

    
        
          The Anchor

        

        
        
          Oleh Kolisnyk

        

        
          Published by Oleh Kolisnyk, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE ANCHOR

    

    
      First edition. April 20, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Oleh Kolisnyk.

    

    
    
      Written by Oleh Kolisnyk.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

The Anchor

Chapter 1. The Boy Who Knew How to Stand Still

Chapter 2: When the Heavens Break.

Chapter 3: The Heart of Cast Iron and Steel.

Chapter 4: The Whisper of Iron Roots.

Chapter 5: Fragments of the Three.

Chapter 6. Gardens of Forgotten Echoes.

Chapter 7: Caves of Heavy Thoughts.

Chapter 8: The Second Scientist.

Chapter 9. The Underside of the Universe.

Chapter 10. Part 1: The Rhythm of Emptiness.

Chapter 11: Whisper of the Glass Steppe.

Chapter 12. The Inner Dictatorship.

Chapter 13. The Whisper of the Void.

Chapter 14. The Corridor of Reflections.

Chapter 15. Shadow and Anchor.

Chapter 16. Faces of Betrayal.

Chapter 17. Laughter in the Void.

Chapter 18. The Collapse of Hope.

Chapter 19. The Sediment of Fear.

Chapter 20. Thirty Kilograms of Dark Emptiness.

Chapter 21. The Weight of Two Words.

Chapter 22. The Weight of Ambitions.

Chapter 23. Half a Plan.

Chapter 24. The Price of Consent.

Chapter 25. Terms.

Chapter 26. Parameters.

Chapter 27. There Is No Other Way.

Chapter 28. For the Future.

Chapter 29. Liberation and Redemption.

Chapter 30. The Return.

Chapter 31. Ascent.

Chapter 32. From the beginning.

Epilogue



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    Etheria is a city in the clouds where happiness grants weightlessness, and sorrow turns a person into stone. In this world, everyone strives to soar, for weight is a brand of shame. But ten-year-old Tik is hopelessly "heavy." While others drift and glide, he is bolted to the ground by his unchanging thirty kilograms.
When the steel chains holding the city above the abyss begin to snap and the skies fill with a toxic mist, a terrifying truth emerges: Etheria is drowning in its own falsehood. Tik is the only one capable of standing firm in the chaos—but is the "outcast boy" ready to become the anchor for those who spent their lives despising him?
Where others fear to fall, he is the only one who knows how to stand.
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Chapter 1: The Boy Who Knew How to Stand Still.

Etheria never knew what true, deep silence was. Here, in the heavens, silence was absent as a physical phenomenon; it was displaced by the very nature of the city. Etheria lived in a cocoon of perpetual low-frequency hum—a heavy, visceral roar that was not merely heard by ears but was absorbed through the soles of shoes, slowly crawled up the spine, and vibrated in the very bones of every inhabitant. It was the endless song of the titanic steel chains that held the city above the abyss.

Each link of these colossal structures could rival a sturdy two-story house in size. From above, they were covered in layers of perennial rust, intermingled with a shimmering celestial patina. When a harsh northern wind, coming from beyond the very Edge of the World, began to sway entire city blocks, the metal groaned and grated so frantically, as if a wounded titan were struggling deep beneath the clouds, shackled in irons.

Etheria resembled a mad, giant cobweb tangled in its own steel threads. The city soared above a boundless purple sea of fog, which no one in history had ever been able to see through. The old-timers, whose faces were etched with wrinkles like ancient navigational maps, whispered to the children that this fog was not water vapor at all, but the breath of the abyss itself, which patiently waits for the day when the last chain finally fails.

The houses in Etheria were anchored to soaring granite slabs by complex systems of flexible cables and massive springs. Because of this, every inhabitant from the very cradle grew accustomed to a light swaying that turned life into an endless voyage across an invisible ocean. The air here was crystal clear, almost ringing against the teeth, saturated with the sharp scent of ozone and the barely perceptible aroma of cotton candy from the massive atmospheric filters. Sunlight, passing through the thin layers of the atmosphere, fractured into millions of rainbow glints that danced on the gilded spires of the towers.

