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For those who inherited the silence,
and carried it farther than they should have.
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What was buried is never still.
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Prologue
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Perfect Silence

Rain in the lower tiers always smelled of rust and ancient dust.

It brought no freshness with it. It slid down the walls in reddish streaks, seeped into the lungs like a heavy residue, and left on the lips the bitter tang of oxidized iron. In the hidden workshop buried at the forgotten edge of the Omega-11 factory, that taste mingled with the sharpness of rosin, the metallic bitterness of melting solder, and something else besides, something faintly sour, faintly organic, as though the world itself had been cut open. It was the smell of Eterra’s exposed flesh, rising from the places where the concrete had long ago surrendered and crumbled back into the raw body of the planet.

The walls of the workshop were rough beneath the hand, layered upon themselves like the skin of some diseased old beast: paint, rust, another skin of paint, then mildew blooming in the cracks. If one pressed an ear against the overhead supports, one could hear it: a far-off, womb-deep thrum, rhythmic and patient, like the heartbeat of something vast enough to dwarf thought itself. Those were the Overseer’s forges, laboring dozens of levels below. And beneath the forges, still farther down where no honest sound should have reached, silence began. Not ordinary silence, but the true kind. The kind even machines feared.

The Omega-11 plant was the perfect place to disappear. The groaning of dead presses, the endless vibration of ancient engines, and the mass of twisted scrap metal generated such a violent electromagnetic haze that Aelit’s unstable magic was swallowed whole by the machinery’s pulse. She did not feel that cold on her skin. She felt it deep in the marrow, as though frost had learned to live inside the bones. It was not the clean cruelty of winter, but an emptiness that drew life itself from the air. If she lost control for even an instant, a film of white would bloom across the copper tubing of her workbench. She was an anomaly, a flaw in the Inquisition’s perfect design, and the fear of her own power burned more fiercely in her than any living fire.

Sector Zero lived by the law of entropy. The city here did not rise. It burrowed. It chewed downward into the earth in layers of rusted iron and exhausted stone, as though it wished to hide from the sky forever. Somewhere far above, beyond the endless lattice of drainage pipes and corroded support columns, the Weavers lived in heights no one here would ever touch. Down below, sunlight had become a story told by madmen and believers. The streets were not truly streets at all, only narrow fissures between factory blocks, drowned in stagnant fog where the dim lights of patrol drones flickered and vanished like dying thoughts. In a world such as this, survival belonged only to those who mastered silence.

Aelit had learned that ten years ago.

On the night she lost everything.

Ten-year-old Aelit sat beneath a heavy oak workbench, her arms locked around her knees so tightly they ached. She was trembling. The cold of the stone floor climbed her legs with patient fingers, but the true source of her shaking came from deeper within. A high, needling whine filled her ears, sharp enough to split thought in two. It was the surest sign that the Spark in her blood had awakened and was feeding on animal terror. Her stomach clenched so violently with nausea that she thought she might be sick onto the floor.

Her father did not waste time on comfort. His hands, twisted and ridged with old burns, moved quickly over a heavy object of golden alloy, adjusting something within its two long prongs. A tuning fork. Even now it gave off a faint and living warmth, ancient as the buried ruins beneath the city, as though it had slumbered in darkness for centuries waiting for the touch of human fear.

“They detected the surge, Eli,” he said, his voice low and flat, never lifting his eyes from the artifact. “This won’t be a routine patrol. The Wardens are coming.”

Aelit clamped her jaw shut so hard it hurt, just to keep herself from crying out.

In Sector Zero, people spoke of the Wardens only in whispers, and even then with the shame of those who feared being overheard by the walls themselves. They did not leave bodies behind. Bodies were merciful. Bodies could be buried, wept over, remembered. The Wardens left order. Perfect order. They scraped out the human core and left behind something obedient, polished, and useful, another flawless component in the city’s endless machine.

“I’ll draw them away. You disappear.”

He dropped to one knee before her and pressed the tuning fork into her hands.

At first the metal burned with a cold so intense it felt like injury. Then, almost at once, it turned warm. The shrill ringing in her ears died in an instant, replaced by a surge of dizziness so sudden and fierce she nearly dropped the thing. The artifact had drawn her magic into itself. She felt it happen. Felt the violent pressure leave her blood, only to gather, contained and waiting, inside the golden metal.

“Become nothing, Eli. Become dust in the cracks. No matter what you hear, do not look at them. Do not reach for the Spark.”

He rose at once, sharp and sudden, and placed himself between her hiding place and the door, his body filling the narrow gap beneath the workbench like a living shield.

The heavy iron door did not explode from its hinges.

It simply began to forget that it was a door.

