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Zoya

The mask hissed with every intake of breath.

Hsss... click.

Hsss... click.

The intake valve opened with a thin, metallic sigh, and the exhaust shutter snapped closed in reply. The sound was small in the vast expanse of the Wastes, yet it seemed to reverberate against every riveted beam and dilapidated wall.

Hsss... click.

Hsss... click.

The rhythm threaded itself into my pulse until I could not distinguish which was machinery and which was my own faltering heart.

The filtered air slid into my lungs; it was cool and faintly metallic. It left my mouth warm and damp, fogging the inner glass before being reclaimed by the system with a resentful little wheeze.

Whehh... tss.

It sounded like a man trying to draw breath through fluid-filled lungs. It was the last rattle of a dying man.

I swallowed hard. Every inhalation was artificial. I breathed on borrowed time that was approved by a mechanism bolted to my face. Even my breath was not my own.

Hsss... click.

Hsss... click.

The mask’s rubber seal pressed tight against my cheeks, trapping the heat of my skin. Sweat gathered along my upper lip. I became acutely aware of the damp warmth inside the enclosure and the faint echo of my own breath rebounding against me.

It was a tiny sound, the kind of needle-prick irritation that could drive a woman mad if she let it, but I clung to it. Silence was the real enemy. It meant the seals had failed, and the Wastes had finally found a way inside. The world above was a predator of patience; it waited for the lungs to falter, for the rubber to perish, for the flesh to forget its stubborn mandate to endure. It looked for ways to break me.

My breath bloomed in a gray fog against the glass, obscuring the view of the toxic soup that choked the streets. Down here, near the guts of the dead city, the air was a thick, yellowed shroud of chemical sins and ancient ash. One crack in the lens, one hairline fracture in the brass fittings, and that air would scorch my throat like molten lead, burning me from the inside out until there was nothing left but a charred husk.

I crested the jagged spine of what had once been a highway – now nothing more than a broken ribcage protruding from the earth – and checked the seals again. The ritual steadied me. My fingers traced the edge of rubber against skin, feeling for leaks. The ache in my chest wasn’t poison yet. It was just the effort of breathing filtered air, reminding me that every breath here was borrowed.

Below my vantage point, the world lay broken. Buildings folded in on themselves like old men finally allowed to rest. Roads melted into nothing, swallowed by gray ash that shifted under my boots with every step. Above, the sky hung low and bruised, a canopy of iron smeared with the soot of a thousand forgotten fires.

I lifted the binoculars, the brass cold against my gloved palms, and looked up. Above the poisonous fog, the sky cleared and a circular structure hovered. It was the city of Mashina.

It always took my breath away. White towers with clean lines untouched by rust or rot came into view. Arcane symbols glowed faintly beneath the city’s belly, humming with a power that never seemed to run out. Airships drifted lazily around it, unhurried, like nothing has ever chased them.

Paradise, they said. I didn’t know if I believed that. But I know how my chest tightened when I looked at it. How something sharp and wanting coiled behind my ribs. I lowered the binoculars before I lost myself in it.

My suit clung to me, damp with sweat. The heat had nowhere to go up here, trapped between fabric and skin, and I was painfully aware of my body sealed inside it.

My form was alive and pressed tight. Every movement reminded me I was still here, still breathing, still wanting things I shouldn’t.

I turned away from the sky and headed toward the ruins. Broken buildings stood on either side of my path. Dark empty windows looked at me like the vacant sockets of a skull. Every trip to the surface took longer than the last as I looked for salvage that could help our city last a bit longer. Did I have time to go further, and how much longer till my filters ran out?

Pausing, I took in my surroundings. Did any of the buildings look promising? I spotted a pharmacy that was half-collapsed, its sign hanging crooked. I moved slowly, listening as much as watching. The surface had predators that didn’t care about my worries or problems. They only cared about meat.

Inside, the shelves were bare, stripped clean long before I ever made my first ascent. Still, I checked. Hope was a filthy habit, but it was the sort that kept a person walking when better sense suggested lying down and surrendering to the Wastes.

My boot struck something hollow beneath a slab of collapsed concrete, a dull, promising note amid the ruin. Kneeling, I brushed away grit and found the corner of a crate wedged stubbornly in the debris. The air smelled of lime and old rain, sharp enough to make my eyes water even through the mask.

An iron shelf lay nearby, its legs twisted like the limbs of a fallen animal. It would serve. I dragged the shelf across the floor with a noise that set my teeth on edge, slid the beam beneath the concrete and leaned my weight into the makeshift lever. The metal bit into my palms through the gloves; my shoulders complained. I pushed until my breath turned ragged and private thoughts escaped as an undignified grunt. For a moment nothing happened, and the ruin seemed to enjoy my humiliation. Then the slab shifted, grains of mortar pattering like dry applause.

The crate came free with a squeal of nails. I pried at the lid, half expecting to find it empty like the rest of this mausoleum. Instead, the wood surrendered to reveal a small miracle: industrial filters, stacked like pale bricks, their paper skins yellowed but unbroken. The sight eased the worry in my chest.

