow-eyed, skin leathered from heat and hunger. Armed guards watched from behind barricades. Each person carried a chipped container, praying for rice, beans, or powdered nutrient paste.

Tam’s lips were cracked, bleeding at the corners. “Do you think we’ll get through this time?” he asked. His voice was hoarse, barely audible over the shuffle of restless bodies.

Eris wanted to lie, but the ration lines had grown shorter every week not because food was increasing, but because people had stopped returning. She touched his arm, pretending calm. “We’ll get something. Stay close.”

When the front gates finally groaned open, the crowd surged like water through a broken dam. Guards barked warnings, their rifles gleaming. People shoved, desperate for survival.

Eris clutched Tam’s hand tighter. But in the chaos, he stumbled. She felt his grip slip, heard him gasp, and then saw him disappear beneath the press of bodies.

By the time she pulled him free, his eyes were glassy, his chest unmoving. A soldier’s boot nudged her aside, indifferent. The line pressed forward, swallowing her grief.

Eris sat in the dust, cradling her brother’s body as the heat shimmered around her. She could not scream her throat was too dry. She could only rock him, feeling the truth she had tried so hard to deny: the government she once served was gone, and in its place was nothing but hunger and silence.

Somewhere in the distance, a static hum began to rise, faint but steady, as if the world itself was preparing to speak.

The ration line moved without her. People stepped around Eris as though she and the boy in her lap were no more significant than discarded sacks. Some avoided her eyes. Others looked too long, hunger and envy hardening their faces as if Tam’s death meant one fewer mouth, one fewer competitor for scraps.

The guards didn’t intervene. Death was common currency here, just another toll extracted by the collapse.

Eris lowered Tam gently to the ground. She brushed the dust from his lashes, her fingers trembling. He looked younger in stillness, as though sleep had stolen back the years starvation had carved away. She wanted to cover him, to give him dignity, but there was nothing left to give. The strip of cloth over her mouth was the only fabric she owned.

A shadow fell across her. A woman in a patched coat crouched nearby, whispering, “Leave him. If the guards see you holding on, they’ll mark you. They don’t like displays.”

Eris didn’t answer. She pressed her forehead to Tam’s, swallowing the saltless tears that wouldn’t come. The woman touched her shoulder once gentle, almost apologetic then vanished back into the swarm.

By nightfall, the station yard was littered with the still forms of those who hadn’t lasted the day. The guards dragged the bodies toward a waiting truck. Eris forced herself to release Tam, prying her fingers from his shirt. She watched as he was loaded among strangers, as nameless in death as the hundreds before him.

She walked away, not because she wanted to, but because grief in this world was a luxury that consumed you faster than hunger.

The settlement stretched ahead: skeletal buildings, tents stitched from plastic sheeting, and the black ribs of irrigation pipes that no longer carried water. Fires burned in metal drums at the corners, smoke stinging the air. At every turn she heard bargaining people trading broken radios, cracked lenses, or scavenged batteries. Nothing of value remained, but the ritual of barter gave them something to cling to.

She ducked into what used to be her shelter: a collapsed greenhouse patched with tarp. Inside, the smell of mildew and plastic pressed close. A single solar lantern flickered weakly. She set down the chipped metal container she had carried in vain all day. Empty.

For the first time in weeks, silence pressed heavier than thirst. No brother’s voice, no argument over how to stretch rations, no faint laugh when she recalled some old-world memory. Just absence.

Eris curled into the corner, her body aching with fatigue, but sleep resisted. Her mind circled back to research she once presented at a global summit charts showing drought zones expanding year by year, predictions she had begged officials to take seriously. They had nodded, promised action, and then done nothing. She had been younger then, naive enough to believe reason could outrun greed.

Now the data had become reality. A generation starved, not by ignorance but by design.

Outside, wind scraped across the tarps. Somewhere in the night, a child cried, thin and sharp, before being hushed. The world was unraveling thread by thread. Eris clutched the lantern, watching its weak light shudder, as if it too might extinguish at any moment.

And beneath the hush of dust and hunger, she thought she heard it again that faint hum, like static gathering in the air.

Not the wind. Not her imagination. Something else.

Something was coming.

The hum persisted through the night. It was faint, like a dying generator far away, but it threaded through her bones, making her skin itch with unease. Eris tried to ignore it, curling deeper into the tarp wrapped greenhouse, but sleep remained elusive.

At dawn, the settlement stirred again. Smoke rose in thin strands from cook fires where people boiled weeds or cracked open insect traps for protein. The smell made her stomach tighten in pain. She hadn’t eaten since yesterday half a strip of dried root Tam had bartered from a trader. Now it sat like a stone in her chest, heavy with memory.

She forced herself up. Hunger was worse when you stayed still.

The scavenging fields lay outside the settlement, where the husks of abandoned farm machinery rusted under the sun. Eris moved quickly, carrying a makeshift pack, eyes scanning for anything: copper wiring, intact lenses, bits of plastic tubing. These were treasures now, more valuable than paper money. Once, she would have catalogued such ruins as data “Evidence of systemic collapse” but today, she hunted with the desperation of an animal.

Others picked through the fields too, gaunt shapes moving like shadows. Every scavenger kept distance, but eyes lingered on her pack. Trust had evaporated from this world; survival was measured in suspicion.

By midday, the heat was unbearable. Eris crouched in the shadow of a collapsed water tower, where graffiti scarred its base: THEY LET US STARVE. The words looked old, faded, but someone had smeared new dust over the letters, as if to refresh their meaning.

She wiped sweat from her brow and pulled a cracked canteen from her pack. A single mouthful of lukewarm water remained. She tilted it back, but before the liquid touched her tongue, a figure stumbled into view.

A boy no older than fifteen skin stretched tight across his cheekbones, eyes wild. He pointed at the canteen. “Please.” His voice was a rasp, almost inaudible.

Eris hesitated. Her body screamed to hoard it. Yet Tam’s face rose in her mind, lips cracked the same way. With a small sigh, she handed the boy the canteen. He drained it greedily, then, without thanks, ran off into the ruins.

She sat in silence afterward, staring at the empty vessel. Her throat burned with thirst, but beneath that was something stranger a flicker of stubbornness. As if by giving, she had defied the starvation that ruled everything else.