The metal softened, sagged, and then came apart into gray powder, spilling soundlessly to the floor as though the material itself had chosen surrender over resistance. In the opening that remained there were no faces, no eyes, nothing recognizably human. Only, many-angled figures wrapped in ash-colored cloaks, their outlines shifting slightly as though space could not fully agree on where they began or ended. They did not step into the room. They flowed into it, and with them came a dead cold so complete it seemed to unmake the air. The dripping water from the ceiling fell silent. The weak emergency lamp dulled, as though the room had been emptied not only of warmth but of its very ability to remember color. The presence of the Overseer did not crush. It hollowed. It pressed upon everything with the weight of absolute silence.

Her father did not reach for a weapon. Common metal was useless against such things.

Instead he flung his arms wide, and the air around him cracked open.

A dense orange flare of primal Spark burst from his chest and lashed across the room, violent and ancient, not like fire but like the first memory of fire. It struck one of the figures hard enough to make it stagger. Heat seared Aelit’s cheek even from where she hid. The room filled with the smell of ozone and scorched blood, with the terrible rawness of power dragged into the world without permission.

But the second Warden did not hesitate.

It slipped through the orange blaze as though the shield were only smoke, as though resistance belonged to a lesser order of reality. A hand in a gray glove came to rest upon her father’s forehead.

The Spark did not go out.

It folded inward.

Her father let out one short, broken breath, and his shoulders sank at once, as though some invisible architecture within him had collapsed. Aelit, frozen in mute horror, watched his face begin to change. The stubborn line of his jaw dissolved. The fine lines beside his eyes vanished. The gaze that had always been sharp and warm and ungovernably alive became smooth, level, and empty. It was like watching water poured out of a vessel, leaving the shape behind but not the living thing it had once held.

The Wardens receded as they had entered, flowing back into the corridor with the same terrible composure.

Threat removed.

Anomaly corrected.

Color returned first, then sound. The room remembered itself by degrees.

Her father sank slowly to his knees. One hand moved over the floor in a blind and searching motion until it found a fallen wrench. He picked it up. He placed it on the workbench with measured precision, perfectly parallel to the edge. Then he stood and walked from the room in calm, even steps, without once turning his head toward the place where his daughter was hidden.

The morning shift would not wait.

Aelit remained behind in the freezing silence.

The tuning fork in her hands began to fill with a fierce golden light. Resonance answered the storm of her terror, pulsing harder and harder, asking to be struck, asking to shatter the walls, the room, the whole world if need be.

Become dust.

A child’s mind could not contain such loss. It could not give it language, could not bear it in any recognizable form. She stumbled backward on instinct alone, tore aside a rusted mesh screen, and squeezed herself into the narrow stone throat of an abandoned air duct. She crawled through total darkness, choking on dust so thick it clung to the inside of her mouth and nose, scraping her elbows raw against the walls.

At the ragged edge of consciousness, through tears and suffocation and blind panic, her father’s words surfaced from some earlier evening. He had spoken them softly, perhaps thinking she was already asleep.

“Quarantine isn’t a prison, Eli. It’s armor. Out there, beyond all this, there is something for which our living planet is a signal fire in the dark.”

She had not understood him then.

Now she did not want to.

The tuning fork’s light pulsed hotter, burning her fingers. It had become impossibly heavy, as though it were gathering not only her power but the full weight of the moment itself. Her cramped hands twitched. For one fatal heartbeat, her grip failed.

The golden metal slipped from her palms.

Aelit gasped and lunged after it, but too late. The tuning fork fell into the black vertical shaft below. A dull metallic clang rose from the darkness as it struck the protective grate over the collector channel only a few levels down.

Then the golden light vanished.

Aelit knew that place.

Below, just beyond that shaft, stood an Inquisition checkpoint.

Ten years had passed since that night.

Aelit survived by changing digital identities the way other people changed worn gloves, slipping in and out of stolen records, dead names, forgotten profiles, hiding behind the ghosts of citizens who no longer existed in any meaningful way. For ten years she had lived by the schedule of machines. Her meager diet consisted of tasteless gray ration bricks. Her only true possession, her only relic of a life before silence, was her father’s old jacket, the one with the frayed collar, still carrying a scent that felt almost obscene in a place like this. Not smoke. Not rust. Something floral. Something soft, almost tender, almost impossible. Her mother had left when Aelit was three years old, leaving behind nothing but that trace of perfume in the rough fabric, a ghost her father had never washed out and never thrown away. In time Aelit learned to erase herself just as thoroughly, to become as gray, as unnoticed, as forgettable as the concrete walls of her refuge.

And yet she knew where her treasure lay.