In the midst of this eternal motion, on the very edge of one of the shaky platforms, stood Tik. He stood absolutely still. In a world where everything bowed to the wind, this stillness seemed almost frightening. His feet did not merely touch the decking—it seemed they were rooted into it. He weighed exactly thirty kilograms, and this natural weight, this strange internal density, was enough for the elements to simply flow around him. He was a monolith in a world made of lace and steel. He simply stood, and not a single gust of wind could move him even by a millimeter.

But the most frightening and simultaneously beautiful thing was the variability of this place. In Etheria, nothing ever stood still, and nothing was final. Pavements laid with light, porous stone could smoothly arch upward like the back of a giant cat if someone in a state of cloudless happiness walked upon them. Wide staircases of white marble would suddenly become steeper, longer, and more formidable when a collective evening melancholy descended upon the city. Etheria was a vast, living, and very temperamental mirror of human souls. The streets here breathed, bent, and rearranged themselves in time with what people felt, turning architecture into an endless dance of emotions. And in this perpetual motion, amidst the flying petals of celestial flowers and the screeching of metal, the city's inhabitants spent their days, trying not to look down—down where the titanic chains vanished into the purple haze, descending toward the invisible and terrifying foundation of the world.

In this ghostly, drifting world, weight was never a dull number on the dial of a floor scale; it was a living measure of what a person carried in their soul at any given moment. The inhabitants of Etheria were born as surprisingly light, almost transparent beings, as if their bones were woven from dried lake reeds and a warm spring wind pulsed in their veins instead of thick blood. A happy person in Etheria didn’t just walk down the street—they barely brushed its surface, gracefully hovering a few inches above the polished cobblestone pavement. Should someone burst into sincere, heartfelt laughter, their body would instantly lose its connection to gravity, and they could float through the air for an entire block, cheerfully catching the tops of streetlamps or the swaying signs of bakeries with the tips of their shoes. On the days of great city festivals, when the entire town was gripped by a single, feverish sense of delight, the sky above the squares would literally boil with hundreds of soaring people. To prevent the citizens from floating away into the icy void of the stratosphere in a fit of ecstasy, long, gold-embroidered silk ribbons were tied to their belts and wrists beforehand, with the other ends held firmly by servants or fastened to the cast-iron railings of balconies. The entire city would transform into a giant, swaying bouquet of living balloons, and their laughter was so ringing that it seemed it could shatter the very heavens.

But there was a frightening, dark side to this glittering medal, one that people in Etheria tried not to speak of aloud. Should a person sink into deep, impenetrable sadness or feel the weight of unbearable guilt, gravity would begin to take its revenge with a merciless, tripled fury. Grief here was not just a mood—it became a physical burden, an insufferable load that bent the back and turned bones into heavy, cold lead. Those who lost hope or mourned a broken dream would literally begin to grow into the yielding surface of the islands. Every movement became a torturous battle with an invisible hand pressing them to the earth. Their steps became hollow and heavy, their soles leaving deep, unsightly dents in the soft road surface, and their shoulders slumped so low as if all the stones of this world had been laid upon them in an invisible layer. In Etheria, people feared weight with a panic that made their knees tremble. Being "heavy" was considered not just an illness, but a shameful brand, a sign of bad character or a secret, rotten vice

For those who could not cope with their inner burden on their own, there were special "Emotional Unloading" clinics—majestic buildings of white stone hidden behind high hedges. There, the unfortunate ones who had become too "earthly" were forced for hours to inhale pink laughing gas, watch clown performances, and listen to piercingly cheerful music that made their ears ring. The townspeople did everything possible so that their neighbors would regain their former, dandelion-like lightness and stop spoiling the flawless aesthetics of the soaring gardens with their slow, shuffling steps. Life in the sky turned into an eternal, exhausting flight from seriousness and depth. People trained themselves to feel superficially, to laugh loudly but emptily, and never to contemplate anything important for too long. For any real, deep thought could, in an instant, rob them of the ability to fly, turning them into a stationary, despised anchor. Etheria was a city of eternal celebration held together by the fear of its own weight, and every one of its inhabitants was a hostage to their own smile, knowing that the price of a moment's sadness was a fall from which they might never recover.

