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Empire of Rust: Book One
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Part One: Entanglement 
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“The only difference between war and murder, are the number of the dead.”

-Joe Abercrombie
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1. The Awakening 
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A

fluttering of eyes, that then opened to a world of destruction. The ground beneath her trembled violently, sending shockwaves through the air. She lay amidst the rubble of what once might have been a home, now reduced to a chaotic mess of shattered stone and twisted metal. The sky above was yellow ochre in hue, mixed with a sickly green, and ash-gray clouds cast an eerie pallor over the landscape. She pushed herself up, limbs heavy and uncooperative, as if waking from a long, dreamless sleep.

The wind whistled through a small hole near her head as she opened her eyes and tried to focus. Around her lay the dystopian, wrecked remnants of a city she could not remember. Great factories loomed like grotesque constructs, their towering spires a fusion of both steel mill and Gothic cathedral, belching out smoke and steam into the already-polluted sky.

Her heart pounded a frantic rhythm that matched the now-fading quake as she glanced down at herself, noting her pale white skin, which stood in stark contrast to the grime and dust clinging to her. Black hair fell in tangled waves around her face. Green eyes, sharp and piercing, scanned her surroundings as she grabbed a discarded cloak lying next to her, a mix of confusion and anxiety furrowing her brow.

The damage to the room was severe. A crack that had originally been a fissure seemed to have broken the residence in half; now a gaping chasm remained, exposing the walls to the elements. Like an ill-fed omen, a murder of crows passed where Sol should have been, now hidden behind the clouds.

A glint of metal caught her eye. Investigating further, half-buried in the rubble, she reached out her fingers, closing around the hilt of a sword. As she pulled it free, the blade radiated an otherworldly light, arcane equations etched along its length. She felt an immediate connection to the weapon, as if it were an extension of her arm. As she held it out, it glinted under the sickly hues that bounced back upon its surface, humming with her movement as if calibrating to the ether. It would be wise to wield this with caution. “Wise,” she whispered, naming the sword with a sense of reverence.

A low grumble stole her attention. She spun, peering into the darkness. A mechanical beast emerged from the shadows. Her sudden alarm quickly turned into something more akin to curiosity, and when she didn't sense a threat, taking in its own calm demeanor, she broke the silence. “I know you,” she said as she reached out to stroke its synthetic mane. It only took a moment of coaxing, and when it did come out of the gloom, she was in awe. Its body was an amalgamation of both flesh and steel, which is the form that such animals take in this age. Twin orbs glowed from its head, burning with a malevolent intelligence. Despite its fearsome appearance, she felt a strange kinship with the creature. “Shadow,” she murmured, naming it as well.

A piece of fine dust led her eye past the broken roof and sky to the burst veins of the walls and finally to the fractured floor. A dark stain, almost like ink drops, at first looked to be a dribble; however, a foot or so ahead was a small pool, which she now saw was unmistakably blood, bringing her attention back full circle to the half-hanging door. Feeling a jingle of coins in her pocket, she suddenly felt a strange pull to the outside.

With Wise in hand and Shadow by her side, she crossed the threshold and stepped out into the ruins of a city she had woken into.

The streets were littered with mechanical parts and other, more human remnants of a once-thriving city, now reduced to a devastated wasteland. Big steel five-foot arms and legs—in some places, a torso—were scattered around.

The inhabitants, or survivors of whatever cataclysm had taken place, loitered close by with weary eyes. She grew somewhat self-consciously aware of others scrutinizing her, pulling the hood up over her head and placing the sword in its sheath. She walked up to a woman who was already eyeing her suspiciously, two children behind her back.

“Excuse me, ma’am, what is this place?”

“You’re on the outskirts of Ironshroud.”

“And those plumes of smoke?” she asked, nodding to one of the many stacks that dotted the landscape.

“Those are the grim-factories,” the woman replied. The warrior mulled this over, repeating the words.

“What happened?”

“The Rapture is what the priests say, or Judgment Day to others—depends on who you ask.”

“And the police, what do they say?”

“I don’t know anything about any police, just militia around here,” she spat, then directed her attention a few meters away to where a pair of officers stood, facing away, massive reaper scythes strapped to their backs, a blunderbuss, or dragon, in a tactical holster at their hips.

With a look of disgust, the warrior went to walk past the woman when she protectively backed up with her children. When the stranger put her hand into her pocket, they all winced. “I mean you no harm,” she said, handing the mother a silver coin before continuing on her way.

“Thank you, miss. Praise be to the Architect.”

“Yes,” she absentmindedly said.

“Miss, did you see the crows?”

“I did, but what does that mean?”

“You tell me. They followed you in.” Then, switching her gaze, “Praise be to the Architect of all of Terra.”

The questioner only smiled, as if assuming this figure to be some deity of the native people. Turning away, she began to navigate through the ruins, her companion close behind. She wondered, briefly, what could have caused such devastation.