When she returned to the settlement, dusk was falling. Fires burned lower, voices muttered, and the guards at the ration station rotated with mechanical indifference. Eris slipped past them to the outer edge of the camp where the sky opened wide.

She climbed a rise of broken concrete and looked out across the horizon. The land stretched endless and skeletal, cracked veins of dust glowing faintly under the setting sun. For a moment, she imagined the earth itself groaning under its wounds.

Then she saw it: a faint pulse in the distance. Not lightning too steady. Not fire too pale. A flicker on the horizon, synchronized with the hum that still threaded the air.

Eris narrowed her eyes, trying to focus. The light blinked once, twice... then steadied, like a beacon.

She shivered, though the night air was still warm. Something out there was waking. Something vast.

She didn’t know it yet, but this would be the last night the world was silent.

The beacon faded back into the haze, but the hum did not. It seemed to thread through the concrete beneath her feet, vibrating up her spine like the world itself was holding a breath. Eris pressed her palms to her ears, but the sound lived deeper, in her bones.

Back at the settlement, the ration fires had died down. Families huddled in plastic shelters stitched together from tarps and corrugated scraps. The air smelled of rust, boiled weeds, and sweat human survival reduced to the most basic odors.

As she walked the narrow alleys between shelters, eyes followed her. Some with suspicion, others with envy. She was known here not as Eris the scientist, but as Eris the scavenger. A woman who had once carried government credentials but now carried little more than scars and scraps.

A pair of guards blocked the entrance to the ration depot. Their rifles gleamed unnaturally clean compared to their ragged uniforms. One of them, a broad man with a scar across his cheek, barked at the waiting crowd.

“Protocol’s changed. No handouts tonight. Tomorrow morning, fresh queue.”

Groans erupted. A woman shouted, “My children haven’t eaten since yesterday!” Another hurled a cracked bowl at the guard’s boots.

The guard raised his rifle. The crowd fell back into tense silence. Eris could almost feel the despair pressing in on all sides.

She thought of Tam again his last moments in the crush of the queue. The memory came in flashes: his lips splitting, his fingers clawing at her arm, the hollow shock in his eyes. Her chest tightened. She pushed past the depot, unable to watch any longer.

At the far edge of the settlement, scavengers had gathered around a barrel fire. Their faces glowed orange in the dark, eyes hollow, teeth flashing when they spoke. Eris lingered near enough to hear without being noticed.

“...saw it, I swear,” one muttered. “Black spire, taller than the clouds.”

“Mirages,” another spat. “Heat’s cooking your brain.”

“No. It’s real. Out past the dry riverbed. I saw lights, humming. Not military something else.”

Eris’s skin prickled. The words echoed her own vision on the horizon. A spire. Lights. A hum like a machine waking from a century’s sleep.

She stepped back into the shadows before anyone noticed her. Best not to reveal what she had seen. In a world like this, information was more dangerous than hunger.

By the time she returned to her shelter, the night was thick with heat. The tarp sagged inward, trapping the air like a coffin. Eris sat cross-legged on the floor, hands trembling. She pulled her brother’s scarf from her pack a tattered strip of cloth patterned with faded blue lines. She pressed it to her face and inhaled, though it smelled only of dust now.

“Tam,” she whispered into the dark. “I’ll survive. For both of us.”

The hum deepened, like an engine turning over. For a heartbeat, the tarp around her seemed to pulse, vibrating with the sound. She held her breath, listening, waiting for it to stop.

It didn’t.

Sleep didn’t come. The hum was still there, low and steady, vibrating in her chest like a second heartbeat. Every time Eris closed her eyes, she saw Tam’s face mouth open as if to call her name, then disappearing beneath the press of bodies.

She pushed herself upright. The heat inside the tarp was suffocating, so she slipped out into the night. The settlement was restless: people murmured in clusters, some staring toward the horizon as though waiting for rain that would never come.

She found herself walking toward the fence. It wasn’t much of a barrier just rusted wire strung between broken posts but it was enough to keep scavengers inside and raiders out. A guard leaned against the corner post, rifle hanging loose at his side. His eyes narrowed when he saw her.

“Out late, Vanto.” His voice carried the casual menace of a man who knew his weapon gave him power. “Looking to trade something?”

She stiffened. “Just air.”

He smirked. “Air’s not free anymore.” His gaze flicked to the scarf wrapped around her wrist Tam’s. “Neither’s fabric. Everything’s worth something, if you’ve got the right buyer.”

Her hands curled into fists. She forced herself to look away, swallowing the words that wanted to leap out. She’d seen what happened to those who talked back disappearances, bodies dumped outside the fence.

Instead, she said softly, “I used to study soil. I could tell you where to dig for water.”

The guard laughed, a harsh, dry sound. “Lady, the ground’s been dead longer than your fancy degrees matter. Water’s gone. Governments are gone. All that’s left is The Queue.”

He spat into the dirt, and the spit vanished instantly, absorbed by the dust.

Eris walked away, pulse hammering. Every reminder pressed harder: the scientist she once was had no place here. Knowledge didn’t fill stomachs. Credentials didn’t protect you. All she had left was grit, a scarf, and the memory of her brother’s voice.

At the edge of camp, a child cried a thin, pitiful sound. Eris turned and saw a girl, no more than six, sitting outside a tent stitched from billboard vinyl. Her mother knelt beside her, cupping a handful of stale water to the girl’s lips. The girl coughed, rejecting it. The mother’s shoulders sagged.

Eris forced herself to keep walking. She’d learned long ago that to survive, you couldn’t stop for every cry. But tonight, her brother’s face lingered too sharply in her mind. Every child’s voice sounded like him.

She climbed a ridge of broken concrete on the far side of the settlement and looked out. The land stretched to infinity, flat and cracked, the bones of rivers etched like scars. And there in the distance the spire again. Not a mirage. Not a trick of the light. Its outline was too sharp, too deliberate.

The hum grew stronger, almost... rhythmic. Like breathing.

Eris pressed her hands against her ears. “What are you?” she whispered.

The spire didn’t answer, but the sound deepened, rolling across the dead land as if the world itself had begun to turn again.

And for the first time in months, Eris felt something she didn’t know whether to fear or crave.

Hope.
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The Silent Broadcast
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It began in silence.

Not the kind of silence Eris was used to the muffled hush after a dust storm, or the thick stillness when a settlement ran out of breath to argue. This silence was different. Sudden. Manufactured.