And so, in the very heart of this shaky, eternally swaying, and fearfully-cheerful world, lived Tik. He had recently turned ten years old, and he was the only being in all of immense Etheria whose old sneakers, stained with road dust, always—in any weather and in any, even the most unbridled mood—stamped upon the pavement with a firm, confident, and completely "earthly" step. Tik was a living anomaly, an annoying error in the ideal celestial blueprints, a stone that by some misunderstanding had been clothed in the flesh and blood of a ten-year-old boy. He weighed exactly thirty kilograms. Always. This figure was unshakable, like the law of the Universe itself: not a gram more when he ate a huge portion of creamy ice cream, and not a gram less when he remained hungry until the very evening. When he laughed until his stomach ached, watching the magicians flying past, his body did not become light as fluff and did not fly up to the painted ceilings as happened with other children. And when he cried from bitter resentment, hiding in the shadow of an abandoned workshop, his feet did not fall through the yielding covering of the streets, and he did not turn into a leaden weight pulling the island into the abyss. He was the only constant value in a world where everything else was variable, a living and immovable anchor in the boundless ocean of clouds. His thirty kilograms were his curse and his greatest gift, the secret meaning of which he did not yet understand.

For his peers, Tik was the "wooden boy" or "Little Anchor," an object of constant, though not always malicious, mockery. They often tried to "save" him from his strange groundedness. Leka, his most restless friend, whose weight changed ten times a day, often organized entire scientific expeditions to "launch Tik." He tied dozens, and sometimes hundreds, of bright red balloons filled with the most volatile gas directly to Tik’s belt and clothes, hoping to see Tik tear himself away from the pavement even by an inch, even for a tiny moment. But the balloons only tightened the strings, groaned pitifully, and popped one by one, unable to defeat the mysterious gravity that held the boy. Tik in such moments only stood and looked at his friends with serious, deep eyes, in which, it seemed, was reflected not only the blue sky but also the entire mystery of the invisible earth beneath them. He felt the world not at all like other inhabitants of Etheria. While the others enjoyed the feeling of flight, Tik felt the true resistance of the air, the density of the metal, and that very honest, reliable hardness of things that the citizens preferred to ignore for the sake of fleeting lightness.

He was the only one in Etheria who truly heard the music of the chains—not just a hum, but a complex, rhythmic pulse of the city's life itself. Tik understood what the others were afraid even to think about: beneath their feet, deep behind the layer of eternal purple fog, there is something else, something much more important and solid than all their dances in the clouds. He was the boy who knew how to stand still in a city that throughout its history had tried to fly away from itself, and in this ability of his lay a power capable one day of saving everything that others considered eternal. His small, thirty-kilogram heart beat in unison with the rhythm of the distant, forgotten earth, and he was the only link that still connected the celestial city with its true roots..
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Chapter 2: When the Heavens Break.
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That fateful day in Etheria began with a dazzling, almost unnatural radiance that seemed to emanate not from the sun, but from the very clouds that squeezed the city in a tight ring. It was the Hour of Great Balance—that rare and mystical moment when the celestial currents suddenly fall still, and the giant steel chains holding the islands cease their swaying, freezing in a majestic calm. Even the old metal, covered in years of pearly patina, glowed that morning with a soft inner light, as if the city were preparing for some unimaginable miracle.

Everywhere, ringing, carefree laughter resounded, which in Etheria was valued more than any gold. The streets were crowded with soaring citizens; in a fit of morning ecstasy, they barely touched the polished pavements with their soles, and their movements were as fluid as those of dancers in weightlessness. Multicolored silk ribbons, embroidered with gold threads and tied to children's belts, entangled the city in a bizarre, shimmering web. This web created for all inhabitants a deceptive illusion of absolute safety and an eternal, never-ending holiday under the very dome of the sky. In this hour, no one looked down toward where the purple fog of the Abyss eternally boiled. And certainly, no one listened to how deep beneath their feet, in the very scorched womb of the Central Tower of Chains, the familiar, lulling rhythm of mechanisms suddenly faltered, skipping one short but frighteningly sharp and heavy beat.