As she moved through the outskirts of Ironshroud, the crowds seemed to part before her—some looking like pilgrims, others just wandering aimlessly. Ominous faces lingered around shabby huts and crumbling shelters, loitering in tight-knit groups. Many of them, oddly enough, wore Elizabethan ruffs with a strange air of pride, a glaring contrast to the wreckage around them—a desperate cling to fragments of the past.

The sky had shifted—from a warm afternoon to a shadowy dusk, bringing with it a sudden chill. As she moved further into the village, she could feel the weight of countless eyes on her cloaked form. Shadow drew its own fair share of stares, causing murmurs and sideways glances. Then, seemingly out of nowhere, a boy no older than fifteen darted toward her, wearing a backpack.

“My lady?” he called.

“Yes?” she replied, stopping.

“I’ve got some wares for sale. Are you interested?”

She glanced past him and noticed others—traders rifling through the destruction. Some were armed to the teeth, weapons slung across their backs like hers. Others appeared haggard and feverish. Two blocks down, the street stretched toward what looked like statues or monuments of some kind.

“What is it, miss?” the boy asked, pulling her attention back.

“What do you mean?” she muttered, distracted.

The boy grinned—a toothy, crooked smile framed by facial modifications. Rows of skin were braided and pierced in concentric patterns across his scalp, poorly hidden by a tilted hat. He followed her gaze and added, “Oh, those statues? That’s the Tri-Fiction Gallery.”

“What’s that supposed to mean?” she asked, her voice distant.

“Dunno, really,” he said, scratching his head. “It’s dedicated to the three gods of Kythoria.”

“Kythoria?”

“It’s the land you’re on, my lady.”

“I thought this place was called Ironshroud.”

“It is—the city. But all the land from here to the sea, that’s Kythoria,” he said impatiently, his brows drawing together.

She flicked him a coin, and his grin widened.

“And who are these gods?”

“The Architect, the Unseen, and the goddess Sar Trex,” he said. “Most of us around here honor the Architect. So, I’ve got a Flint Barrel and a Beast Shroud if you’re interested.”

“I’ll take both,” she said quickly.

The boy helped her outfit Shadow, his hands careful but quick. When they were finished, she paid him.

“The name’s Craig, miss.”

“Nice to meet you, Craig. My name is...” Her voice faltered.

Sensing her hesitation, he waved it off. “It’s fine, miss. Some ladies like to keep their names to themselves. Did you see the birds?”

“I did, but just for a blink.”

“Oh, I missed it. Heard all about it though. They say it’s a sign.”

“A sign of what?”

“The coming eclipse.”

She smiled faintly as he scampered off.

At the end of the village, she spotted two women sitting on a bench, their bleached white hair, bared breasts, and strange body modifications mirroring the others she’d seen. When one of them noticed her, she stuck out her forked tongue with a wicked grin, her blacked-out eyes startling the stranger. Both women giggled as she passed, leading Shadow around a cluster of buildings.

Deeper into the neighborhood, the air seemed to shift. Spray-painted on a nearby wall was an image of a snake and an eye with the words “The Unseen Watches Within” scrawled beneath it. Beyond that, the tenements became less decrepit. The buildings lined up neatly—modest but intact. The people here seemed calmer—some even cheerful. She noticed one man chatting with another who was walking an automated canine that growled at her and Shadow. As she passed, she caught snippets of their conversation—something about attending the theater on Wind Day—no, Fire Day. Their voices dropped to a whisper as she walked by, her boots and armor clicking faintly under her long cloak.

Farther along, a maiden who, like the ones before, didn’t wear a shirt with her outfit giggled, her perky breasts adorned with intricate tattoos. A sinister aura—real or imagined—lingered in the air, tugging at her nerves. Every shadow seemed to harbor a potential threat. Despite the calmer atmosphere, the heavy, humid air carried an unease that kept her alert.

Reaching the end of the street, she turned diagonally across the intersection and passed a bar called Hook’s. Outside, two rough-looking figures flanked the entrance, their movements restless as if searching for trouble. She lowered her gaze, pulled her hood tighter, and continued along her winding path.

She could hear the voices growing louder as she approached a four-way stop. An engine roared past, shaking the ground briefly as it jostled the tracks. Crossing the street, she spotted a sign: Tier 2, District 22. Turning the corner, she was startled to find a bustling square filled with people. Among them were ruffs. Also in attendance were several Solarian monks and even a couple of Zypherian hill-men, these last mingling with carts of livestock—baying and hooting. At the far end of the plaza stood an unusual pavilion, its sideshow-like appearance intriguing and unsettling.

