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            "We are teaching him a new purpose... We are teaching him that he is not the artist. He is the paint. He is the fuel. He is the battery that keeps the lights on and the shadows away." — High Warden Kora

"Magic is chaotic. Science is precise. You can outrun a monster, traveler. But you cannot outrun a calculation." — The Bureaucrat of the Iron Gate 

"To rewrite a system—to change the outcome of an equation that has already been solved—you must introduce a variable of equal value." — Artificer Valerius 

"The narrative of this city is 'Industry.' A boring genre. Predictable. Repetitive... I am changing the genre, Scribe. I am changing it to 'Disaster.'" — Lord Varrick, The Censor 

      

    


Prologue: The Clockwork Heart

THE PROBLEM WITH DRAGONS, High Warden Kora decided, was that they dreamed too loud.

She stood on the obsidian gantry suspended in the center of the Great Furnace. Below her, the sphere of white fire churned—a miniature sun contained by magnetic fields and lead shielding. In the center of that sun curled the prisoner.

Argent. The Silver King.

He was not asleep, not truly. Kora had ensured that. Sleep allowed for dreams, and dreams were chaotic variables. Dreams were stories that hadn't been approved by the Censor.

Instead, Argent was in a state of suspended animation—a forced reboot cycle that never finished.

"Output levels?" Kora asked, her voice amplified by the sterile acoustics of the chamber.

"Stable at 94%," a technician replied. He was a man with brass lenses grafted into his eye sockets, stripping him of the ability to blink. "The Subject is resisting the drain, Warden. He keeps trying to... materialize."

"Suppress it," Kora ordered. "Increase the dosage of the Logic inhibitor."

"But Warden," the technician hesitated, his hand hovering over a lever. "The structural integrity of the Star-metal is already critical. If we push him harder, the metal might fracture. We could lose the data."

Kora turned to look at him. Her face was a mask of perfect, severe calm. She walked over to the technician, her heels clicking on the metal grating like the ticking of a countdown.

"Data is not lost, Technocrat. It is processed. The Dragon believes he is a creature of creation. He believes he is an artist."

She looked back at the sphere. Through the blinding light, she could see the massive, chrome shape of the dragon twitching. He wasn't twitching from pain. He was twitching because he was trying to form a wing, a claw, a breath. He was trying to be something.

"We are teaching him a new purpose," Kora said softly. "We are teaching him that he is not the artist. He is the paint. He is the fuel. He is the battery that keeps the lights on and the shadows away."

She reached out and pulled the lever herself.

The hum of the furnace deepened. The pitch rose from a thrum to a whine. Inside the sphere, the Dragon threw his head back in a silent scream. The silver fluid of his body rippled, losing its definition, dissolving into raw, shapeless energy.

"See?" Kora whispered, watching the gauge climb. "Efficiency. No wasted movement. No wasted thought. Just pure, unadulterated function."

She checked her pocket watch. It was a silver timepiece with no numbers, only a single hand that never moved.

"The Scribe is coming," she murmured to the machine. "He brings ink. He brings noise. He brings mess."

She snapped the watch shut.

"Let us show him what happens to errors in this city. We do not erase them. We process them."

She turned and walked away, leaving the Dragon to burn in the dark.

The machine hummed on. Tick. Tock. Burn. Repeat.
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Chapter 1: The Ash Border
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The transition was not subtle. In Aethelgard, the biomes did not fade gently into one another like watercolors bleeding on a canvas; they collided like tectonic plates of conflicting narrative.

One moment, the air was the dry, salt-crusted breeze of the Sunken Sands, carrying the memory of the ocean they had just restored in the previous book. The sun was a harsh, golden disc, and the heat was a clean, blistering thing that scoured the skin.

The next moment, the wind died.

It didn't taper off; it was strangled.

Kaelen pulled his scarf up over his nose, coughing as the taste of the air shifted violently. It was no longer salt and sand. It was sulfur, burnt coal, and the metallic tang of vaporized lead. It coated his tongue in a greasy film that water couldn't wash away.

Beside him, Quill, his mare formed of ink and narrative potential, stumbled. She pinned her ears back, her liquid-black coat rippling not with muscle, but with static. She flickered, her edges blurring into smoke for a terrifying second before solidifying again. The magic that sustained her—the raw creative force of the Scribe—was reacting poorly to the ambient reality here. It was like trying to paint on wet glass.

"Steady," Kaelen whispered, patting her neck. Her skin felt fever-hot, vibrating with a low-level panic. "It’s just... different here. The story is tighter."

"It’s filthy," Nyx muttered from his left. The thief was riding a stolen camel that looked thoroughly miserable, its long lashes batting against the sudden grit in the air. The beast stopped dead, refusing to take another step. "I thought the desert was bad. Sand in the boots, sand in the bedroll. But this? This tastes like someone set a library on fire and then pissed on the ashes."

They stood on a high ridge of jagged shale that marked the absolute edge of the East. Behind them lay the golden dunes. Ahead of them lay the Valley of the West.

The world below had been drained of color. The lush greens of the Midlands and the vibrant gold of the Sands were memories here, deleted from the palette. The earth was beaten flat, paved over with sheets of cold iron and cobblestones slick with oil. There were no trees, only smokestacks—towers of black metal that pierced the smog layer like needles, their tops lost in an eternal, twilight bruise of purple and gray smoke.

"The Gearwork Kingdom," Silas said, his voice low and tight.

The Ranger looked physically ill. He was a man of the Whispering Woods, of tracking game through moss and fern. Here, there was no nature to track. The ground was dead. The only footprints were the artificial, stamped impressions of industry.

"My father used to trade here, before the borders closed," Silas continued, squinting into the gloom. "He said they don't trust anything they can't take apart and put back together. They say if you can't measure it, it doesn't exist."

"Then they won't like us," Barak grunted.

The large man sat atop Thunder, his massive granite warhorse. Unlike Quill, Thunder seemed unbothered by the toxic air, perhaps because he was made of stone, and stone understood the weight of mountains. But even Thunder seemed heavier here, his hooffalls striking the earth with a dull, leaden thud rather than the sharp crack of rock.

"It feels heavy," Barak observed, rolling his massive shoulders. "Like the air is pressing down. Like gravity is angry."

Elara, their Paladin, rode forward to the very lip of the ridge. Her bone-steel armor, usually gleaming with a holy, inner light, looked dull and flat in the smog. She scanned the horizon with the practiced eye of a commander.

"Keep your weapons peace-bonded," she ordered, her tone clipping into its military cadence. "We are walking into a land of law. Strict, unyielding law. In the Sands, we fought chaos. Here, we fight order. If we draw steel, we must be ready to answer for it in triplicate."

"I hate paperwork," Nyx sighed, dismounting from his camel. He slapped the beast on the rump. "Go on, you glorious, spitting carpet. Go back to the sand. You won't survive down there."

The camel didn't need telling twice. It turned and galloped back toward the desert, disappearing into the heat haze.

Kaelen touched the hilt of the Star-metal sword at his hip. He closed his eyes, reaching for the Chain—the psychic bond connecting him to the others.

Usually, the Chain felt like a golden thread, warm and humming with the life force of his companions. Today, it felt like a wire pulled too tight. It hummed with a high-pitched anxiety. It wasn't his anxiety; it was a collective unease, a subconscious reaction to the environment. The Chain felt constricted, as if the very atmosphere of the Gearwork Kingdom was trying to insulate them from one another.

"We need to find Argent," Kaelen said, opening his eyes and reminding them of the mission. "The Silver Dragon. The Third Chain. He represents Industry, but this..." He gestured to the blackened valley. "This isn't industry. This is a factory that has forgotten what it's making."

"And try not to get arrested while we're at it," Nyx added, checking his pockets to ensure his daggers were hidden deep within the lining of his coat. "I have a feeling the jails here don't have windows."

"We move," Elara commanded.

They spurred their mounts forward, descending from the ridge.

The transition was physical. As they crossed the invisible line where the sand ended and the ash began, a wave of pressure hit them.

Kaelen gasped, grabbing his head. A headache spiked behind his eyes—sharp, sudden, and blinding. It felt as if a giant hand had reached into his skull and squeezed. It was the sensation of being Edited. The ambient magic of the world—the Ink—was being suppressed. It felt static, chopped up, regulated. It was like trying to sing in a room where all the air had been sucked out.

"Kaelen?" Silas called out, seeing the Scribe slump in his saddle.

"I'm fine," Kaelen lied, straightening up. He forced himself to breathe the acrid air. "It feels... it feels like the world is trying to erase me. Like I'm a typo on a clean page."

"Then we write louder," Barak rumbled, bringing Thunder alongside him. The big man offered a hand, steady as a rock.

Kaelen nodded, gripping Barak’s arm. The contact helped. The Chain stabilized.

They rode down into the smog, the gray clouds swallowing them whole. The sun vanished, replaced by the dull, red glow of distant furnaces.

Welcome to the machine.
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Chapter 2: The Iron Road
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The road was not merely a means of travel; it was a statement of conquest.

In the Midlands, roads were suggestions—worn paths that negotiated with the hills and wound respectfully around ancient trees. In the Sands, roads were temporary, erased by the wind every night.

But the Iron Road negotiated with nothing.

It was a ribbon of stamped steel rivets and seamless gray concrete that cut through the landscape with violent mathematical precision. It didn't curve. If a hill stood in its way, the hill had been blasted into gravel. If a ravine blocked the path, it had been filled with slag. It stretched from the horizon to the smog-choked heart of the kingdom, a straight, gray arrow fired into the heart of the world.

"It’s unnatural," Silas noted, his voice barely rising above the rhythmic clack-clack of the horses' hooves on the pavement.

The Ranger rode Mist, his cloud-mare, near the edge of the road. He kept looking down at the ground, searching for signs of life—a deer track, a fox den, a patch of stubborn grass. There was nothing. The earth on either side of the road had been scorched and salted, presumably to prevent roots from cracking the precious concrete.

"The land didn't yield," Silas murmured, touching a scar on the sheer cliff face they were passing—a cliff that bore the jagged, unnatural drill marks of blasting charges. "It was broken. They didn't walk through the valley; they marched over it."

"That is the way of the Artificers," Elara said. She rode Thunder, Barak's massive granite warhorse having allowed her to take the lead while Barak walked to stretch his legs. She sat with her back rigid, her eyes scanning the horizon for threats. "They believe order must be imposed, not discovered. To them, a curve is an inefficiency. A tree is just lumber waiting to be milled."

"Sounds charming," Nyx drawled from the rear. He was walking now, having abandoned the camel miles back. He kicked a loose rivet with a scuffed boot. "And quiet. Too quiet. We've been on this road for four hours. Where are the carts? Where are the merchants screaming at their mules? Where are the highwaymen trying to rob us?"

"You miss highwaymen?" Kaelen asked, looking back at the thief.

"I miss the professional courtesy," Nyx shrugged. "A good ambush makes you feel wanted. This? This emptiness? It feels like we're the last people on earth."

It was true. The road was wide enough for ten wagons to ride abreast, yet it was completely deserted. The silence wasn't peaceful; it was heavy. It was the silence of a factory floor after the whistle blows—a mechanical pause.

To their left, running parallel to the road, was the reason for the silence.

A massive pipeline, three feet in diameter, snaked across the landscape. It was wrapped in insulation that looked like dirty bandages. Every few hundred yards, a pressure valve hissed, venting a cloud of yellow steam that smelled of rotten eggs and copper.

"Oil," Barak rumbled, sniffing the air. "And something else. Something... acidic."

They passed a field of automated derricks. They were massive, iron constructs shaped like skeletal birds. They bowed and rose, bowed and rose, with a rhythmic, screeching squeal of metal on metal. SCREE-thump. SCREE-thump. They were pumping the black blood of the earth into the pipeline, feeding the city ahead. There were no operators. No engineers. Just the machines, eating the world in slow motion.

"It’s a kingdom of ghosts," Kaelen whispered, pulling his scarf tighter. "Argent represents Industry. But this isn't industry. Industry requires people. This is just... consumption."

Suddenly, the ground began to vibrate.

It started as a tickle in the soles of their boots, then grew to a rattle that shook the pebbles on the road.

"Earthquake?" Elara shouted, reigning Mist in as the cloud-mare shied nervously.

"No," Silas pointed North. "Look."

Far to the north, suspended on a raised monorail track that Kaelen hadn't even noticed against the gray sky, a shape appeared.

It was a sleek, black bullet of iron, moving with terrifying speed. It didn't chug like the steam engines Kaelen had read about in history books. It screamed.

It was a locomotive, but it had no wheels. It hovered inches above the single rail, propelled by magnets and brute force. It was a blur of shadow and sparks, trailing a plume of white steam that flattened instantly in its wake.

It shot past them about a mile away, but the sound hit them a second later—a thunderous, tearing WOOSH that displaced the air so violently it knocked Kaelen’s hat off.

The horses panicked. Thunder reared, his stone hooves cracking the concrete. Mist dissolved into a cloud of frantic vapor before reforming. Quill shied, her ink-black coat bristling into spikes.

And then it was gone. The train vanished into the smog towards the city, leaving only a ringing silence and the smell of ozone.

"Fast," Barak murmured, staring at the empty track. He looked impressed, despite himself. "Faster than a horse. Faster than a hawk."

"Efficiency," Kaelen said, the word tasting bitter. He recalled the notes in Eldrin’s journal about the Silver Dragon. "Argent is the wheel that turns the world. But a wheel that spins too fast tears itself apart."

"That wasn't a trade caravan," Elara noted, her eyes narrowing. "That was a troop transport. Or a munitions hauler. Did you see the plating? No windows."

"Great," Nyx sighed. "Armored trains. What's next? Flying castles?"

"Don't give the author ideas," Kaelen muttered, rubbing his temple.

As the sun began to set—or rather, as the gray smog darkened from the color of a bruise to the color of a necrotic wound—the lights of the border appeared.

It wasn't a simple toll booth. It was a fortress.

A massive gatehouse of black iron spanned the entire width of the road, blocking their path. It looked like a portcullis designed to keep out giants. Towers rose on either side, topped with glass-domed searchlights that swiveled back and forth, their beams cutting through the gloom like solid bars of light.

Behind the gate, the silhouette of the Gearwork Kingdom rose—a skyline of smokestacks, gears, and venting towers that looked like a jagged set of teeth waiting to chew them up.

"Checkpoint," Silas warned, sliding off Mist to crouch low. "I see four... no, six guards. Heavily armored. And those things on the wall... look like cannons."

"Steam-cannons," Barak identified them. "Pressure-driven. They can punch a hole through a stone wall."

"Helmets on," Elara commanded, her voice dropping into the steel timbre of the Paladin. She reached into her saddlebag and pulled out her battered helm, sliding it over her head. "Let me do the talking. We are simple travelers. Mercenaries seeking work in the factories. Nothing more."

"A mercenary group with a horse made of ink, a cloud that looks like a pony, and a sword made of literal starlight?" Nyx deadpanned, gesturing to their fantastical entourage. "Foolproof plan, Elara. Truly inspired."

"Do you have a better one, thief?" Elara shot back, though the heat was gone from her voice. She was nervous.

"We could sneak?" Nyx suggested.

"Across open concrete under searchlights?" Silas shook his head. "We'd be spotted in seconds."

"Just keep your mouth shut, Nyx," Elara said. "Kaelen, can you do something about the mounts? A glamour? Make them look... normal?"

Kaelen nodded. "I can try. I'll write a veneer of normalcy over them. Make Thunder look like a draft horse, Quill like a black stallion."

He took a deep breath, centering himself. He reached for the Ink—the magical fluid of reality that a Scribe manipulated. He closed his eyes and visualized the words: Flesh. Bone. Hair. He tried to overlay those descriptors onto Thunder’s granite hide.

He pushed his will into the world.

Nothing happened.

Usually, magic felt like a flow—a river he could dip his hands into. Here, it felt like hitting a wall.

He frowned and tried again, harder. He visualized the ink flowing, rewriting the texture of Quill’s mane. Static.

A sharp, high-pitched whine echoed in his skull. It wasn't that the magic was gone; it felt clamped. Suppressed. It was like trying to write with a pen that had dried up, or trying to speak with a hand over his mouth. The reality of this place was so rigid, so defined by iron and law, that it refused to be edited.

"Kaelen?" Barak asked, stepping closer. The big man sensed his distress through the Chain.

"My magic," Kaelen whispered, his eyes snapping open. Panic fluttered in his chest. "I can't reach it. It’s... it’s too static here. The Logic of the place is blocking me."

"Can you fight?" Elara asked, her hand drifting to her sword hilt.

"With a sword, yes," Kaelen said, his voice shaking. "But I can't cast. I can't Shield. I can't Edit."

"Then we are vulnerable," Silas said grimly.

The searchlight swept over them. The beam hit them, blindingly bright.

"HALT!" a voice boomed from a loudspeaker on the wall. It was distorted, metallic, and utterly devoid of humanity. "IDENTIFY AND PREPARE FOR SCANNING."

"Then we do this the old-fashioned way," Elara said, spurring her horse forward into the light. "We lie."
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Chapter 3: The Toll of Science
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The checkpoint was not designed to stop an army; it was designed to process a resource.

The massive iron gatehouse loomed over them, a Brutalist slab of riveted steel that blocked out the smoggy sky. It didn't look like a castle; it looked like a mouth. On either side, the walls were lined not with banners, but with steam-vents that hissed in a synchronized, rhythmic cycle, sounding disturbingly like heavy breathing.

"Steady," Barak murmured to Thunder. The granite horse was scraping his hooves against the concrete, sparks flying. The stone beast hated this place. The vibration of the machinery in the walls was a constant, dissonant hum that grated against the deep, seismic peace of the earth.

The guards that manned the gate were not the soldiers the party was used to. They wore no heraldry. They carried no shields. Instead, they wore heavy, reinforced leather aprons over gray uniforms, stained with grease and ink. Their faces were hidden behind intricate brass goggles with multiple, rotating lenses that clicked and whirred like insect eyes.

Instead of spears, they carried clipboards. Instead of swords, they wore heavy, steam-powered gauntlets that vented puffs of white vapor with every movement.

"Next," a voice droned from a reinforced booth.

There was no one else on the road, yet the process felt like waiting in a queue.

They rode forward into the shadow of the gate. Above them, massive hydraulic pistons hung suspended, looking like hammers waiting to drop. On the walkways, sentries manned heavy, belt-fed rivet cannons that tracked the party’s movement with jerky, mechanical precision.

A man stepped out of the booth. He was tall, gaunt, and completely hairless. His skin was the color of old parchment, and he wore a monocle that was wired directly into a brass box strapped to his chest.

He didn't look at their faces. He didn't look at their weapons. He looked at a gauge on his wrist.

"State your business in the Sovereign Municipality of Gear," the man said. His voice was nasally, bored, and utterly devoid of threat. It was the voice of a man who had filled out forms for forty years and had lost the capacity for surprise.

"Travelers," Elara said, projecting her voice with the command of a Paladin. She sat tall on Mist, trying to intimidate the little man. "We seek passage to the capital to trade."

"Trade," the bureaucrat repeated, writing something down without looking up. "Category 4: Commerce. Sub-category: Transient."

He stepped closer to Elara. He reached out a gloved hand and touched the flank of her horse.

Mist, being made of condensed cloud, rippled under his touch. His fingers passed through her vaporous form.

The bureaucrat paused. He didn't gasp. He didn't recoil. He simply adjusted a dial on his monocle.

"Subject exhibits non-standard molecular cohesion," he muttered. "State of matter: Gaseous, yet retaining tensile strength. Anomaly recorded."

He looked up at Elara, his lenses spinning and clicking as they zoomed in on her bone-steel armor.

"Bone-steel," he noted, his lip curling in a sneer. "Archaic. Inefficient tensile strength compared to standard tungsten-carbide alloys. Sentimental value only."

He walked down the line to Barak. Thunder snarled, a sound of grinding rocks.

"Silicate-based life form," the bureaucrat noted, tapping his clipboard. "Granite composite. Heavy industrial application potential. Do you have a permit for heavy machinery operation on public roadways?"

"He isn't a machine," Barak growled, his hand drifting to his hammer. "He is my brother-in-arms."

"Subject is delusional," the man noted, scribbling furiously. "Anthropomorphizes tools."

Finally, the man stopped in front of Kaelen.

The lenses of his monocle went wild. They spun so fast they blurred, emitting a high-pitched whine. The brass box on his chest began to click rapidly, spitting out a thin strip of ticker tape.

The bureaucrat stopped writing. He read the tape. He looked at Kaelen.

"You," the man said. It was the first time he sounded interested. "You are walking radiation."

Kaelen blinked. "I... pardon?"

"The readings," the man said, pointing a slender, accusing finger at Kaelen’s satchel. "Zeta-class emissions. Reality distortion field. Chaos particles."

He looked at the Star-metal sword on Kaelen's hip, then at the Quill peeking out of the bag.

"You are carrying unauthorized literary devices."

"It's a pen," Kaelen said, trying to keep his voice steady despite the headache pounding behind his eyes. "And a sword. Heirlooms."

"They are reality-altering artifacts," the bureaucrat corrected coldly. "Under the Statute of Reason, