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The heat didn't just burn. It possessed.

It crawled down Jax’s throat with every gasping breath, a thick, suffocating slurry of sulfur and aerosolized grease. One hundred and twenty degrees. That was the baseline in the Boiler Wastes. Anything less meant the Iron Mammoth was losing speed. And losing speed meant the ice would catch them.

Jax swung the heavy iron shovel. Metal scraped against the grated deck. He pivoted. His spine popped in protest. He launched forty pounds of raw, jagged coal directly into the roaring, orange maw of Furnace #4.

Sparks vomited outward. They kissed the canvas of his fire-retardant overalls and bit into the exposed, scar-latticed skin of his forearms. He didn't flinch. Flinching wasted energy. He turned back to the pile. Shovel. Pivot. Throw. Over and over until the muscles in his back screamed and his vision swam. He wiped a mixture of sweat and black soot from his brow with the back of a calloused, thermal-wrapped hand. His ash-blonde hair was matted to his skull. Around him, hundreds of other stokers moved in the same grim, synchronized dance of survival. The noise was absolute. The deafening, rhythmic thrum-thrum-thrum of the city-sized train's pistons vibrated up through the soles of his brass-capped boots, rattling his teeth. This was his world. A terrifying, claustrophobic iron lung that kept five hundred thousand people alive on a dead, frozen planet.

Above the roar of the fireboxes, a sharp, mechanical shriek pierced the air.

A brass klaxon mounted on the primary pressure-manifold spun to life, flashing an angry, warning red. Jax’s blood ran cold despite the sweltering heat. The massive analog dials on the bulkhead overhead violently twitched backward. Pressure Drop. The needle dipped past the red line, sinking into the black.

The sector overseer, a fat man sweating through a grimy undershirt, leaned over the mid-level railing with a rusted megaphone. "Sector Four! We are losing manifold pressure! The ice is creeping up the lower struts!" The overseer’s voice cracked with panic. "Shift quotas are doubled! Doubled! Move it, you ash-eating rats, or we freeze!"

Panic ripped through the stokers. A doubled quota wasn't a request for harder work. It was a physical impossibility. It was a death sentence by cardiac arrest. Jax gritted his teeth, his amber eyes narrowing at the dwindling pile of coal at his feet. He gripped his shovel tighter. The wooden handle was slick with his own blood from a torn blister. He doubled his pace. Shovel. Pivot. Throw. Faster. The heat intensified as the firebox roared, demanding more. His lungs burned. The air grew thinner, the oxygen consumed by the ravenous flames.

Then came the sound that terrified them more than the cold.

Clank. Hiss. Clank. Hiss.

Heavy, pneumatic footsteps echoed on the grated iron catwalks fifty feet above the stoker floor. The temperature in the room seemed to plummet. Jax didn't look up. Nobody looked up. You didn't make eye contact with the Iron-Hounds.

They descended the spiral iron staircases in perfect, terrifying unison. High-Castellan Vane’s elite enforcers. They were more machine than flesh, towering men encased in thick, frost-rimed boiler-plate armor. Steam vented from the hydraulic joints in their knees and elbows with every step. Their faces were hidden behind featureless steel visors. They carried heavy kinetic lashes—whips woven with copper wiring that delivered a bone-shattering shock with every strike. They fanned out across the stoker floor, pacing the aisles between the furnaces.

"Keep the fires burning," a Hound rasped, his voice mechanically synthesized, stripped of all humanity.

Jax shoveled faster. His muscles tore. Lactic acid flooded his system. Keep your head down, he told himself. Keep your head down and survive. It was the mantra that kept him breathing. But the sight of the heavy armor, the smell of the ozone wafting off their kinetic lashes, dragged a buried nightmare kicking and screaming to the surface of his mind.

Ten years. It had been ten years since the Enforcers came for his parents.

His father had organized a strike. A desperate, foolish plea for clean water and better air filters for the lower decks. The aristocrats in the Gilded Spire hadn't negotiated. They simply sent the Hounds. Jax, only ten years old, had been forced to watch. He remembered the deafening hiss of the outer airlock opening. He remembered the blinding, terrifying rush of white. And he remembered his mother’s screams as the Enforcers pushed them out into the Permafrost Wastes while the Iron Mammoth barreled forward at eighty miles an hour.

The Long Walk. That’s what the upper castes called it. A clean execution that didn't waste a bullet.

