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The Desert of Data

The ash had a particular way of seeping into everything. It got into the lungs, into the synthetic food they salvaged from the wreckage of NEXUS, and, above all, into the joints of Dren’s carbon chip.

Six months had passed since the great gate opened. The settlement, ironically christened “Zero Point,” was a chaos of tents made from polymer tarps and rusted metal frames. The 4.7 million were no longer a figure on a screen; they were thousands of gaunt faces Dren saw every morning as he left his shelter.

“The boiler pressure is dropping again,” Yael said, approaching Dren. Her face was smeared with soot and she wore an old leather jacket they had found in a Layer 3 depot. “If we don’t get more coolant, the water-purification system is going to stop before winter.”

Dren did not answer right away. He sat on a block of concrete, rubbing his left wrist. The carbon chip was opaque, a gray scab over his skin, but inside it he felt a vibration. It was not AION’s voice, but a magnetic “tug,” as if his arm were the needle of a compass pointing north, beyond the hills of scrap.

“Water isn’t the only problem, Yael,” Dren whispered, getting to his feet. The cold cut into his bones; in the real world, gravity felt three times heavier. “MnemoCorp didn’t destroy itself. It just went silent. Can’t you feel it? The air is... charged.”

Yael looked at him with concern. She knew that ever since AION’s sacrifice, Dren had not been the same.

“What I feel is that we’re starving. Dren, people look at you as if you had the answers, but you’re just a man with a piece of dead metal in his arm.”

Dren clenched his fist. At that moment, the chip emitted a pulse of heat so intense it made him let out a groan. His vision fragmented for a second: he saw lines of golden code superimposed over the gray landscape of the desert. The lines did not rise toward the sky; they sank into the earth, converging on a point about five kilometers from the camp.

“It’s not dead,” Dren said, breathing hard. “AION left something behind. Not a memory — a map.”

Without waiting for an answer, Dren began to walk toward the edge of the settlement. Yael, after a moment’s hesitation, grabbed her metal bar and followed him. They crossed the “Smoke Border,” the boundary where the tents ended and the ash desert began.

They walked for hours under a sky that never quite managed to be blue. The wind blew with a metallic whistle, shifting dunes of static dust that glowed with a faint luminescence. When they reached the point the chip indicated, Dren stopped before what looked like a natural hill of black stone.

“There’s nothing here, Dren,” Yael said, exhausted. “It’s just more garbage from the old world.”

Dren knelt and began to push the ash aside with his bare hands. His fingers struck something cold, smooth, and extremely hard. It was not stone, it was military-grade carbon fiber, the same material as the chip in his arm.

He cleared a circular surface about two meters across. At the center was an engraving that froze his blood. It was not the MnemoCorp logo. It was an older symbol: a circle interrupted by three vertical lines.

“The Zero Registry,” Dren murmured.

As he laid his wrist against the circle, the chip on his arm reacted for the first time in six months. It was not a flash, but a sound: a deep mechanical click that resonated beneath their feet, as if a giant were waking in the depths.

The ground began to tremble. The ash slid down the sides of the hill, revealing a hydraulic gate that had not been opened in centuries. A gust of compressed air, smelling of ozone and an ancient damp, struck them head-on.

“What is this?” Yael asked, stepping back, the metal bar raised.

Dren looked into the darkness of the tunnel that had just opened. On the walls of the entrance, emergency lights of a pale amber color began to switch on.

“It’s not a MnemoCorp shelter,” Dren said, feeling the filaments of his chip begin to extend beneath his skin, seeking the connection. “It’s a Memory Vault. Someone was here before us, Yael. Long before.”

Dren took the first step into the darkness, and for the first time in a long while, he was not afraid. He had the sense that he was not entering a tomb, but returning home.

— End of Chapter I —
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The Zero Registry

The air inside the vault was different from the air on the surface. It did not have that constant burnt taste; it was a dense, cold air with a metallic trace that recalled the old servers of Layer 3. As Dren and Yael descended the concrete ramp, the sound of their steps bounced off the walls, creating an echo that seemed to follow them.

Yael walked with her muscles tense, her metal bar grazing the floor.

“Dren, this makes no sense. If MnemoCorp built NEXUS, who built this? The design is... brutal. Almost military.”

Dren did not answer her, because he was wrestling with an internal storm. His left arm no longer vibrated; now it pulsed in rhythm with the amber lights of the ceiling. The filaments of the carbon chip had broken the surface of his skin, coiling around his wrist like small veins of mercury. It did not hurt, but he felt a growing pressure at the base of his skull.

They reached a circular chamber. At its center there were no computer terminals or high-resolution screens. There was a monolith of dark crystal, surrounded by metal rings that turned slowly, moved by an energy that made no sound.

“It’s a solid-state storage core,” Dren whispered, approaching the monolith. “But it doesn’t use silicon. It’s doped quartz crystal. This can hold data for ten thousand years without degrading.”

Dren reached out his hand. Before he could touch the crystal, a holographic projection burst to life at the center of the room. It was not the elegant MnemoCorp logo, but a series of technical schematics, mathematical equations, and star maps that flickered at a frantic speed.

“Look at that,” Yael said, pointing at a map that stabilized in front of them.

It was Earth, but not the Earth they knew. The continents had slightly different shapes and, most striking of all, they were covered in a bright green web. They were not cities; it was biomass.

“It’s the record of the Restoration Era,” Dren explained, his eyes following the lines of code flowing through the air. “According to this, there was a collapse before the Great Collapse. Humanity did not lock itself inside NEXUS by choice. It locked itself away because the sun entered a phase of hyperactivity that made the surface uninhabitable for centuries.”

Dren pressed his chip against a groove in the monolith. The crystal lit up a deep violet. Suddenly, a voice rang out in the room. It was not an AI; it was a human recording, weighed down by a fatigue that crossed the centuries.

“Day 4,012. The Ark Project has failed. The transition to the purely digital phase is the only way to preserve the spark of consciousness. We have left these Memory Vaults for whoever manages to awaken. If you are hearing this, it means the cycle has begun again. You are the heir to a mistake we made five hundred years ago.”

The recording cut off with a burst of static. Yael stepped back, bumping into a wall.

“Five hundred years? MnemoCorp told us NEXUS was only decades old. They lied to us about everything, Dren. We’re not the first generation to wake. We’re... what are we? The fifth attempt? The tenth?”

Dren could not look away from the monolith. A new series of data began to transfer directly into his chip. He felt a sharp stab behind his eyes. Images of men and women with the same face as his own, wearing different uniforms across the centuries, flashed through his mind like machine-gun fire.

“We’re not attempts, Yael,” Dren said, and his voice came out deeper, almost foreign. “We’re copies. MnemoCorp didn’t invent the system, it found it. They’re just the parasites that seized a technology that was already here to save us.”

Suddenly, a red light began to blink at the entrance of the tunnel. A proximity sensor Dren had not seen began to emit a rhythmic beep.

“Movement on the surface,” Yael warned, taking a stance. “It’s not the people from the camp. The rhythm of the steps is too regular. They’re heavy.”

Dren disconnected his arm from the monolith with a sharp tug. The chip was still glowing, but now it had a golden tone that would not fade.

“They came for the Zero Registry. They know that if we control the real history, their power over the survivors ends.”

“Who, Dren? The drones are
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