My hands trembled as I counted them, touching each one as though it might vanish. Filters meant time in measurable hours wrestled back from the poison air. Time meant the scrubbers below would keep their patient wheezing, and mothers would wake to the sound of kettles instead of coughing fits. Children would be able to dream through the night without the taste of rust on their tongues. I imagined those narrow chests rising and falling, and something tight inside me loosened by a single notch. I closed my eyes for a breath and allowed myself the dangerous luxury of believing I had stolen a little future from the ruins.

I sealed the crate and scratched the location onto my slate, the stylus biting little white wounds into the black surface. The coordinates looked pitifully small for something that felt so enormous. Even with luck, it would take two or three strong backs to wrestle that weight back to the access tunnel. Salvation, like everything else, had a price measured in sweat.

Outside the pharmacy the day waited, unchanged and indifferent. The doorway exhaled a breath of stale chemicals behind me, and the wind took it apart piece by piece. I turned in a slow circle, studying the neighboring buildings: a tailor’s shop with its windows punched out, a boarding house slumped in on itself, a school whose bell still dangled from a crooked beam as if hoping for children who would never come. Any one of them might be hiding its own small miracles beneath the rubble. The city had been generous once. Now it doled out favors like a miser testing a stranger’s character.

By my reckoning, I was running out of time so I turned back toward home. With a final, greedy glance at the ruins, I turned my boots toward shelter.

The return always felt longer, as though the streets stretched themselves in secret the moment my back was turned. My suit had grown heavier, or perhaps I had grown tired; every step pulled at the straps across my shoulders, and the filters in my mask complained with a tired whistle. The wind worried at the loose edges of the world, combing through the broken wreckage of the past.

The wind shifted, carrying a sound with it. At first, it was only a vibration in the soles of my boots, the sort of tremor you could mistake for your own pulse. The low rumble vibrated off the rocks to my left, making them dance in the ash. It wasn’t quite a roar, but it definitely didn’t sound friendly.

I stopped so abruptly my boots skidded in the ash, raising a pale cloud around my ankles. My hand found the knife at my thigh, the familiar grip worn smooth. I turned in a slow circle, letting my eyes comb the horizon. The ruins kept their counsel. Broken walls flanked the buildings, giving the space a cramped feel; a doorway yawned where a family had once argued about curtains. Nothing moved. Even the wind seemed to be holding its breath.

Yet, the ash shifted anyway, drifting along the street in thin, restless snakes. It made a soft, dry whisper, the sort of sound a page might make. I told myself it was only the weather, only the ordinary fidgeting of a dead city, yet the feeling refused to be reasoned with. It settled between my shoulders as an icy fingertip tracing my spine. Something had noticed me and found me interesting.

I resisted the urge to look up at Mashina, that bright, halo floating above the world’s misery. The city had a way of stealing attention at the worst moments, like a beautiful witness pretending not to see a crime. Instead, I forced my gaze forward and lengthened my stride.

The suit answered with a chorus of small complaints. The fabric rasped as I walked, and my mask drew breath with a thin, anxious wheeze. Each step sent a puff of gray dust blooming around my calves, marking a trail I suddenly wished I did not have to leave. Behind me the street remained empty, yet the emptiness felt crowded, as if it were saving space for something with teeth.

I walked faster, and silence followed.

By the time I reached the access shaft, my lungs felt flayed from within. Each breath scraped across the back of my throat as though lined with powdered glass. The mask labored with me.

Hsss... click.

Hsss... click.

But even its measured efficiency could not soften the ache building behind my ribs. The world above pressed in close. My muscles burned with fatigue.

The path curved through fractured stone and skeletal brush before narrowing to what appeared to be nothing more than a crooked rib of rock leaning drunkenly against the hillside. It had hidden there for ages, pretending to be nothing at all.

My vision swam at the edges as I knelt beside it. For one sickening instant I feared I would not find the seam.

I pressed my gloved fingers against the rock and let memory guide me. And there beneath the lichen was a faint, unnatural chill. A straight line ran that no erosion could justify.

I traced the thin strip of metal disguised beneath moss and mineral stain. My fingers found the screw heads next, worn smooth by a hundred grateful hands, by hundreds of scavengers who had fled choking skies and found reprieve below. The mask wheezed harder as I leaned closer.

Hsss... click.

Hsss... click.

My pulse began to misalign with it. The world tilted slightly. I needed to move, now. With trembling fingers I pressed into the concealed recess and felt the internal mechanism engage. Gears shifted behind stone. The hatch rolled aside with a slow, reluctant surrender. And from within, it exhaled a cool, damp breath.

The scent rose to meet me. It smelled of oil, rust and old stone sweating in darkness with the faint vegetal traces of stored rations. It wrapped around my faceplate and pressed against the intake valves. The mask gave a strained, uneven pull.

Hss... hss... click.

Lights flickered briefly at the edge of my sight. My breath caught. I slipped inside and hauled the hatch down behind me. The stone swallowed daylight, and darkness closed like a fist.

I spun the wheel. Metal teeth engaged with a heavy, decisive clunk that reverberated through my bones. The sound sealed the outer world away.

Still, I did not move. The narrow chamber pressed in on me, close enough that my shoulders nearly brushed both walls. The mask rasped against the silence.