Tik stood on the very edge of the Platform of Three Winds. Through the soles of his old, dusty sneakers, he felt a strange, barely perceptible vibration transmitting from the granite slab directly to his bones. To any other inhabitant of the city, it was merely a light, refreshing gust of wind that made the houses on flexible cables sway a bit more strongly than usual. But Tik, whose internal compass never failed, immediately realized: something irreparable had happened.

His thirty kilograms of weight—his unchanging and faithful anchor in this shaky world—suddenly felt gravity beneath his feet falter, becoming "liquid" and unstable. The music of the chains, which he was used to hearing as a steady and calm heartbeat of a titan, was suddenly replaced by a piercing, ear-splitting screech. This is how metal screams when it no longer wishes to obey the will of engineers; this is how exhausted steel groans when the last drop of life has been squeezed out of it. And in that very same second, from the huge ventilation grilles located along the entire main pavement, instead of the usual ozone breeze, a thick, oily, and frighteningly bright purple fog poured out.

This fog had nothing in common with those light, semi-transparent clouds through which Etheria sailed every day. It was heavy, sticky, almost tangible to the touch. It smelled of something long forgotten, disturbing, and truly terrifying—the acrid scent of burnt iron, old dried blood, and the perennial dust of abandoned dungeons. The purple haze spread through the streets with the speed of a forest fire, instantly enveloping the ankles of people who just a second ago were laughing. Wherever this oily vapor touched living skin, joy was instantly replaced by an icy, paralyzing numbness.

The first to feel the catastrophe were the "flyers"—those lucky ones who were lightheartedly soaring a meter above the ground. They suddenly felt their blessed lightness turn into an unbearable, leaden burden, pulling them down with merciless force. Laughter cut off in an instant, replaced by terrified screams as people began to fall haphazardly from the heights, painfully hitting the stones of the pavement or becoming hopelessly entangled in their own safety ribbons, which now seemed like executioner's nooses to them.

The city, which for centuries had striven only upward, toward the sun and stars, suddenly began to grow heavy at a rapid pace. But this was not that honest and reliable weight that Tik always carried within himself. It was a painful, strength-draining convulsion of a dying organism. Tik saw the sky over Etheria, always impeccably blue and clear, begin to cloud over before his eyes with heavy storm clouds of a strange, crimson-black hue, resembling a clotted wound. The Central Tower of Chains, that unshakable symbol of eternity, suddenly shuddered through its entire titanic frame. A sound reached the city that made Tik’s fingers go cold and his heart stop—the sound of a snapping steel strand of colossal thickness. It was not just a crack, but a true death cry of metal. One of the main auxiliary chains holding the Third Quarter could not withstand the load, and the huge residential sector, with a terrifying, long-drawn-out groan, began to tilt to its side.

People, who had completely lost their usual weightlessness and did not know how to manage their own suddenly heavy bodies, rolled down the slanting streets like rag dolls. They collided with one another, knocking down those who were still trying to struggle, and screamed in primal terror. The purple fog continued to arrive from all the cracks and ventilation shafts, swallowing these screams and turning a sunny festive day into a sticky, violet nightmare from which there seemed to be no exit.

In the very epicenter of this mounting chaos, Tik remained the only one who still stood firmly and confidently on both feet. His thirty kilograms of weight, which those around him had mocked so long and so bitterly, suddenly became his only salvation. While the entire city around him collapsed, slid, and slowly fell into the abyss, Tik felt beneath him a trembling but still reliable support. He cast a quick glance at the main square and saw the Great Barometer—a huge glass pillar filled with golden essence—break into deep zigzagging cracks. The bright yellow, glowing liquid inside it began to rapidly darken, thicken, and turn into that very same poisonous purple slime that now ruled the day in Etheria. It was the end of the world as they knew it, and Tik felt it in his skin: the time for children's games had ended forever.

The purple fog clogged the lungs, burning out the remnants of festive delight and leaving a bitter, metallic taste of fear in the mouth. Tik lunged forward. His movements were sharp and confident—he was the only living being on the entire Platform of Three Winds who had not lost power over his own body. Around him, a true hell for those accustomed to ethereal soaring broke loose. People who just a minute ago had been elegantly gliding through the air were now a pitiful sight: they floundered in the sticky violet haze, unable even to rise to their knees. Their own arms and legs seemed like strangers to them, unliftable logs, and every breath was taken with such difficulty as if the air had turned into liquid lead.