A sudden, deafening knock rang out from the enclosure. A man dressed in a black-and-silver uniform emerged from a side door. By now, several onlookers clad in dark robes turned their gaze to him. She realized he was striking a solitary snare drum, his deliberate rhythm picking up speed as he paced back and forth. The sound cut through the murmuring crowd until silence settled like a heavy fog. Then, another man appeared, draped in regal robes. He wore a peculiar pointed hat adorned with jewels and embroidered with the symbol of Tri-Fiction.

From her vantage point, she noticed figures dotted among the crowd—they had to be the city’s militia. Their presence was unmistakable, armed with hand cannons and rifles fitted with bayonets that gleamed menacingly in the faint light. As her gaze shifted back to the stage, a third figure emerged—a man wearing a crudely sewn black mask. He led four individuals onto what she now realized was not a musician’s platform but a gallows. One woman and three men shuffled forward, their faces etched with fear. The mood in the crowd shifted, unease rippling through them as though the proximity to death was contagious. She pulled her hood lower and adjusted Shadow’s cover as the officers seemed to dismiss her presence entirely.

The woman on the stage said something inaudible; moments later, the crowd erupted in cheers. The militia struggled to maintain order as chaos loomed. As she tried to distance herself from the growing spectacle, a couple passed by—matching tattoos and an array of piercings set them apart. The man’s surgically altered nose gave him an oddly demonic appearance, complemented by razor-sharp teeth flashing in grins. They didn’t pay her or Shadow any mind.

Her thoughts turned to the beast’s newly purchased shroud. Not only did the woven fabric conceal its form, but its incandescent properties also created a perpetual shade—a detail she found oddly comforting.

Shouts snapped her back to reality. The preacher had unfurled a scroll and was addressing the crowd with fiery condemnation, no doubt relating the prisoners’ sins. Nearby, her gaze caught on a distinguished-looking Kythorian man whose immaculate jacket contrasted sharply with the grim surroundings. She approached him.

“Sir?” she ventured.

“Yes, my lady?” he replied, glancing behind her at Shadow’s silhouette.

“What’s happening?”

“Execution rites,” he said plainly.

“Execution? For what crime?”

“They are sentenced to hang—for destruction of the governor’s factory machinery in District Five.”

“Thank you,” she murmured, turning the thought over in her mind.

“You’re quite welcome. May the Architect design your path.”

“Yeah, you too,” she said reflexively. He scoffed at her improper response and returned his attention to the unfolding event.

The silence was broken by the sharp crack of the gallows trapdoors opening. The crowd was briefly still, as if holding its collective breath with the guilty, and then chaos erupted once again—only those murdered did not inhale again. She turned her back on the spectacle—the tangled judgments of kings and ropes no longer holding her focus.

The streets of Ironshroud continued to dismay her. Grim factories loomed in the distance, belching smoke into the oppressive glow of the fog. This part of the city seemed eerily empty; they must be at the market or the executions, she thought. Still, the nagging sensation of being watched lingered as she pressed onward. Passing row after row of buildings, she arrived at another dilapidated village. The sign read District Five.

Groups of people clustered near a damaged factory at the far end by the gate. Her senses remained alert, though the further she ventured, the less threatened she felt. The inhabitants here bore the same red-rimmed eyes as those she’d seen earlier—expressions ranging from fear to cautious curiosity. Whispers followed her, thin and ghostly echoes lingering in her wake.

Buying fruit from a sketchy vendor, she exchanged a coin for the strange produce. The woman—her silver teeth flashing as she smiled—told her to “enjoy the Stems.” The fruit left her feeling replenished and slightly giddy as she wandered deeper into her thoughts.

She soon noticed another set of standing stones across from a cesspool lake. The stones mirrored those she’d seen before, their tops glowing faintly under the dim stars struggling to pierce the smog. The surroundings grew quieter, the habitations more scarce—a sign she was back on the city’s outskirts.

Her path led her to a decrepit hut at the edge of the trees, where the dense woods gave way to the rolling, uneven terrain of hilly Terra. The structure sagged as if exhausted by time, its door hanging ajar, swaying faintly with the breath of the wind. Something about the place beckoned her—a flicker of recognition, an echo of something she couldn't quite name. From within, the low hum of white noise drifted through the silence, static rasping against the air like distant voices trapped in transmission.

She pushed the door open, its hinges shrieking in protest, the sound splintering the quiet. Shadow lingered just outside, unmoving, watching.

Inside, the air carried the sharp tang of electricity, the faint scent of burning circuits bleeding into the stale atmosphere. Dim light stretched thin across the room, revealing the slumped figure in the corner—a body folded into an old chair, its posture unnerving in its stillness. They posed no more threat than the calendar hanging crookedly on the wall, frozen in time at Solar Day, Cold Fall—the last bar dumb before oblivion.

A worn-out couch sat against one wall, its fabric torn at the seams. An ancient television device rested nearby, its screen clouded with dust and ghosts of forgotten images. Hung on the walls were photos of a presumed family who had possibly lived here when the images were framed, now hanging crookedly, like a man trying to escape his fate.