Hsss... click.

Hsss... click.

The intake stuttered.

Hss...

Cold fear lanced straight through my spine. The air inside the mask went thin. I sucked in a reflexive breath and tasted only the stale remainder trapped against my lips.

My vision flickered, and for one brutal second I saw myself collapsing here so close to safety, suffocating in the throat of salvation. I clawed at the release wheel, fingers slipping.

“Come on,” I gasped, voice small in the metal coffin of the shaft.

The inner gate shuddered. A relay snapped into place. The light showed green with a soft, trustworthy wink.

Air cycled through the chamber. The mask refilled with processed breath, and I sagged against the wall.

Hsss... click.

Only then did I dare peel the mask away. The seal broke with a wet sucking sound against my skin. Cool subterranean air rushed over my mouth, nose and eyes. I inhaled cautiously, half-expecting poisonous air.

But the air from below greeted me like an old, complicated friend. It tasted of machine oil and warm iron, of boiled cabbage and unwashed coats, of a thousand bodies learning to share a handful of oxygen. Compared to the poison outside it was almost sweet.

It was relief as my lungs settled into its familiar density. I sat there and let the breath move through me.

In.

Out.

In.

Out.

Safety had a temperature, I’d learned. It lived in the gentle sweat beading along the pipes, in the lazy breath of ventilation fans doing their honest best. The tunnels wrapped around me with familiar noises. The patient throb of generators echoed through the walls. The cough of a distant pump was added to the ambient noise along with the rise and fall of human voices ricocheting along corridors carved by hands too stubborn to accept extinction. Life persisted here the way weeds did, inconvenient and miraculous.

I let my forehead rest against the bulkhead. The metal was cool and damp, and the contact steadied the tremor in my bones. For a moment I allowed myself to be nothing more than a woman returned from a long errand, eyes closed, counting heartbeats.
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Zoya

The warrens felt like a tightening noose when I finally slipped through the inner airlock. The iron ceiling hung low, slick with the condensed sweat of three thousand desperate souls, and the tunnels seemed to narrow with every step. It was as if the crushing weight of the miles of rock and ash above had followed me down, a silent, invisible gravity pressing against my spine. I moved through the familiar veins of stone and scavenged steel, nodding to faces that were little more than masks of grime and exhaustion. These people knew, with every shallow breath, exactly what it cost to buy another day of existence.

Someone was preaching. His voice was a baritone, steady and resonant, acting as a counter-rhythm to the constant, bone-deep thrum of the great generators. I heard him before I saw him, his words carried through the recycled air of the central chamber. Near the base of the old filtration tower, a crowd had gathered. They stood shoulder to shoulder in the flickering amber light.

I should have gone straight to the Oversight to report the filters. I know that. Instead, I slowed.

“And when the sky opens to us again,” the voice said, “we will remember that we were forged to walk the earth, not to rot beneath it. This world was never meant to be a tomb.”

I drifted at the edge of the crowd. The air beneath the tower lamps shimmered faintly with heat from overworked generators. Motes of dust and ash turned slowly in the yellow light, like reluctant stars orbiting a rusted sun. Bodies pressed shoulder to shoulder in the plaza below, the scent of damp wool, oil and unwashed labor rising in a dense, human fog.

He stood elevated on a rusted platform beneath the tower lamps. The yellow light caught in his dark hair. His clothes were no better than anyone else’s, patched canvas and worn leather, but he wore them like they mattered. Like he mattered. His hands moved as he spoke, shaping something only he could see.

Mikhail. I’d heard him before. Everyone had. But there was something different tonight. The people leaned in, a collective hunger reaching toward him. His words were giving shape to a thought they’d been carrying for years and never dared to speak aloud.

“We were not meant to live like moles, blinking in the dark,” he continued, his gaze sweeping over the crowd like a searchlight. “We were meant to walk beneath an open sky. To feel wind that does not burn our lungs. We were meant to raise our children to read the stars, not to check the tension of a rubber seal before they’ve even learned their letters.”

A low murmur rippled through the chamber, subtle at first, then gathering itself the way a reluctant engine gathers momentum. The sound moved across the crowd like a hand testing the teeth of a gear, and I felt it in the soles of my boots before I heard it with my ears. Dust sifted from the ceiling in delicate curtains, catching the lamplight like tired snow.

Something answered inside my chest. It was a sudden tightening, as if an invisible tailor had taken a stitch through my ribs. It was the same pull I’d felt staring up at Mashina’s white towers.

“Our ancestors reached for a paradise they could see,” Mikhail said.

He lifted his gaze, not to the stone ceiling sweating above us but through it, as though the rock were only a thin veil he might brush aside with a thought. The lamplight found the sharp planes of his face and made a cathedral of them.

“And they found it,” he continued. “Not as a story but as a place of brass and bone, a machine that breathes while we are left to choke.”

The words settled over the chamber. I swallowed hard, the taste of charcoal and old copper lingering on my tongue. Mashina. The name needed no invitation; it arrived anyway, filling the space between breaths.