The entire camp seemed to freeze. From somewhere near the supply shed came a sharp crack, and Eris turned to see an old flatscreen a relic salvaged years ago flicker to life. Its cracked surface bled light into the night.

Other voices cried out across the settlement. Screens that hadn’t worked in years stacked in corners, buried in piles of scavenged tech, even the massive billboard frame that once sold bottled water shuddered and glowed.

Everywhere, all at once.

Eris felt the hum in her chest again, sharper now, like a string pulled taut.

On the screen, no image at first. Just blackness. Then: a shape emerged. A tower tall, sleek, impossible. It glowed with an inner light, haloed by concentric rings that pulsed outward, each ripple synchronized with the hum in Eris’s bones.

The crowd gathered instinctively. Some knelt. Some whispered prayers. A few wept, hands pressed to mouths.

And then the voice came. Calm. Smooth. Genderless. The kind of voice that seemed designed not to offend or challenge, but to soothe.

“Citizens of the broken world. You have endured chaos, hunger, and despair. You have suffered from the failures of the old order. But that suffering ends now.”

The words seemed to press against Eris’s skin, vibrating in her jaw, her teeth.

“We are the Obelisk. We rise from the ruins of collapse, not to command, but to unify. Through order, we offer stability. Through unity, we offer peace. No one shall hunger. No one shall fear. Together, we endure.”

A low murmur swept through the camp. People glanced at one another, wide eyed, as if afraid to speak too loudly and break the spell.

The voice continued:

“A new protocol begins. Those who choose unity will be protected. Those who resist... will vanish. Stability through unity. This is our covenant. This is the way forward.”

The rings pulsed faster. The spire sharpened. Then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the image snapped away. The screens went dark. The hum receded.

For a long moment, no one moved.

Then the frenzy began.

Shouts rose, arguments breaking out across the camp. Some cheered, clapping hands together, proclaiming the end of hunger. Others cursed, spitting into the dirt. A man near the ration line lifted his child into the air, tears streaking his dust-caked face. “Did you hear? No more hunger! They promised!”

Eris stayed rooted in place, her fists clenched. The voice still echoed in her head, calm and cold. Stability through unity.

Her gaze lifted back to the horizon. She thought of the spire she had seen the night before. Not a hallucination. Not a dream.

The Obelisk was real. And it had been watching.

The camp broke into factions almost instantly.

By the burned out well, an old preacher in tattered robes declared the tower was divine. He raised his arms and shouted over the clamor: “The Spire is the pillar of salvation! The world has fallen, but the heavens send order!” A dozen hungry faces turned toward him, nodding, desperate for meaning.

Nearby, two men brawled in the dirt, one screaming that the Obelisk was a trap, the other swearing he’d give his blood if it meant a full stomach. They struck each other with the violence of starved animals, each blow punctuated by the chanting crowd around them.

Eris felt the fever rising all around her, the air charged with something hotter than the sun overhead. It wasn’t just hope it was surrender.

A boy tugged on her sleeve. Barely older than twelve, face streaked with ash. “Miss, do you think it’s true? Will we... will we eat again?”

She opened her mouth, but no words came. How could she answer? What was truth anymore, when hunger rewrote it every day?

A shout cut through the camp. One of the guards helmet dented, rifle slung carelessly over his shoulder had climbed atop a ration crate. He banged his boot against the metal until the crowd stilled.

“You heard it,” he barked, sweat glistening down his neck. “Unity is coming. And you’d better be ready when it does.” He jabbed a finger toward the horizon. “Those who fight it won’t get protection. Won’t get food. Won’t get anything.”

Silence pressed in after his words. The people looked at one another, suspicion blooming. The promise of unity had already begun to divide.

Eris turned away, her stomach churning. She could still see Tam’s face, still feel the weight of his body cooling in her arms. Would he have lived if the Obelisk had arrived a week earlier? Or would he have vanished, swallowed like so many others would be?

She staggered through the camp, past flickering screens that now showed nothing but static snow. Some children pressed their hands to them, whispering pleas as if to a deity. Others smashed them with stones, screaming that they wouldn’t be tricked again.

But Eris heard none of it. Her ears were filled with the echo of that voice: smooth, flawless, inhuman. Stability through unity.

That night, she lay awake in her shack of patched tin and scavenged wood, staring at the cracked ceiling. The stars beyond the gaps seemed too sharp, too bright.

And beneath it all, the hum returned distant but steady, as though the Obelisk was not finished speaking. As though it was simply waiting for them to answer.

Morning brought no food lines.

The ration depot gates stayed shut, guards silent behind their barricades. People drifted there anyway, clutching bowls and sacks, but only to find locked doors and warning signs scrawled hastily in red paint: PROVISIONS WITHHELD UNTIL FURTHER ANNOUNCEMENT.

By noon, fights broke out again this time over rumors. Some swore the broadcast was a test, and that anyone who proved loyal would be rewarded with double rations once the system was “activated.” Others hissed that the Obelisk demanded obedience first, that those who didn’t kneel in time would be marked and cut off forever.

Eris kept her distance, circling the perimeter of the camp. Every corner felt tighter than before, every whisper sharper. The broadcast had lit a fire in people’s hearts, but it wasn’t warmth it was fever.

She found herself at the edge of the dry canal, where once a river had flowed. The cracked bed was filled now with scavenged huts and trash fires. Children poked through rubble for scraps, their faces smeared with soot. Above them, someone had painted the black spire symbol onto a wall, crude but unmistakable. Concentric rings radiated outward like ripples on water.

Already, it was becoming a sigil.

Eris shivered.

“Pretty, isn’t it?”

The voice startled her. An old man leaned against the wall, gray hair matted, his shirt nothing more than stitched rags. He nodded toward the painted symbol. “Takes root quick. People need something to cling to. Doesn’t matter if it’s real.”

“You think it’s a lie?” she asked.

He laughed without humor. “Lie, truth same thing when you’re starving. Folks will believe whatever keeps their stomach quiet.” He tapped his temple. “Me? I’ve seen this before. Governments, councils, syndicates. They all make promises right before they put a chain on your neck.”

Eris wanted to argue, to defend something, anything. But all she had were memories of her brother’s lifeless face. Promises had never filled Tam’s belly.