Still there. Still waiting. Buried in dust and neglect beyond the backs of armed Priests, abandoned but not gone, as though time itself had agreed to spare it for one last purpose.

Until then, there was only hiding.

Become dust, so that one day she might return as flame.

She had learned to become silence.

But silence, as all Eterra knew, never lasted. It was only the held breath before the explosion.
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Chapter 1: The Call of the Deep
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To suppress the Spark is to hollow a person out from within,
and true power will always answer the call of blood.
The air on the one hundred and seventeenth tier had a density to it, a weight so palpable it seemed almost chewable. It settled at the root of the tongue with the bitterness of coal dust, old rust, and the recycled breath of thousands. Aelit stood in the long, silent queue before the access checkpoint, pulling the stiff, damp-smelling collar of her canvas jacket all the way up to her chin. Her thick copper hair had been drawn back tightly at the nape of her neck and hidden beneath a faded hood. To stand out here was to die. Her unnaturally pale skin, almost porcelain in its pallor, and her ice-blue eyes already drew too much notice in a world where everything had long since merged into a single, exhausted shade of gray.

The megacity around her lived its heavy, monotonous life. It was not merely a city but an immense mechanism, a machine so vast that its foundations descended like the iron roots of a parasite for thousands of kilometers, all the way to the planet’s incandescent mantle. Somewhere above, far beyond sight, the invisible dome of the False God pressed downward. Somewhere below, out of the abyss, came the muffled, rhythmic pulse of the eternal forges.

Ahead of her shimmered the frame of the Catcher, a massive arch carved through with pulsing runes of Order. Two priest-inspectors in sealed ash-gray robes methodically checked the wrist brands of workers returning from another brutal sixteen-hour shift. On the wall behind the arch, someone had once scratched a message into the rust with a nail: The Commander sees. The words were old, nearly worn away, but no one had bothered to remove them. There was no need. Procedure was enough. Survival had its own logistics.

The line crept forward with a frighteningly mechanical obedience. No one spoke. No one lifted their eyes toward the dark vaults overhead, where pipes twisted like petrified veins.

The man directly in front of Aelit coughed, harsh and wet. The human sound seemed foreign here, almost obscene against the ceaseless pulse of the Overseer’s forges. The worker gave a frightened rasp, clapping a torn hand over his mouth, and hunched further into himself, burying his head between his shoulders. Around him, the others shifted back almost imperceptibly, half a step at most. No one wanted to stand too near someone who attracted notice. Any deviation from the norm, any unnecessary sound, was treated by the system as entropy. And entropy was not treated here. It was removed.

Aelit kept her eyes fixed on the worker’s filthy neck and forced herself to breathe.

Four beats of the pulse for the inhale.
Four for the hold.
Four for the slow release.
She only needed to pass through. Ten more steps. Offer her hand. Let the cold, corpse-pale light of the Catcher slide over her skin. Collect her daily brick of tasteless carbohydrate paste. Vanish into the labyrinth of residential galleries.

That was all.

But inside her, Resonance was waking.

It always began with pain, physical and intimate, as though her body were rejecting itself. First came the cold, not the damp industrial draft that prowled the catwalks and corridors, but a sharp glacial spike driven straight into the base of her skull. Then came the ringing, high and merciless, drowning out even the far thunder of the forges.

The Spark, ancient and alive, imprisoned in her veins, felt the suppressive magic of the Catchers ahead. It did not want to submit to those dead runes. It boiled against them, straining to break free, to burn this rusting world with its primordial fire.

Aelit clenched her fists inside her pockets until the joints cracked.

Contract. Become dust.

Her father’s voice echoed through memory, the one command that had survived that night intact.

She closed her eyes and forced the Spark back down by sheer will, driving it into the darkest, frost-bitten corner of her mind. The price was immediate. Nausea twisted through her belly hard enough to make her stagger. Her body temperature plunged. Cold sweat rose across her pale brow and spread down her back beneath the rough fabric of her jacket. Her legs went weak, hollow as reeds.

She took a nervous step forward.

The man ahead of her had already passed the contour and received the inspector’s dry nod. Now it was her turn.

A wave of dizziness tilted the world. To steady herself, Aelit threw out her bare left hand and caught hold of the massive iron railing that bordered the checkpoint. She needed only two seconds to breathe, just two, before raising her eyes to the priest.

That was when she saw her mistake.

Her palm had left a mark.

Moisture in the air around her fingers was crystallizing at once. The magic she had refused to let out as roaring flame was escaping another way, silently, lethally, in pure cold. Before her eyes, the rusted railing bloomed with a dense, geometrically flawless pattern of white frost.