Tik made his way through this crowd of the fallen, jumping over discarded baskets of flowers and tangled, now useless silk ribbons. The city continued to tilt. The pavement beneath the boy's feet had turned into a steep, dangerous slope leading straight into the abyss. Tik dug the soles of his sneakers into every crack, every protrusion of stone, using his thirty kilograms as the perfect counterweight to the mounting madness of gravity.

“Leka! Mila!” his voice, cracked and hoarse from the acrid smoke, drowned in the general roar of destruction.

He found them at the base of the Great Barometer, which now resembled a wounded glass beast. Leka lay on his side, his fingers convulsively clutching a gap between the slabs. His face, usually so lively and cheerful, was as pale as a piece of chalk. He tried to say something, but only a dry, barking cough escaped his throat. Beside him, Mila, her eyes squeezed shut in terror, threw her arms around the massive bronze base of the barometer. Her golden hair, soaked in purple slime, clung to her face, and her shoulders shook with silent sobs. They were heavy—truly heavy, much heavier than Tik himself, because their weight was fed by a primal, paralyzing fear that the city was pouring into them through this cursed fog.

Tik dropped to his knees beside his friends at the very moment when the Platform of Three Winds was shaken by a new blow, more terrible and deep than all the previous ones. One of the auxiliary safety chains, which for centuries had held this sector of the city in balance, could not withstand the monstrous tilt and snapped. The sound was of such force as if a colossal cannon had fired somewhere in the heavens. The island jerked sharply, slipping away from under their feet, and Leka, having lost his footing, began to slowly slide toward the very edge—toward where, beyond the openwork railings, the black maw of the abyss gaped, swallowing the remnants of the lower quarters.

Tik, without hesitating for a second, threw his hand forward. His fingers gripped the coarse fabric of his friend's jacket collar with a death grip. The inertia was so immense that Tik's shoulder joint responded with a sharp, blinding pain, and his vision momentarily went dark. But he did not release his fingers. His thirty kilograms of weight—his curse and his gift—dug into the granite slab through the soles of his old sneakers, turning the boy into a living anvil.

— Hold on to me, you fool! — Tik roared, drowning out the mounting roar of destruction. — Do you hear me?! You’re not a sandbag, you’re a person! Grab the stones, remember how to breathe!

He literally dragged Leka upward along the slanted plane, which just a minute ago had been a flat pavement. Tik’s muscles trembled from the beyond-limit tension, the soles of his shoes smoked from the friction against the stone, but he did not retreat. Mila, whose eyes were widened with primal terror, found the remnants of her will. Swallowing tears and purple dust, she crawled after them, digging her nails into every crack between the granite slabs.

At that moment, the city finally went mad. The Great Barometer in the square, this symbol of Etheria’s stability, could not withstand the internal pressure. The glass burst with a long, plaintive ring, and from its womb gushed not a glowing life, but a thick, oily purple slime. It spread across the square in poisonous rivers, instantly turning the stones into a slippery skating rink. And along with this slime, vapors rose into the air, carrying the most terrifying nightmare of this day—the mad laughter.

People around, those very "lucky ones" who just this morning were gracefully soaring above the ground, were now inhaling this purple poison. Their minds collapsed first. Instead of cries for help and prayers, the streets of Etheria were filled with a ghastly, choking laughter. It was the laughter of the doomed, who did not realize that their world was flying into the abyss. Tik saw how mothers laughed in the faces of their crying children, how old men, writhing in convulsions on the slippery slabs, suffocated from their own uncontrollable merriment.

The few who still retained the remnants of their reason frantically performed what they would have previously considered a supreme humiliation: they took out their festive silk ribbons, embroidered with gold, and convulsively tied themselves to lamp posts, to wrought-iron fences, to massive statues. These ribbons, a symbol of lightness, turned into the only hope not to fly away, not to be torn from the surface of the island when gravity began to pulse in agony. The entire city turned into a forest of stretched bonds and people thrashing in hysterical laughter.

