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CHAPTER 1: RUSTY WATER
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When he opened the street door a cold and gray wind hit Vey's face hard.

The rain drops were falling to the ground not like ordinary water droplets floating in the air but like heavy lead.

Lila opened her umbrella and stepped out into the street right behind Vey.

The drainage channels in this part of the city had long been blocked and the roads were covered with a dark gray mud.

As Vey walked towards his old car he noticed small metallic fragments shining in the mud under his feet.

He didn't lean over to look because he knew those fragments were pixels falling from the erased buildings.

The engine started noisily and the wipers began to move back and forth in a vain effort to clear that sticky liquid from the glass.

The factory rose in the middle of an abandoned industrial cemetery at the far south end of the city.

They didn't encounter a single living creature along the way there were only piles of garbage standing motionless on the roadsides melting under the rain.

Lila didn't say a single word during the journey she just clenched her hands tightly in her overcoat pocket.

When they reached the rusty iron gate of the factory Vey turned off the headlights.

The man sitting in the security booth was watching the outside without moving as if he were a statue.

Vey got out of the car and walked towards the man.

I'm looking for Korel said Vey his voice drowning out the rumble of the engine.

The security guard slowly raised his head and looked into Vey's eyes.

There is no one like that here the man said in a soulless tone.

Vey wanted to grab the man by the collar but paused when he saw that pale and transparent color on the man's skin.

The officer had also slowly begun to be erased but he wasn't even aware of it.

When Lila got out of the car and joined them the man's gaze became dull.

He was here yesterday said Lila her voice trembling.

You saw him here every day how can you not remember she shouted.

The security guard didn't give any answer and turned back to his front acting as if Lila was never there.

Vey grabbed the woman's arm and said we must get inside.

When they entered the main building of the factory the smell inside made Vey's stomach turn.

This smell was not the smell of rotten flesh it was a mixture of freshly applied paint and a burning acid.

The rusty stairs leading to the third floor creaked with every step.

When Lila pointed to that spot at the end of the corridor Vey stopped.

There it is said Lila pointing her finger at a surface that looked perfectly flat.

Normally there should have been a wooden door with the number 304 on it.

But now there was only a smooth pure white wall perfectly integrated with the ceiling and the floor.

Vey approached the wall and reached his hand out to that white surface.

The moment his fingertips touched that cold and smooth texture he felt a small electric shock.

The wall was not concrete it was not stone it didn't even look like a physical substance.

It was as if someone had crudely cut out that part of the world and pasted a blank piece of paper in its place.

Vey took a knife out of his pocket and pressed its tip against that whiteness.

The knife did not enter it only left a small black stain on the white surface.

The black stain was swallowed by the whiteness within seconds as if it were a living organism.

Lila was standing behind watching in terror.

Where is he Vey whispered Lila.

Vey pulled his hand back and reached for the cigarette pack in his pocket.

He is nowhere anymore Lila said Vey his voice echoing in the empty corridor.

Because there is no room behind this wall there is only a void.

Just then heavy boot sounds began to be heard from the other end of the corridor.

Vey put his knife in his pocket and pulled Lila towards the dark recess of the corridor.

The ones coming were three men wearing gray jumpsuits and their faces completely covered.

They were carrying massive spraying devices in their hands.

The shrill whistling sound coming from the devices grated on Vey's ears.

The Erasers said Vey holding his breath.

The men stood in front of the white wall and started their devices.

That intense white liquid sprayed towards the wall continued to erase the world as if with an invisible brush.

Lila covered her mouth with her hand to keep from screaming.

Vey on the other hand realized at that moment that the numbers on the men's jumpsuits were in the same sequence as Korel's missing ID number.

Korel had not just been erased he had been made a part of this system.

When the men finished their work and moved away without looking back no trace was left behind.

Neither the door nor the wall nor that small black stain left by Vey's knife.

There was only an endless and blinding whiteness.

Vey took Lila's hand and said we must leave here immediately.

Because soon this place will also be erased and we will be lost forever in that whiteness.

As they rushed down the stairs they felt the walls of the factory shaking deeply.

This tremor was not like an earthquake but more like the silent crumbling of a massive building.

Lila's breath was catching but Vey did not let go of her hand even for a moment.

When they stepped out into the parking lot below the color of the rain had darkened even more and turned into a gray tar.

The old car was waiting there in the mist like a rusty ghost.

Vey opened the door quickly and pushed Lila inside.

The starting of the engine felt like it took an infinite span of time.

When the headlights hit the concrete opposite they saw that the concrete was no longer there either.

The factory was slowly breaking into pixels and being drawn towards that white void in the sky.

Vey put it in reverse and the wheels began to spin wildly in the mud.

When he looked in the rearview mirror he noticed that the main entrance of the factory was completely gone.

Behind them only a silent and infinite whiteness remained.

As they left the street two dull yellow lights appearing in the mirror caught Vey's attention.

A dark sedan had begun to follow them without giving any signal.

The vehicle had no license plate and its windows were so black that it was impossible to see the driver inside.

Vey pressed the gas and let the old engine let out a painful scream.

A silent and deadly chase had begun on the abandoned roads of the city.

The rain was hitting the windshield so hard that the wipers were just pushing a gray curtain back and forth.