Aelit jerked her hand back, dragging her sleeve down over it, trying to wipe away the rime with the coarse cloth. Too late. The Catcher had already felt the shift in the ether.

Above the checkpoint there rang out a soft, crystal-clear chime.

Not a siren’s scream.
Not the harsh clang of an alarm bell.
A gentle, lulling, almost tender chord of absolute Order.
The priests in gray robes stepped back from the arch at once and lowered their heads in a mixture of reverence and primitive fear. The workers in line froze where they stood like carved figures, staring at their own boots. The air thickened, charged and expectant, like the breath before a storm.

From the broad passage leading toward the central freight lifts, three Mica Guard emerged.

Aelit felt her mouth go completely dry.

The elite hounds of the False God. Three towering, heavy figures armored in matte black plates of enchanted mica and obsidian that swallowed light instead of reflecting it. They moved without sound, as if their impossible weight obeyed laws different from those of the world around them. They had no faces, only smooth, blind planes where helmets sealed them away. Inside those suits, nothing human remained. Only burned-out hollows filled to the brim with someone else’s will, cold and absolute.

One of the golems stopped directly before the Catcher’s frame. Its massive head turned toward the crowd with a fluid grace more disturbing than any jerk of machinery.

“An ether fluctuation has been detected,” said the Mica Guard.

Its voice was neither loud nor metallic. It was soft, measured, perfectly modulated, like a priest reciting a sermon in an empty chapel. That tone raised frost on the skin faster than any shout.

“Remain calm, citizens. Purification will restore harmony to the world.”

They knew.

Their dark magic felt her heart beating. It felt the trapped, radiant Spark hammering inside her veins like an animal cornered too long.

The smooth black mask of the golem turned slowly and settled on Aelit.

Her blue eyes widened as they met that faceless void.

She did not wait for it to lift its hand.

Aelit sprang backward with all the force she had left and slammed into the worker behind her. The man fell hard to his knees against the grated floor, but he made no cry, only covered his head in terror with both hands.

The crowd did not scatter. No one screamed. No one rushed to help.

They simply recoiled in silence, shrinking away from Aelit and pressing themselves against the walls, leaving a wide empty ring around her. No one dared stand close to an anomaly. No one wanted to be erased by association.

From the sleek bracer of the nearest Mica Guard there came a soft serpentine hiss, and a clot of alchemical fire leapt forth, pale and heatless, a flame that did not burn flesh so much as reduce matter itself to weightless gray ash.

The Inquisition’s weapons did not thunder. Their kinetic hammers and plasma cutters were built with massive entropy suppressors, so that every blow devoured its own sound and heat. The Commander’s order monitored everything with obsessive vigilance. Even slaughter was required to remain cold, efficient, and discreet, shedding no excess energy that might call attention from beyond.

Aelit threw herself sideways, rolling over a stack of old ventilation filters reeking of chlorine. The pale fire struck where she had stood a heartbeat earlier. A section of thick iron decking simply ceased to exist, leaving only crumbling edges and the smell of burned emptiness.

She did not look back.

Survival had switched panic off and left behind only motion, raw and animal. She plunged into a narrow maintenance corridor, barely slipping between the slow-turning teeth of enormous lifting gears. Her hood tore free, and her copper hair spilled over her shoulders, flaring briefly in the dull emergency lamps.

Here, in the Catchers’ blind zone, a murky half-darkness reigned, thick with the corrosive steam pouring from ruptured main pipes. Aelit ran through it, twisting, swerving, leaping over gaps in the floor, plunging down rusted stairways that shook beneath her feet. She went lower and lower, leaving the active residential tiers far behind.

The sound of laboring machines faded. In its place came the dead pressure of abandoned levels, a silence so complete it seemed to lean against her skin. These lower sectors had collapsed under their own weight millennia ago, becoming a blind maze of blackened concrete, hanging stone, and twisted metal rotting in stillness.

Aelit burst into a wide tunnel half flooded with groundwater, slipped on slime-slick stone, and slammed her shoulder into the wall.

Dead end.

Ahead rose an impassable barrier of collapsed support slabs. The water reached her ankles and burned with cold.

Behind her, somewhere above on the stairwell, came the heavy, measured crunch of metal being crushed under impossible feet.

The Mica Guard were following.

They did not run. They did not need breath. They did not tire. Silence always overtook its prey eventually. It was only a matter of time.

The ringing in Aelit’s ears climbed to a critical pitch, almost beyond endurance. Suppression no longer worked. Sensing death near, the Spark revolted. The tips of her fingers began to glow with a faint and dangerous gold. The air around her plummeted toward freezing. Her breath became a scatter of hard white crystals.