Tik understood: if they stayed here, the purple fog would take their minds too. He scooped Mila up by her arm, literally shaking her, forcing her to look at him and not at the dancing madmen.

— To the Tower! Quick! To the doors! — he commanded, pushing the still-coughing Leka from behind.

The Central Tower of Chains no longer seemed like a protection. It swayed like a pendulum over the abyss, its copper sides groaning under the gusts of hurricane wind. Elegant villas were collapsing around them—their light walls, built for weightless inhabitants, crumbled into dust under the suddenly acquired weight. The sky of Etheria had finally become crimson-black, like clotted blood, pierced by flashes of purple lightning.

Tik dragged his friends, using his weight as the only landmark in this chaos. Where others slid on the slime and flew into the void, he found a foothold. He was the "Little Anchor," the only thread connecting them to life. When they reached the base of the Tower, the Platform shook so much that the last auxiliary chain of the Third Quarter snapped. The island began to tilt rapidly to the right.

— Don’t look back! — Tik shouted.

With incredible difficulty, he reached for the ring of the Great Entrance. The bronze was searingly cold. Tik put all his rage, all his hatred for poverty, all his love for life into one pull. The leaf of the door, resisting, crawled inward with a grate. He literally threw his friends into the dark maw of the vestibule and tumbled in himself a second before the huge slab of the pavement outside tore away and plunged down.

The doors slammed shut with a thumping blow, cutting off the mad laughter and the roar of the storm. Inside, a mechanical hell reigned. The huge space was packed with a forest of pipes from which steam escaped with a hiss. Thousands of pressure gauges beat in the red zones. Tik stood in the midst of this majesty of steel and brass, breathing heavily. He saw the pulsating control panel with dozens of levers.

He did not know the blueprints. He had not studied engineering. But he felt the pulsation of the mechanisms just as he felt his own weight. Taking the first step toward the console, Tik realized: right now, his dirty, scratched hands must stop the destruction of everything he knew. His shadow on the Tower wall grew to the heavens, eclipsing the steel guts of the dying city. Tik lunged toward the levers.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 3: The Heart of Cast Iron and Steel.
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Inside the Central Tower of Chains, time no longer flowed—it had turned into a thick, sticky jelly in which sounds and thoughts bogged down like flies in molasses. The vast space of the hall, filled with titanic copper boilers and a tangled web of pipes covered in a thick layer of emerald patina, felt like a living but gravely ill organism. The purple fog that had seeped through the cracks in the heavy bronze doors was no longer just smoke. It had become a dense, sentient entity, enveloping every protrusion, every valve, and every rivet. This fog whispered. It was the low, insidious voice of a thousand invisible sirens promising that everything was over, that one could simply close their eyes and allow themselves to become as light as dandelion fluff. The air held the suffocating stench of a fake holiday: a nauseatingly sweet aroma of burnt caramel mixed with acrid ozone and the scent of old, overheated lubricant.

Mila had huddled into the furthest corner, beneath the shadow of a massive pressure gauge whose needle trembled helplessly in the red zone. She squeezed her eyes shut until it hurt, pressing her fingers into her ears as if that could protect her from the sweet, poisonous call of the abyss. Her small body was racked with a heavy tremor; in this place, where gravity had finally gone mad, she felt like a fragile paper boat in the center of a storm. Leka, on the contrary, looked frighteningly happy. The purple stupor had completely washed the remnants of fear from his head, replacing them with a mindless, glassy delight. With a foolish, frozen smile, he tried to catch the glowing particles of fog floating by, which in the gloom of the tower looked like tiny golden fairies. His feet kept lifting off the granite plates, and only Tik, gripping the collar of his orange jacket with a death grip, kept his friend from flying into the maw of a giant exhaust fan near the ceiling.

Tik felt his own palms, numb from the icy cold of the metal, beginning to slip. His teeth were clenched tight, and his back muscles ached as if the entire weight of the falling sky had been thrust upon him. The main ballast lever he was holding onto resisted with a sort of guttural groan. Purple slime had accumulated in the mechanism's grooves—thick and tacky, it acted not as oil, but as glue. With every millimeter, the lever yielded more stubbornly, but Tik did not give up. His unchanging thirty kilograms were now the only thing that mattered in this hall of ghosts. When the lever finally locked into the lower position with a dry click, Tik felt a powerful vibration surge through the building.

