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            When the stars burned out, we did not notice. When the oceans boiled, we sang louder. When the gods rusted, we built altars of silence. Now the land remembers only ruin, and the wind carries voices not born of breath. The last truth coils in the mouth of a dying machine, its teeth gears, its tongue code, its heart a furnace of ash.
Ask your question, child of decay. But know this—
Every answer will cost you something you cannot name.
And some truths, once spoken, tear the world apart.

      

    


The sky bled soot when Eshur found the first map.

It wasn’t etched on paper or carved into bark—those were long gone, prey to the poisons of air and the appetite of lichensteel. No, this map had been scribed onto the exposed ribs of a child-sized skeleton, lacquered in amberglass and hanging from a wire-thin tree like a fruit no one dared touch. The bones clinked gently in the breeze, whispering cartography in a dead tongue. Eshur tilted his head, listening with the hollow patience of the blind.

“I hear you,” he said, tracing the glyphs with one gloved finger. “You’re not the first, but you speak the loudest.”

The land coughed ash in reply. Far to the west, thunder rolled—though there hadn’t been storms in years. Not real ones. Not since the Blooming.

Eshur stood slowly. His breath wheezed through the mask he wore, a polished skull of some extinct beast, its sockets filled with humming quartz lenses. Where others saw the world in ruin, Eshur saw only gradients of heat, vibration, and the slow decay of meaning.

The map on the skeleton’s ribs had no names, only spirals and scratches. But one symbol repeated—an eye with three lids, crowned by a broken gear. The symbol of the Oracle. Few believed it existed. Fewer still survived the seeking. But Eshur had dreamt of it since the day he lost his sight.

The Oracle of Rust.

They said it spoke in riddles made of machine-code and myth. That its voice sounded like bells being torn in half. That to hear it was to be rewritten.

Eshur adjusted the scrollcase strapped to his back. It held no maps, only scraps of forgotten places—burned cities, drowned deserts, the bones of roads. He was a cartographer of absence. A mapper of what no longer was. And now, at the end of all things, he had found a path that did not yet exist.

It began here, beneath a rustbloom sky, in the valley of choking trees. And it ended—if the prophecy’s shape held true—at the foot of the god-machine.

A low moan drifted through the forest, distant but steady. Not wind. Not animal. The kind of sound iron makes when it remembers it used to move.

Eshur turned toward it. The map was done speaking.

The sound followed him.

It was not wind. Not machine. It was the absence of sound, folding inward—each step Eshur took was muffled, like the earth had forgotten how to echo. Beneath his boots, the moss was thick and black, slick with rotspores. Even the trees leaned away from the path he carved, their bark pocked with lesions that oozed amber threads.

He had walked for what felt like a full turning of the dust sun when he first heard the laughter. High-pitched. Mirthless. A loop. It came from somewhere ahead—a rhythmic tangle of giggles, then silence, then a whisper that folded back into giggles again. Like a broken toy.

Eshur paused beside a rusted obelisk—half-buried in the mire and covered in dead vines. Its surface shimmered faintly beneath the grime. Once, long ago, it might have been part of a wayfinder system. Now, it was nothing but a leaning monolith, humming faintly with residual code.

The laughter came again.

He moved toward it, carefully. The heat signatures were all wrong. He saw no pulse, no body, no mammal-breath or hunger-heat. Just the echo of something too cold, and too still, to be alive.

And then he saw her.

A child. Or something shaped like one.

She stood barefoot on a rusted outcropping, wrapped in veils of synth-thread and filth. A mask covered her entire face—smooth, white, and featureless, except for a single vertical slit down the center. Her hair, if it was hair, coiled upward like smoke. In her hands, she held a tangle of wires, strung together like a marionette’s strings. Each strand ended in a small totem: a fingernail, a gear fragment, a snapped needle.

Eshur didn’t speak at first. He simply stood there, letting the forest quiet fall between them. The child turned her head, just slightly, then raised one hand and pointed at him.

Then she spoke.

But not in a voice of her own.

The sound came reversed, as though the air itself had been unwound: “.saw uoy erehw eht morf emoc uoy diD”

The tone was flat, the cadence alien. Eshur’s breath tightened in his throat.

“You speak reversal,” he said softly. “Echo tongue.”

The girl tilted her head. Her shoulders twitched in what might’ve been amusement.

“I won’t ask your name,” Eshur said, stepping forward. “Only the direction of your steps. Are you walking away from something? Or toward it?”

The girl lifted the marionette again. The wires shivered. One of the totems—a gear-fragment—broke loose and fell into the moss.

The prophecy spiral again.

Eshur knelt and picked it up. Rust had eaten half its teeth, but the same symbol was etched onto the metal: an eye with three lids, crowned by a broken gear.