Around us, some of the elders shifted on their benches, wool coats rustling. Their faces hardened into the practiced masks of people who had survived too long to welcome new ideas. Hope, after all, was dangerous. Everyone knew that. I saw one woman touch the charm at her throat as if to ward off a contagion.

Mikhail’s eyes traveled across the crowd, hunting for converts or casualties; with him, it was difficult to tell the difference. I tried to busy myself with a loose thread on my glove, suddenly aware of how loudly I breathed, how brightly the lamps seemed to be. His eyes continued their hunt through the crowd, and with the suddenness of a shutter clicking, they found mine.

The world seemed to stall. The faithful hiss of the steam pipes thinned to a thread, and the distant groan of the turbines blurred into a warm, indistinct surf. Sound retreated from the chamber as though embarrassed to intrude. For a heartbeat the hall dissolved, leaving only the two of us marooned in an amber tide of lamplight.

He didn’t smile. Nor did he show surprise, as a polite man might when discovering an old acquaintance among strangers. His gaze sharpened, becoming curious and heavy. I had the unnerving impression of being handled without hands, turned in invisible fingers while he considered how I might fit into the machinery of his thoughts.

Heat climbed my throat despite the chill of the room. I could feel the pulse there, frantic and shameless. The air between us seemed to tighten like a drawn wire. Somewhere in the back of my mind a sensible voice advised retreat; the rest of me was busy remembering the exact color of his mouth.

I was the first to look away, surrendering the small battlefield of our eyes. The motion cost more courage than I cared to admit.

Around us the spell cracked. The crowd fractured into knots of movement, and the chamber filled with the urgent buzzing of a hundred private conversations. Coats brushed against one another; boots rang on the gratings; a baby objected to the noise in shrill syllables. Ordinary life rushed back to claim its territory, yet it felt strangely theatrical, as if everyone were acting at being themselves.

I should have moved with them. I should have been halfway to the supply depot. Instead, I remained rooted to the cold metal floor, the chill creeping up through the soles of my boots while my skin burned from the inside. My pulse drummed in my ears, loud enough that I feared he might hear it across the room.

“Zoya.”

The sound of my name was a low friction that lit a fire inside me. I turned, and the chamber narrowed to the width of his shoulders.

Up close, he smelled of the honest things that kept our world breathing: machine oil warmed by skin and the faint mineral tang of the city’s recycled air. His eyes were darker than they appeared from a distance, steady and unsettling in their focus.

“You were on the surface today,” he said. It wasn’t a question.

I nodded, aware of how thin my voice sounded when it escaped. “We’re running low on filters. The scrubbers are gasping.” The words came out practical and sensible like little tin soldiers meant to guard the trembling behind them.

“I know.” His gaze flicked to the pack at my shoulder, and I felt the brief passage of it as clearly as a touch. “You always come back with what we need to survive another night.” There was a slight pause as he studied me. “You have a talent for finding the things the world wants to hide.”

Something in the way he said it made the air slip from its proper place. The compliment should have lain there harmless as a coin on a table, yet it rolled through me with warm, indecent momentum. I became suddenly aware of the space between us, of the thin fabric across my chest, of how easily his hand might bridge the distance between us.

“Talent is only stubbornness wearing a better coat,” I managed.

One corner of his mouth considered rising and thought better of it. “Perhaps. But stubbornness keeps us alive. And you, Zoya, are very good at living.”

The chamber hummed around us, but all of it felt staged, a painted backdrop erected for this conversation. I had the absurd notion that if he leaned an inch closer the lamps would dim out of courtesy. My pulse answered him beating faster.

The words shouldn’t have meant anything. Men said such things every day to flatter a useful scavenger. Yet coming from him, somehow, they did.

“You shouldn’t linger out there longer than you have to,” he continued, his voice lowering to a conspiratorial whisper that seemed to warm the air between us. “There are things moving closer to the perimeter. I can hear the shift in the Wastes.”

The words brushed me like a draft from an open grave. A cold finger of dread traced a slow, deliberate line down my spine. “You’ve seen them?”

“I’ve felt them.” His mouth curved though it wasn’t a smile. “Some hungers are too loud to ignore.”

The way he said hungers made my skin crawl and, to my private shame, warm at the same time. It was the voice of a man who had looked into the abyss and recognized a kindred spirit.

“You speak like someone who’s spent time above,” I said, the words out of my mouth before I could censor them.

He studied me for a long, unhurried moment. The amber light danced in his pupils. I became acutely aware of the narrow distance between our boots, of the faint heat rising from his coat, of how easily that space might be crossed.

“I’ve seen the sky without poison,” he said. “I’ve breathed air that didn’t hurt.” His gaze dipped, briefly, to my mouth as though measuring how such air might taste there. “And I know, with a certainty that burns, that we were never meant to live like this.”

The confession hung between us like a lantern swinging on a frayed wire. I imagined that clean sky reflected in his eyes, and for an indecent instant I wanted to borrow the memory, to press it to my lungs the way a lover presses a palm to a racing heart.

I didn’t know what to say to that. Around us, the city hummed and groaned, ancient systems held together by hope and scavenged parts. The sounds were so familiar they had become a second weather, yet in that moment they felt fragile, a choir singing from a roof with too many missing tiles.