As she crossed the threshold, the figure in the chair stirred. The movement was slow, unnatural—vertebrae clicking into place as it straightened. When it finally leaned forward, the glow from the ancient television flickered across its face, casting jagged shadows that contorted its features. That was when she saw them—the twin pinpricks of yellow, burning within each dull, decayed eye.

She stepped fully inside, her iron grip tightening around the hilt of Wise as she pulled it from its sheath. The creature moved with deliberate unease, its form twitching, its wasted flesh bearing the scars of radiation’s cruel touch. It was one of the reanimated dead, its existence marred by the poisons that had seeped into the bones of the world.

All at once, it lunged.

Its snarl tore through the stagnant air, guttural and raw, its jagged teeth bared with predatory intent. She raised her weapon instinctively, steel meeting rotted flesh in a violent collision. The creature’s malice was unmistakable, burning beneath the remnants of its humanity. This—this expression, this need for destruction—she understood, even if it no longer understood the meaning of welcome.

The blade sliced through the undead with lethal precision, catching the decayed man at the crown of his skull and carving downward in a clean, merciless line. His head split open like overripe fruit, revealing a grotesque sight within—his brain squirming and writhing like maggots frying in a pan. For a moment, he stood there, swaying slightly, as if only now comprehending the depth of his demise. Then, with a grotesque grin that stretched unnaturally wide, he turned his gaze toward her. Blood began to pour down his face in thick, scarlet rivulets, sizzling as it met the gray, irradiated flesh beneath.

His crossed eyes flickered briefly before his body gave out, collapsing to the floor in a heap of rotted flesh and bone. The sound of sizzling continued, a sickening hiss that filled the room as his remains lay there, waiting for the void to claim him.

The warrior wiped the ichor from Wise onto the tattered fabric of the couch, careful to avoid letting the poison touch her skin. Her chest heaved as she stood there, panting, her body trembling from the adrenaline coursing through her veins. She caught her breath slowly—the struggle for survival evident—and for a fleeting moment, she allowed herself to feel thankful to still be able to take a breath.

Without warning, more reanimated surged through an inner doorway, their movements jagged and unnatural, as if the house itself had birthed them from its decaying womb. The entryway yawned open, a rectangular void spilling forth horrors. Sensing the shift, her gaze snapped upward. One of the creatures clung to the high ceiling, its limbs contorted grotesquely as it crab-walked across the surface. The realization struck her a moment too late—it dropped, landing with a sickening thud mere inches from her.

Both creatures froze, their yellow-gold eyes glowing like molten embers, pulsing in eerie synchronization. They seemed to communicate silently, their gaze flickering between each other like a stoking furnace, signaling that the killing moment had arrived. Their hatred for the living radiated from them, palpable and suffocating—a force as tangible as the miasma outside.

The one that had dropped down began clawing at the hem of her cloak, its jagged nails catching on the fabric as it fell back, revealing her alabaster skin beneath. Its movements were erratic, its body twitching with a feral hunger. It scuttled forward with a grotesque fluidity, its head tilting unnaturally as if studying her. Her hand tightened on Wise, but she didn’t hesitate. With a sharp, deliberate motion, she kicked the fiend away, sending it sprawling back into the shadows.

They were both in severe states of decomposition, yet the radiation virus seemed to keep their bodies animated. The male's slow advance pinned her, while the female had backed her into the corner—her swollen, blackened breasts swinging wildly as a viscous stream of slobber slung down her chin, mingling with her tattered and torn hair.

The woman drove her boot into the gut of the mad reanimate, sending it staggering backward just as the male lunged for her. His jaw was missing, leaving his tongue to waggle grotesquely, flailing with feral intent. She sidestepped swiftly, evading his stumbling path, which sent him crashing into an end table. The impact splintered the wood, sending shards flying across the room like jagged shrapnel.

By then, the female had recovered, springing from her crippled crab-like posture with a force that knocked her off balance. She stumbled, hitting the ground hard, but rose quickly, her hand gripping Wise. Both abominations advanced slowly, their guttural moans filling the air, their twisted forms driven by an insatiable hunger for her brains and heart.

The blade sliced through the air with deadly precision. The creature backed away, its glowing yellow eyes narrowing as it calculated its next move. The male reanimate lunged again, his decayed body bracing for impact as she leaned forward and drove the blade into his abdomen. The strike was brutal, but it wasn’t enough to stop him. As he reeled from the hit, she shifted her weight, parrying his momentum with a calculated motion. The force of their movements collided, sending the male crashing into the female with a sickening thud.

Black blood erupted from the male’s wound, spraying across the room in thick, viscous streams. The female recoiled instinctively as the toxic ichor splattered directly onto her face, sizzling against her decayed flesh. She shrieked, clawing at her own skin as she stumbled backward.