Lila was curled up in the seat looking at the melting world outside.

We must lose them muttered Vey gritting his teeth.

The vehicle behind was getting closer at every turn but never tried to pull up beside them.

That is not a car said Lila her voice no different from a whisper.

That is a cold hand extended by the system to catch us she said.

Vey suddenly turned the steering wheel into a side street and turned off the headlights.

They waited silently for a while in the darkness.

Only the metallic sound of the rain hitting the roof and their own breathing could be heard.

The dark sedan slowly passed the head of the street and disappeared into the rain.

Vey took a deep breath but could not prevent his hands holding the steering wheel from trembling.

We must go back to the office said Vey while starting the engine again.

They did not encounter a single police patrol or a living human being along the way.

The city felt as if it had been emptied by someone and was just being kept for recycling.

When they reached the office building Vey saw that the cracks at the entrance of the building were also filled with a white liquid.

Time is running out he thought while climbing the stairs.

They went inside and locked the door three times behind them.

Lila stood in the middle of the room looking at the white burns on her hands.

Vey took off his leather coat and left it on the chair.

Just then a small heavy thing fell from the pocket of his coat to the floor.

It was a small metal box filled with that black dust Korel had mentioned at the factory.

The lid of the box had opened slightly and the jet-black carbon dust spilling out was mixing with the gray water on the floor.

The strange thing was that everywhere the black dust touched the rainwater suddenly froze and solidified.

Vey knelt down and touched that black dust with his finger.

This dust was not just carbon it was like a seal standing against the way this world was written.

He looked at Lila and said do not be afraid.

They have not erased everything yet.

We still have a piece of darkness in our hands to protect us from this whiteness.

While the rain continued to melt the city outside Vey sat at his desk and began to examine that black dust.

The first chapter was ending here but for Vey the real long rain was just beginning.
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CHAPTER 2: BLIND SPOT
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As the darkness at the end of the street narrowed the sound of the rain began to change.

Now the drops did not sound like bullets hitting metal but like echo-less whispers falling into the void.

The headlights of the sedan behind them lit up the street for a moment and then suddenly went out.

It was as if light could no longer advance further at that point.

Lila's breath had become irregular and her steps were getting heavier every second.

Vey pulled her towards that unmapped area behind the factory right into the heart of the blind spot.

When they passed under a rusty wire fence the smell in the air completely disappeared.

There was neither the rusty smell of the rain nor the rot of the city here.

Only an absolute nothingness and a nasal-burning sterility.

The ground looked like concrete but when their feet touched the floor no sound came out.

Vey took the flashlight out of his pocket and pressed the button.

The flashlight's beam went only a few centimeters forward then seemed to hit an invisible wall and scatter.

This place was like an unfinished draft.

Some parts of the walls consisted only of rough lines.

Only rectangular gaps stood in place of windows but there was no room behind them.

Lila reached her hand to the wall but her fingers passed right through the surface.

Vey immediately pulled the woman back and said don't touch anything.

The physical rules have not been written here yet Lila.

If you seep too deep you might become a part of this draft and be erased too.

This must be the place Korel was talking about.

That pile of raw data that the system had not yet defined and therefore could not destroy.

Vey took the metal box out of his pocket.

The black dust inside the box was moving as if it had come alive here.

The dust particles were suspended in the air creating tiny vortices that sucked in the light of the flashlight.

At that moment Vey realized that this dust was not just carbon it was a kind of ink that protected the boundaries of this world.

The purest form of black was the greatest enemy of white.

They both froze when they heard that shrill sound coming from the depths of the blind spot.

This was not the voice of a human.

This was that mechanical hum of the system scanning this place trying to sort out the errors.

The twitching in Lila's eyes had now spread to her whole face.

She began to mutter something with her trembling lips.

This is the end said Lila.

This is that blank page where everything begins and ends.

Vey gripped his weapon tightly and took a step towards the side where the sound was coming from.

In this darkness where even light was refracted their only guides now were the traces left by that black dust.

Don't look at the center focus on the edges whispered Vey to himself.

Because the edges of the blind spot were the only doors opening to reality.

As the hum increased that silence on the ground also began to vibrate.

Vey held the flashlight in his hand towards that undefined direction where the sound came from.

The light beam broke by hitting the dust particles that seemed to be frozen in the air.

There in the very center of the darkness they saw that thing rising like a massive data column.

This wasn't a building nor was it a tower.

This was a constantly changing fluid and pure white light stretching from the sky to the ground.

Lila put her hand to her heart and her heart began to beat with the rhythm of this light.

It was as if this light wanted to complete that void inside Lila.

Vey grabbed the woman by her shoulders and shouted don't you dare go near it.

That light is there to swallow us it works like a cleaning device.

Lila's eyes had now become completely transparent and he could see gray ink flowing through her veins.

I belong to it Vey I am the page itself Lila whispered.

Vey took the metal box out of his pocket and emptied the black dust into his palm.

This is our only weapon against nothingness he said.

He threw the black dust towards the white light.

The moment the dust made contact with the light it made a sound as if the sky were tearing apart.

The white light began to darken solidify and shatter with a metallic noise.

The blind spot was shaking.

