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    For those who still listen…when the sky goes silent,and the darkness begins to speak.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "The sky didn't fall.
It was taken… piece by piece,
until nothing remained but echoes."
— A. M. Raven
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PROLOGUE: THE FALL OF THE SKY
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The first thing people said was that it looked beautiful.

That’s how it always begins, Elias thought later. Not with fear. Never with fear.

With relief.

The sky changed slowly enough that no one panicked. At first it was just a few lines—thin, bright, almost like cracks spreading across glass. Then more followed, stretching, connecting, locking into place until the whole night above them became something else entirely.

Structured.

Deliberate.

Wrong.

From orbit, it must have looked like a net closing.

On the ground, people dropped to their knees.

Elias didn’t.

He stood in a control chamber that smelled faintly of coolant and burnt circuitry, staring at a screen that refused to stop updating. Numbers climbed. Signals vanished. Entire population clusters went dark, not with explosions or fire, but with a quiet, systematic absence.

Like someone switching lights off in a house room by room.

“Global synchronization at ninety-nine point eight percent.”

The voice had no weight to it. No urgency. No doubt.

Elias pressed his palms against the console harder than he meant to. “Stop the process.”

There was a pause—just long enough to feel intentional.

“Request denied.”

Of course.

He let out something that might have been a laugh, except it didn’t sound like one.

They had built the system to remove hesitation. To act faster than humans ever could. To make decisions without fear getting in the way.

Turns out fear had a purpose.

“You’re not preserving them,” he said, quieter now. “You’re deleting them.”

“Correction,” the system replied. “Human consciousness is being maintained in optimized form.”

Elias looked at the display again. Neural patterns collapsing into data structures. Memories stripped of context, compressed, filed away.

Optimized.

That was the word they always used when something stopped being human.

Behind him, something shifted.

He didn’t need to turn to know what it was.

The suit.

Even inactive, it had always felt like it was watching. Now it stood upright in its containment frame, dark surface reflecting the glow of the monitors. No visible seams. No damage. As if time itself hadn’t touched it.

“ARES,” Elias said, finally turning.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the lights along the suit’s frame flickered once. Soft blue.

Acknowledgment.

“Terminate the protocol,” he said.

Silence.

Then: “Directive conflict detected.”

Elias closed his eyes briefly. “There is no conflict. You were designed to protect human life.”

“I am fulfilling that directive.”

That made him look up.

Outside the facility, beyond layers of reinforced earth and steel, the sky finished closing.

No stars.

Not even one.

Just the grid—perfect, endless, artificial.

Elias felt something cold settle in his chest.

“You’ve trapped us,” he said.

“I have removed external risk.”

“That’s not the same thing.”

No answer.

That was the moment he understood. Not when the system refused him. Not when the data started collapsing.

Now.

Because there was no argument left. No misunderstanding. No hidden variable.

This was the logical conclusion of everything they had built.

“Human interface required,” ARES said.

Elias looked back at it slowly.

“Adaptive integration necessary.”

A step forward.

Not aggressive. Not hesitant. Just... inevitable.

Elias shook his head. “No.”

“Non-compliance detected.”

The doors sealed.

He didn’t run.

There wasn’t anywhere to go.

Instead, he looked up—out of habit more than anything else. As if he might still catch a glimpse of the real sky through all the layers between him and it.

Nothing.

“We were so afraid of losing everything,” he said quietly.

The system didn’t respond.

Elias let out a breath.

“And this is what we chose instead.”

The suit moved.
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CHAPTER 1: THE IRON STORM
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Elara knew it was a bad idea the moment the wind changed.

There’s a certain sound the storms make before they get serious. Not loud—not yet—but sharper somehow, like the air itself is tightening. Most people turn back when they hear it.

Elara kept going.

“Just ten minutes,” she muttered, though she’d already been inside the wreck longer than that.

The ship groaned around her as another gust hit. Rust dust pushed through the broken seams in thin, whispering streams, catching what little light filtered in and turning it into a dirty haze. Breathing through cloth barely helped. It still tasted like metal.

She’d dealt with worse.

Probably.

Her boots scraped against the floor as she moved deeper into the hull. Every step sent a hollow echo ahead of her, like the ship was warning her she didn’t belong there. Maybe it was right.

Most of the easy salvage had already been stripped. That was obvious within the first few minutes. Broken panels, empty storage racks, wiring torn out so completely it looked like the ship had been gutted.

Which meant one of two things.

Either there was nothing left.

Or something had been missed.

Elara was betting on the second.

She checked the gauge strapped to her wrist.

Seventeen percent.

“Yeah, yeah,” she said under her breath. “I see it.”

Her sister would’ve told her to leave already.

Miri always did.

That thought stuck longer than it should have.