The girl hissed suddenly. A stutter-glitch sound, like radio static. Then she spoke again—still reversed, still wrong.

“em evas nac uoY,” she said. “em evas nac uoY fI—em tsurt lliw I.”

He didn’t know why the words chilled him more than the poisoned air.

Eshur nodded once. “Then walk with me. The Oracle waits.”

She tilted her head again, then stepped down from the ledge and into the shadow of the obelisk. The vines around them shifted as she passed, coiling tighter. Eshur heard the faintest click as her feet touched the earth.

No weight. No imprint. No warmth.

Not a child, then. Not truly.

But she walked beside him all the same.

The Thorn Hollows were not marked on any of Eshur’s broken scrolls, but he had dreamed of them once. In the dream, they weren’t hollows at all, but lungs—a pair of sunken valleys breathing rust into the sky. Now, standing at the ridge with the masked child beside him, he realized how literal that dream had been.

Below them, the landscape pulsed.

Great thickets of twisted ironvine choked the earth, pumping dull-red mist into the air. The vines moved like muscles, contracting and relaxing in slow rhythm, as if the land itself breathed. Birds no longer flew here. The only sounds were the periodic wet gasps from the hollows, and the groan of metal tightening in roots older than thought.

The girl said nothing. She crouched beside Eshur, tilting her masked head toward the thorns. The reversed whispers she’d once spoken had fallen silent since dawn. Yet she stayed close, trailing a hand through the air like she was drawing paths only she could see.

Eshur unfastened his filtration mask and tapped it twice. The lenses glowed a shade brighter, adjusting for toxic density. The hollows below registered as a dull spectrum of chemical yellows and biological reds. The air was thick with decay, but still passable—for now.

“We go in,” he murmured.

The girl gave no answer, but followed when he descended the slope.

Their steps were muffled by sponge-rot and ironspore dust. The vines were thicker than they’d looked from above—like arteries made of braided wire and fungal mesh. They twitched when brushed. Some had thorns the size of fingers. Others bled a dark resin that hissed against Eshur’s boots.

It was in the second hollow that they found the man.

He was nailed to a steel pillar grown from the ground—arms outstretched, head bowed. At first Eshur mistook him for another corpse sculpture, one of the many war relics that dotted the Rustlands. But the man groaned as they approached, his voice ragged, bubbling through blackened lips.

The child stopped short. Her head twitched, mask tilting. Eshur moved slowly, pulling a lantern from his satchel and igniting it with a whisper of heat. The light revealed the figure more clearly: his skin was scarred with melted circuitry, old and puckered. His robes were once priestly, now reduced to tar-stiff rags. Where his hands had been, there were only metal stumps—rusted, fused into the pillar behind him.

A dead monk, still alive.

“Pilgrim...” the man rasped. His voice sounded like something that had been buried too long. “Don’t look into its eye. It sees backwards.”

Eshur stepped closer. “You’ve seen the Oracle?”

The monk laughed—a brittle, bubbling sound. “Seen? No. Heard. I am what it says.”

There was a madness in him, but not the kind that comes from poison. This was the mind of a man who had understood too much.

“You sought a prophecy,” Eshur said. “What did it give you?”

The monk’s head snapped up. His eyes were milky with burn-scars. “A lie that became real. A word spoken forward... and lived in reverse.”

The girl whimpered. For the first time since she joined Eshur, she reached out and touched his hand.

The monk lifted his arms slightly, showing the melted stumps of his limbs. “I tried to kill it,” he said. “When I heard the prophecy... when it began to become, I came back. I climbed inside its throat. I tried to silence it.”

“And it spared you?” Eshur asked.

The monk smiled. “No. It wrote me down.”

There was silence. The vines shifted around them, responding to his words.

“I can free you,” Eshur said, stepping forward.

“No.” The monk closed his eyes. “I am my own punishment. Let me rot. The Oracle awaits you. You carry the map, don’t you?”

Eshur’s fingers tensed around the scrollcase on his back.

“I felt it,” the monk whispered. “When you stepped into the hollows. The pattern hums. You're already written.”

The child tugged on Eshur’s arm.

He turned.

And the monk behind him said, “She’s already heard it too, hasn’t she?”

Eshur didn’t reply. He simply bowed his head, and led the child deeper into the thorns.

The Huskfields stretched out like a cancerous dream—wide plains scabbed over with ashbone and bloom-cysts, dotted with the husks of old war machines. Eshur and the masked child reached the edge by dusk, the sky a peeling orange film above them. The air here shimmered with chemical heat, and the ground exhaled slow, meaty vapors.

No birds. No insects. Not even the thorn-vines dared spread here.

