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[image: ]he horizon didn’t just end; it dissolved into a bruised purple haze that tasted of copper and old electricity.

Elias stood on the edge of the rusted balcony, his fingers white-knuckled against the railing as the first sky began to dim. It was a silent transition, one that usually brought a sense of peace to the lower city.




Today, however, the stillness felt like a physical weight pressing against his chest, making every breath a conscious effort. He watched the massive clockwork gears of the atmospheric filters grind overhead, their rhythmic thudding a heartbeat for a world that had forgotten the sun. Somewhere above the sixth layer, a siren wailed, then cut out abruptly, leaving a ringing void.




His daughter, Mara, was humming a fractured tune in the kitchen, the sound clashing with the uneasy quiet outside. She didn’t know about the telegram hidden in his coat pocket, its ink still fresh and smelling of bureaucratic salt. The message was brief, a cold command that threatened to strip the very roof from their heads.




He turned away from the fading light, his boots echoing hollowly



[image: ]



SILENCE OF THE SEVEN SKIES



on the metal floorboards of their cramped living space. The walls were lined with salvaged sensors, their needles twitching in response to the shifting pressures of the Seven Skies. Every flicker of a gauge felt like a judgment, a reminder of how thin the glass really was.

Mara looked up, her eyes reflecting the amber glow of the stove, searching his face for a truth he wasn’t ready to speak. She saw the tension in his jaw, the way his shoulders stayed hunched as if bracing for a blow. “The air feels heavy tonight, Dad,” she whispered, her voice barely carrying over the hum.

“It’s just the seasonal shift,” Elias lied, the words coating his tongue like ash as he forced a practiced smile. He walked over to the table, clearing a space among the scattered mechanical parts to set down his hat. The lie felt heavy, a growing shadow that sat between them, more silent than the skies themselves.

Mara didn’t look away; her intuition was a sharp blade that sliced through his weary deceptions with terrifying ease. She set the ladle down, the ceramic clink sounding like a gunshot in the oppressive quiet of the kitchen. “You only use that specific tone when the filters are failing or the rent is due,” she noted, crossing her arms tightly.

Elias felt the telegram burning a hole through his wool coat, a hidden ember threatening to ignite his composure. He busied his hands with a copper manifold, pretending to inspect the seals, though his vision was blurred by a sudden spike of heat. The silence between them stretched, thick with the unsaid truths of their precarious, tiered existence.
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The wind began to howl through the struts of the second sky, a mournful sound that signaled the evening pressure drop. It was a visceral reminder of their place in the hierarchy, tucked safely away from the void but exposed to the whims of gears. He looked at Mara’s calloused hands, realizing how much of her youth had been stolen.




“There is a mandatory reassignment for the maintenance crews on the fourth level,” he finally admitted, his voice cracking slightly. It wasn’t the whole truth, but it was enough of a fracture to let the cold air in. Her expression shifted from suspicion to a hollow kind of dread that mirrored the graying world outside their windows.




Moving to the higher skies was considered a death sentence for those unaccustomed to the thin, oxygen-depleted atmosphere of the peaks. The pay was triple, but the life expectancy was halved by the constant exposure to the raw, unshielded radiation of the sun. They both knew men who had climbed and never returned to the lower shadows.




Mara reached out, her fingers brushing the rough fabric of his sleeve, offering a silent comfort he felt he didn’t deserve. The joy of their small, shared life felt fragile now, like a glass ornament dropped from a great height. Outside, the lights of the third sky flickered once, then twice, before plunging the horizon into darkness.




The flickering lights left their small kitchen in a state of amber uncertainty, the shadows stretching like long, grasping fingers. Elias could feel the cold dampness of the lower level seeping
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through the floorboards, a reminder of the rising pressure below them. Every creak of the building felt like a warning, a mechanical groan from a giant tired of standing.

Mara pulled her hand back, the warmth of her touch lingering on his arm like a ghost of better times. She began to pace the narrow strip of linoleum, her shadow dancing erratically against the peeling wallpaper of the dining nook. “They can’t just take you,” she whispered, the words trembling with a mixture of anger and raw fear.

He watched her, his heart aching with a dull, persistent throb that no medicine in the lower tiers could soothe. The Seven Skies were not just layers of atmosphere; they were a rigid social ladder built on the backs of the broken. To be summoned upward was to be harvested for the sake of those living in the light.

Elias walked to the window, staring out at the massive vertical supports that held their world together against the crushing gravity. Far above, the Fourth Sky shimmered with a pale, sickly green glow, the color of oxidized copper and dying hope. He wondered if he would ever see the deep, true blue of the seventh layer again.

The telegram felt heavier now, an anchor dragging him toward a fate he had spent twenty years trying to outrun. He remembered his own father’s departure, the way the old man had looked back once with eyes full of unspoken apologies. The cycle was repeating itself, a relentless machine that demanded a constant sacrifice of fathers and daughters.
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“I’ll find a way to refuse,” he said, though the lie tasted like iron and shame in the back of his throat. There was no refusing the High Council, not when the oxygen quotas were tightening and the filters were failing across the board. The silence of the skies was not a peace, but a predatory stillness waiting to strike.
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[image: ]he morning light of the second sky was a sickly, filtered yellow that never quite managed to chase away the chill.


Elias awoke to the rhythmic hissing of the ventilation ducts, a sound that usually signaled safety but now felt like a countdown. He stayed under the heavy blankets, listening to the metallic heartbeat of the city as it labored.

Mara was already awake, her silhouette framed by the glowing blue light of the portable recycler she was trying to repair. The air in the room felt thin, a phantom sensation born of anxiety rather than a genuine drop in pressure. He watched her work, her movements precise despite the slight tremor in her hands that she couldn’t hide.

The silence between them had evolved from the sharp tension of the previous night into a dull, aching heavy resonance. Neither of them wanted to break the stillness, as if spoken words might solidify the grim reality of the ascent. Every clink of her wrench against the metal casing felt like a clock ticking toward their inevitable separation.

Elias finally sat up, the joints in his back popping with a sound
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that reminded him of his own advancing age. He reached for his boots, the leather worn thin from decades of patrolling the damp corridors of the lower levels. The thought of climbing into the high-pressure zones made his lungs tighten in a sympathetic, reflexive panic.




“I’ve packed your emergency canisters,” Mara said without turning around, her voice sounding hollow and strangely distant in the small room. She had lined up three rusted tanks on the counter, their pressure gauges hovering dangerously close to the red zones. They were relics of a better time, back when maintenance crews were actually equipped.




He stood and walked toward her, the floorboards groaning under his weight like a living thing in pain or deep distress. He placed a hand on her shoulder, feeling the rigid tension held within her small frame, a mirror of his own. The Seven Skies demanded much, but it was the quiet theft of hope that hurt the most.




The telegram sat on the table, a stark white rectangle that seemed to draw all the remaining light into its center. It was a summons that ignored the humanity of its recipient, treating Elias as nothing more than a serial number. He picked it up, the paper feeling unnaturally cold against his calloused, oil-stained palm and trembling fingers.




A low, rhythmic thrumming vibrated through the soles of his boots, signaling the activation of the Great Elevators in the central hub. It was a sound that usually meant the arrival of vital supplies, but today it sounded like the grinding of teeth. The structure of the world was hungry, and it was finally time
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for the lower tiers to feed it.

Mara turned at last, her face a mask of forced stoicism that crumbled slightly at the corners of her dark
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