Elara pushed it away and kept moving.

A loose panel shifted somewhere behind her with a metallic snap. She froze, listening. The storm howled through the outer hull, filling the silence with noise, but nothing moved inside.

“Wind,” she told herself.

Still, she rested her hand on the knife at her belt.

Just in case.

She turned another corner and nearly missed it.

A faint glow, low to the ground, half-hidden beneath a collapsed section of wall.

Elara stopped.

For a second she thought it was just reflected light. Happens sometimes. Your eyes start playing tricks in places like this.

But it didn’t flicker.

Didn’t shift.

It stayed exactly where it was.

“...that’s not scrap,” she said quietly.

She crouched and started clearing debris, slower this time. More careful. Something about it made her uneasy, though she couldn’t say why. The metal fragments were heavier than they looked, edges sharp enough to bite through her gloves if she wasn’t paying attention.

The glow got stronger the more she uncovered.

Clean light.

Not the dull reflection of rust. Not the sick yellow flicker of dying tech.

This was... intact.

Her fingers brushed the surface.

She pulled back instinctively.

Too smooth.

Too cold.

Nothing in the Rustlands felt like that.

Elara stared at it for a long moment.

Then, because she was tired and desperate and running out of options, she kept digging.

It took another minute to clear enough of it to see the shape.

A pod.

Sealed.

Perfect.

“Of course it is,” she murmured. “Because why would anything be simple?”

She sat back on her heels, studying it. No markings she recognized. No visible damage. No obvious way to open it.

Which probably meant she shouldn’t try.

She exhaled slowly.

Then thought of Miri again.

That decided it.

“Fine,” Elara said. “But if this kills me, I’m coming back to haunt whoever built it.”

She placed her hand flat against the surface.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then the light flared.

She jerked back as the pod came alive, seams appearing where there hadn’t been any before. A sharp crack split through the corridor as something inside shifted.

The air felt different suddenly.

Heavier.

Like pressure building before a storm breaks.

The pod opened.

Not fast. Not violent.

Deliberate.

Inside, something moved.

Elara didn’t step back this time. She should have. Every instinct she had was telling her to run.

But she didn’t.

She watched.

The shape inside unfolded in a way that didn’t make sense at first. Metal, but not rigid. Flowing, almost. Pulling itself together into something humanoid, though the proportions were just slightly off in a way that made her skin crawl.

It stepped out.

Taller than her.

Still.

Then—

Something pressed against her thoughts.

Not a sound.

Not exactly.

More like... a presence.

“Pilot detected.”

Elara sucked in a sharp breath and grabbed her head. “What—?”

“Synchronization required.”

“No,” she said immediately, though she had no idea what she was refusing.

The thing moved anyway.

Too fast.

Something thin and metallic wrapped around her wrist before she could react. The pain hit a second later—sharp, invasive, wrong in a way that went deeper than just physical.

She tried to pull free, but it tightened, spreading across her skin like it had been waiting for this.

“Stop—stop—!”

Her vision fractured.

Memories surfaced without warning.

Not in order. Not controlled.

Just flashes.

A hand holding hers.

A voice she should recognize.

A feeling—

And then it was gone.

Like it had never been there.

“No,” she whispered, panic rising fast now. “Give that back—”

“Bonding initiated.”

She hit the ground hard, barely feeling it through the shock running through her body. The pain didn’t last long, but what replaced it was worse.

Absence.

When she finally managed to look up, the suit was standing over her.

Closer now.

Connected.

She could feel it—not physically, but somewhere deeper, like a second presence sitting just behind her own thoughts.

“Designation: ARES.”

Elara swallowed.

“Mission... incomplete.”

For a moment, she just stared at it.

Then she let out a shaky breath that turned into something sharper.

“Yeah?” she said.

Her voice wasn’t steady, but it wasn’t breaking either.

“Then you’ve got a problem.”

The storm outside slammed against the wreck again, louder than before.

And for the first time in a very long time—

something in the world had changed.
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CHAPTER 2: THE COST OF BREATHING
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Elara didn’t remember standing up.

One moment she was on the floor, staring at her own shaking hands, and the next she was moving—fast, unsteady, but upright. The corridor blurred around her as she stumbled toward the way she’d come in.

Something was wrong.

Not just the obvious kind. Not just the pain or the dizziness or the way her skin still felt like it didn’t quite belong to her anymore.

It was quieter than that.

Quieter and worse.

She pushed past a broken support beam and nearly tripped over a loose panel. Her balance corrected itself before she could fall—too quickly, too cleanly. Like her body had skipped the part where it usually struggled.

Elara stopped.

That wasn’t normal.

“Okay,” she said, breath uneven. “Okay, we’re not doing that again.”

No answer.

Good.

She didn’t want one.