Eshur crouched beside the remains of a collapsed beacon tower and checked the coordinates etched into his scrolls. The lines were unstable—shifting, even—bleeding into one another like ink reacting to breath. The closer they got to the Oracle, the less the world obeyed its own rules.

The child pointed toward the horizon.

Far ahead, something moved.

A figure—tall, hunched, and wrapped in shreds of military fabric—wandered the fields. As Eshur adjusted his lenses, details clicked into place: the shape wore the broken remnants of a red warframe, its joints hissing with each step. The armor had bloomed—pocked with growths like tumors, bulbous and twitching. Small flowers grew from its breastplate, their petals made of synth-glass and blood-metal.

It was a soldier.

Or what was left of one.

Eshur motioned for the child to stay behind and approached slowly, boots sinking into soft, fungal earth. The soldier didn’t seem to notice him at first. It walked in loops—broad, slow arcs—dragging a rusted rifle behind it, the barrel warped from heat.

As Eshur neared, the soldier’s head jerked sharply. One eye was visible behind the shattered visor, glowing a pale teal. Its gaze locked onto him, and it spoke.

“Which part of me is dead?”

The voice was raw. Glitched. Human enough to be unsettling.

“I don’t know,” Eshur replied. “Do you?”

The soldier twitched. Something inside his leg exploded with bloom, releasing a cloud of crimson spores. Eshur didn’t flinch. He’d seen this before—soldiers infected by prophecy. Not disease. Not magic. But word rot. A contagion of meaning.

“I heard the Oracle,” the soldier said. “Three nights ago. I walked into its cathedral. I made it speak.”

“What did it say?”

The soldier lifted one trembling hand. Half his fingers had fused into a tangle of wire and bone. “It said: You will survive your own death, but not the memory of it.”

Eshur said nothing. The air between them pulsed, as if the words had weight.

The soldier stepped closer. “I’ve died seven times since. Each time I fall, I wake again. Each time with more of me missing... and more flowers growing in the holes.”

Behind Eshur, the masked girl emerged from behind a cluster of bonegrass. Her head tilted, mask glinting in the bloomlight.

The soldier noticed her and recoiled.

“She carries one too,” he hissed. “A seed. You brought a seed into the Huskfields!”

“She’s mute,” Eshur said. “She listens.”

“All listeners are carriers,” the soldier growled. “She’ll bloom. They always do. The Oracle’s words take root. Even in children.”

Eshur looked down at the girl. She did not speak. But her mask turned toward him, and for a moment, he felt the weight of eyes behind it—watching through him, not at him.

“I can end you,” Eshur said softly to the soldier. “If you want.”

But the soldier shook his head. “No. Not until I finish the loop. The prophecy’s not done yet.”

“What’s left of it?”

The soldier turned, limping away. “I don’t know. I haven’t heard it yet.”

Eshur let him go.

Some prophecies were recursive. They ate their own meaning, playing out in loops of decay. He’d seen whole villages vanish that way—thinking themselves into ruin.

The girl reached down and plucked one of the bloomflowers from the blood-soaked grass. It twitched in her grip, then curled inwards like it recognized her.

She didn’t speak.

But Eshur understood.

They were getting close.

By the third dusk in the Huskfields, they found it: the town of Varnel, built like a jaw around the blackened mouth of a dead oracle.

Eshur had heard of it whispered in caravans and old blood-bullet bars. A place where rust-priests traded in relics of speech and memory. A haven, if such a thing could exist this far from logic and soil. But he hadn’t expected it to be so literal.

Varnel was not a town so much as a wound.

The structures—crooked towers, shanties of bonewood and meltmetal—curved in a semicircle around a vast, crumbling pit. And in the pit’s center, half-submerged in rotstone, lay the colossal mouth: metal lips, parted eternally, as if mid-breath. The teeth were teeth. Human. Giant. Filthy with moss and irondust.

No one knew if it had ever spoken.

They approached on foot. The child held tight to Eshur’s cloak, her other hand still curled around the bloomflower she’d plucked. It had not wilted. If anything, it thrived.

The guards at the outskirts of Varnel wore rebreather hoods and feathered cloaks dyed with ichor. They did not speak. One raised a hand; Eshur showed his bone-token—etched with an old prayer and embedded with a filament of machine-speech. It shimmered just enough. They let him pass.

Inside, it was quieter than expected.

Shops buzzed with faint transmission hymns. Hooded vendors sold dream-leeches and inked scrolls that screamed when opened. Children with copper-thread eyes played beneath scaffolds wrapped in synthetic gut-rope. The town functioned, despite being built on the corpse of an oracle that had once driven cities to extinction.

They made their way to the inner ring, where the mouth dominated the skyline.