My thoughts drifted upward to Mashina, immaculate and aloof, suspended above the ash like a coin held just out of reach. I remembered the way my chest tightened whenever I looked at it.

“Paradise always demands a price,” I said at last.

His eyes softened with a darker sort of kinship. “Yes,” he said quietly. “It does. And eventually, we’re all going to have to pay it.”

For a moment we stood too close, balanced on that narrow bridge where conversation forgets its manners. I was acutely aware of the heat of him, a steady, human warmth that contradicted the chill seeping from the tower walls. My own breath fogged faintly in the cooler air, a shy ghost that rose and vanished between us. By any sensible measure the distance was proper, yet it felt indecently intimate.

“I should report the filters,” I said, the words arriving like a rope tossed from safer ground.

“You should.” He stepped back to grant me space, and the sudden absence of his warmth surprised me the way a blown lamp surprises the eyes. “But I hope you’ll come listen again. We’re going to need people who understand how things truly work.”

I nodded, uncertain why my throat had grown so narrow. The corridor smelled of iron and lamp oil, of the thousand unremarkable lives passing around us, yet all I could think of was the echo of his voice.

As I walked away, I felt his gaze settle between my shoulders, a gentle pressure that neither hurried nor released me. The city no longer felt small or merely tired. It felt like a boiler pushed to its limit, rivets beginning to complain, the air thick with the electric foretaste of a storm that had been brewing for centuries. It felt as though the whole world were holding its breath, waiting for a single, careless spark to light the flames.
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Zoya

Morning in the undercity was a negotiated thing, measured not by sun but by the changing temper of the lamps. When the chronometers chimed the pale hour, it was time to climb back toward the surface and beg the ruins for another day’s charity.

The city woke hungry again. It needed gears, pistons and uncracked tubing. A retrieval team would wrestle the filters I’d found into the lift cages, but my particular talent lay in sniffing out the next miracle before desperation set in.

I planned to begin near the pharmacy and try to retrace yesterday’s luck. Maybe I could bully it into repeating itself. The route would demand speed, a tight loop through streets before my filters ran out. The Wastes rewarded hesitation with interest.

As I moved through the tunnels, the sounds of the city accompanied. Heavy boots rang on grating; a distant pump whirred; and beneath it all, steam hissed.

Yet, my thoughts refused to keep step. They drifted instead to Mikhail. His voice was worn smooth as a pocket stone, and his gaze had settled on me as though he were choosing a tool for delicate work. My body betrayed me with a small, private warmth, an ember fanned by memory. I told myself it was only the rising temperature of the shafts. My skin, unpersuaded, remembered the nearness of him all the same.

I reached the access shaft just as the lights slid into low-cycle, the corridor dimming to the color of weak tea. The entrance crouched at the city’s far edge where the masonry grew honest and rough, bearing the scars of older, less patient tools. This was a borderland no one visited for pleasure. Even the graffiti looked nervous.

The air changed here, becoming thinner. It carried the taste of old metal and the faint chemical bite of the world above. The walls sweated a cooler damp, and somewhere beyond them the Wastes waited to claim the unwary. I adjusted the straps of my pack and felt the weight of the day settle across my shoulders.

For a moment I lingered, listening to the city behind me and then to the silence ahead, which waited with better manners than any predator I’d met. I thought again of Mikhail’s certainty, of a sky without poison, and the idea tugged at me like a hand at the hem of my coat.

“Work first,” I murmured to the hatch, myself and whatever patient gods oversaw fools.

I rested my palm against the outer hatch and waited for the city to decide whether it still trusted me. The metal was cool and faintly damp, beaded with the breath of the city’s ventilation system. After a moment a soft vibration answered, a polite shiver that climbed my arm as the shaft tested my biometrics and recognized them. The door knew my bones, my pulse, the small electrical signature of a woman who had returned more often than she had any right to. That knowledge never failed to tighten something in my chest, a bit of fear wearing the mask of pride.

The outer hatch rolled aside with a groan, revealing the vertical throat of the shaft. Ladders and guide rails fled upward into a darkness, interrupted only by scattered amber lamps. Inspection alcoves, where one could stop and rest from the climb, punctuated the ascent, each stocked with tools whose makers had long ago surrendered their names to dust.

I stepped inside, and the space accepted me the way a well-used coat accepts its owner.

The hatch sealed behind me with a heavy, decisive sound, a period placed at the end of one world and the beginning of another. At once, the city’s voice dulled to a distant murmur. The generators became a muffled pulse, like a heartbeat heard through layers of cloth. The shaft was its own country, narrow and private, smelling of oil, old rubber and the faint mineral breath of the Wastes waiting above.

Environmental suits waited in their cubbies along the wall. Mine lay where I had left it, folded with a care that felt almost tender. I stripped out of my clothes, the air cool against places rarely exposed, and stowed the fabric away. The grate beneath my feet dug in uncomfortably as I slid my legs into the suit. The small intimacy of the act made me uncomfortably aware of my own body, of how fragile a machine it was compared to the armored shell I was about to borrow.