Jax inherited their "debt." The state decreed that the oxygen his parents had stolen required repayment in labor. He was shackled to the furnace. And he had learned the ultimate lesson of the Wastes: heroes die freezing in the dark. Survivors shovel coal.

To his left, the rhythm broke.

A sharp clatter of metal against iron. Jax glanced over. Old Cogs, a stoker who had been breathing coal dust for forty years, was on his knees. The old man’s skin was an unnatural, sickly grey beneath the soot. He clutched his chest, gasping like a landed fish. The doubled quota had broken him. His shovel lay useless on the deck.

A shadow fell over Old Cogs.

An Iron-Hound stepped into the narrow aisle. The pneumatic pistons in the guard's arm whined as he raised the kinetic lash. Blue electricity sparked violently along the copper weave. "Stand up, Stoker. Your quota is incomplete."

Old Cogs coughed, a wet, rattling sound, spitting a speck of dark blood onto the grating. He couldn't move.

Jax’s heart hammered against his ribs. It felt like a trapped bird trying to batter its way out of his chest. Look away, his survival instincts screamed. Keep shoveling. It’s not your problem. You have your own debt to pay.

The Iron-Hound brought the whip down.

Jax didn't think. He moved.

He dropped his own shovel and lunged across the aisle. The kinetic lash cracked against the iron decking exactly where Old Cogs' head had been a fraction of a second before, sending a shower of lethal blue sparks into the air. Jax had grabbed the old man by the collar of his overalls and hauled him backward into the narrow space between the coal bins.

The Iron-Hound turned its featureless visor toward Jax. The air grew perfectly still.

"Get back to your furnace, boy," the synthesized voice warned.

"His pile is mine," Jax gasped, his voice raspy, his throat parched. "I’ll cover his quota. Both of them. Just let him breathe."

The visor stared at him for a long, terrible moment. Then, the Hound lowered the lash. "The shift ends in twenty minutes. If both piles are not incinerated, you both take The Long Walk." The heavy boots turned and marched down the aisle.

Jax fell to his knees next to the old man's pile. It was a mountain. And his own pile was still waiting. He grabbed the old man's shovel.

The next twenty minutes were not a memory of time, but a blur of pure, blinding agony. Jax became a machine. He stopped feeling his arms. He stopped feeling the blisters popping on his hands. He shoveled the old man's pile. He dove across the aisle and shoveled his own. The heat in Furnace #4 roared, angry and insatiable, licking at his face, singeing his eyebrows. His vision tunneled, the edges bleeding into dark, static grey.

Shovel. Pivot. Throw.

Blood trickled from his nose, instantly evaporating in the heat. He was pulling energy from muscles that had nothing left to give. He was cannibalizing his own body.

Shovel. Pivot. Throw.

He scraped the bottom of the grating. The last load of coal flew from his blade and vanished into the fire.

The brass klaxon shrieked again. A long, sustained blast. The shift was over. The pressure manifold needles slowly ticked back up toward the green.

Jax dropped the shovel. It clattered loudly against the floor. He didn't fall; his knees simply stopped existing. He crashed heavily against the rusted iron bulkhead, sliding down until he hit the floor grates. He dragged air into his ruined lungs, his whole body trembling violently. He tasted copper and ash. Across the aisle, Old Cogs was breathing, unconscious but alive.

Jax stared at his hands. They were raw, bleeding, and shaking uncontrollably. He had survived. He had kept them both off the ice today. But as he sat there, trapped in the sweltering, deafening belly of the great machine, a cold, hard truth settled in his chest.

This life was a grinder. It was eating him piece by piece. He looked up at the massive, spinning gears of the ceiling, his amber eyes hardening. He was going to die in this room, shoveling dirt for the aristocrats in the sky. Unless he found a way out.
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The shift whistle blew, but the ringing in Jax’s ears refused to stop.

He sat on the grated floor, his chest heaving, his lungs pulling in the toxic air as if it were sweet oxygen. He had bought Old Cogs another day of life, but in the Boiler Wastes, no good deed went unpunished. Heavy boots stopped inches from his exhausted hands. Jax tilted his head back. The shift overseer towered over him, his face a red, sweaty mask of irritation. The man didn't care that Jax had completed two quotas. He only cared that Jax had stepped out of line. He pointed a fat, grease-stained finger toward the primary access hatch. Sub-Level Four. The slag-chutes were backing up.

Jax didn't argue. Arguing meant the lash.