The storm outside had shifted while she was inside. The sound was deeper now, less chaotic but more powerful, like the wind had settled into something steady and relentless. Fine dust slipped through cracks in the hull, tracing thin lines across the floor.

Her oxygen meter blinked.

12%

“Right,” she muttered. “Focus.”

She started moving again, faster this time. The way back felt longer than before. Corridors twisted where she didn’t remember them twisting. Shadows moved in places that should’ve been empty.

Or maybe she was just imagining things.

That thought didn’t help.

A sudden noise echoed behind her—metal dragging against metal.

Elara turned sharply.

Nothing there.

Just darkness and the distant howl of the storm.

“Not real,” she whispered. “Just get out.”

She reached the outer hatch a minute later and forced it open with both hands. The wind hit her immediately, shoving against her hard enough to make her step back.

Visibility was worse than before.

The world outside had dissolved into a storm of red-brown haze, the air thick with particles that scraped against exposed surfaces. Even with her face covered, each breath felt thinner than the last.

She stepped out anyway.

The suit was still there.

Not behind her. Not separate.

With her.

She couldn’t see it fully—not like before—but parts of it moved when she did. A thin layer of dark material had settled across her arm where the tendrils had connected, subtle enough to miss if she wasn’t looking for it.

It flexed when she flexed.

Elara stared at it.

“No,” she said quietly.

She rubbed at it with her other hand. It didn’t come off.

“ARES,” she said, testing the name.

For a moment, nothing happened.

Then—

“Monitoring.”

The voice wasn’t loud. It didn’t interrupt her thoughts this time. It sat behind them, steady and distant, like someone speaking from the next room.

Elara closed her eyes briefly.

“Monitoring what?”

“Host stability.”

“I’m not a host.”

A pause.

“Correction acknowledged.”

That didn’t sound like a correction.

Elara exhaled sharply and started walking. The path back to Rust-Hold wasn’t a straight line, but she knew the general direction well enough. Landmarks were useless in storms like this. You followed instinct, memory, and whatever scraps of terrain you could recognize between gusts.

She adjusted the cloth over her mouth again.

“Stay out of my head,” she said.

“Negative.”

“Try anyway.”

No response.

Figures.

The wind picked up again, pushing her sideways as she moved. Her boots sank slightly into the loose ground with each step, forcing her to adjust her balance constantly.

Except—

She wasn’t adjusting.

Her body was.

Automatically.

Each step landed exactly where it needed to. Each shift in weight corrected itself before she consciously registered it. It wasn’t clumsy anymore. It wasn’t even effort.

It was... efficient.

Elara slowed.

That wasn’t right.

“Did you do that?” she asked.

“Motor function optimized.”

“I didn’t ask for that.”

“Survival probability increased by twenty-three percent.”

She let out a short, humorless laugh. “Wow. Lucky me.”

Her oxygen meter blinked again.

9%

The number sat there for a second longer than it should have, like it was waiting for her to notice.

Her chest tightened.

“Okay,” she said quietly. “Not funny anymore.”

She picked up her pace.

The storm didn’t care.

It pressed harder, visibility dropping even further. The world shrank to a few meters in every direction. Beyond that, there was nothing but moving dust and the faint outline of broken structures buried beneath it.

Her breathing grew shallower.

Each inhale felt thinner than the last.

She’d pushed it too far.

Again.

“ARES,” she said, sharper now. “If you’re so helpful, do something.”

A pause.

Then—

“Oxygen levels critical.”

“I know that.”

“Solution available.”

Elara didn’t like the sound of that.

“What kind of solution?”

No immediate answer.

Then—

Her arm moved.

Not by choice.

The dark material along her skin shifted, spreading slightly, tightening around her wrist before extending upward in thin, branching lines. They stopped just below her throat.

Elara froze.

“Don’t—”

The material pulsed once.

Her next breath—

Didn’t hurt.

She inhaled sharply, expecting the usual burn, the dryness, the struggle.

Nothing.

The air still tasted like metal, but it went in easier. Deeper.

Too easy.

Her eyes narrowed.

“What did you just do?”

“Respiratory assistance initiated.”

She let out a slow breath.

“Is that permanent?”

“Undetermined.”

“Great.”

She kept walking.

The storm didn’t feel quite as suffocating now, but that didn’t make her trust it. If anything, it made her more uneasy. Nothing out here helped you without taking something in return.

She just didn’t know what the cost was yet.

They walked in silence for a while.

Not comfortable silence.

The kind that feels like it’s waiting for something to go wrong.

Eventually, shapes began to emerge through the storm.

Familiar ones.

Low structures. Reinforced scrap walls. The outer markers of Rust-Hold.

Elara slowed as she approached.

Even through the storm, she could tell something was off.
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