Meanwhile, Shadow clawed relentlessly at the front entryway, its massive bulk preventing it from squeezing through. The metallic screech of its raking claws echoed like a war cry, each strike against the doorway a fearsome demand for violence. It waited, poised and ready, its glowing eyes fixed on the chaos within, awaiting a command from its mistress.

The female reanimate, who had risen once more, her movements jerky and unnatural. With a swift, calculated motion, she drove Wise into the creature’s heart, the blade slicing cleanly through decayed flesh. Using her boot, she dislodged the weapon from the rotten body, sending the abomination sprawling onto its face. Around her, the attackers moved in a grotesque, macabre dance, their twisted forms swaying and lunging in unison.

The warrior swung Wise with absent-minded precision, the ichor-drenched blade carving arcs of fate through the air. Heads rolled, severed cleanly from their bodies, the shared rhythm of death binding them in a grim choreography. The sizzling and popping of corrupted flesh filled the room, a sound that lingered like the final note of a haunting symphony.

Shadow ceased its thrashing, its metallic frame relaxing as it recalibrated. For a moment, it stood perfectly still, its glowing eyes pulsing faintly, as if still on alert. She glanced at the carnage surrounding her, her voice barely above a whisper. “Thank you,” she murmured, her words carried by the heavy silence.

Exhausted but resolute, she turned to leave, but a faint glimmer in the corner caught her eye. Curiosity piqued, she sank to her haunches, the metal of her armor clanging softly as she moved. Half-buried in the wedge between the wall and the carpet lay a small, intricately carved silver box. She picked it up, her fingers tracing its delicate edges, a strange energy radiating from its surface.

The moment she lifted the lid, she knew her error. Blinding, white-hot light exploded from the box, flooding the room and piercing directly into her mind’s eye. Smoke engulfed her peripheral vision, the world dissolving into shadow and light.

When the haze cleared, she found herself standing amidst a barren wasteland, sand whipping around her in violent tempests. The sky above was a swollen mass of storm clouds, heavy and oppressive, casting the vast emptiness in shades of gray. In the distance, jagged spires rose against the horizon, their silhouettes sharp and foreboding. The ground beneath her feet was crooked and broken, its surface fractured like a shattered mirror. The air tasted of metallic salt, sharp and bitter, as if the land itself carried the scars of its suffering.

An ominous figure draped in negativity flickered into existence. Its molten red eyes glowed with an intense hue. The figure started to speak, but its words dissolved into the wind’s screams.

“You,” it communicated, disembodied.

“What?” she stammered, unable to make sense of the fragmented sounds.

“Must. Remember.” The words, lost on the wind, returned in echoes—numerals and letters swirling in scintillating patterns. “Must. Remember.”

Before she could respond, she was yanked into a vortex—a projected loop of living memory.

Colors blurred into a stand of trees, then morphed into the image of a regal woman. She stood in an opulent hall, surrounded by figures dressed in government and medical uniforms, their faces obscured by elaborate robes. Their chant—words unfamiliar—rose and fell in a haunting, ocean-like melody. The scene was surreal, yet disturbingly vivid.

The focus shifted to the center of the hall. A massive machine loomed there, its gears and cogs moving as if alive. The air grew thick with a malignant hum, crackling with energy that filled her chest with dread.

A flash. The machine's surface glitched, its glow evolving into something insidious. Arcane equations etched onto its shell burned like a corrupted Sacred Heart. Its yellow eyes blazed with a fusion of cruel intelligence, their pinpricks searing into her mind. Chaos erupted as the machine came to life.

Screams filled the hall as its limbs moved with precision—a deadly, violent being. Beams tore through the crowd, mercilessly striking down everything in its path. She could only watch in horror as destruction unfolded—a grim dance of machinery against humanity.

When the vision glitched, she snapped back—she was still inside the decrepit hut. The box remained clutched tightly in her hands. Nausea washed over her, driving her to her knees. Her mind spiraled, a wake of confusion and dread. But one thing was clear: the machines she'd seen in her vision were tied to the mechanized horrors scattered throughout Ironshroud—and she held a role in the rapture that devastated the world.

Anger replaced fear. She rose unsteadily and stepped out into the humid night. The village was eerily silent, broken only by the distant rumble of the factories. She reached for Shadow, stroking its flank as static electricity danced along its metal back. Its eyes glowed like pools of blood reflected in the blast furnaces.

Despite her bond with the beast, it still refused to let her ride it—remaining steadfast, as did the beast's master.
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2. The Bog
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T

he warrior followed the path, trusting her gut as it guided her beyond the city’s edge. The landscape quickly gave way to desolation—a single dwelling, then nothingness.