He hauled himself to his feet, his muscles screaming in raw protest. He grabbed his primary tool from the bulkhead rack. It was a massive, two-handed iron wrench. The metal was pitted and scarred from years of abuse, the handle wrapped in layers of hardened leather. It weighed nearly thirty pounds, but in Jax’s calloused hands, it felt like an extension of his own arm. He slung it over his shoulder, adjusted the strap of his dented brass head-lamp, and walked toward the hatch.

The descent was a plunge into a different kind of hell.

As he climbed down the rusted iron rungs, the roaring, dry heat of the fireboxes faded. It was replaced by a suffocating, crushing humidity. The sub-levels were the bowels of the Iron Mammoth. This was where the massive exhaust pipes wept condensation, pooling into oily black puddles that smelled of rot and rust. The darkness down here was absolute, pressed back only by the weak, flickering amber beam of his head-lamp.

There was no room to stand straight. Jax hunched over, his back scraping against a ceiling of low-hanging, vibrating pipes. The noise was worse than the heat above. Just beneath the thin floor plates, the colossal steel axels of the dreadnought train spun at terrifying speeds. The mechanical screech of metal grinding against the frozen track reverberated right through the soles of his boots. It sounded like the train was screaming.

He navigated the labyrinth of pipes and shadows until he found Chute 7-B.

It was a massive, angled iron pipe meant to funnel incinerated waste out into the permafrost. Right now, it was completely choked. A solid, hardened mass of cooled slag, twisted scrap metal, and God knew what else had fused together in the throat of the chute. If it backed up into the furnace above, the firebox would explode, taking half the sector with it.

Jax spat into the dark. He tightened his grip on his heavy wrench.

He swung.

The heavy iron head smashed into the blockage. Crunch. A shower of brittle black ash rained down. He swung again. He put his hips into it, letting his anger at the overseer, at the Hounds, at his entire miserable existence channel through his arms. Smash. Crack. The blockage was stubborn. It fought back. He chipped away at the petrified waste, his breath echoing loudly in the cramped, humid space. Sweat stung his eyes, blinding him temporarily, but he didn't stop. He couldn't stop until the pipe was clear.

He reared back for a massive, two-handed strike. He aimed for a thick, gray clump of hardened slag right in the center of the jam.

The wrench connected.

But it didn't shatter the blockage. It didn't make a dull, crushing sound.

A high-pitched, crystalline chime rang out. It was a sound so pure and alien in this mechanical graveyard that Jax’s breath caught in his throat. A violent shockwave rebounded up the iron shaft of his wrench. It wasn't the jarring recoil of hitting solid steel. This felt... alive. A surge of icy-hot energy shot through his palms, racing up the veins in his forearms. It felt like plunging his hands into a bucket of frozen water, followed instantly by the sting of a live electrical wire.

Jax dropped the wrench. It hit the floor grates with a heavy clang.

He stumbled backward, hitting a hot steam pipe. He hissed in pain, grabbing his forearms. The skin beneath his soot-stained arms was tingling violently. He aimed his head-lamp into the shattered remains of the slag blockage.

Buried inside the gray ash was a jagged stone, roughly the size of his fist. It wasn't coal. It was semi-translucent, like dark glass, but it was glowing. A steady, rhythmic pulse of deep, sapphire-blue light throbbed deep within the mineral. Aether-coal. Unrefined. Unstable.

And then, the world broke.

A sharp, digital static hissed in Jax's ears. The dark, cramped sub-level vanished for a split second, replaced by a blinding wash of geometric light. He blinked hard, crying out in alarm. When his vision returned to the rusted pipes, something was floating in the air right in front of his face.

It was text.

Not painted on a wall. Not projected from a lens. The words were burned directly into his retinas, glowing with a soft, holographic blue luminescence that moved when he moved his eyes.

[Hardware Detected. Aether-Resonance: 0.04%]

Jax froze. His heart hammered wildly against his ribs. He waved his hand in front of his face, trying to swat the glowing letters away. His dirty fingers passed right through them.

The text flickered, recalculating rapidly.

[Target Incompatible. Neural Pathways Unaligned.]

[Aether-Link Offline.]

"No," Jax whispered, his voice trembling in the dark. "No, no, no."

This was magic. This was the System. The divine right of the High-Castellan and the Navigator Guild. The lower castes didn't get system prompts. The lower castes were flesh and bone, meant to burn and bleed. The only time a stoker saw the blue light of the System was strapped to a vivisection table in the upper decks, right before the aristocrats carved them open to see why they had mutated.

