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Chapter 1: The Buried Light
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The hum of Nexus Hollow’s generators was no longer Toren Vex’s lullaby—it had transformed into a nagging reminder of a world that refused to stay fixed. Three months had passed since the Battle of Nexus Hollow, when his Radiance, that stubborn spark in his chest, had surged heroically to save the settlement from Malgorath’s Undead Legion. Now, the domes glowed faintly in the ash-choked dusk of 2095, their circuits patched but scarred, much like Toren himself.

Toren hunched over a workbench in his workshop, his cybernetic arm—repaired with scavenged wires—whirring as he wrestled with a flickering power relay. His human hand, calloused and stained with grease, steadied a soldering tool, though his focus wavered. The Radiance pulsed erratically, like a signal fighting static. Another blackout yesterday—the third this week—and the Halfkin whispered his name with equal parts awe and blame.

“Stay put, you glitchy beast,” Toren muttered at the relay, his voice hoarse from shouting orders at tinkerers all day. His goggles hung around his neck, the HUD dark, plagued by glitches since the Spire’s hack. The workshop walls, covered with circuit boards and notes, now felt confining, much like the wasteland beyond. Nexus Hollow stood safe—for now—but the shadow of Malgorath loomed large, the Solace Core still in his demonic grasp. And the words from that cursed AI in the Data Vault haunted him: First Demon. The Shadows rise.

A sharp hum interrupted his thoughts—not from the generators, but something deeper, reverberating through the domes’ foundations. Toren’s Radiance flared, unbidden; his cybernetic arm sparked, causing the relay to short, plunging the workshop into darkness. “Damn it!” he cursed, slamming his fist down. The warmth in his chest burned painfully, and a faint blue glow pulsed from his arm, lighting the space around him. He rubbed his scar-etched jaw, muttering, “This spark’s gonna kill me before Malgorath does.”

The door hissed open, and Mira, Nexus Hollow’s elder, stomped in, her ruby prosthetic eye gleaming in the gloom. Her gnarled hands clutched a data slate, her scowl deeper than usual. “Vex, your glow’s frying the grid again,” she growled, tossing the slate onto his bench. “Half the domes are dark, and folks are saying it’s you. Fix it, or I’ll weld you to a turret.”

Toren forced a grin, gesturing to his arm with his human hand. “Blame the Radiance, not me. I didn’t ask for this cosmic light show.” But his humor melted under the weight of the blackout burden. Since the battle, his Radiance had grown erratic, sparking at random and disrupting tech. The Halfkin looked to him as a hero, but he felt like a faulty circuit, ready to burn out.

Mira’s eye narrowed, softening slightly. “You held this place together, kid. Don’t forget it. But there’s something you need to see.” She tapped the slate, its screen flickering to life, displaying seismic readings from beneath the domes. “That relic I mentioned? It’s humming louder since your spark went wild. Buried deep, pre-Collapse, maybe tied to that Core you’re chasing. And it’s not happy.”

Toren’s Radiance pulsed, sharp and urgent, as if answering her assertion. He stood, his rig—still scorched from the Spire—clattering on his belt. “A relic? Now? We’ve got Legion scouts sniffing around, and I’m barely keeping the lights on.” His implant pinged, recalling Vara-7’s data chip, stored in his rig with coordinates leading to ruins tied to the Solace Core. “Mira, you think this relic’s connected to... whatever Malgorath wants?”

Before she could respond, the workshop’s comm crackled, and Lira Fen’s voice burst through, rough yet warm. “Toren, get your Halfkin backside to the gate! We’ve got trouble—Legion scouts, and they’re not sightseeing.” Her rune-etched rifle’s hum buzzed in the background, and Toren’s heart kicked up, the Radiance burning hot.

He grabbed his rig, sprinting through Nexus Hollow’s tunnels with Mira on his heels. The central chamber buzzed—Halfkin guards manned turrets, families hauled supplies, their cybernetic limbs whirring in sync. The gate’s titanium slab rattled as Toren’s HUD flickered to life, flagging five mech-abominations outside, their red eyes glaring through the ash. Lira stood at the gate, her scarred face fierce, her nomads—six warriors with glowing runes—ready beside her. Zyk-3, the Synthar scout, flanked her, his repaired frame pulsing amber, plasma charges prepped.
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