High above, Satellite A hung at full tilt, its glow piercing the night sky. Faint city lights seeped into the smog, creating a ghostly pallor. Twisted trees loomed near stagnant pools, their murky waters reflecting the dim and overcast sky—a sight that sent a chill crawling up her spine. The air clung thick with damp electricity, and each step she took squelched against the soggy ground. Shadow prowled beside her, its eyes cutting through the gloom like sharp blades.

As they trudged forward, they reached a bog. Its bubbling surface shimmered with patches of luminous fungi, casting weird shades that warped as they moved. An unsettling sensation crept over her, as though unseen eyes watched from the darkness—scrutinizing her every move. Instinctively, her grip tightened on Wise, ready at her summons. Then, in the distance, a flicker of light appeared, faint but constant.

Approaching cautiously, she was startled to find its source—an old witch standing there, illuminated by a battered lantern. The faint glow reached beneath her hood, masking her features in sculpted ebony.

“Come closer, child,” the witch croaked, her voice crackling like dry leaves. “I have been waiting for you.”

“You have? Why me?” she asked warily.

“You and your beast,” the witch hissed, her expression one of menace. “For a coin, I will tell you who you are.”

From behind and around the clearing came the scurry of movement—sounds unnerving enough to make her skin prickle. The harridan’s presence seemed to bend the elements to her will, enveloping the warrior in a sudden, biting chill.

Despite herself, curiosity pulled her forward. Destiny tugged at her heels. Nodding hesitantly, she followed the witch up a narrow path winding toward a dilapidated shack perched on a small hill, the lantern accentuating every jagged edge.

Standing closer now, she noticed something odd—the beldam was eyeless. Her sockets, dark and endless, swirled with empty depth. As if sensing the scrutiny, she smiled—a bashful twitch—and blinked at the ground.

The warrior reached into her pocket and withdrew a single silver coin. The witch snatched it eagerly, her thumbs appraising its smooth surface. “Bar N. Very good,” she muttered. “Come inside.”

Crossing the threshold, the warrior suppressed the urge to gag—the shack’s stench was overpowering. She was ushered into a creaky chair that groaned beneath her weight, its age apparent in its fragile frame.

For a moment, the room was dark, save for faint flickers from the lantern. Then, with a sharp exhale, the witch blew out her light, plunging the space into inky blackness.

Suddenly, whispers filled the air, sharp and metallic, forming what seemed to be a mix of letters and numbers. The room erupted in brightness, lit by at least a dozen black candles. Their flames jittered nervously as a grinding echoed from outside. Concerned, the warrior peered out the door, her command sharp.

“Shadow, sit. Watch.”

The beast obeyed instantly, its bulk poised for protection. She exhaled and stepped back inside, returning to the creaky chair to face the witch’s destiny.

“Sit,” the demonic crone commanded. Reluctantly, she complied, pulling back the hood of her cloak. Her pale skin caught the dim light, and the older woman’s breath faltered—a stammered pause at the sheer beauty revealed before her. Upon the cluttered table lay a variety of esoteric objects. One jar shimmered faintly, appearing to house what looked like lightning bugs; another contained severed fingers from some unfortunate humanoid. As her gaze swept across the room, she felt the suffocating weight of an unseen pressure—a blanket of tension.

The crone clicked her tongue sharply, drawing her attention. Hollow sockets gleamed as she met her stare, holding her gaze for an uncomfortable beat before self-consciously looking away with a strange smile—perhaps discomforted by her own disquiet.

The mist from the bog rose in tendrils, curling into the room with a sickly green hue. As the fog coiled closer, the witch reached for a small ornate box. She opened it with deliberate care.

“What’s your name?” the guest asked, her voice low.

For a moment, the witch fiddled with a key, her murmurs faint. Then, suddenly, she slammed her hands down on the table, the sound echoing sharply. “Nerppu,” she said, her wicked grin curving across her face. The key clicked as it turned in the lock, revealing the box’s contents.

“What’s your name?” The witch countered, her tone eerily calm.

“I don’t know,” she admitted, her gaze steady. “I don’t remember.”

“I see.”

Nerppu’s scaly finger lifted the lid, revealing two glass eyes. Without hesitation, she pressed them into her head—the squelch reminded the traveler of pulling her feet from the mud. With one pale hand, she produced a vial filled with a glowing, phosphorescent liquid. Tilting her head back, she poured the viscous fluid over her face in a way that seemed unsettlingly intimate—as though performing a ritual too personal to share.

The newly placed eyes shone with a gray luster, their glow reflecting the strange world that surrounded them. Nerppu extended a clawed hand, palm up, and she took it hesitantly. The sensation was immediate—her mind was overwhelmed by another reality entirely, swept into an open, consuming vortex of visions.

Yet somehow, she clung to her own presence, still faintly aware of the beldam’s proximity, whose fetid breath brushed against her skin—cold, rancid, uncomfortably close.