She pressed her back against the wet stone of the collapse and gasped.

Ten years earlier, a terrified child, she had crawled through a narrow ventilation shaft somewhere impossibly high above this very place. She could no longer remember her father’s face. She could barely remember his words. But her body remembered the terror. It remembered the numb little fingers opening. It remembered the heavy metal bundle dropping into darkness, striking pipe after pipe, falling through grates, swallowed forever by the deep.

She had buried her power there.

And now, as the Spark shuddered in agony inside her, the chaotic ringing in her skull changed.

It ceased to be mere pain.

The note steadied. Cleared. Became one single, perfect tone.

Aelit froze.

The nausea receded for one impossible second. Her blue eyes lowered to the dark water at her feet.

From beneath layers of ancient filth, broken stone, and rusted reinforcement came a vibration so faint it might have been imagined.

But it was not the hum of city machinery.

It was an answer.

The magic in her blood was singing, and something ancient deep in the ruins had answered the call. Some hidden gravity between blood and ether drew two halves of the same whole together through the thickness of a dead world.

Aelit fell to her knees in the freezing water. Her trousers darkened instantly, but she did not feel it. Tearing her nails bloody, she began clawing aside slick bricks, shattered pipe, packed mud. With every stone she removed, the vibration strengthened. The ground beneath her injured hands seemed alive, pulsing in rhythm with her heart.

The shaft into which the artifact had fallen ten years ago had long since collapsed. The tuning fork had dropped farther, down into a technical runoff channel, and been pinned there beneath a cast-iron slab. For ten years it had waited in the foundation of the world itself.

Waited for her to come back.

Aelit gripped it with both hands and hauled.

The metal touched her skin, and through the smell of rust and groundwater there came, just for a moment, something else. A faint floral scent, impossible in that place. It caught in her throat. A childhood memory without a face, without a name, without any shape but longing.

The instant the artifact lay fully in her hands, Resonance detonated inside her again.

But now it did not tear her apart.

The tuning fork drew the painful chaos into itself, channeling the Spark through invisible runes, stabilizing what had been wild. The killing cold released its hold on her joints. The nausea vanished as if it had never existed.

In her hands the tuning fork began to sing, a clear crystalline note, and the flooded tunnel filled with a rich golden light. Shadows recoiled from the walls and hid themselves in cracks. The fear that had gripped her since childhood, the fear that had taught her to hunch, to diminish, to disappear, dissolved under that radiance.

Aelit rose slowly to her feet.

In the gold light her pale face looked carved from marble. Her blue eyes burned with resolve. She tightened her grip on the artifact.

Out of the dark tunnel from which she had fled, a massive figure emerged.

The Mica Guard stepped into the tuning fork’s light. Gold flashed across the smooth black mask of its helm.

“Silence is inevitable,” the golem said softly, lifting the bracer from which the alchemical fire would come.

Aelit adjusted her grip on the tuning fork.

She had no intention now of shrinking into dust again.

The dead water of the tunnel washed softly around the golem’s boots, heavy and plated in black metal. The Mica Guard advanced with that same impossible smoothness, as though each motion had been polished free of resistance. Its armored hand rose. Inside the bracer, with a low serpentine hiss, a clot of pale alchemical fire began to form, a flame that did not merely destroy but erased matter from reality.

“Harmony does not suffer chaos,” said the golem in its level velvet voice. The obsidian mask, featureless and without eye-slits, remained fixed on Aelit.

She stood ankle-deep in freezing water with the collapsed barrier at her back.

There was nowhere left to run.

In her hands the tuning fork vibrated, warm enough now to scorch her palms. Golden light pulsed from the ancient runes on the double-pronged metal in time with the hammering of her heart. The Spark within her, locked down for years beneath the weight of fear, roared for release. But it no longer hurt her. The artifact had become a perfect conduit, taking the lethal excess of magic into itself and returning it as concentrated force.

The pale fire launched from the golem’s wrist.

It was not like a shot. There was no recoil, no report. The flame simply sprang forward in a silent arc of white blindness, devouring oxygen and leaving behind a wake of gray vacuum.

Aelit did not think.

Her body moved first, guided by a survival instinct older than reason and by the blood-magic singing through her bones. With both hands she seized the ridged grip of the tuning fork and swung it hard against a rusted cast-iron pipe protruding from the water.

The sound that answered shook the ancient vault above them.

It was not the clang of metal.

It was a pure, devastating note of Resonance, an ideal acoustic wave of dense golden light that tore through the half-darkness of the tunnel.

The wave met the golem’s alchemical fire in the middle of the passage. For one instant the pale flame of Order held, suspended against that primal force, and then it cracked dryly apart, raining down on the water as gray ash, doing Aelit no harm.