The suit reluctantly accepted me, sleeves clinging to skin, seals kissing wrists and throat. I ran my hands over the material, searching for treacheries. My fingers searched for thinning seams or tear marks from some curious screw. Any sign of wear could become my death on the surface. I lingered longer than necessary, reassured by the stubborn integrity of the fabric, by the way it shaped itself to the geography of me. Satisfied, I drew the mask into place and felt the world narrow to the circle of my breath.

After replacing the mask’s filters, I clipped my pack to the guide rail and began the ascent.

The first filtered inhale tasted of rubber. Outside, the upper hatch waited and beyond it the gray cathedral of the Wastes.

Each rung had been polished to a shine by generations of palms. My gloves found their familiar hollows, and I imagined all those previous climbers lending me the ghost of their grip. I moved slowly, hoarding breath the way misers hoard coins, and felt the temperature fall with every meter gained. The shaft grew colder and leaner, as though the city were reluctantly loosening its embrace. Moisture pearled along the walls, a nervous sweat where livable air quarreled with the poison above.

Halfway up I reached the first seal station and let my muscles vote for mercy. I climbed off the ladder and stood on the landing, stretching.

The ring set into the far wall looked older than the tunnel itself, a crown of cracked glass panels and brass fittings borrowed from machines that had once known kinder centuries. I pressed my mask to the coupling port and twisted until it answered with a soft, intimate click, like a lock admitting a trusted key.

A thin hiss followed as the system tested pressure integrity.

I closed my eyes and listened to that small, judgmental breath. If the seal failed here the shaft would drink the surface air in greedy gulps. It wouldn’t be enough to kill me outright, but it would be enough to scour the throat raw and to set my lungs aflame. If the seal failed, I would become a reminder to the city why the ascent was sacred and feared. In the dark behind my eyelids I saw Mikhail’s face uninvited, the way his certainty had felt against my caution, and the thought warmed me even as the metal chilled my palms.

The hiss steadied. A green sigil flickered to life. I could pass.

I unclipped and continued upward. My shoulders ached with a slow, honest pain, and my breath grew shallow in its rubber cage. The shaft narrowed as I climbed, drawing me toward the upper chamber where the ceiling crouched low and the walls wore coats of layered plating. The panels were etched in dense symbols meant to frighten off corrosion, entropy and whatever jealous spirits governed decay. Whether they worked was a matter argued in taverns and sickrooms with equal fervor. I had learned to call it faith and keep climbing.

By the time I reached the landing my arms trembled. Above me waited the final seal and beyond it the gray sky where the world lay shrouded in a poisonous fog.

I rested a moment, listening to my pulse and wondered whether Mikhail would approve of the courage I was pretending to possess.

This seal was older than the city cradled beneath it, if the stories were true. A double-hatch system that consisted of an inner pressure door, an outer surface gate and between them a narrow throat of dead space that people jokingly called a confession booth for the living. Jokes, I’d noticed, tended to grow more religious the closer one came to dying.

I keyed in my clearance and stepped into the chamber.

The inner door sealed behind me. Silence pressed in at once so complete I could hear the small, private orchestra of my body. My breath rasped through the filters. I felt a delicate click of a tendon in my wrist as I moved, and my pulse seemed to thunder in my ears.

I checked my mask for the third time. Fingers traced the seals at my jaw, temples and the base of my neck. I tightened the straps until they bit slightly into my skin. Pain was reassuring. Pain meant contact.

The purge cycle engaged, and the chamber vented the city’s air in controlled bursts, replacing it with a neutral buffer gas that tasted faintly sweet through the mask. Pressure shifted, squeezing my ears until they popped and resettled, as though my head were being gently rearranged.

Only then did the system consent to the final sequence. Amber lights blushed to red. A warning glyph pulsed on the wall: NO FORGIVENESS BEYOND THIS POINT. I had seen it a hundred times and still felt the words lay a cold palm across my shoulders.

I rested my forehead briefly against the metal, letting its chill travel through the mask and into the thoughts I wished to steady. For an indecent instant Mikhail intruded again – the memory of his warmth, the promise tucked inside his voice – and the contrast made me ache in places the suit couldn’t reach.

“Later,” I whispered to no one, and keyed the release.

The outer gate shuddered before it opened, grinding upward with the sound of old gear teeth protesting. Light spilled in; it was gray and wrong and too bright after the darkness below. It carried the smell of the Wastes with it and the promise of a day that would not care whether I survived it.

The air hit the chamber like a living thing. Even through the mask and suit, I felt it. It clawed at the seals, searching for weaknesses. The buffer gas vented outward in a visible cloud, dissolving into the poisoned wind beyond.

I waited for the system’s final verdict. The light flickered green, and I stepped forward.

The gate sealed behind me, and the surface claimed me. The wind had strengthened overnight. It dragged ash across the ruins in slow, whispering sheets, blurring the edges of everything. I checked my seals.

Press. Adjust. Exhale. The ritual usually steadied me, but today my hands felt clumsy and too aware of themselves. My body remembered Mikhail’s warmth better than I wished, and the memory made the present cold seem almost jealous.