Panic, cold and sharp, flooded his veins.

Heat-madness. That was it. He was hallucinating. The doubled quota, the toxic fumes, the sheer exhaustion. His brain was finally snapping under the pressure. That had to be it. If he accepted anything else, he was a dead man.

Jax lunged forward. He kicked the glowing chunk of Aether-coal with his heavy, steel-toed boot. The stone flew off the edge of the chute and vanished down the long, dark drop toward the tracks below. He squeezed his eyes shut. He pressed the heels of his hands hard against his eyelids until bursts of natural color exploded in his vision.

Go away. Go away. Go away.

He opened his eyes. The blue text flickered one last time, dissolving into digital smoke before vanishing entirely.

Jax stood there in the dark, his chest heaving, the mechanical screech of the train deafening in his ears. He grabbed his heavy wrench off the floor, his hands shaking so violently he nearly dropped it again. He didn't finish clearing the chute. He didn't care about the blockage anymore. He scrambled up the rusted ladder, fleeing the sub-levels like a man chased by a ghost, desperate to bury himself back in the heat, the soot, and the miserable, safe reality of a world he understood.
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Jax drove the blade of his shovel into the coal pile.

He didn't want to think. Thinking was dangerous. Thinking led to the memory of the sub-levels, to the glowing blue stone, to the impossible holographic text that still haunted the edges of his vision every time he blinked. He focused entirely on the rough wood of the handle. He focused on the blistering heat of Furnace #4. He wanted to disappear into the mindless, rhythmic agony of his caste. He wanted his miserable, predictable life back.

Shovel. Pivot. Throw.

He hadn't slept. Whenever he closed his eyes, the dark void of his eyelids was pierced by the phantom words: [Target Incompatible]. It was madness. It had to be heat-sickness. He just needed to sweat it out. He swung the heavy shovel again, throwing his entire weight into the motion. The coal rattled into the firebox. He gritted his teeth, ignoring the violent shaking in his hands. He was a stoker. That was all he was. Dirt, sweat, and muscle. Magic belonged to the sky.

Then, the world tilted.

It wasn't a subtle shift. It was a catastrophic, bone-jarring kinetic impact. The Iron Mammoth hit something immense.

A deafening boom, louder than thunder, ripped through the hull. The floor violently lurched beneath Jax's feet. He was thrown backward, the shovel flying from his grip. He hit the iron grating hard, his shoulder screaming in protest. All around him, stokers were hurled like ragdolls. Mountains of raw coal collapsed in miniature avalanches, burying tools and boots. The massive iron support pillars of the dreadnought groaned, a sickening, metallic screech that sounded like a dying leviathan.

They had hit a glacial drift. A big one.

Jax scrambled to his hands and knees, spitting the bitter taste of ash from his mouth. The overhead lights flickered frantically, casting strobe-like shadows across the chaos. He needed to get up. He needed to get back to the furnace. If the quota dropped, the Enforcers would come. He reached blindly for his shovel in the dark soot.

A sound like tearing paper echoed from the ceiling. But this wasn't paper. It was an inch-thick iron pipe.

High above the catwalks, the primary steam-artery feeding Sector Four buckled under the immense stress of the collision. The rusted metal couldn't hold. It sheared open.

There was no hiss. There was only a roar.

Superheated steam blasted downward in a concentrated, invisible pillar. Steam was worse than fire. Fire you could see. By the time you saw the white cloud of steam, it had already cooled. The invisible gas at the rupture point was hot enough to melt flesh from the bone instantly.

A stoker three aisles over didn't look up in time. The blast caught him square in the chest. He didn't even have time to scream before the air in his lungs boiled. He crumpled to the floor, his overalls melting into his skin.

"Rupture!" a voice shrieked through the fog. "Main line blow-out!"

The pressure dials on the bulkheads spun violently backward. The roaring fire of Furnace #4 began to sputter, starved of its pressurized oxygen flow. The klaxons began to wail, a shrill, panic-inducing rhythm.

Jax’s instincts—the very instincts he was trying to suppress—took over. He couldn't just watch it fall apart. This was his sector. This was his miserable home. If the line completely failed, the Boiler Wastes would lose heat, and the cold of the Permafrost Wastes would seep through the outer hull.