The walls in the draft stage began to collapse on them the windows began to close like voids.

Vey took Lila in his arms and ran towards that rusty border where the wire fences were.

While everything behind them was buried in a pure white silence they tumbled back onto that muddy and rusty street.

The rain was back on top of them again.

But now they knew.

This city wasn't just melting this city was full of mistakes and unfinished stories.

Vey stood up and cleaned the mud off himself.

We will find Korel Lila he said.

But first we need to solve why this black dust obeys us.

As the second chapter ended here a new door was opening in Vey's mind.
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CHAPTER 3: ROTTING HINGES
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Vey did not turn off the engine immediately when the car stopped in front of the apartment.

The rhythmic sound of the wipers was cutting the silence like a knife.

Lila's face was as if washed with the green lights of the dashboard.

Entering Korel's apartment meant actually entering the lair of nonexistence.

The air in the apartment stairwell was damp and smelled of mold.

The steps were creaking as if they were in pain under Vey's weight with every step.

Lila took the key out of her trembling hands and inserted it into the door lock.

The sound of friction from the metal parts inside the lock echoed in the empty corridor.

When the door opened the smell coming from inside stung Vey's nose.

This wasn't the smell of stale food or dirty laundry.

It was more like that intense smell of ozone and burnt circuits heard right after a storm.

The interior did not look ordinary anymore as Lila had described.

The paint on the walls of the house had begun to peel off like skin.

Vey ran his hand over the wall of the corridor and tasted that gray dust sticking to his fingertips.

This dust was not just lime but also dried ink residue.

Lila headed directly to the bedroom and pointed to the wardrobe door.

Here it is said Lila her voice muffled as if coming from a distant room.

The hinges of the wardrobe were rusted and had begun to melt.

When Vey slowly pulled the door he heard the hinges moaning like a dying animal.

When he looked inside the closet he saw that perfect white void.

This void started as if cut with a knife at the point where the wooden texture of the closet ended.

The place where Korel's suits should have been hanging was now just a blinding nothingness.

Vey took out the metal box filled with black dust from his pocket again.

When he opened the lid of the box the dust particles seemed impatient to attack that whiteness.

He slowly sprinkled the dust towards the very center of the void.

When the dust fell on the whiteness it began to sizzle as if it had entered an acid bath.

First small black spots appeared on the white surface and then these spots began to spread like veins.

The nothingness was retreating.

At every point where the black dust touched the actual wooden texture of the closet was reappearing.

But this wood was no longer old and sturdy.

It was rotten and charred as if subjected to the accelerated effect of time.

Lila wanted to reach out and touch that old piece of fabric that appeared.

Vey stopped her and said don't.

This could be just an illusion or a trap the system is presenting to us.

However as the black dust spread something began to appear at the very bottom of the closet.

This was a notebook but its covers were the same color as that black dust.

Not Korel's accounting records this was his escape plan.

The pages of the notebook were as thin and fragile as a black carbon paper.

When Vey picked up the notebook he noticed that the hinges had completely snapped and the closet door fell to the floor.

The sound of the falling door found an echo in the foundations of the building.

The rain outside was no longer as innocent as it was in his office.

That white liquid leaking down the walls of the building was now surrounding everywhere.

Lila ran to the window and looked down.

They have come Vey said Lila her voice scratched with fear.

When Vey looked down he saw those men in gray jumpsuits washing the entrance of the apartment with that white liquid.

They want to trap us here and erase us completely said Vey.

He placed the notebook in his inner jacket pocket and grabbed Lila by her arm.

We must go to the roof because there is no world left below anymore.

When they headed for the stairs the sounds of rotting hinges had now surrounded the entire building.

Doors windows and people's memories were melting silently.

Only the rusty waters and those black lines the author left unfinished remained behind.

The stairs had begun to crumble under their feet.

When Vey looked back he saw the steps they had just climbed turn into a pure white void.

Upward Lila he shouted exhaling the moisture from his lungs.

The intense smell of ozone from the apartment had now filled the entire stairwell.

As they passed the door of the upstairs neighbor they heard the sound of crying inside abruptly stop.

An absolute silence fell as if someone had erased that sound from a tape.

When they reached the roof Vey opened the heavy iron door with his shoulder.

The wind outside was more savage than the one at his office.

The city below was melting like a sea of gray mud.

The silhouettes of distant neighborhoods had already disappeared replaced by a blinding whiteness.

Lila grabbed the concrete parapet on the roof and collapsed to her knees.

Everything is going Vey everything is disappearing she sobbed.

Vey took out the black notebook from inside his jacket.

His hands were trembling from the rain and fear.

When he opened the cover of the notebook he realized the pages weren't actually paper.

They consisted of pressed carbon and frozen shadows.

No name was written on the first page.

Only a single sentence was engraved in capital letters.

Every word written is a mistake.

Vey tried to read the small notes under this sentence.

Korel had noted down word counts here not city coordinates.

Page 344 line 12 muttered Vey.

Lila raised her head and looked at him.

What does this mean she asked.

It means we are written somewhere and Korel has found that line said Vey.

He looked at the massive tower at the other end of the city.

Inspector Rux's tower was still standing and its lights were spinning like eyes.

If the numbers in this notebook were correct the actual erasure must be managed from there.

