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​PROLOGUE: THE RHYTHM OF IRON
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Before the roof was riveted to the horizon, they say the sky was vast and untamed, a chaotic theater of wind and water that belonged to no one. They say the ground was soft, carpeted in useless, fragile things that lived only to die and rot.

But that was the Old World. The world of sickness that traveled on the breeze, of borders that bled, and governments that crumbled under the weight of their own indecision.

The Great Engine was the solution. It was born from the ashes of the final wars, when the titans of industry realized that chaos was bad for business. They didn't save the world; they paved it. They replaced the unpredictable sun with the steady, unwavering glow of sodium arc lamps. They traded the messy freedom of the open air for the sanitized certainty of filtered ventilation. They promised safety, and the price was everything else.

Now, there is only The Machine. It does not sleep. It does not pause. It is a continent-sized organism of brass and steam, a symphony of a billion pistons hammering out the rhythm of existence. Clang. Hiss. Repeat.

Humanity was optimized. We became the soft components necessary to service the hard ones. We are born in the Birthing Sectors, calibrated in the Education Foundries, and deployed to the lines until our parts wear out and we are recycled into the furnaces. There is no word for "leisure" in the lexicon of the Engine. There is no "autonomy." Love is an inefficiency, a friction that slows production. We are interchangeable units, defined only by our function and our serial number.

The Machine demands uniformity. It tolerates no deviation. It has ground a thousand generations into obedient dust.

But perfection is a brittle thing. Even in a world of cold steel, a spark can strike in the dark.

In Sector 7, amidst the deafening roar of the hydraulic presses, a new unit was processed. It looked like any other—small, smudge-faced, ready for the line. The Intake Overseer stamped its Designation onto the breast of its uniform without a second glance.

5-E.

The Overseer did not know that in the forgotten language of the Old World, the letter 'E' was the symbol for breath. For spirit.

The Machine had calculated a new gear. It didn't realize it had accidentally manufactured a soul. The boy was born with a defect that steel and steam could not hammer out: he was born wondering why.

And in the Great Engine, a question is the most dangerous thing of all. 
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​Chapter One: The Grind
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There was no morning in The Great Engine, only the Klaxon.

It was a sound like the world cracking in half, a metallic shriek that vibrated through the steel floorplates and straight into the marrow of 5-E’s bones. He woke instantly, gasping in the stale air of his sleep-pod. The pod was a coffin of grey plastic, stacked five high in a dormitory that stretched into the gloom as far as the eye could see.

Above him, 4-E was already climbing down the access ladder, his boots scraping against the rungs. 5-E rolled out, his bare feet hitting the cold grating. He moved without thought, his body a puppet on strings of routine.

Stand. Wait. Step.

He joined the stream of grey-clad figures shuffling towards the hygiene bays. There were thousands of them, a river of tired flesh flowing through a canyon of brass. No one spoke. No one looked up. The air was thick with the smell of unwashed bodies and machine oil, cut through with the sharp tang of ozone.

"Unit efficiency is unit survival," a voice crackled from the speakers overhead. It was The Voice, the disembodied authority that permeated every corner of their existence. It wasn't human, but a synthesized composite of a thousand perfect tones. "Conformity is safety. Deviation is decay."

5-E reached the hygiene bay. He stepped onto the grate and squeezed his eyes shut. A blast of freezing water hit him from above, scouring the sleep from his skin. Three seconds later, it cut off, replaced by a stinging mist of disinfectant. He shuddered, rubbing the chemical burn on his neck.

Next was the trough. A long, stainless steel conduit running the length of the hall. He grabbed a nutrient bar—a dense, beige brick that tasted of sawdust and vitamins—and chewed mechanically as he shuffled forward. At the end of the line, a Med-Bot waited, its syringe-arm poised like a mosquito.

Step. Flinch. Hiss.

The needle punch of the daily antibiotic cocktail hit his shoulder. 5-E rubbed the spot, feeling the cold fluid spread into his muscle. It kept the rot away. It kept the coughs down. It kept them working.

"Praise the Engine," muttered the worker ahead of him, 3-J, a man with skin like parchment and eyes that looked at nothing. It was a reflex, a verbal tic drilled into them since the Nursery Sectors.

"Engine praise," 5-E mumbled back, the words tasting like ash.

He was twelve cycles old. In the Old Reckoning, he might have been a child, but here, he was a fully calibrated component. His hands were calloused, his back strong, his mind sharp enough to navigate the labyrinth of Sector 7. But beneath the ribs of his grey uniform, something fluttered—a bird trapped in a cage.

He moved to the Transport Tunnels. The crowd was denser here, a crush of bodies pressing towards the mag-lev trains that would disperse them to their stations. The language of the tunnel was a clipped, guttural pidgin, stripped of all unnecessary beauty.

"Move-it," someone grunted, shoving past him. "Clear path," another snapped. "Oil-can pass. Urgent."

It was Machinespeak, a lingua franca cobbled together from the scraps of dead languages—English, Mandarin, Russian, Spanish—all melted down and recast into commands. Verbs were imperatives. Adjectives were inefficiencies.

5-E squeezed onto a carriage, wedged between a hulking loader-unit and a woman whose face was half-covered by a respirator. The train lurched forward, accelerating into the dark throat of the tunnel.

He stared out the window, though there was nothing to see but the blur of pipes and cables whipping past. Sometimes, if he squinted, the sparks from the overhead rails looked like stars. He didn't know what a star was, not really. He had seen diagrams in the technical manuals—burning gas spheres, distant light sources—but he had never seen one.

What would it feel like? he wondered. To see a light that wasn't encased in glass?

The thought was a glitch. A deviation. He pushed it down.

The train hissed to a halt at Station 7-Beta. The Cogworks.

This was his world. A cavernous hall that stretched up into the haze, filled with the grinding roar of gears the size of houses. Steam vented from pressure valves in rhythmic blasts, obscuring the upper gantries. The floor shook with the power of the Great Engine turning, turning, turning.

5-E walked to his station: Gear 409. It was a massive brass wheel, taller than three men, part of the transmission assembly for the lower pumps. His job was simple. Essential. Endless.

He picked up his rag and his bucket of solvent.

"Start shift," the Foreman-Bot intoned, rolling past on its treads. Its single red eye swept over the line of workers. "Output maximal. Quota confirmed."

5-E began to polish.

Scrub. Wipe. Check.

The solvent stung his nose. The heat radiating from the gear baked the sweat onto his skin. He worked in a trance, his muscles moving with a memory of their own. Around him, other units did the same. Lubricators greased the bearings. Tighteners checked the bolts. Sweepers cleared the metal filings.

They were cells in a body they couldn't see.

Hours bled into hours. There was no sun to mark the time, only the rhythmic clanging of the shift-bell. First Quarter. Second Quarter. Meal Break.

During the first half of the cycle, 5-E found himself watching the older workers.

Two stations down, 8-K was struggling. He was an older model, maybe forty cycles, though his hair was white and thin. His movements were jerky, his joints clicking audibly over the roar of the machinery. Every few minutes, he would pause, bracing himself against the housing of Gear 411, his chest heaving.

5-E watched as 8-K coughed. It wasn't a dry cough; it was wet and deep. He saw the man pull a rag away from his mouth, and even in the dim sodium light, the stain was dark. Blood.

The man quickly shoved the rag into his pocket, glancing
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