“Your name is Ashura,” the crone said, her voice laced with wickedness. “You are lost in time and in memory.”

The truth in the words struck like a bolt through the warrior’s chest. “How do you know this?”

The beldam’s smile widened, her small, sharp teeth glinting in the lantern’s dim light. A single drop of slobber fell from her chin, unnervingly slow.

“I see many things,” she murmured cryptically. Ashura noticed then that every object in the room bore a thick coat of grime. The witch’s clawed hand tightened its grip. “Give me your hand,” Nerppu said again, and she complied without hesitation, drawn by a sense she couldn’t quite name—maybe destiny.

The moment her eyes closed, visions engulfed her. She saw herself—at first whole and clear—but then her figure began to blur, spinning faster and faster until she transformed into a glowing star. Her essence shot through the air like a blazing comet, eventually colliding with a parting of clouds. Unceremoniously delivered, she found herself in a hall from another time.

The scene was all too familiar—the chanting robed figures, the rising pitch of their arcane verse. At the center of the room was one of the constructs—its pistons popping, Tesla coils bursting, and eldritch energy crackling in the air. Anxiety welled up as impending doom loomed.

Another glitch. Eldritch runes of physics equations pulsed before her, glowing with ominous light. Then, the construct-biomechanoid’s eye opened—its yellow orbs burning with the fusion of creation, seeming to pierce right through her. The robed figures screamed in terror as the machine turned against them. Its massive limbs struck swiftly, its vapor cannon cutting through the crowd with detached force.

Ashura stood helpless as chaos unfolded. She could do nothing, her dread mounting as the android punched an officer in the side of the face, nearly ripping his head off. In the process, it seized the man’s scythe and proceeded to launch yet another round of devastation. The vision began to fracture as blood filled the hall in a titanic wave of crimson. Numbers and letters glittered briefly before fading, their arcane grip releasing her mind, her body free once again.

Crookedly, the vision retreated along with a gray smoke, leaving her back in the oppressive bog, the witch’s clawed hand still grasping hers. The beldam’s black-lit eyes bore into her own, filling the warrior—who now knew her name was Ashura—with an ominous certainty.

“You were part of the experiment that brought death to us all—the Rapture,” Nerppu rasped knowingly. “And you will be betrayed by one you trust, in a moment most vital.”

The green mist swirled violently, as if spectral remnants were trapped in its maelstrom, circling the witch. Before she could react, the bog itself vanished into thickening fog. When the mist had cleared, she was left alone.

She stood from the table with its board of enchanted objects and a lingering sense of dread hanging in the air. Stepping outside, the swamp’s oppressive darkness returned instantly. The lantern, now on the steel hook, had dimmed to nearly nothing, leaving her with Shadow—her ever-watchful companion—and the unnerving sensation of the swamp occasionally blinking, flitting in her peripheral vision, just out of frame.

It felt like an eternity as Ashura and Shadow wandered through the wild expanse. Occasionally, she thought she could hear bandits stalking them, but she quickly reminded herself that not every beast roaming the outskirts was an immediate threat.

The terrain grew denser, treacherous in its twists and turns. More than once, Shadow had to scramble along muddy cliff edges to avoid getting stuck in the muck. Concerned that the mechanized tiger might tear its shroud to ribbons, she decided to remove it for now. She couldn’t help but feel grateful for the beast’s presence, smiling faintly as she stroked its synthetic mane. Sparks crackled faintly along its glowing blue fur, mirroring the energy that pulsed through her thoughts.

But exhaustion was catching up to her. Her mind, fogged by weariness, kept trying to blur the edges of the present—fragments of scattered memories dancing in the theater of her inner mind, familiar yet frustratingly elusive. Her focus shifted back and forth, alternating between these glimpses of recollection and simpler musings. She wondered why some machines, like Shadow, seemed imbued with a natural spirit, while others were programmed only for destruction. With an exasperated shake of her head, she snapped herself back to reality. Adjusting her cloak tightly around her, she followed the dim glow of Satellite B that occasionally pierced through the forest canopy.

She was pondering how far it might be to the next village when she suddenly tripped. Her foot caught on a twisted, gnarled tree root, and her attempt to catch herself was in vain. Barely avoiding a full collision, she landed roughly—and immediately realized her error.

“Mushrooms. Gloom Blooms... Echoes,” she muttered, surprised at the names’ familiarity as they surfaced in her memory. Rising quickly, she unzipped her scarf and pulled it around her face, mindful of avoiding the spores. Wicked and potent, she’d once heard, in her foggy memory, that prophets used them to induce visions and alter perception—to attain enlightenment, perhaps.

The faint sound of beating interrupted her thoughts. She couldn’t tell if it signaled the approach of a distant village or the synchronized thrum of her own heart keeping pace with Terra itself.