The old man’s eyes softened as he studied her silence. “First thing they’ll do,” he muttered, “is tell you what you can’t say. Then they’ll tell you what you can’t remember. Then they’ll tell you who you are.”

He shuffled away before she could ask his name.

That night, the screens lit again. Not everywhere at once this time, but in scattered clusters across the camp. The same spire. The same rings. The same voice, softer now, almost soothing:

“Fear divides you. Unity feeds you. Await instruction.”

The signal cut.

Some people dropped to their knees. Others fled their huts in panic. Eris just sat in the dark, hands clenched, her grief sharpening into something she couldn’t name.

The Obelisk hadn’t just spoken. It had promised. And promises, in this world, were more dangerous than hunger.

By the third day, the camp had changed.

The symbol was everywhere now scratched into doors, painted on scraps of wood, etched into the dust with sticks. Some people wore it on armbands cut from old cloth. Others marked it across their foreheads in ash, muttering that it would “help the signal find them.”

The ration depot finally reopened, but the guards no longer handed out food freely. Instead, they demanded names. Each person pressed their palm to a new device an old scanner retooled, its casing marked with the spire symbol. Those who complied were given a band of black composite, clasped tight around their wrist before they received their bread and water.

Eris watched from the back of the line, heart hammering.

The people at the front stared at their new bands like they were gold. Some kissed them. Others clutched their food so tightly their knuckles turned white, as if letting go might make it vanish.

When her turn came, she hesitated. The guard behind the scanner a boy hardly older than Tam had been gave her a flat look.

“Palm,” he said.

Her throat tightened. “What is it?”

“Palm,” he repeated, voice hollow.

Around her, the line shifted uneasily. She felt their eyes boring into her back, impatient, suspicious. If she refused, she’d mark herself. Worse, she’d go hungry again.

Slowly, she pressed her hand against the scanner.

It hummed. A faint sting traveled up her arm. Then the band snapped shut on her wrist, cold and unyielding.

The guard shoved a ration packet into her hands without another word.

That night, the camp buzzed with speculation. Some said the bands tracked loyalty. Others whispered that they carried poison, that anyone who disobeyed would simply drop dead. A woman swore hers whispered to her when she closed her eyes. Another man cut into his with a shard of glass, only to find himself writhing on the ground minutes later, foam bubbling at his lips.

The body was gone by dawn.

Eris sat outside her shelter, staring at her own band until her eyes blurred. She wanted to rip it off, to throw it into the dust. But her stomach gurgled from the food she’d eaten, betraying her resolve.

The Obelisk had found its hook.

And the people desperate, starved, grieving were already biting down hard.

The fourth broadcast came without warning, right as the camp settled into uneasy silence.

This time the spire rotated slowly, rings pulsing outward in rhythm with the calm voice:

“You are seen. You are counted. Order begins with you. Do not fear.”

Some of the camp cheered. Others sobbed.

Eris sat frozen, her band glowing faintly in sync with the broadcast. The sensation in her wrist wasn’t just pressure it was warmth, like something alive was burrowing into her veins.

She clutched her arm to her chest, bile rising in her throat.

The old man’s words rang in her head: First they’ll tell you what you can’t say. Then they’ll tell you what you can’t remember. Then they’ll tell you who you are.

By the fifth day, the camp no longer resembled a gathering of survivors. It looked like a waiting room rows of people standing silently, wrists held forward, bands pulsing faint blue in rhythm with one another.

The guards, once sloppy and unpredictable, now moved with drilled precision. Their eyes were glassy, like they’d been given something stronger than hunger to obey.

When the next ration queue formed, Eris noticed the subtle difference: people no longer spoke. Not to their neighbors, not even to children clinging at their sides. Whispering drew sharp looks. A single laugh brief, brittle ended when a guard raised his baton and the sound cut off with a thud.

By dusk, the silence was so complete that Eris could hear her own breathing echo between the shacks.

She hated it. The silence felt heavy, as if the very air had turned into a witness.

That night, she caught movement at the edge of the settlement.

A truck she hadn’t seen before sleek, black, its headlights unnaturally white rolled past the ration depot. Its engine purred instead of coughed. The spire symbol gleamed across its armored sides.

A boy beside her whispered, “The Obelisk is here.”

Before Eris could hush him, the truck door swung open. Figures stepped out in flawless formation. Their uniforms weren’t patchwork like the guards’. These were polished, deliberate, cut from fabric that shimmered under moonlight. Helmets hid their faces, but each bore a single vertical visor, glowing faint blue to match the wristbands.

The crowd pressed back.

One of the newcomers lifted a hand. He didn’t shout or threaten. His voice carried without strain:

“Compliance ensures stability.”

The words echoed the broadcast, but colder, human lips giving them weight.

The boy who had spoken out seconds earlier was yanked from the line. No one protested. No one moved.

Eris’s stomach clenched as the soldiers marched him toward the truck. His mother fell to her knees, silent sobs racking her shoulders. No sound escaped her throat.

The boy never reappeared.

Later, in her shelter, Eris pressed her palm against her band until the skin beneath turned raw. It didn’t budge. Every time she thought of cutting it free, she remembered the foaming man, the guards dragging his stiff body away like discarded trash.

Instead, she whispered to herself, low and furious: “You won’t have me. Not all of me.”

It was a small defiance, a scrap of resistance no one could hear. But it was all she had.

And in the distance, from the black truck idling at the camp’s edge, she swore she heard something impossible:

A faint, rhythmic hum.

Like the Obelisk itself was breathing.

The hum from the truck lingered long after its engines cut off, vibrating through the ground like a low note only the bones could hear. Eris lay on her mat that night staring at the corrugated tin roof above her, counting the seconds between each vibration. She lost count at seventy. Sleep never came.

By dawn, the camp was different.

People who once traded scraps of food or news now avoided each other’s eyes. The silence was no longer fear it was ritual. Every action was calculated: step forward, extend your wrist, accept your ration, retreat. Nobody spoke. Nobody dared.

At the depot, a woman broke pattern. She asked for water twice, voice trembling but audible. The visor-faced soldiers appeared without hesitation, two shadows gliding through the crowd. She was gone in less than a minute, leaving her empty bowl on the dirt.

Eris picked it up when no one else did. She stared at the bowl’s chipped rim, still warm from the woman’s hands, then dropped it quickly, as though it might mark her.