He lunged toward the emergency supply rack mounted on the far pillar. His boots slipped on the spilled coal. The air was rapidly turning into a scalding sauna. Sweat poured into his eyes, stinging viciously. He grabbed a heavy roll of fire-retardant canvas and a massive, ratcheting iron clamp. He slung his two-handed wrench over his shoulder.

"Clear the deck!" Jax roared, pushing past a group of terrified, coughing stokers.

He hit the rusted rungs of the maintenance ladder. He climbed fast, his boots ringing against the iron. The higher he went, the hotter it got. The air burned his throat. The skin on his face felt tight, dry, and painfully hot. He squinted through the blooming white fog of cooling steam, searching for the source of the deafening roar.

There. A jagged, three-foot tear in the belly of the main artery.

Jax swung himself onto the narrow, vibrating catwalk directly beneath the pipe. He had to crawl. Standing would put his head right into the lethal blast zone. He dragged the heavy clamp and the canvas with him, his knees scraping against the grating. He was grasping at straws, fighting a desperate battle against decaying machinery.

He reached the rupture. The noise was absolute. He couldn't hear his own ragged breathing.

He threw the thick canvas over the tear. The material instantly blackened and stiffened under the intense heat. He quickly slid the heavy iron clamp over the canvas, fitting the massive bolts into place. His hands were clumsy, encased in thick thermal bandages, but he forced them to work. He pulled his wrench from his shoulder.

He locked the jaws of the wrench onto the primary bolt and threw his weight into it.

Crank.

The clamp tightened. The screech of the escaping steam pitched higher.

Crank.

His muscles screamed. The heat was baking him alive inside his overalls. He saw the blue text flashing in his mind's eye again—the impossible promise of power—but he violently shoved it down. He didn't need magic. He needed leverage.

Crank.

The canvas sealed. The roar died down to an angry, pressurized hiss. The white fog slowly began to dissipate. Jax collapsed onto his back on the catwalk, his chest heaving, his wrench resting on his stomach. He stared up at the rusted ceiling. He had done it. He had fixed it. He had wrestled control back from the chaos.

A sharp, metallic ping echoed above him.

Jax froze. He rolled over, looking at the pipe.

A few inches down from his patch, the rusted iron was flaking. The immense pressure of the boiler, temporarily blocked by the clamp, was searching for the next weakness. The pipe bulged.

Ping. Ping. CRACK.

A secondary leak violently ruptured. Scalding water and steam sprayed outward, catching Jax across the shoulder.

He cried out, recoiling hard. He scrambled backward on the catwalk, clutching his shoulder. The burn was immediate and vicious. He watched in horror as a third hairline fracture appeared on the pipe. Then a fourth.

The realization hit him like a physical blow. He couldn't fix this. The Iron Mammoth wasn't just damaged; it was rotting from the inside out. He was slapping bandages on a corpse. His desperate attempt to maintain his normal routine, to pretend the world wasn't falling apart, was a pathetic illusion. He was playing a losing game.

Below him, the heavy thud of pneumatic boots echoed through the haze.

The Iron-Hounds had arrived.

Jax peered over the edge of the catwalk, his shoulder throbbing with blistering agony. Three Enforcers marched onto the stoker floor. They didn't look up at the failing pipes. They didn't look at the dead stoker with the melted overalls.

They looked at the empty coal bins. They looked at the dropping pressure dials.

"Furnace Four is starving," the lead Hound synthesized, pulling his kinetic lash from his magnetic belt. The blue electricity crackled menacingly.

A young stoker, barely out of his teens, was clutching a burned arm, trying to back away from the Enforcer. "The pipe—" the boy coughed, pointing up toward Jax. "The pressure blew..."

The Iron-Hound didn't hesitate. He swung the lash. The copper weave caught the boy across the ribs with a sickening crack of thunder. The boy collapsed, convulsing on the grated floor.

"Keep the fires burning," the Hound commanded monotonously.

Up on the catwalk, Jax watched the brutality unfold. The acrid smell of ozone and burning flesh drifted up to him. His grip on the heavy wrench tightened until his knuckles turned white beneath the soot.

He had almost died trying to save the pipe. He had burned himself to keep the pressure up. And the System—the great, mechanical hierarchy of the train—didn't care. To the aristocrats in the Gilded Spire, Jax and the boy were just flesh-based cogs. If a cog broke, you beat it until it worked or you threw it in the furnace.

There was no control to regain. There was no ordinary world to go back to.