Finally, they stumbled upon a patch of dry ground. To the east, she spotted a set of standing stones—a formation she recognized instantly. The arrangement mirrored others she’d encountered, three massive monoliths facing inward, towering twice her height. Yet, as she approached, she noticed something strange. These stones weren’t the usual gray—they were black.

Trudging through the sticky mud with deliberate steps, she kept her gaze fixed on the weird rocks as rain began to fall, drumming softly against the canopy above. When she reached the swamp’s edge, she approached the stones, running her hand along their surface. Patterns of letters and numerals—the same ones from Nerppu’s vision—were etched all over them, glowing faintly in the dim light.

It was only then, becoming self-aware, that she realized she needed to step away briefly to relieve herself. When she emerged moments later from the bushes, her heart raced as if sensing something amiss. She felt a deep unease settling into her bones. If Shadow could read human expressions, the beast would surely understand the alarm etched across her face—and realize that something was terribly, terribly wrong.

Some of the spores from the echoes must have entered her system. All at once, the strange dreaming returned. The clearing around her seemed to convulse, its elements breathing in strange synchronicity—the trees, the insects, all the lizards and crawling things—all seemed to watch her. Uneasy, she made her way to Shadow and settled down, laying her head against its side. Sleep crept over her in fragments, fitful and disjointed.

In her dream, she stood in that house of the reanimates. But this time, they didn’t attack her. Instead, she found herself returning home, though the concept of home felt oddly unplaceable. Then, the vision shifted—abruptly, jarringly. Now, the warrior stood not in the bog but beneath a towering, obsidian monument that scraped the very sky, colossal in its stillness.

The air was electric—she tasted ozone and copper on her tongue, her ears thrumming with a low, resonant hum that vibrated through the ground. Above her loomed a vortex of crimson and viridian light, its swirling currents aligning everything before her. The strange glow revealed bioluminescent flora, pulsating with life—eerily reminiscent of the swamp’s eerie luminescence.

From the shadows, figures began to emerge. Their forms shimmered like liquid, shifting and skimming as though caught in a heat mirage. They were beings of pure energy, their eyes burning like stars, and she knew that they were Luciform in nature. Their voices resonated not as words but as a cascade of wind chimes and flickering static. They didn’t speak; they communicated through images—vivid flashes of vast, starlit galaxies, intricate realms of cosmic energy, and bursts of unimaginable power capable of reshaping worlds or obliterating whole systems of satellites.

The warrior watched, transfixed. The visions unfolded before her as though projected on a screen, and a profound awe—tainted with dread—settled over her. She felt as though she were witnessing the very act of creation. These gods, indifferent to her presence, moved in patterns of cosmic grandeur, shaping the very fabric of reality. And then, with no warning, it all unraveled.

The monoliths began to crumble, their glossy surfaces cracking and splintering. The rich hues of light faded to a dull gray, the celestial beings disappearing without a trace, leaving behind only a hollow silence and a gnawing sense of insignificance.

Abruptly, she was back in the hut of the reanimates, kneeling on the floor. She stood as the lights flickered on. A man approached, shrugging off his jacket, and asked her to check on the children. But when she went to do so, she found only disembodied voices and streaks of blood. Gasping, she jerked awake.

The swamp surrounded her as it always had—dark, oppressive, and damp. But this time, its suffocating atmosphere brought her a strange comfort. Shadow had powered down almost completely, its form still and quiet. She resolved that in the morning, they would rise with the sun and soak in the solar rays.

For now, sleep claimed her once again. This time, no dreams came, and she woke with the dawn.
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3. Visions
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rom one dream to another—we are spirited along until the hand of the Unseen sets us down within the confines of a shadowed chamber. The room is furnished with an ornately carved four-poster bed, a matching chair beside a meticulously kept desk, and a chest of drawers paired with an armoire on the opposite end. A solitary window dominates the wall, its glass trembling under the relentless assault of black rain, each drop striking like bullet-sized hail, threatening to shatter it entirely.

On the chair rests a neatly folded uniform, adorned with stacks of insignias and clasps. Beneath the sheets of the bed, a stirring—the occupant caught adrift in the obscure realm between consciousness and sleep.

He finds himself barefoot in a cavernous hall, the icy floor biting at his pale feet. Before him looms a colossal machine, pulsating with an ominous hum that, upon listening closer, reveals itself as a mournful wail. Its yellow glow illuminates the space, and its surface writhes with arcane equations—shifting and twisting as though alive.

Ghostly hands materialize, typing out a code into a gleaming console. Each keystroke resonates with grim finality, like the snap of a noose or the impact of a jumper hitting pavement. With a shuddering screech, the machine roars to life—and in the span of a breath, the world fractures.

The dreamer is thrust into a chaotic landscape dominated by constructed androids. Their gleaming metal bodies and cold, pitiless eyes hunt down fleeing humans. Laser
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