I broke into a slow, steady jog. My goal was to make some distance quickly while keeping my breathing steady so as not to wear out the filters too fast. Each step kicked up little ghosts of ash that followed at my heels.

Cresting the hill from yesterday, I let the pace die to a walk and surveyed the neighborhood. Hope answered with its usual indifference. My heart sank when I realized the other nearby buildings had collapsed to a state that looked impenetrable.

I eyed the sun through the poisonous gauze, judging the hour by the color of its bruise, and continued down what had once been a central thoroughfare. Cracked mosaics shown beneath the ash. Ahead, I could just make out the ribs of trolley lines poking through the skin of the road. Nothing caught my eye, so I kept moving toward the outskirts where the city thinned and the Wastes claimed everything.

The wind followed, worrying at my back, and for a moment I imagined it carried a voice. I told myself it was only the filters. Still, I walked a little faster.

I ventured farther from the shaft access than I usually dared, tracing a cautious arc around what had once been a proud transit hub and was now little more than a vertebra of masonry half-swallowed by the patient mouth of the earth. Ash clung to my boots with an intimate persistence, and each step sounded indecently loud in that basilica of ruin. The only answer was the distant groan of some unseen girder surrendering another inch to time.

The surface had gone still in the way it sometimes did, when even the wind seemed to be holding its breath. Ash lay undisturbed across the ruins, smooth as fresh snow. My boots left marks like a trail of breadcrumbs behind me.

I paused beside the husk of a collapsed transit tower whose windows stared like blind spectacles and listened. Nothing.

The silence pressed in on me, thick enough that I could feel it against my teeth. I checked my seals again; my movements were too fast this time, fingers clumsy. The mask hissed softly, a traitorous sound, and I fought to fix it.

For a foolish moment my thoughts strayed to Mikhail: the smell of oil at his collar, the confident architecture of his hands. I wondered how those hands would feel against my skin. The idea warmed me in a way the suit could not.

The ground shifted behind me. It made no sound at first, the ash and dirt displacing themselves like something enormous arranging its weight so as not to startle its supper. The motion reached me through the soles of my boots.

I froze. Every muscle locked while the instinct to run howled through me so fiercely my vision swam at the edges. Breath thundered against the mask; the filters complained in thin, frightened notes.

Slowly, I turned.

I told myself it was debris. A collapse. The surface was full of ghosts like that, but the ash moved. It lifted in a narrow plume several meters away, rising in a controlled spiral, as if drawn upward by invisible fingers. Beneath it, something dark emerged from the earth.

It appeared the way a bad thought surfaces. Piece by terrible piece. First a limb broke free. It was too long, jointed incorrectly, its surface not flesh but a suggestion of it, stretched thin over angular bones that looked all wrong. Then another. At last, a body rose from the ash that refused to resolve into a single shape, as if it were still deciding what it needed to be.

My breath came shallow and fast, the inside of my mask damp with it. My legs refused to budge, locking me in a state of terror.

It was taller than the ruins around it, its frame bent and asymmetrical, portions of it swollen while others looked starved. Plates of something like bone or rusted metal slid against each other as it moved, producing a wet, scraping sound that vibrated through my skull.

It didn’t have a face, not in any way that made sense. There were openings where a face might have been – folds, cavities, a suggestion of symmetry – but nothing that resembled eyes or a mouth.

And yet, when it turned toward me, the last frail curtain of denial fell away. I knew that it watched and recognized me. The thought brought up hot bile in my throat as revulsion overtook me. It was the certainty that whatever stood before me understood me and hungered for what I was.

My knees threatened to buckle.

The beast took a single step forward. The motion was almost courteous, as if it meant to observe the old rituals of approach. Ash compressed beneath its weight without a sound. Another measured step followed. It was not rushing. It had no reason to. The future, I understood with a sick clarity, belonged entirely to it.

The world had narrowed to the space between us, and in that space I felt stripped of my suit. All of it felt meaningless. I became painfully aware of my body. My pulse beat rabbit-quick at my throat, and the soft wet rhythm of breath against the filters filled my ears.

A low sound vibrated from the creature, and a soft moan of terror escaped my lips as I felt it deep inside my bones.

I tasted copper as blood ran from where I had bit down on my tongue. My vision tunneled, darkening at the edges, and for a terrible moment I thought the seals had failed, and the poison had at last slipped its clever fingers through some unnoticed seam.

But the air was fine. The terror came from it. From the way it leaned forward slightly, as if listening to something only it could hear. From the way it moved in slow erratic jerks. From the sound it made that rattled inside my chest and brain. It studied me with an alien intelligence.

Mikhail’s voice surfaced in my mind without permission, warm and intimate. Some hungers are too loud to ignore.

The thought shattered whatever held me in place. I turned and ran. Ash sprayed beneath my boots as I fled, lungs burning, every instinct screaming that I was already too late.

When the ruins closed around me, I slowed, looking for a place to hide and catch my breath. A dark doorway beckoned, the top half blocked by a fallen rafter. I dropped to my knees and crawled beneath and let the darkness take me.

Outside nothing moved, but I waited till at last my heart slowed to a reasonable pace. Yet, the dread of the creature lingered in my mind.