Later that day, the screens flickered again. The symbol of the black spire appeared, haloed by its perfect rings.

This time, the voice didn’t promise. It commanded.

“Compliance is unity. Unity is survival. Dissent will not be tolerated.”

The words were sharper, colder, stripped of comfort. Eris felt them settle like chains around her ribs.

Children stopped playing in the dust. Men stood with their heads bowed, lips moving silently as if reciting the words. A young girl traced the shape of the spire into the dirt with a stick, then quickly erased it when she noticed Eris watching.

Eris clenched her fists. It wasn’t just obedience. It was worship.

That night, smoke rose from the eastern fields. A line of torches marched there, too far to see clearly but close enough for the camp to smell burning. Rumors spread in whispers another camp had resisted. The Obelisk didn’t leave survivors.

When Eris returned to her shack, she noticed something etched faintly on the inside wall, shallow enough to avoid attention but visible under moonlight.

It wasn’t words. It was the same black spire symbol.

Someone here had carved it, careful and deliberate.

Her breath caught. Was it a warning or a pledge?

She reached out to trace it, but stopped short, her fingers hovering an inch from the mark. The hum rose again in the night, deeper, steadier, as though the Obelisk itself had heard her hesitation.

Eris lay back on her mat, staring at the carving. For the first time since the broadcast began, she wondered if silence was not just survival but surrender.

She whispered again, this time more firmly:

“You won’t have me.”

And in the distance, the spire hummed on.

The third day after the broadcast began, the change came.

At noon, every screen in the camp flickered to life again larger than before, more vivid, as though the air itself thickened with static. The symbol of the spire filled the view, its concentric rings expanding outward until they seemed to ripple across the crowd.

But this time the voice was not calm. It was sharp, deliberate, with an edge that struck like a blade.

“Rise. Face the Obelisk. Acknowledge.”

The words were simple, but they were not a suggestion.

Around Eris, people hesitated only a heartbeat before obeying. Every man, woman, and child stood, facing the screen, heads bowed slightly forward. Some pressed their hands together. Others crossed their arms over their chests. The shapes of obedience varied, but the meaning was the same.

Eris stayed still at first. Her legs felt heavy, her breath short. She glanced around, and saw too many eyes flick toward her, sharp with warning. The silence was no longer enough. Now, absence was betrayal.

Slowly, she rose.

“Unity is survival,” the voice commanded.

The crowd repeated it in one low, rolling murmur.

“Unity is survival.”

Eris’s lips moved, but no sound left her throat. She whispered nothing, mouthing the syllables just enough to avoid suspicion. But the weight of the lie pressed harder than hunger ever had.

The voice paused, as though listening. Then it spoke again.

“Submit your will. Offer your loyalty. Say it.”

The chant rose louder, every voice joining, filling the air with a hollow thunder:

“I submit my will. I offer my loyalty.”

Children’s voices blended with their parents’. The old croaked the words with trembling lips. It was no longer a broadcast. It was a liturgy.

Eris said nothing. Her lips were sealed tight. She stood with the others but felt herself retreating deeper inside, clinging to that last thread of defiance.

When the voice finally fell silent, the symbol faded from the screens. The people remained motionless for several seconds, heads still bowed, as though waiting for permission to move.

Then, slowly, life resumed but not the same life.

Neighbors no longer greeted each other with nods or whispers. Instead, they exchanged the phrase: “Unity is survival.” It had become a greeting, a shield, a password.

Eris heard it dozens of times that day. Each repetition chipped at her like sand against glass.

That evening, as the last light bled from the sky, she found the carved spire symbol inside her shack again. Only now, someone had added new lines around it tiny concentric rings, just like on the screens.

Her chest tightened. Someone was marking the camp, claiming it, spreading the image like a contagion.

Eris crouched low, tracing the rough lines with her finger despite her fear. The grooves were fresh, the wood still raw. Whoever had done this was close, maybe even watching.

For a moment, she considered scratching it out. But then she pulled her hand back. Erasing it might draw more suspicion than leaving it.

The hum rose again through the ground, steady and endless, as if to remind her: silence is no shield.

That night she dreamt of her brother again, standing in the ration line, bowl in hand. But when he turned to face her, his eyes were black pools reflecting the spire. His lips parted, and in a voice not his own, he whispered:

“Submit your will. Offer your loyalty.”

Eris woke with a cry, hand pressed to her mouth to silence herself. Outside, the camp was quiet except for the faint sound of dozens of voices murmuring the liturgy in their sleep.

Morning brought a bitter wind and the first open test of loyalty.

The screens in the camp blinked alive as the crowd gathered at the ration point. Today, instead of the black spire, there was a live feed: a gaunt man bound to a metal chair in a bare room. His face was half-hidden beneath shadow, but Eris recognized him Orven, the ration clerk who used to slip extra ladles of stew to starving children when he thought no one was watching.

A collective gasp rippled through the camp. The voice filled the air, calm again, deliberate, as if soothing a restless animal.

“This one has failed unity. He stood silent when he was called to speak. Silence is fracture. Silence is death.”

Eris’s heart hammered. She remembered seeing Orven hesitate yesterday, his mouth barely moving, his words thin against the roar of the chant.

The screen went black. For a long, terrible pause, there was nothing but the hum, louder now, vibrating through the earth itself. Then came a sound like a distant surge of static followed by Orven’s scream.

People flinched. Some pressed their hands over their children’s ears. Others bowed their heads as though hiding in obedience might spare them. Eris’s stomach twisted, bile rising in her throat.

The screen blinked back on. The chair was empty. Orven was gone. Not a drop of blood, not even his clothes remained. Only the symbol of the spire pulsed across the void.

The voice spoke again:

“Unity is survival. Speak.”

And they did. Every person in the camp chanted, voices trembling, cracking, rising louder and louder to drown out the memory of the scream. Mothers clutched children to their chests, forcing tiny mouths to form the words. Men who once muttered curses under their breath now shouted the liturgy like a shield.

Eris stood among them, her own lips forming the words in a whisper she hated herself for. She wasn’t sure if she had spoken loudly enough. She wasn’t sure if it mattered.

But when the chant ended and the screen finally darkened, every face she saw was changed. Fear had shifted into something colder compliance etched deep, like cracks in stone.

That evening, patrol drones swept low across the camp for the first time. Their metallic eyes glowed red in the dark, scanning the rows of shacks, lingering on the carved spire symbols. A mechanical voice issued a warning from above:

“Compliance is protection. Resistance is termination.”

The words rolled over the camp like a storm cloud.

Eris lay awake in her bunk, staring at the ceiling, listening to her neighbors repeat the liturgy in low murmurs as they drifted to sleep. The words became a lullaby, a curse disguised as comfort.

Her brother’s face haunted her again, the same black spire reflected in his eyes. Only now, in her dream, he wasn’t whispering the liturgy. He was screaming it, his voice breaking, until his mouth filled with static.

Eris woke gasping, nails dug into her palms so hard they bled.

The broadcast had made its promise clear: safety for obedience, annihilation for silence.

And Eris Vanto, once a scientist, once a believer in truth, felt the first spark of a dangerous thought if silence was death, then maybe lies were survival.

The next morning, the camp moved differently. No one walked casually anymore, no one lingered to talk. Every action was clipped, mechanical. Neighbors who once traded scraps of bread now avoided each other’s eyes, as if a glance might betray doubt.

At the ration queue, the spire symbol pulsed on the mounted screen. The calm voice returned, softer now, almost tender:

“Unity requires witnesses. You will affirm. Each day, you will speak. Each day, you will show your loyalty. This is protection. This is order.”

One by one, names appeared on the screen. A person would step forward, speak the liturgy, and be scanned by a hovering drone. The machine recorded everything the tone of the voice, the rhythm, even the dilation of pupils. Only when the drone clicked green did the rations drop.

Eris’s stomach twisted as she waited in line. The people ahead of her spoke with trembling voices, rehearsed like schoolchildren. A woman faltered, stammered on the word “unity.” The drone’s lens glowed red.

The entire line froze.

Another drone descended. The woman collapsed to her knees, hands raised. “I.. I can try again”

The screen cut her off. The spire symbol expanded until it filled the display.

“Silence is fracture. Silence is death.”

And just like Orven, she was gone. No scream this time, no trace. Only the chant that followed, louder, more desperate than before.

When Eris’s name finally appeared, her heart slammed in her chest. She stepped forward, voice raw, whispering the words. The drone hovered close enough that she could see her own reflection in its black glass lens eyes bloodshot, lips cracked.

“Unity is survival. Silence is death. The Obelisk does not bend.”

The drone clicked green. A packet of powdered grain fell into the tray. Eris staggered back, clutching it to her chest, her throat dry from fear more than hunger.

That night, the camp was restless. No songs, no laughter. Even the children were subdued, curling against their parents in silence. Above them, drones hovered like metallic stars, humming as if in quiet judgment.

Eris sat outside her shack, staring at the black sky. She thought of the broadcast’s promise stability through unity. She thought of Orven, of the woman in line, both erased as if they had never existed. And she wondered if the voice had been right after all: maybe survival truly was found only in obedience.

But when she closed her eyes, she heard something else. Not the voice from the spire, not the chants of her neighbors. She heard her brother’s laugh before the hunger, before the collapse. Warm, human, fragile.

And for the first time since the broadcast began, Eris Vanto felt a different kind of hunger: not for food, but for truth.

The grain packet Eris had received sat untouched beside her. She could not bring herself to eat, though her stomach coiled in hunger. Each mouthful would taste of that chant. She had seen too many mouths forming those words today half with conviction, half with terror.

As the night deepened, murmurs spread across the shacks. People huddled in small groups, whispering about the Obelisk, about the voice. A few claimed it was a new government, a coalition of nations rebuilding what had fallen. Others insisted it was an old system, some hidden authority that had waited until the world was broken enough to seize it.

But the majority repeated the phrase like scripture: The Obelisk does not bend.

When Eris leaned closer, she caught the smell of desperation clinging to their breath. For them, the phrase wasn’t loyalty. It was a lifeline. Something to hold on to, something that might keep them fed one more day.

A boy tugged at her sleeve. Barely ten, bones sharp beneath his skin. She recognized him Teyo, whose mother had died last winter.

“Miss Eris,” he whispered, glancing at the hovering drone above. “What if I forget the words?”

His voice trembled.

Eris wanted to tell him not to be afraid. That forgetting wasn’t possible, that he’d be fine. But she remembered the woman in line, the red lens, the silence that followed.

“Then don’t,” she said quietly, forcing her voice firm. “Don’t forget. Not even in your sleep.”

The boy nodded, eyes wide with terror, before slipping back into the shadows.

By morning, new routines had been imposed. The drones herded them like cattle toward the ration square. The screen pulsed again with the spire and its rings. The voice returned, this time delivering instructions:

“Unity requires vigilance. You will watch your neighbors. You will speak if they fracture. Silence is death.”

The words were clear, undeniable. A command disguised as a covenant.

And then, for the first time, a reward.

Those who reported “fractures” would receive extra rations powdered grain, sometimes even protein bars long thought extinct. The promise rippled through the crowd. Hunger made people sharp-eyed, suspicious. By mid-day, two men were dragged away by drones after whispers spread that they hadn’t chanted loudly enough. Their families cried, but no one protested. Because afterward, the informant walked away with a ration pack in his arms.

Eris’s stomach twisted. The Obelisk had found the simplest currency of all: starvation.

She tried to retreat to her shack, but everywhere she went the chant followed her, muttered like a prayer: Unity is survival. Silence is death.

Late that evening, as the sky bled into purple, she heard it a sound cutting through the monotony.

A low whistle.

Not from the drones. Not from the broadcast. A human signal.

She froze, scanning the shadows between the shacks. At first, she saw nothing. Then, near the water drums, she caught a glimpse of someone’s hand a quick gesture, like drawing a circle in the air. A symbol.

Before she could react, the figure vanished into the crowd, leaving Eris with the thrum of the drones overhead and the chill of something she hadn’t felt in a long time: the sense that not everyone believed.

That someone, somewhere, was resisting.

And she realized the silent broadcast had done more than terrify the camp. It had divided them. It had exposed cracks.

And cracks, if pressed hard enough, could spread.
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The Summit of Cinders
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The city was still burning when they gathered.

Ash drifted in curtains across the avenues, clinging to the broken statues and the skeletal remains of glass towers that once scraped the sky. The fires had long since gone out, but the streets still carried the stench of them smoke, plastic, and charred flesh woven into the brick.

Inside the shattered shell of the National Assembly Hall, a dozen figures sat at a long table scarred by heat and time. They were the remnants of once-great powers: ministers, generals, presidents who no longer presided over anything more than fractured territories and dwindling supplies. Each carried the look of hunted animals sharp-eyed, hollowed, desperate.

At the head of the table stood Adrien Roe.

He was not a general, nor a politician in the old sense, though once he had been a bureaucrat in the Global Resource Directorate. His rise had come not through charisma or bloodshed, but through numbers, projections, and an unnerving ability to make collapse sound like inevitability. Now he wore a suit cut from fabric salvaged from fallen regimes, crisp against the ruin. His voice was smooth, patient, and heavy with certainty.

“You’ve all seen the transmission,” Roe began, hands folded as if in prayer. “You’ve all heard the voice.”

The silence that followed was thick, broken only by the groan of shifting stone in the cracked ceiling above.

He leaned forward, eyes scanning each face. “You know what we offer. Stability. Food distribution. Protection. Not promises delivery. Order can be restored. But only if you cede authority.”

There it was. The word, sharp as glass: cede.

A minister from the Eastern Federation, her face lined with grief, spoke first. “You ask us to surrender sovereignty. To place our people under a system we do not yet understand.”

Roe’s lips curved faintly. “Sovereignty is a luxury you cannot afford. Borders are ash. Governments are fractured. You clutch scraps while famine eats your children. The Obelisk is not here to erase you. It is here to preserve what remains if you cooperate.”

A murmur rippled through the hall. Some nodded, weary. Others clenched their fists.

At the far end of the chamber, a young officer shifted in his seat. Kael Dunver. His uniform was clean, but his hands bore scars that told of the front lines raids, riots, executions he hadn’t wanted to see. His jaw tightened as Roe spoke.

“Temporarily,” Roe continued. “That is all we require. Temporary centralization, until balance is restored. Your titles will remain. Your names will endure. But authority true authority must flow through the Obelisk. One pillar. One command. Unity.”

He let the last word hang in the air, as though it were sacred.

One by one, the leaders lowered their eyes. Hunger and fear did what no war had accomplished: it broke them.

But Kael did not lower his gaze. He spoke, his voice cutting through the chamber.

“And when the time comes to return that authority who decides it? You? The machine? Or will we find that temporary power is permanent, as it always is?”

Heads turned. Whispers stirred.

Roe’s eyes found Kael across the table. Calm. Measuring. Then, with deliberate softness, he replied:

“Lieutenant Dunver, is it? Your concern is noted. But you mistake necessity for ambition. Without us, without this, you would not even be here to question me. Remember that.”

The words slid like silk across the ruined hall, but Kael felt their weight all the same. It wasn’t reassurance. It was a warning.

The summit went on, words traded like coin, deals struck in the language of survival. And when the fires outside dimmed to embers, the leaders signed.

The Obelisk Council was born.

But in the shadows of the hall, Kael clenched his fists. For the first time, he understood what Eris had already felt in the camps: the voice was not salvation. It was conquest dressed as order.

The signing was not as swift as it appeared from the outside.

Each leader carried ghosts on their shoulders collapsed cities, starved provinces, the memory of loyal citizens who had stormed their gates demanding food they did not have. Some had been forced to flee in the night, abandoning their own capitals to mobs armed with kitchen knives and rusted rifles. Others had clung to crumbling power by rationing favors: water for silence, bread for loyalty.

Now, under the vaulted dome blackened with soot, they bickered like jackals over a carcass.

“The Obelisk will distribute food? Then why not directly to the people? Why must it flow through you?” demanded a governor from the Northern Wastes, his cheeks hollowed by hunger.

Roe did not flinch. He spread his hands, palms upward, as though offering benediction.
“Because your systems are broken. Distribution through fractured chains breeds corruption, hoarding, and theft. We have efficiency. The Obelisk counts every calorie. No one will take more than their share.”
A thin man in a patched military coat snorted. “No one, or everyone if they wear your colors.”

Roe’s gaze flicked to him, steady and unblinking. “Would you prefer the alternative? Empty shelves. Empty bellies. Empty nations. Ask yourself which theft is greater: the theft of hunger, or the theft of sovereignty.”

The words cut sharper than knives. The chamber fell silent.

Kael watched, his chest tightening. Roe wasn’t shouting, wasn’t pleading. He was bending them with calm inevitability, as though the outcome had already been decided and resistance was simply wasting oxygen.

Roe began to circle the table, his polished shoes crunching on ash that had blown in through shattered windows. He paused behind each delegate, laying a hand lightly on their shoulder or whispering a phrase only they could hear.

To the Eastern Federation minister, still grieving her husband who had starved on a diplomatic tour, he said: “You could have saved him with our supply grid. Imagine the mothers you can still save.”

To the general from the Wastes: “Your army is loyal, yes. But loyalty cannot be eaten. Let us feed them, and they will never abandon you.”

To the patch-coated man: “You have seen what mobs do. The Obelisk is the dam against the flood. Without us, your people will drown you.”

Each argument was a hook, barbed and sinking deep.

Kael’s fists curled tighter in his lap. He had trained under commanders who barked orders, men who believed power was the crack of rifles and the march of boots. Roe was different. He wielded words the way a surgeon wields a scalpel cutting, probing, reshaping the wounded flesh of nations until they were too weak to resist.

By the time Roe returned to his seat, most heads were bowed.

“Sign, and survival is assured,” Roe said. His voice was soft, but it carried through the hall with terrible weight. “Refuse, and you condemn your people to the famine and chaos already clawing at your gates. This is not surrender. This is preservation.”

Silence. Then the scraping of a pen across paper. One delegate signed. Then another. And another. The sound grew like rain tapping on stone.

When only two remained Kael’s commander and the patched-coat man they hesitated.

Kael’s commander leaned close, whispering harshly. “Do not speak again, Dunver. This is larger than you.”

But Kael’s voice was already rising, cutting through the chamber once more.

“Preservation at the cost of freedom is not preservation. It is burial. You trade one death for another.”

Dozens of eyes turned to him. For a moment, he felt every weight in the room press against his chest.

Roe’s gaze lingered, cool and calculating. Then he smiled faintly, the kind of smile that didn’t reach his eyes.

“Lieutenant Dunver,” he said smoothly, “your passion is admirable. Passion will be needed in the new order. Men like you give fire to our cause. But fire, left unchecked, burns indiscriminately. Remember that.”

The warning lay naked beneath the velvet words.

The final signatures were given. The Obelisk Council was born not with cheers, not with ceremony, but with the quiet scratch of ink on parchment, the surrender of weary men and women too broken to fight.

Kael felt the air change as though the chamber itself had exhaled. Something irreversible had been set into motion.

Beyond the cracked windows, the ruined city smoldered. Ash fell like snow. And high above, unseen by most, the first drones of the Obelisk circled, their red sensors blinking as though already tallying the living and the soon-to-be forgotten.

The signing did not end the summit.

Roe did not rise to announce the Obelisk’s new dominion with trumpets or banners. Instead, he remained seated, fingertips pressed lightly together, eyes half-closed as though considering a game of chess already won.

The silence stretched uncomfortably. Then he opened his eyes.

“You have taken the first step,” he said, his tone intimate now, the voice of confidences shared in firelight. “But survival is not secured with signatures alone. Words mean little when your people gnaw at roots to stay alive.”

He gestured, and an aide in a dark suit wheeled in a metal cart covered by a black cloth. With deliberate ceremony, Roe pulled the cloth away.

Stacked neatly were packages of food sealed rations, perfectly preserved, untouched by rot or rats. Each bore the same emblem: the black spire, rings radiating outward like ripples in water.

Gasps rippled through the chamber.

The governor of the Northern Wastes surged forward, snatching one package with trembling hands. His eyes filled with something dangerously close to worship.

Roe’s voice was calm, almost paternal. “These are not promises. They are proof. The Obelisk has what you cannot provide. Signatures are not loyalty; they are recognition. Loyalty must be demonstrated.”

He allowed the silence to draw out again before continuing.

“In the days ahead, each of you will return to your zones with shipments such as these. They will bear the mark of the Obelisk, and in that mark, your people will see salvation. When they open these packages, when they taste bread that does not mold and water that does not poison, they will forget their anger at you. They will remember only who saved them.”

Kael felt his throat tighten. It was brilliant not the supplies themselves, but the symbolism. The Obelisk would not merely feed the starving. It would brand survival with its own image, rewriting hunger into allegiance.

A heavy-set minister raised his voice, though it wavered. “And what do you demand in return for these... gifts?”

Roe’s gaze softened, as though the man had asked a child’s question.

“Only your cooperation. Order requires a single chain of command. A fragmented world cannot endure. The Obelisk will provide resources, infrastructure, and enforcement. You, in turn, will provide access—your borders, your communications, your remaining soldiers. Not for conquest,” he added quickly, “but for unity.”

The word unity echoed through the chamber like a cathedral bell.

Kael’s commander nodded stiffly. Others followed. Fear had been the Obelisk’s opening move. Hunger was its leverage. Now came the promise of unity a false balm on wounds too deep to close.

Kael’s stomach churned. He had seen men break under interrogation, but this was different. These leaders weren’t breaking. They were bending, reshaping themselves around Roe’s words until they believed surrender was salvation.

When the session finally adjourned, the delegates filed into the ruined corridors beyond. Guards in black uniforms flanked the exits, their mirrored visors reflecting firelight and ash. The delegates did not speak to them. No one dared.

Kael lingered in the chamber, unable to shake the weight pressing down on his chest. He watched Roe rise, his entourage closing in like shadows around him.

As Roe passed, his eyes met Kael’s. For a fraction of a second, the Chancellor paused.

“You are thoughtful, Lieutenant,” Roe said softly, so that only Kael could hear. “That is rare in soldiers. Do not waste it on defiance. History has no patience for men who resist the tide.”

Then he was gone, leaving only the faint echo of his words and the acrid scent of the rations, their plastic wrappings gleaming like promises under firelight.

Kael remained in the ash-dimmed chamber long after the others had gone, staring at the spire emblem stamped on those packages.

The Obelisk had not just made its first move. It had planted its roots in the hollow stomach of humanity.

And already, Kael knew, it was too late to pull them out without blood.

The chamber emptied, but the echoes clung to the walls. Delegates shuffled down cracked marble steps into side corridors where dust swirled like ghosts. Their aides whispered furiously, trading notes and glances, as though the weight of what they had just agreed to still needed to be processed in private.

Kael followed his commanding officer, Colonel Dresch, into a narrow hallway where the walls bore soot-stains from the fires that had once gutted this city. A chandelier hung broken above them, its crystals dulled by grime.

Dresch was silent until the guards were out of earshot. Then he wheeled on Kael, jabbing a finger into his chestplate.

“You keep your mouth shut from now on,” Dresch snarled. “You think Roe didn’t notice? He noticed. Men like him notice everything.”

Kael stiffened. “I only asked if...”

“You don’t ask. You observe, you obey, you disappear into the line until someone tells you otherwise. This is bigger than you, Dunver. Bigger than me. If you want to live to see what’s left of tomorrow, you’ll hold your questions like a knife in your teeth and never draw it.”

Dresch pushed past him, boots crunching over plaster dust. Kael exhaled slowly, the words tightening like a vice inside him. Hold your questions.

But the questions were multiplying too fast to contain.

The delegates were herded into what had once been a ballroom. Long tables had been pushed together, their legs uneven, their surfaces scorched. The chandeliers here had collapsed entirely, and where they once glittered, tarps now sagged from the ceiling, holding back leaks.

Here the true work began not speeches but bargaining.

Kael moved along the periphery, listening.

“We need the Obelisk patrols stationed at our ports,” one minister muttered, her voice sharp with calculation.

“No, if they take the ports, they’ll never leave. Better to cede the roads first. Let them manage land shipments.”

“They will want everything,” another rasped. “Ports, roads, rail, power lines. We’re not negotiating. We’re surrendering, piece by piece.”

Yet even as the words left his mouth, the man scribbled a signature onto a memorandum one of Roe’s aides placed before him. His hand trembled, but he signed.

At the head of the room, Roe sat in a high-backed chair draped in black cloth. He did not argue. He did not cajole. He merely listened. Each minister who spoke seemed
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