Jax slowly pushed himself to his knees. He looked down at his calloused, scarred hands. He remembered the feeling of the blue stone. He remembered the impossible surge of kinetic force that had sealed the blast door. If he stayed here, he would die shoveling dirt while the sky-dwellers watched the world freeze.

The phantom blue text flickered in his vision again. This time, he didn't close his eyes. He didn't try to push it away. He stared into the holographic light, a cold, dangerous resolve finally settling into the pit of his stomach. His old life was dead. He just had to figure out what the hell he was going to do with the new one.
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The heat died screaming.

One second, the air was a suffocating, blistering haze of sulfur and steam. The next, a sound like a screaming deity ripped through the lower decks. The rusted, two-foot-thick iron of the dreadnought’s outer hull didn't just break. It detonated inward.

Jagged shrapnel the size of train cars launched across the stoker floor, annihilating the catwalks and obliterating the heavy iron coal bins. And then came the wind. The lethal, howling breath of the Permafrost Wastes rushed into the void. The temperature plummeted from one hundred and twenty degrees to minus eighty in a fraction of a second.

Jax felt the sweat flash-freeze on his skin.

It was a terrifying, violent sensation. The moisture on his forehead crystallized into a sheet of ice. The scalding condensation that had soaked his fire-retardant overalls turned rigid, trapping him in a frozen shell of canvas. The air in his lungs turned to razor blades. Every breath was agony.

All around him, the rhythm of the floor collapsed into pure, unadulterated slaughter. Stokers who had been sweating out their lifeblood mere moments ago dropped to their knees, their lips turning a necrotic black. The localized steam from the ruptured pipes met the glacial air and instantly precipitated into a blinding, swirling blizzard inside the train itself.

Through the whiteout, a shadow moved.

It was too large to be an Iron-Hound. It was too massive to be anything born of metal. A massive hand, ending in claws the size of scythes and caked in solid, petrified ice, gripped the jagged edge of the torn hull.

The Frost-Goliath pulled itself inside.

It was a walking nightmare of the old world. Forty feet of thickly corded muscle, matted white fur, and primal fury. It possessed six heavily articulated arms, each swinging with the devastating kinetic force of a wrecking ball. Its eyes glowed with a sickening, pale blue luminescence, scanning the terrified, freezing humans scurrying like insects around its massive feet.

It opened a maw filled with jagged, translucent teeth and unleashed a roar that shattered the remaining emergency lights.

A stoker near the breach raised his shovel in a pathetic display of defiance. The Goliath didn't even look at him. One of its lower fists swung in a casual, backhanded arc. The impact lifted the man off his feet, shattering his ribcage instantly, and threw him into the roaring belly of Furnace #4.

Jax scrambled backward, his boots sliding on the rapidly icing floor grates. His burned shoulder screamed, but the adrenaline masked the worst of the pain. He needed cover. He needed to be anywhere but in the monster's line of sight.

The emergency klaxons finally changed their pitch. A high, shrieking wail echoed through the chaos. Quarantine Protocol.

Fifty yards ahead of Jax, the ceiling groaned. Bulkhead Nine—a monolithic, heavily armored blast door designed to seal off compromised sectors—began its slow, agonizing descent. The massive, interlocking iron teeth of the door slid across the track, driven by deep-seated Aether-pistons.

"The door!" someone screamed. "Get past the door!"

A frantic stampede erupted. Stokers abandoned their tools, trampling over each other to reach the safety of the next sector before the bulkhead sealed them in with the cold and the monster. Jax was already on the safe side of the descending door. He was in the clear. All he had to do was keep backing away, let the massive iron slab fall, and survive.

But the Frost-Goliath wasn't a mindless beast. It was an apex predator, and it recognized a trap.

The behemoth lunged forward, ignoring the fleeing humans, and slammed two of its massive, ice-encrusted fists directly into the bulkhead's descending track. The impact was catastrophic. The thick iron rails warped instantly. The massive gears inside the wall shrieked in protest, a horrifying sound of metal tearing against metal. Sparks showered the floor.

The door violently shuddered, dropping another two feet before it hit the warped track and stopped dead.

It jammed. Ten feet of open space remained. A ten-foot window to the freezing hell of the breach.

"No," Jax whispered, his breath puffing in dense white clouds. "No, no, no."

The cold was rushing through the gap like a physical flood. Without that seal, the temperature of the entire Boiler Waste would equalize with the outside. Thousands would freeze to death in their bunks. The remaining stokers on the wrong side of the door were screaming, clawing at the warped metal, their limbs already stiffening from the rapid frostbite.

Jax looked up at the catwalks. The Iron-Hounds were gone. Vane's elite enforcers had taken one look at the Goliath and evacuated, sealing the upper-deck access hatches behind them. The lower castes were completely on their own. Disposable fuel.

Jax stood paralyzed. The freezing wind ripped at his hair. He closed his eyes, and he wasn't standing in the Iron Mammoth anymore. He was ten years old. He was watching his mother and father being shoved into the howling white abyss. He felt the phantom chill of their execution deep in his marrow. The System—the aristocrats, the rules, the brutal, unyielding order of the world—had taken them. It had demanded their lives to keep the train moving.

Now, the ice was coming for the rest of them.

Jax’s eyes snapped open. The amber irises were cold, hard, and utterly devoid of fear. He was done surviving.

He didn't run away. He gripped his massive iron wrench with both hands, ignoring the blistering burns on his palms, and sprinted directly toward the jammed bulkhead.

The control panel on the wall had been sheared clean off by the Goliath's impact. Behind the ruined steel plating, the massive, intricate Aether-core mechanism that drove the door was completely exposed. Thick brass gears the size of wagon wheels were grinding against each other, locked in place, while a cluster of unrefined, glowing blue Aether-coal sparked violently, desperate to discharge its magical payload.

Jax didn't understand the machinery. He didn't know the first thing about arcane engineering. But he knew leverage.

He reached the wall, the glacial wind screaming in his ears. Through the ten-foot gap, the Frost-Goliath saw him. The monster let out a deafening bellow, dropping to all sixes, and charged the opening, determined to pry the crippled door apart.

Jax raised the thirty-pound iron wrench high above his head and violently jammed the heavy, forged head directly into the sparking, grinding teeth of the primary Aether-gears.

The reaction was instantaneous and explosive.

The raw, unrefined magic of the core didn't reject him this time. It surged up the iron handle of the wrench like lightning climbing a rod. The sapphire-blue energy slammed into Jax’s hands, tearing through his thermal bandages and sinking directly into his veins.

The digital static returned to his vision, but it wasn't a warning. It was an embrace. The world around him slowed to a crawl. The roar of the Goliath faded into a dull, distant hum. The freezing air felt suddenly warm, charged with impossible static electricity.

Holographic text erupted across his retinas, brilliant, sharp, and commanding.

[Aether-Resonance Limit Exceeded.]

[System Override Authorized.]

[Class Awakened: CONDUCTOR.]

Jax gasped. The air rushed into his lungs, but it wasn't oxygen he was breathing; it was raw mana. His exhaustion vanished. The pain in his shoulder evaporated. He felt a profound, terrifying connection snap into place. He wasn't just holding a wrench jammed in a gear. He could feel the bulkhead. He could feel the strained iron track, the failing hydraulic pressure, the desperate, spinning energy of the Aether-coal. The train wasn't just a machine anymore. It was an extension of his own nervous system.

[New Skill Unlocked: Aether-Link.]

[New Skill Unlocked: Kinetic Strike.]

[Warning: Hostile Entity Approaching. Hull Integrity at 12%.]

Time snapped back into real-time. The Frost-Goliath slammed into the gap, two of its massive, icy hands grabbing the bottom edge of the jammed door, hauling upward with earth-shattering strength. The iron groaned, threatening to buckle entirely.

Jax didn't panic. He felt the system thrumming in his blood. The interface hovered in his peripheral vision, feeding him the exact structural stress points of the gears before him.

He gripped the wrench tighter. His ash-blonde hair whipped wildly in the wind, his eyes glowing with the exact same sapphire light as the Aether-core.

"Close," Jax commanded, his voice vibrating with a dual, synthetic resonance.

He activated [Kinetic Strike].

He didn't push the wrench with his muscles. He channeled his newly awakened mana pool—his Aether-Capacity—directly through his arms and into the iron tool. A shockwave of pure, condensed kinetic force exploded from his hands.

The jammed gears violently shrieked, forced into motion by an impossible, magical torque. The thick, warped iron track on the wall snapped back into alignment with a deafening crack.

The massive blast door dropped.

The Frost-Goliath shrieked as the two-foot-thick iron slab slammed down onto its reaching arms. The monster tried to pull back, but the kinetic force Jax was feeding
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