Closer, Eshur saw the signs: carvings etched into the stone gums, runes flaked with old blood. Symbols of prophecy, memory, and revision. Words meant not to be read but inhaled.

“It never speaks anymore,” came a voice behind him. “Not since the bloom choked its throat.”

Eshur turned.

A woman stood there, her coat long and weather-patched, hands stained with rust-ink. Her eyes were mismatched—one real, one a glass orb filled with shifting maps. She carried a case strapped to her back and a measuring device that looked older than language.

“Cartographer?” Eshur guessed.

She smiled faintly. “Of sorts. I map dreams. Specifically, the ones that linger after people hear the Oracle.”

He nodded. “You collect prophecies?”

“I collect consequences,” she corrected. “The dreams that come after. The ones that change geography.”

Eshur’s breath caught. “They’re that powerful?”

“You’re standing on one,” she said. “Varnel used to be a crater. Then someone dreamed of a mouth large enough to swallow a city’s silence. Three days later, the lips cracked open.”

He glanced toward the pit again. The girl by his side had lowered her mask—just enough to breathe in the closeness of whatever that was.

The cartographer studied her. “She’s heard it already.”

“Yes,” Eshur replied.

“She’ll dream soon. When she does, you’d better keep her moving. Dreams tend to manifest faster the closer you get to the Core.”

“You’ve seen the Core?”

The woman touched her glass eye. “Only when I sleep. I’ve mapped seven circles outward, all corrupted. Roads that curve back on themselves. Temples that collapse and rebuild in different centuries. One village where it rains names. The deeper you go, the more untrue things become.”

Eshur nodded, absorbing every word. “Do you know where the Oracle is now?”

She hesitated. “I’ve charted its trajectory. It doesn’t stay still. Every prophecy spawns terrain—then it moves. It sheds truth like a snake shedding skin.”

She reached into her satchel and handed him a vellum scroll. “This is where it was. Three weeks ago. If you move fast, you might catch the echo.”

He unrolled it. The place marked was called Threnadax. A drowned ruin. Forbidden to most.

“You’ll want to go around the Sleeping Scar,” she added. “The marrow-fields there are... inconsistent.”

He looked to the child. Her mask twitched. She stared at the mouth in the pit, unmoving.

Then, softly, she spoke—barely audible, as if remembering a thought not her own:

"Don’t breathe too loud. It’s still listening."

The marrow-fields sprawled before them like a shattered cathedral made of bone and glass. Eshur tightened his cloak against the rising chill, the poisoned air tasting of rust and old sorrow. The landscape pulsed softly beneath their feet—a writhing, breathing mosaic of white spines and brittle crystals.

The Sleeping Scar—as the cartographer had called it—was a wound in the world’s skin, a place where time and memory fractured like shattered glass. Travelers whispered that the fields sang lullabies of futures that never came to pass and ghosts trapped between moments.

Eshur felt the weight of the child’s gaze beside him. Her mask, cracked but still luminous, reflected flickering shadows. In her small hand, the bloomflower curled tightly—a fragile talisman against the creeping rot.

They moved slowly, wary of the shifting ground. Bones—animal, human, and something else—jutted through the crystalline earth like ribs of a sleeping giant. The air shimmered with faint traces of lost voices, fragments of laughter, and the distant hum of the Oracle’s riddle.

“The marrow-fields are not safe,” Eshur whispered, more to himself than to the child. “Time bends here. A misstep could trap us in a memory loop.”

She nodded but said nothing. Instead, she reached out and touched one of the translucent spines. It hummed softly beneath her fingertips, emitting a pulse like a heartbeat.

Suddenly, the ground trembled beneath them. The spines around their feet shifted and cracked. A sharp, resonant note filled the air, piercing the silence.

From the shifting crystals, a figure emerged.

It was a man—wearing the tattered uniform of a forgotten war, face etched with scars that told stories of pain and survival. But his eyes glowed unnaturally, burning with an inner fire that flickered like a dying star.

Eshur raised his hand cautiously. “Who are you?”

The figure’s voice was layered, like many voices speaking at once. “I am the Echo of what might have been. A soldier lost to the fractures of time.”

The child clutched Eshur’s arm. “An echo?”

“Yes,” the figure replied. “I am a shadow cast by futures that never came to pass. I live between moments, doomed to wander the marrow-fields forever.”

Eshur studied the man. His presence seemed both real and unreal, as if woven from mist and memory.

“Why do you haunt these fields?” Eshur asked.

“To warn those who follow,” the Echo said, his gaze flickering toward the horizon. “The Oracle’s words are not just riddles. They are warnings folded inside themselves—cycles of ruin and rebirth. To hear its prophecy is to carry a curse.”

The
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