Just then a corner of the roof quietly broke off and fell into the void.

The building no longer had a foundation.

They were standing like a piece of fiction suspended in the air.

Vey grabbed Lila's arm and said we must go.

Where to asked Lila crying.

To where the story ends said Vey.
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CHAPTER 4: WHITE ROOM
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The rusty emergency exit ladder hanging from the roof detached a bit more from the building's body with every gust of wind.

Vey could hear the metal cracking and the screws being torn from the wall.

He grabbed Lila by the waist and carefully lowered her towards the muddy and unreliable ground of the street.

The moment their feet touched the ground the apartment behind them was now nothing more than a memory.

That blinding white light leaking from the windows of the building was eating the concrete blocks from the inside out.

Rux's tower rising like a spear tearing the sky at the other end of the street looked flawless despite all this destruction.

The tower seemed to be drawn with a much darker and different ink than the rest of the city.

Its lines were so sharp that it offered a reality diametrically opposed to the melting texture of the world around it.

Vey pushed the black notebook deeper into his jacket pocket.

The coordinates Korel left are taking us directly to that tower said Vey his voice getting lost in the wind.

Lila's face was now like a porcelain mask devoid of emotions.

She locked her numbing fingers into Vey's hand and they continued to walk.

There were no longer any sidewalks or street lamps in the streets they progressed through.

There was only a layer of gray mist that scattered into pixels when stepped upon and then blended into nothingness.

When they reached the massive entrance of the tower a waterfall of data flowing from top to bottom stood in place of the door.

This was not a physical door but a flow of code that only allowed entities of a certain frequency to pass.

Vey took some of the black dust from his pocket and threw it directly onto that flow of light.

The moment the black carbon dust made contact with the light a decay began at that point.

A dark human-sized hole opened within the data flow.

When they slipped through that hole with Lila the silence was so intense it was deafening.

The interior was that famous White Room that Lila had seen in her nightmares.

The room had no boundaries there was only an endless illumination stretching in every direction.

In the middle stood a desk a chair and a flickering lamp on it.

However none of these objects had a shadow on the floor.

It was as if light was attacking from every direction at the same time and not allowing shadows to form.

Complex numbers like the ones they encountered in Korel's notebook were written on every object.

Vey approached the desk and reached his hand to the white lamp on it.

He didn't feel any heat or texture on his fingertips.

This lamp was not there to emit light this lamp was designed to clean the crumbs of darkness in the room.

Was Korel here whispered Lila her voice dying out without echoing in the white void.

Vey opened the black notebook and focused on page 344.

The numbers in the notebook began to hang in the air in the middle of the room and rotate around themselves.

Page 344 line 12 muttered Vey looking at the point indicated by the numbers.

At that exact point a silhouette slowly began to become clear from within the whiteness.

This was in a human form but its facial features looked like a smooth surface not yet drawn.

Vey aimed his weapon but his trigger finger was frozen as if covered with an invisible layer of ice.

You are not real said Vey to the silhouette in front of him.

The shadow-formed entity tilted its head slightly to the side and replied in a voice no different from a whisper.

Neither are you Vey only your ink has not yet completely dried.

Lila collapsed to her knees and pressed her hands to her ears.

This is not the place where everything is erased Vey said Lila sobbing.

This is the first page where everything has not yet been written.

Vey raised the box in the air to spread that black dust all over the room.

If this is a page said Vey gritting his teeth.

Then it's time to write our own story.

As the black dust scattered like an ink explosion in the pure white room the room began to shake.

The ground was disappearing from under them and the tower was shaking with a deep hum.

The system was trying to debug an error and that error was Vey himself.

The black dust hung in the air and began to weave the white light like a web.

The suffocating brightness of the light cracked everywhere the dust particles touched.

When the faceless silhouette opposite him extended its hand numbers flowed down from its fingertips like digital liquids.

Vey gripped his weapon more tightly but noticed that even the tip of the barrel was slowly breaking into pixels.

If my ink hasn't dried it means I can still breathe said Vey his voice shattering the sterile silence in the room.

The silhouette tilted its head to the side again and spoke with a tone coming from nothingness.

Breathing is just a line spacing Vey said the silhouette.

What matters is whose period is at the end of that line.

Lila took a step towards that flickering lamp on the table.

The light of the lamp was no longer white but had taken on a dark purple color due to the effect of the black dust.

The pages of the notebook on the desk began to turn rapidly in a windless environment.

Page 344 line 12 shouted Lila.

Look there Vey Korel left something there.

Vey rushed towards the table without waiting for the silhouette to attack.

He pressed the black dust in his hand onto that open page of the notebook like a seal.

The moment the black dust seeped into the texture of the paper that fake illumination in the room collapsed with a great explosion.

The walls shattered like layers of glass giving way to the tower's actual metallic and rusty texture.

The faceless silhouette vanished into the air with a painful sizzle.

Now they were inside the tower and everywhere was vibrating with the hum of massive servers.

The White Room was not actually a prison but a processor.

Rux is waiting for us said Vey putting his hand on Lila's trembling shoulder.

But now we have not just a notebook but that black will that will disrupt this fiction.

They began to hear those heavy metallic sounds coming from the depths of the tower.

