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            "The city breathes, not with air, but with the silent song of every soul it holds. To break that song is to shatter the world."
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Chapter 1: The Silence Beneath the City
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"Echo calls to echo." — From an Aetherion inscription

The sky looked as if it would shatter.

Vera Nyx stood on a shimmering processing platform at the edge of Aetherion's Sixth Ring, where the wind vibrated like taut wires. Beneath her, the hum from colossal resonance pipes echoed amidst the grey clouds, rising almost like a prayer. The resonance receiver strapped to her back channeled the city's weakening vibrations to her nerve endings. The high-frequency tremors had become a kind of heart palpitation. It was as if the city was dying.

She closed her eyes. Took a deep breath.

And in that moment, she heard it.

"My daughter..."

A voice. Faint, but familiar. Its timbre like a memory. It was reminiscent of the song he used to hum while brewing tea. "If you can hear me... you're too late. But you can still do it."

It was her father's echo. But this was impossible. He had vanished five years ago during the Collapse. He hadn't transformed into Echoium; his very voice couldn't even be captured. According to the Aetherion system, anyone whose voice wasn't processed was considered "silently dead." And the silent ones never returned.

Another tremor. The city seemed to convulse. Energy pipes beneath the platform began to flicker out. Workers around them fled in a panic. An alarm blared—shrill, distorted, and echoing. "Echoium production level: 6%." "Aetherion Delta perimeter destabilizing. Energy drain initiated."

Vera fell to her knees. The vibration receiver on her back exploded. A spark ignited her clothes, but she didn't care. Even as her skin burned, she heard that melody echoing in her mind.

Four notes. Low – low – high – broken. The broken one... was a missing memory. This... was the "Broken Chord." And it could only be completed in one place: the Echo Pool. The lowest level of the facility. A place from which no echo ever returned alive. Illegal. Forbidden. Lost. But her father's voice was there. And if he was there... something could still be saved.

"Unauthorized access detected." A cold, metallic voice filled the entire city. Vera flinched. This was Aetherion's main artificial intelligence: ONTHIR. An emotionless mind, managing the strictest protection protocol against echoes. "Vera Nyx. Your soul permit has been revoked. You have no access. Escape route is closing."

Vera stood up. Determination in her eyes, a melody in her mind. She placed her left hand on the resonance wall. She softly hummed the Broken Chord. "Do... do... sol... si-flat..." The wall's resonance shifted. Soul frequency resonated. A passage opened. And only someone on the verge of death could enter that passage. Vera turned her eyes to the city one last time. The Sixth Ring was cracking. Energy pipes twisted, Echoium towers darkened. A city that had consumed its echoes was about to fall. But she still remembered the song. And sometimes, songs lived longer than cities.
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Chapter 2: What Lies Beyond the Light?
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The passage opened by the wall led into a cold, metal-carved tunnel. The air within carried a sharp, dusty scent of mold and old memories, unlike the clean, filtered air of the city's upper levels. Vera didn't hesitate. The wind rushing through her already burning clothes only fueled the fire on her skin. She took a step towards the Echo Pool, a place known for no one entering it alive. The door closed silently behind her, isolating her from Aetherion's creaks and blaring alarms.

The tunnel spiraled downwards, growing narrower with each turn. Its surface was rough, covered in a maze of thick cables connected to vibration receivers. Dim, flickering lamps at irregular intervals along the wall didn't fully illuminate the path, merely causing Vera's shadow to dance terrifyingly on the wall. With every step, loose cables crunched under her feet, accompanied by a metallic whisper. This was the city's deepest artery, its ignored, forgotten part.

Her father... How had his echo returned? It was certain that "the silently dead"—those who hadn't transformed into Echoium, whose soul imprints couldn't even be captured—could never exist again. This was Aetherion's core belief, the unchangeable rule of its systems. Her father's echo returning defied this rule. One thought consumed Vera: if her father could return, perhaps other silent dead could too. Or, more terrifyingly, what if this echo wasn't truly her father's, but merely an illusion? Was it a trap set by ONTHIR?

The tunnel finally opened into a cavernous expanse resembling a massive hangar. This was the Echoium production facility. However, it bore no resemblance to the bright, sterile, and efficient facilities Vera had seen in school. Huge, rusty metal tanks and pipes twisted around her like the city's veins. The surfaces of the tanks glowed with a dull green light—the faint luminescence of soul echoes being processed. Each tank imprisoned the final vibrations of thousands of lives.

A faint hum filled the entire facility. It was the collective moan of the processed souls, echoing like notes from a colossal organ. Vera searched for a familiar melody within this sound. Remembering the Broken Chord within her, she approached one of the tanks. A dull light flickered in a crack on its surface. She reached out her hand.

A sudden hiss. The green light on the tank's surface turned red, and an alarm blared—this time shriller, more merciless than the one in the tunnel. Human silhouettes emerged from within the facility. They were Aetherion Guards, in their uniforms and helmets. In their arms, they carried struggling, unconscious or disoriented individuals. These people... they were alive.

Vera's eyes widened in horror. "What... What are you doing?" she whispered.

A guard noticed Vera. "Unauthorized entry! Who are you?"