But the wave did not end there.

It struck the Mica Guard itself.

The golems’ power was built on silence, on suppression, on the smothering of all living vibration. Resonance was its direct opposite. Golden force passed through the black mica plates and made the microscopic runes within the armor ignite and burn out.

The Mica Guard staggered.

From the seams of its armor burst a thin whistle, the sound of dead ether venting under pressure. The smooth mask split cleanly down the middle. The faceless servant of the False God fell to its knees, water splashing up around its waist. The armor began to collapse inward, crumbling as though it had been made not of enchanted stone but brittle charcoal. In moments nothing remained but a heap of smoking black slag, already cooling in the freezing water.

Aelit sagged, catching herself against the wall.

Her legs trembled so violently they could scarcely hold her. A hot salty drop ran from her nose to her lips. She wiped it away with the back of her hand, smearing blood across her face. In her grip, the tuning fork dimmed. Its light shrank to a soft ember of gold. Power like that came at a price. She felt as though half the blood had been drawn out of her veins. The world doubled at the edges.

There was no time for weakness.

Far above, muffled by thick layers of stone and iron, there rose a long vibrating tone.

A calibration signal.

The system had registered the death of one of its guard.

Now the Overseer’s hounds would be converging here, and this time there would be more than three.

Aelit glanced toward the blockage ahead. The wave of Resonance had not only destroyed the golem; it had shaken the old masonry loose. A great slab of concrete that had barred the way had shifted aside, exposing a narrow black fissure from which came grave-cold air and the smell of ancient dust.

She tucked the dimmed tuning fork inside her jacket, hiding its glow against her chest, and squeezed into the opening. Jagged lengths of rebar tore the fabric at her shoulder and scraped her skin, but she did not even flinch.

On the other side lay the world beyond the inhabited sectors.

The Forbidden Zones.

There were no emergency lamps here, no drone of ventilation, no measured tread of patrols. Only colossal columns vanishing upward into darkness, holding the weight of upper cities on their backs. These were the true ruins of Eterra, remnants of a world older than the False God’s Glass Dome. Stalactites hung from the ceiling like the teeth of some sleeping leviathan. The floor was scattered with pieces of ancient machinery and the bones of those who had once come here searching for freedom.

Aelit ran through blackness so complete it seemed to erase distance itself. She navigated by the faint warmth of the artifact pressed to her chest. She stumbled over unseen cables as thick as a man’s leg, went down hard, tore the skin from her palms, rose again. Her lungs burned. Every breath stabbed into her ribs.

She did not know where the passage led.

She only knew she had to go deeper, into places the cold scanning light of the Catchers could not reach.

Then, rounding the massive plinth of a shattered statue of one of the Star Architects, she smelled something.

Not mildew.
Not stone.
Not rot.
Cheap strong tobacco. Gun oil. Old worn leather.

A shadow detached itself from the column before she could react.

A hard callused hand in a fingerless leather glove caught her shoulder and wrenched her sideways. Instinctively Aelit reached beneath her jacket for the tuning fork, but a second hand was already on her wrist, twisting it back with merciless precision. She gave a small involuntary cry as her spine struck the cold stone of the statue.

Then came the smell of powder, sharper now.

Cold metal pressed beneath her chin.

The muzzle of a massive kinetic revolver.

No such crude weapon was made anymore. It was not an alchemical blaster like those used by the golems, but a slab of murderous steel that punched through armor by the brute honesty of force alone.

“Try lighting up that little toy of yours, anomaly,” said a hoarse low voice. There was none of the priestly politeness of the upper world in it, only a weary, cynical threat. “I’ll blow your brains out before you blink.”

A dim yellow flame sprang to life in the dark.

With his free hand the man had flicked an ancient petrol lighter, and in its small trembling light Aelit saw his face.

She stopped breathing for a moment.

The man looked as if he had been assembled from the ruins themselves. A thick coarse beard concealed the lower half of his face, but in the lighter’s weak glow she could make out deep old scars crossing his right cheek. He wore a heavy ash-colored coat, worn nearly to threads at the edges, and beneath it a rough cuirass built of hardened leather and riveted metal plates.

But it was his eyes that held her.

Dark gray. Sharp. Entirely without mercy.

The eyes of a predator who had survived too long at the bottom of the chain to believe in anything but appetite and caution.

Ronan.

He lowered the barrel slightly, but did not remove it, keeping her wrist pinned in a grip like iron. The lighter flame reflected in his gaze as he took in her pale face, her copper hair spilled loose, the torn jacket, and the faint golden glow leaking through it from the tuning fork.

“Red hair, glowing like a beacon, and a trail of shattered mica behind you,” he said dryly, drawing on a hand-rolled cigarette. Smoke drifted from his mouth and mingled with the damp. “Down on the lower tiers, fools don’t last long. And you, girl, look like the year’s grand prize.”

“Let me go,” Aelit hissed. Her voice shook with strain, but there was no submission in her eyes, nothing of the meekness inspectors were used to above. “The Mica Guard are coming.”

“I know,” Ronan said, with a grim half-smile that never reached his eyes. “I heard your concert. You woke half the sector. In three minutes an elite punitive squad will be here, and they’ll cleanse this whole tunnel down to the magma line.”

He snapped the lighter shut. Darkness swallowed them again except for the red ember of his cigarette.

“The real question,” he said, and his voice dropped lower, more dangerous, while the revolver’s barrel settled against her chest where the artifact lay hidden, “is why I should let them find you standing next to me. One bullet through your skull and your little light goes out. The golems collect the body and leave. I go back to drinking my filth-coffee in peace. So convince me not to pull the trigger, anomaly. Your time starts now.”

Somewhere far behind them, deep in the dark arteries of the ruins, there came a many-voiced rustle that iced the spine.

Void Wardens.

They were drawing near.

The heavy barrel of the kinetic revolver pressed harder into Aelit’s collarbone, sending a dull ache through her. She could feel the rough chill of the ancient statue at her back. In the thick half-dark of the Forbidden Zone, Ronan’s cigarette ember was the only light besides the weak pulse of the tuning fork beneath her jacket.

The rustling drew closer.

It sounded like matter itself being ground down into atoms.

The Void Wardens were descending to their level.

“If you fire,” Aelit said hoarsely, forcing the dry weight of her tongue into motion, “that report will be the last sound you hear in your life.”

Her blue eyes did not leave his.

“Kinetic weapons leave an echo. And they’re coming for anomalies. Kill me and the Wardens will wipe this whole tunnel out with you in it. Just to level the entropy.”

Ronan narrowed his eyes. In the dim glow, the scars on his cheek looked like black fissures.

“You think I don’t know how this world works, red?” His voice scraped like stone on stone. “I’ve survived at the bottom of this cursed place longer than you’ve been breathing filtered air. I know how to hide from the void.”

“Then why are we still standing here waiting for it?” she shot back, though her knees trembled. Another thin runnel of blood escaped from her nose, payment for the burst of Resonance. “They don’t just catch fugitives. They burn the space around them. My light drew them, yes, but the smell of your powder and your heat will hold them here. We both need to disappear.”

He never got to answer.

The pressure in the ruins dropped at once, sudden and painful. Aelit’s ears sealed over as though she had plunged instantly to the bottom of a deep black lake. The smell of damp stone and gun oil vanished. The air became perfectly sterile, stripped of every scent.

Ronan glanced at his own hand.

The red ember of his cigarette lost its color before their eyes, turning a dull dead gray, and then collapsed into icy dust. Heat withdrew from the world.

The Rite of the Void had begun.

Something dark flashed in the mercenary’s eyes. He cursed under his breath, thumbed the hammer safely down, and holstered the revolver in one smooth movement. His grip on her wrist loosened.

“Follow me,” he whispered, and even that whisper sounded deafening in the oncoming vacuum. “Step for step. You stumble, I leave you.”

He turned. The tails of his ash-colored coat flared behind him, and Ronan moved into the labyrinth with the noiseless, gliding stride of a predator.

Aelit ran after him.

Her legs were heavy from spent strength and freezing water. The Forbidden Zones were a chaos of Star-Architect masonry and collapsed industrial levels. They wound between colossal basalt columns carved with runes worn almost smooth by time and climbed over the rusted carcasses of giant machines whose purpose had been forgotten centuries before.

The dark there was thick, nearly tactile.

Ronan moved through it with the unnerving confidence of a blind man who had memorized every line of his cell. He knew each break in the floor, each jut of exposed iron. They passed a niche where bones shone pale beneath rubble, the curled skeleton of someone in decayed worker’s clothing. Ronan’s gaze flicked away from it sharply, as if he knew the dead by name. Aelit nearly fell more than once, skinning her hands against stone, but she kept rising, biting her lip until she tasted blood rather than make a sound.

Behind them, reality itself was beginning to stop.

Aelit looked back while running.

Some fifty meters away, the corridor was being consumed by an absolutely gray, opaque veil. It was not mist. It was the absence of color and sound. Wherever that gray tide touched the walls, stone lost its edges, softened, became blank and smooth, as though the world were being erased down to a perfect dead canvas.