Inspector Rux's men were no longer coming only with white acids but with real bullets.

Vey checked the magazine of his weapon and took a step towards the stairwell.

Lila was following him with the notebook pressed to her chest.

On the screens on the walls those empty lines where Korel's name was mentioned were now covered with a black smoke.

The system had to accept this error.

With every step Vey was engraving his own existence more harshly into this metallic coldness.

Because he knew that the anger of someone who does not want to be erased is brighter than any light.
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CHAPTER 5: RUX'S BREATH


[image: ]


That cold air current leaking up from the stairwell felt as if it were coming from Rux's lungs.

The hum of the servers combined with the sound of thousands of propellers spinning inside his brain to create a cacophony.

The neon tubes on the walls flickered on and off with every step lighting Vey's path like a disjointed filmstrip.

Lila was squeezing the black notebook in her hand so hard that her knuckles appeared like pure white bones.

Looking down while passing in front of the window was a momentary but fatal mistake for Vey.

The city no longer looked like a city; it was just a massive nothingness curling like a piece of parchment paper burned at the edges.

As the lights of the buildings went out one by one the only thing left behind was that soulless and smooth whiteness.

When Rux's voice poured from the speakers every word was as heavy as a bullet and descended directly into his mind.

Aren't you tired Vey asked that metallic-tinkling voice echoing in every corner of the corridor.

Do you really believe that an ink stain can save an entire page he continued.

Vey did not answer but turned the barrel of his weapon towards the point where the darkness was most intense.

Three heavily armed guards appeared silently from among the shadows in the next corridor.

These were not the gray-jumpsuited Erasers; these were the last guardians of that perfect order Rux wanted to protect.

The first bullet hit the metal body of the server right next to Vey scattering sparks that lit up the room.

Lila get down shouted Vey pushing the woman hard behind a server cabinet.

In the middle of a metallic hell the sounds of gunfire mixed with the hum of the server fans were deafening.

Every time Vey pulled the trigger he wasn't just firing at an enemy he was defending another piece of reality.

That faint smell of carbon emanating from the black notebook blended heavily with the smell of the gun's gunpowder.

The glass partitions in the corridor exploded under high pressure breaking into thousands of sharp and transparent pieces.

When Vey felt the sudden heat in his left shoulder he realized the bullet had grazed his skin.

This pain was the only friend reminding him that he was still alive and not yet completely erased.

Rux's breath was now on the back of his neck; that artificial and sterile smell coming from the ventilation holes had surrounded everywhere.

There is no going back from here Lila said Vey changing the magazine with great speed as the empty casing fell to the ground.

Where the black dust ends our blood will continue to write this story he added.

They threw themselves like a bomb towards the elevator shaft leading to the top floor of the tower.

While the lower floors were buried one by one in that sea of white acid the summit of the tower was still resisting the darkness.

Rux was there; that cold and ruthless hand preparing to put the final period to the story was waiting for him.

The fire in Vey's eyes was black enough to burn any kind of whiteness and nothingness.

As they forced the metal doors and began to climb the elevator ropes the top was roaring like a storm.

Rux's breath was not just a voice it was a heavy and suffocating pressure over this entire fiction.

As Lila pressed the notebook to her chest and looked up she felt she heard Korel's whisper again.

Don't put a period Lila put a comma and continue a voice echoed in her mind.

With a final move Vey kicked open the ceiling hatch of the elevator.

The light inside was so intense that for a moment they thought they were in the White Room again.

But this place was different; this was where decisions were made and pens were broken.

Rux sat at his desk watching the destruction outside as if watching a work of art.

Welcome Vey said Rux without turning back.

You made it to the last line on time.
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After the metallic coldness of the tower the damp air of the street pierced his lungs like a rusty knife.

As Vey quickened his pace he could feel the massive shadow behind him, the tower, still watching him.

Lila was beside him but her presence had become as light as a ghost, her footsteps making almost no sound.

In this part of the city the asphalt had completely melted, replaced by a pixelated slime.

At the corner of the street he saw that silhouette sitting in the shadow of an overturned dumpster.

The man the city residents called Whisper looked as if he were formed by the gathering of thousands of old newspapers.

Whisper had no eyes; in their place were only two deep pits opened by the white acid rain.

When Vey approached the man the words falling from the man's lips were competing with the roar of the wind.

The ink is running out Vey, the whiteness is taking over the page completely muttered Whisper.

Vey knelt down and lightly shook the metal box filled with that black dust in his pocket.

Where is Korel Whisper, you know which line he is hidden in said Vey.

The old man raised his head towards the sky, towards that never-ending gray disaster.

Korel is no longer a name, he is just an unfinished comma at the end of an erased sentence said the man.

Whisper's hands were trembling, his fingertips dispersing like a gray smoke blending into the air.

He too was being erased and this erasure process was taking all those dirty memories in his mind along with it.

Vey opened the lid of the box and poured some black dust into Whisper's palms.

As soon as the black carbon particles touched the man's skin that smoky dispersal stopped and the skin solidified again.

Whisper took a painful breath and a black tear trickled from his eye sockets.

Korel left you a message detective, said the man his voice now coming clearer and deeper.

Memory is not just a burden, memory is the only skeleton that keeps this world standing he added.