Vera froze. These people, being forced into the tanks, were the 80% designated for Echoium production, "harvested" as they called it. But they weren't dead. They were alive. This wasn't a funeral ground; it was a slaughterhouse, a prison. The city was consuming the souls of the living to survive. Her gaze fixed on a child being forcibly pushed into a tank. The pure terror on the child's face twisted Vera's heart.

"This is a massacre!" she screamed, her voice lost in the hum of echoes.

The guards rushed towards her. They aimed their energy weapons. Smoke still rose from the wound on Vera's back; her skin burned, but she felt no pain. Her mind was filled with her father's echo and the horrific truth she had just witnessed.

Cities were dying, yes. But perhaps what needed saving wasn't the cities, but the souls within them.

Only one option remained. Escape. But to where?

Her eyes caught a glimpse of a colossal door in the darkest corner of the facility. Worn inscription above it read: "No Access to Echo Pool."

That was it. The place her father's echo had called her to. The place where everything had begun, and perhaps where it would end.

The guards were closing in. The charging sounds of their energy weapons echoed in her ears.

Vera didn't hesitate. She replayed the Broken Chord in her mind, this time more powerfully, more resolutely. "Do... do... sol... si-flat..."

She ran towards the door.
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Chapter 3: The Broken Chord
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When the iron door slammed shut behind Vera, the hum inside seemed to swallow all sound. It was as if Aetherion's creaks and the guards' threats had suddenly faded into a distant dream. This was the Echo Pool. The heart of the facility. And its graveyard.

The air was heavy, humid. It smelled of metal and moss. Vera moved along a narrow, slippery platform on her hands and knees. As her eyes strained to adjust to the darkness, she felt low vibrations. The echoes here were different from the processed Echoium in the upper levels. They were rawer, denser, more... alive.

This was a colossal, circular well. In its center lay a massive pool of liquid, its surface shimmering with a dull grey light. Bubbles occasionally rose from the fluid, each bursting like a silent scream, a lost memory. Around the pool, intricate pipe systems snaked up to the ceiling like the notes of a giant organ. Each pipe was a resonance channel, drawing or directing the echoes in the pool.

Vera approached the edge of the pool. She looked at her reflection: her torn clothes stained with dried blood, her eyes weary yet resolute. The pain still seeping from the wound on her back reminded her that none of this was a dream. Her father's voice... she had to reach it.

She closed her eyes and summoned that familiar melody in her mind: the Broken Chord. Do-do-sol-si-flat. The notes resonated in her consciousness like vibrations. She touched her finger to a cold, metal pipe. She began to hum the melody.

"Do... do... sol... si-flat..."

As if the pipe absorbed Vera's voice, the grey liquid in the pool began to tremble. Bubbles rose faster, creating tiny ripples on the surface. Then, something astonishing happened. The ripples began to form a specific pattern. To the rhythm of Vera's hummed melody, symbols appeared on the pool's surface—signs of an ancient, forgotten language.

And in that moment, as if from the depths of the pool, a whispered voice rose. It was her father's. But this time, clearer, more distinct.

"Vera... you hear me. I knew... you could do it."

Vera gasped. Her eyes welled up. "Father..."

"This is just an echo, my daughter. But it is my echo." There was a sadness in his voice. "The Echo Pool... it's not what you think. This isn't a grave... it's a purifier. The place where all echoes gather. And the Collective..."

Suddenly, the voice ceased. The symbols in the pool scattered chaotically. The rhythm of the Broken Chord within Vera was disrupted. A rumble. From the depths of the pool, a massive shadow began to rise from the grey liquid. It was shapeless, but Vera felt it moving towards her.

"It's coming," her father's echo whispered, this time like a warning. "The Collective... it heard you. You're a signal, Vera. A warning."

The shadow grew, covering the surface of the pool. Thousands of voices, thousands of memories whispered within it. It was like the mist left by the Memory Blight on the surface, but much denser, much more dismal. Vera felt as though she would drown in these voices. Unfamiliar memories began to flash before her eyes: childhood sounds, happy laughter, the whispers of those taking their last breaths. All merged, becoming a single entity.

This was the Silent Collective's first contact.

Vera stumbled backward in fear. But her father's voice, one last time, echoed in her mind: "Don't forget your song, my daughter. Never... forget."

The rising wave of the Silent Collective swirled towards Vera like a vortex. When it reached her, Vera's skin turned to ice. A coldness spread through her mind. Thousands of memories tried to overwhelm her own.

With a final surge of hope, Vera played the Broken Chord in her mind once more. This time, she infused not just the notes, but also her love for her father, her fear of loss, her desire to find him. The melody rose like a shield, momentarily slowing the Collective's assault.

They began to retreat. The shapeless shadow sank back into the depths of the pool. Symbols reappeared, but this time not on the pool's surface, but on the pipe systems on the wall. It was as if the pipes were projecting a message from within the echoes.

Vera gasped for breath. She stood up and looked at the pipes. Her father's echo was gone, but in its place, the symbols on the wall remained. These were fragments of a map. Incomplete, difficult to decipher, but a map nonetheless.

And the map pointed to Caldrith.

Vera was the first living being to emerge from the Echo Pool. But when she emerged, she was no longer the same Vera.
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