The Void Wardens were following, cleansing everything into silence.

The gray wave came faster than they could run.

Aelit felt the hem of her coat grow unnaturally heavy, then lose color. The sound of her own steps began to vanish. Silence seeped under her skin, freezing blood in her veins, slowing thought, whispering a false, seductive invitation to stop and become nothing.

“Don’t sleep!” Ronan barked, jerking her roughly by the collar.

They burst onto a narrow stone bridge spanning a bottomless gulf. On the far side stood a massive pressure door banded with copper, a relic of the old bunkers, set directly into monolithic rock.

Ronan lunged for the heavy wheel at its center, green with ages of patina, and threw his weight against it. The mechanism, long denied grease or kindness, yielded with a scream of metal on metal. The door began to move, inch by stubborn inch.

The wave of silence reached the bridge.

Behind Aelit, the stone rail crumbled without sound into gray dust. The cold became unbearable, burning her lungs with every breath. Color drained from the world. Her copper hair dulled toward ash.

“Inside!” Ronan rasped, bracing the door with his shoulder. The muscles in his neck stood out like cables, his face dark with strain.

Aelit slipped through the narrow gap into the bunker’s darkness.

Ronan followed, releasing the wheel. The door began to swing shut under its own weight, but too slowly. Gray emptiness was already streaming through the opening, brushing his boots. Wherever it touched the fabric of his coat, the material withered instantly away.

The mechanical lock would not close in time.

The void was breaking through.

Aelit understood at once that hiding would not be enough.

She tore the tuning fork from beneath her jacket. In answer to the Wardens’ nearness, the artifact pulsed with unbearable icy force, but she gripped it anyway in fingers gone white with effort.

Then she struck the metal against the inner copper cladding of the bunker door.

A clear piercing note rang out.

A blinding surge of concentrated golden Resonance poured from the two-pronged blade. That wave of primal living power slammed directly into the gray nothingness leaking through the opening.

The two forces met.

The gold did not destroy the silence, but it formed a dense acoustic shield, driving the gray tide back half a meter, forcing it beyond the threshold.

That instant was enough.

The great copper door crashed shut with a final irrevocable clang, cutting them off from the Forbidden Zone. Ronan spun the inner wheel at once, and four thick steel bolts thundered into the rock sockets. Above them, heavy alchemical seals dropped into place, locking the entrance completely.

Inside the bunker there fell a heavy, real silence.

Not the artificial vacuum of the Void Wardens, but the saving muteness of thick walls.

Aelit dropped the tuning fork.

It struck the metal floor with a clang. Its glow went out completely, leaving only an ordinary darkened piece of old alloy. She slid down the wall and clasped her knees with trembling arms. Cold and magical exhaustion shook her through. Every use of power cost her something living.

For nearly a minute the only sounds in the dark were their harsh, broken breaths.

The place smelled of dry stale air and the dust of centuries.

Then, with a low hum, old alchemical lamps flickered to life beneath the ceiling, bathing the chamber in yellow light. It was a safe zone. A cache. Crates of tools lay stacked against the walls. Weapon parts. Stores of sublimated water. Rolled blueprints gone brittle with age.

Ronan still stood by the sealed door, leaning heavily on the wheel. At length he turned.

His gray eyes were no longer merely hard. Now a grim assessing interest burned in them. With habitual ease he cracked open the cylinder of his revolver and spun it. Six brass casings glimmered dull yellow in the light. On the base of each cartridge was stamped the same letter: V. He snapped the cylinder shut and holstered the weapon. Then he looked at the exhausted girl, then at the dead artifact lying by her boots.

He crossed the room.

His steps rang dully in the enclosed chamber. Ronan did not reach for the revolver again. Instead he crouched in front of Aelit until they were face to face. Tobacco and sweat were strong on him now.

“Golden ratio,” the mercenary said slowly, glancing at the tool on the floor. “Star-Architect runes on pure ether alloy. Things like that don’t turn up in refuse collectors, and they sure as hell don’t hand them out at the factory for a good shift.”

He raised his eyes to hers.

“I saved your neck from the Mica patrol. You kept the void off my back. Let’s say that makes us square for the next five minutes. Now, red anomaly, you’re going to tell me who you are, where you got that key to the structure of the world, and why the False God is ready to wipe an entire sector clean just to get to you.”

He cracked his knuckles one by one without breaking eye contact.

“And if you lie...”

His gaze grew heavier.

“I’ll throw you back out through that door myself.”

Aelit lifted her head.

The blood on her lips had dried. Her blue eyes were sunken with exhaustion, but something stubborn and untamed still burned in them. She did not look away.

“My name is Aelit,” she said hoarsely.
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