Glancing out, I could see the shadows lengthening across the ground. The sun had passed its zenith sometime during my flight. How much longer till my filters failed? The question tasted worse than the air. I would have to return soon, but I didn’t want to lead the beast home.

Not ready to brave the open air with whatever creature I had seen, I looked around the interior. The downstairs was empty of anything useful. While a set of stairs ascended to a second floor. The landing on the stairs was blocked off with boards and detritus of those who came before.

I didn’t have time to clear a way up, so I glanced back outside. I couldn’t see or hear anything, so I forced myself to crawl back through the doorway, the suit catching at my hips in a manner uncomfortably intimate.

My filters complained at once, each breath harder than the last. And, an unpleasant smell had seeped in. I needed to hurry.

With a quick glance around, I started jogging back home. My breath labored, but I didn’t dare slow down for fear of the filters failing or the beast catching up with me.

Ahead, the familiar outcrop revealed itself, a crooked tooth of rock guarding the hatch. Relief struck sharply.

My hands fumbled with the controls when I reached the shaft. The gate shuddered shut at my back just as a vibration rolled through the ground. Dust sifted from the ceiling in a pale, glittering rain. Had the beast found us?

The thought accompanied me down the shaft. The descent stretched into eternity. Rung after rung I climbed, the metal smooth where a thousand anxious palms had polished it. My arms trembled with effort and terror in equal measure, and the city’s heartbeat grew louder.

When I finally tore the mask free in the lower chamber, my lungs burned, and my hands shook so badly I had to wedge them beneath my arms to keep them from shaking.

The city greeted me. The comforting sound of generators purred in the distance while distant voices bounced along the tunnels. I smelt soup and oil and too many bodies making compromises with life. None of them knew of the horror I’d witnessed.

People passed me with their ordinary tragedies. A pair of mechanics quarreled over a shipment of filters; a mother bartered rumors of paradise for an extra hour of light. Their hope felt unbearably naked. I wanted to seize them by the shoulders and shout, but my tongue lay useless, remembering the taste of fear.

Instead, I turned toward the council chamber. The leaders needed to hear what waited beyond the hatch.

The chamber occupied the city’s proudest tier, carved from stone so old it seemed to remember the sky. Chisel scars striped the walls, older than our filtration systems, much older than our polite schedules of starvation. Here the air was cooler; it smelled of polished brass, sealed paper and the expensive cleanliness of command. It smelled, unmistakably, like authority and power. 

I stood alone beneath the ceiling lights, their glow too gentle for the violence inside me. My mask hung loose around my neck, still damp with my breath. Beyond the doors, the elders finished whatever delicate matter of power occupied their day. A girl with shaking hands and a story about monsters could wait.

At last, the doors opened. The elders filed in and took their seats without looking at me, arranging their robes, their papers and their indifference.

I realized that I would have to teach them how to be afraid.

Elder Rodion cleared his throat. “You were on the surface longer than your allotted interval, Zoya Li.”

“Yes,” I said. “Because there’s something out there.”

A murmur traveled the length of the table; it was the weary shifting of officials who have heard too many rumors and survived too many winters. They exchanged glances like accountants reconciling columns. Tired, yes. Irritated, certainly. But alarmed? No. Not as they should have been.

I stepped forward before decorum could leash me. The lights caught the dust still clinging to my suit, the fine gray powder of the Wastes falling to their immaculate floor.

“It wasn’t smog or a building collapsing.” I felt the heat rise beneath my skin, anger burning hot. “It was studying me. And it’s close to our city. Too damn close.”

Elder Marrow tapped a stylus against the stone table. “You’ve logged more surface hours than most of our retrieval class,” she said mildly. “Extended exposure has been documented to cause perceptual distortion.”

Perceptual distortion. Such polite language for madness.

“I know what fear does to the mind,” I said. My voice sounded thin in the chamber. “This wasn’t that.”

“Describe it again,” Rodion said, already sounding bored.

Again as if repetition might sand away the impossible. So, I did.

I told them about the ash lifting without wind. The way the ground displaced itself. The certainty of being recognized. I tried to explain the intelligence I had felt without sounding mad, the terror without sounding hysterical. When I finished, the silence felt heavier than that of the Wastes.

Marrow leaned back in her chair. “We’ve cataloged dozens of surface predators over the decades. Nothing near the size of the creature you described. None have breached the perimeter.”

“Yet,” I said.

Elder Kesh folded his hands. “Your report is noted. But until there is physical evidence or corroboration...”

“It’s watching us,” I said, louder than I meant to. “It’s learning where we are. I feel like it wanted more than just me.”

That earned me their full attention at last. Not that they showed concern. No, just annoyance. I wanted to scream and holler at them. I didn’t because I doubted it would do any good.

Rodion sighed, the sound faintly theatrical. “Zoya,” he said, folding his hands, “fear spreads faster than poisoned air. We cannot afford panic.”

“I’m not asking for panic,” I said. “I’m asking for a hunt. A patrol. Send a team to verify what I saw. Reinforce the perimeter. Do something.”

Marrow’s gaze sharpened. “You are a forager, Zoya. Not a tactician.”

Whatever fragile hope I had brought into the
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