The roar of the filling pipes, like the cry of a wounded beast, gradually began to fade, replaced by an ominous, intermittent hissing of steam. Tik’s friends drifted down to the floor, almost weightless. Leka was still muttering something about "tasty sparks," while Mila finally dared to open her eyes, though her face remained as pale as a shroud. But the silence that reigned in the Tower after the noise of the pumps died down turned out to be scarier than any roar. It was the silence of an abandoned crypt, in which one could only hear the red-hot metal cooling and the poisonous slime dripping from the ceiling vaults.

In this silence, a new sound was born. At first, it was a barely perceptible grating, as if someone were dragging a piece of roofing iron across sandpaper. The sound came from a dark niche, buried under years of dust and debris behind the main steam boilers. Tik snapped his head up, his heart beating faster, echoing with heavy thuds in his temples. From the shadows, rolling slowly and unsteadily on rusted caterpillar tracks, a strange creature emerged. It was a small, angular robot whose chassis had once sparkled with sky-blue paint but was now eaten away by corrosion and covered in dents. Its single lens, draped in cobwebs and dust, blinked with a troubled, fading scarlet light. From the shattered speaker hidden behind a grille at the top of its chassis, a rattling, mechanical wheeze emerged instead of music. It was a voice from the past, the voice of a machine that had been alone for far too long in this tower of dying chains. The robot stopped a few meters from Tik, and its lone eye focused on the boy who, contrary to all the laws of Etheria, stood firmly on both feet.

The robot went still, and its caterpillar tracks emitted a short, agonizing clang, as if it were trying to settle more comfortably on the cold granite. The red lens-eye flickered convulsively several times, adjusting its focus on Tik’s face. Inside the machine, something grated—old magnetic tapes or shattered memory blocks trying to dredge up a story from the depths of oblivion, a story the city had preferred to strike from its chronicles. When it finally spoke, its voice was like an echo from a deep well, peppered with interference and a digital "cough."

“Palliative solution... Temporary measure...” the Keeper wheezed, and its manipulator, thin and trembling, pointed to the pipe joints oozing purple slime. “You used the lubricant as ballast. Effective for immediate salvation, but ruinous for the mechanics of eternity. This purple... it is the blood of a dying city, boy. And it flows through its veins only because the heart of Etheria was broken forty years ago.”

The robot emitted a plume of gray smoke, and in the gloom, images of the past began to rise before Tik’s eyes, brought to life by the machine's rasping narrative. It turned out that the purple fog now choking the city had once been the pinnacle of engineering thought. It was "Ethereal Lubricant No. 7"—a transparent, light, and almost magical substance that allowed the giant winches and chains to rotate without a single sound. It absorbed friction and converted it into energy, which was what kept Etheria in the sky. But this lubricant required the finest tuning of the Barometer, which only they—the Creators—could perform. The Scientist-Geologists.

In those days, the city was not so mad. People valued the sky, but they remembered the earth. However, over time, the lightness went to the townspeople's heads. They began to feel that joy was their personal merit, rather than the result of hundreds of mechanisms working beneath their feet. The conflict erupted when the scientists presented their final project—“The Roots of Etheria.” They saw that the chains were wearing out, that the metal was tiring from the eternal swaying. They proposed building stationary support-elevators—huge, hollow columns that would pierce the clouds and go deep into the solid soil. This would have given the city immortality, making it a part of the planet.

But the inhabitants of Etheria, intoxicated by the ability to fly, took this as a personal insult. In their understanding, the earth was filth, a refuge for worms and dust, unworthy of those whose souls were created for the clouds. “You want to chain us to manure!” they shouted from the squares. The scientists were branded the “Gravediggers of Joy.” They were accused of wanting to deprive people of the most important thing—the unpredictability of flight. The crowd, fueled by a false, poisonous delight that even then had begun to turn the noble essence into purple
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