If you want to reach him you must follow the trail of Chalk Dust.

Vey stood up and looked at Lila; for the first time a glimmer of hope appeared in the woman's eyes.

Whisper returned to his own world again, among those meaningless numbers and forgotten names.

Every time the rain hit it tore away another piece from the memory of the street.

Vey took out the black notebook and noted the word Chalk Dust on the edge of a new page.

Now they knew where to go but the end of the road was more uncertain than ever.

While the city silently bled tears of sorrow they took their first steps towards the darkest corridors of memory.

As the black dust in Whisper’s palms slowly seeped into the pores of his skin the old man’s trembling subsided.

Vey could not even see his own reflection while looking into that deep darkness in the man's eye sockets.

The sound of the rain was echoing on the concrete ceiling of the parking lot turning into the screams of thousands of wailing ghosts.

Lila stood a step behind with her hands buried in the pockets of her overcoat watching the erased end of the street.

Whisper’s lips were cracked like parched earth and every word seeped through these cracks with difficulty.

Chalk Dust is not just a name it is the oldest error of this city said Whisper.

His voice was creaky and heavy like the pulling of a rusty chain.

Vey tried to silence those complex numbers appearing in his mind while trying to understand what the man meant.

You must find that little girl Nira because she writes on this whiteness not with black but with void continued the old man.

Whisper’s fingertips had now completely turned into a piece of black charcoal and his body was almost resealed with the effect of the black dust.

Vey stood up and turned towards Lila without shaking the mud off his knees.

We are going said Vey his voice tearing through that absolute despair in the night.

Lila nodded but that glassy look in her eyes was still in place.

The path they walked was now more like the ending scene of a dream than a physical ground.

Every time their steps touched the floor the substance beneath them pixelated for a moment and then solidified again.

It was obvious in every way that the system was having trouble processing this area.

When Vey held his flashlight towards the dark side streets he saw those strange signs on the walls.

These were not ordinary graffiti but massive geometric shapes drawn with chalk.

Some of the shapes looked as if they were suspended in the air at the point where the street ended.

Chalk Dust is here said Lila in a whisper.

When they approached the shapes they noticed that the whiteness of the chalk was different from the whiteness of the rain.

This whiteness was glowing and almost repelling the gray mud around it.

When Vey ran his finger over the chalk mark he felt an indescribable coldness on his skin.

This was not a drawing it was a scar on reality.

Nira was building new paths that the system did not see by using these lines.

Whisper was right; what the girl wrote was not words but existence itself.

That shrill child's voice coming from the depths of the street suddenly cut the roar of the wind.

Don't come said the voice echoing as if coming from every direction at the same time.

Vey did not take his weapon out of its holster but kept his hand close to the grip.

Nira we are friends Korel sent us shouted Vey.

When the name Korel was heard a door opened on that big white wall at the end of the street.

The door was not made of real wood but consisted only of a rectangle drawn with chalk.

Lila clung to Vey’s arm in surprise.

It was impossible to believe this but the door was there and an inviting light was leaking inside.

When we go in we might not be able to return said Vey looking into the woman's eyes.

Lila only nodded because she no longer had a home or a past to return to.

When they stepped inside through that door drawn with chalk the noise of the city stopped as if cut with a knife.

They were now inside another layer another page.

Whisper’s delirium continued to echo in that melting world left behind.

But this place was so silent that Vey could even hear the sound of the blood flowing in his own veins.

Nira was sitting on the floor in the middle of the room drawing complex maps on the ground with the white chalk in her hand.

How did you find me asked the child without raising her head.

Whisper told us about you said Vey slowly approaching the girl.

Nira smiled but this was not the smile of a child but the tired expression of a sage who had lived for thousands of years.

Whisper is now just an echo said Nira.

You on the other hand are the last ink drops resisting being erased.

Vey left the black notebook on the table and opened page 344.

Help us Nira we don't want to end this story said Vey.

Nira tapped her chalk on the table and where the pens end the chalk begins she said.

Because chalk can be erased but its mark always remains on that dark board.

Vey realized at that moment that the struggle was not just with Rux but with that invisible pen that wrote this world.

And Nira was the first and only piece that the pen had torn from the paper.

As silence settled like a heavy mist inside the room Vey felt responsibility not fear for the first time.

Now they would follow this chalk dust not just for themselves but for all those people who were erased.
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Vey placed the flashlight on the floor and watched how the light filtered through the chalk dust.

Every time the chalk in Nira's hand touched the ground a full and dry echo was heard as if it were the sound of a bone breaking.

This whiteness unlike that acidic void outside that swallowed everything was like a cry of existence.

Lila slowly leaned over and brought her finger close to one of the complex drawings on the ground.

Don't you dare touch it said Nira maintaining that aged tone in her voice.

If you break this line that white silence outside will leak in here and turn us into nothing but word stains.

Vey looked at the map the girl drew but what he saw was more like the internal schematic of a massive machine than a city plan.

The chalk dust remained suspended in the air burning his throat with every breath Vey took reminding him of this fake reality.

Korel showed me this notebook when he came here said Nira pointing her finger at the black notebook on the table.

He had found the deepest error within this fiction which was himself.

Vey turned the pages of the black notebook and saw how those complex numbers on page 344 overlapped with this map drawn in chalk.

As the system whitens everything only two things can resist it said Nira.

One is that black carbon dust in your hand which is the ashes of a finished story.

The other is my chalk which is the pure potential of that which has never been written.

Vey placed his weapon on the table and asked can this chalk take us to the top of the tower.

Nira shook her head and said the tower is just a result.

Where you need to go is Gear's Armors which is the last rusty and real heart of this city.

Gear's place was hidden in the darkest tunnels of the city in those deep corridors where the rain had not yet reached.

Just then a violent thud came from outside that door drawn in chalk.

The white acid began to leak from the edges of the door melting the chalk marks and entering inside.

They have found us said Lila her voice stretched like a bow with fear.

Nira quickly took the chalk on the floor and drew a new circle on the ground.

You must escape because this place is now just an erased draft said the child.

Vey grabbed the black notebook and held Lila's hand tightly.

What will happen to you Nira asked Vey seeing the door starting to melt completely.

Nira smiled and said I was never written anyway Vey I am just a shadow.

A void opened in the middle of the chalk circle and Vey and Lila found themselves falling downwards.

The chalk room behind them was buried in that sea of white acid with a great noise.

The only thing they felt while falling was the metallic coldness of the wind and Nira's last chalk dust suspended in the air.

When they hit the ground the smell of rusty metal and the heavy smell of machine oil greeted them.

They were now in the deepest parts of the city's memory.
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CHAPTER 8: GEAR'S ARMORS
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When they hit the ground the air emptied from their lungs echoed in the ice-cold tunnel void.

Vey felt that sharp pain in his back spreading up his spine like an electric current.

Lila was lying right next to him curled in a fetal position amidst the dust and smoke.

This place was far from the sterile and all-consuming whiteness of above.

The first thing that filled his nose was the smell of machine oil that burned his throat and rust that had accumulated for decades.

The pitch darkness leaking from the ceiling of the tunnel combined with the dirty puddles on the floor to form a massive pool of shadows.

When Vey put his hands on the ground he felt the reality of that sticky and heavy liquid clinging to his fingers.

This was not that fake pixelated mud from above it was a raw oil that was the residue of the real world.

Lila slowly straightened up and tried to shake off that grayed dress she was wearing.

Her breathing echoed between the narrow walls of the tunnel like a rhythmic beat.

Where did we fall whispered Lila her voice like a wind leaking through rusty pipes.

When Vey turned the flashlight on again the beam lit up the heavy metal dust suspended in the air.

These are the main arteries of the city said Vey his voice coming out more muffled and authoritative than ever.

This is that old and heavy mechanical world that the system has not yet been able to fully digitize.

There was a complex mechanism on the walls of the tunnel formed by massive wheels and interconnected gears.

These gears were not turning but the oil stains on them were proof of how they once kept this city standing.

With every step the metal grates under his boots flexed with a painful groan.

The regular sound of metal striking metal coming from within the darkness ahead resembled the beating of a heart.

Gear muttered Vey to himself fixing the flashlight beam in that direction.

Gear's armors must be the only refuge to protect us from this rain.

Lila placed her hand on a rusty pipe on the wall and felt the vibration of the water passing through the pipe.

This water was not that melting white acid from above it was a cold and metallic water coming from the depths of the city.

As the tunnel narrowed the ceiling lowered and the weight of that massive concrete mass above them bore down on their shoulders.

Vey noticed that the black notebook in his pocket was warming up.

The numbers on page 344 began to spin in his mind again but with a different rhythm this time.

He now felt as if the numbers were not just data but parts of this mechanical giant.

Turn left said Vey turning his flashlight towards a completely blind corner.

In that corner there was a massive steam boiler and behind it a heavy steel door was hidden.

The hinges on the door were thicker than a human's arms and were covered with a rust the color of dried blood.

Gear's place said Vey standing in front of the door.

If this door opens Lila we will have entered not just this city but also that last fortress of our own memory.

Vey placed his hand on the cold metal of the door and pushed with all his might.

The creak of the door was like a thousands-of-years-old warning echoing in the depths of the tunnel.

The interior was much brighter and much hotter than those fake lights above.

The orange light of molten iron spread to every corner of the room turning shadows into massive monsters on the walls.

In the middle of the room they saw that figure standing at a massive anvil.

This was Gear; half of his body was skin and the other half consisted of polished steel parts.

When Gear struck the red-hot iron with the massive hammer in his hand the sparks made the room pure white for a moment.

But this whiteness was not that consuming void it was that scorching and real light of creation.

Vey and Lila froze at the doorway.

Gear slowly raised his head and aimed that optical lens that was his only eye towards them.

Your ink is leaking said Gear his voice as heavy as the noise of a press machine.

Why are you still scratching your nails here when the page is already full he asked.

Vey took a step forward and raised that black carbon dust in his pocket into the air.

Because we are not just lines Gear we are the last rebellion poured from this pen said Vey.

Gear slowly put down the hammer in his hand and ran his metallic fingers over the anvil.

My armors will protect you from the rain said Gear.

But how will you protect that soft flesh of yours under the armor from the weight of this truth he added.

Lila approached the man and it was seen that curiosity took the place of that glassy look in her eyes.

Do you know Korel asked Lila her voice getting lost among the crackling of the flames.

Gear laughed but this laugh was ear-piercing like the rubbing of rusty gears against each other.

When Korel came here he was no longer a human he was just a draft said Gear.

I was the one who put this armor on him but he left his soul on that white page.

Vey looked at those heavy armor pieces on the desk.

These were not just for protection they were like prisons.

To escape from this city you must first imprison yourselves inside this metal said Gear.

Vey left the black notebook on the anvil in front of Gear.

Then prepare us Gear because we will return under that rain once more and this time much more heavily.

Gear stoked the fire in the furnace and the temperature in the room reached an unbearable level.

The long rain outside was now just a background noise.

The real war was beginning at that point in this underground furnace where iron and will merged together.
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When Gear began to pull the massive bellows next to the furnace more forcefully the air inside became as scorching as an oven.

Sparks were flying like tiny orange bullets grazing Vey's face and dying out in dark corners.

Vey felt the heat of the furnace opening the pores on his skin one by one and the sweat trickling from his forehead mixing with the machine oil.

Lila sat slumped on a pile of rusty and massive gears in the corner of the room watching Gear’s every move as if hypnotized.

These armors don't just protect from the acid outside said Gear despite that ear-piercing sound of his hammer hitting the anvil.

They increase your weight within this fiction and prevent the eraser brush from sweeping you away in a single move he said.

Gear pushed a pair of heavy metal boots standing on the table towards Vey.

The soles of the boots were as heavy as lead and there was a complex hydraulic system on each of them.

When Vey took off his old boots and slipped his feet into these metal monsters he felt the ground was firmer than ever.

When the metal parts locked onto his ankles it was as if his body were tied to the center of the world with a chain.

When it came to the chest armor Gear took a red-hot steel plate out of the furnace with a large pair of tongs.

The plate was so bright that it erased all the shadows in the room for a moment.

Bring the black dust here said Gear his voice drowning out the roar of the furnace.

Vey took the metal box out of his pocket and slowly sprinkled the black carbon dust inside onto the red-hot plate.

As soon as the dust touched the metal it melted and penetrated the texture of the steel turning the glowing redness into a deep matte black.

This is it said Gear bringing his hammer down on the plate for one last time.

Now this metal neither recognizes the rain above nor those insidious white rooms of Rux.

Vey had difficulty breathing when Gear placed the armor on his chest and tightened its straps.

Every breath of his was now mechanical and heavy like the operation of a bellows.

The armor prepared for Lila was thinner but of a much more complex structure.

Lila winced when the first piece of the armor touched her shoulder and she felt as if she were being imprisoned in a cage.

Don't be afraid little bird said Gear noticing that glassy fear in Lila’s eyes.

Sometimes to be free one must first enter a stainless cage.

As the armor pieces settled on Lila’s delicate body the woman’s silhouette was slowly transforming into a war machine.

When Vey took the helmet in his hand he noticed that fine writing engraved on the inside of the helmet.

This writing looked so much like Korel’s handwriting that Vey’s heart stopped for a moment.

"Skin forgets but metal always remembers" was written right at the forehead level of the helmet.

Korel must have left this message as a flare for those who would come after him.

When Vey put the helmet on his head the world now consisted only of a narrow visor.

Lights began to seem sharper and sounds began to seem more mechanical.

Gear finished the sealing process by applying oil mixed with some more of that black dust onto the armors.

Now go and take your share from that whiteness said Gear stepping away from his anvil.

When Vey gripped the handle of his weapon with his metal gloves he realized that the power flowed not in his veins but in these artificial bones.

When Lila walked towards the door her steps were now echoing in the tunnel like the footsteps of a giant.

When they reached the exit door the light of the furnace behind them began to fade away slowly.

As the darkness of the tunnel slid over the armors they were both no longer humans but errors of the system.

That long rain outside would no longer be able to hurt them.

Because they were now the hardest points of this story.

Vey looked back one last time and saluted Gear’s shadow.

The door opening with a mechanical growl released them back into that melting world.

But this time they were the only thing that did not melt.
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The rusty hatch leading from the underground tunnels to the surface slid aside with a loud noise.

As Vey stepped onto the street with the hundreds of kilograms of black armor on him a dull thud rose from the asphalt on the ground.

The rain was no longer an acid burning his skin but a noise making a rhythmic drum sound on the metallic surface of his armor.

When Lila rose right behind him her movements were smooth and heavy like the precise gears of a machine.

Viewed through the visor of the armor the city no longer looked like just a gray stain but like a pile of data.

We are going said Vey with a mechanical voice coming from the radio inside his helmet.

The streets were more deserted than ever and the corners of the buildings continued to melt under the rain.

However Vey and Lila were no longer a part of this melting.

They were like an indelible signature added later into this fiction.

The Ink Baron Silas's place was in that dilapidated building in the city's oldest printing district.

There was a jet-black liquid trickling down the walls of the building; this was the real ink that defied the whiteness of the rain.

Silas was the last antiquarian in this city who still believed in paper and pen.

When they came to the front of the door two burly guards blocked their way with old-fashioned rifles in their hands.

Entry is forbidden said one of
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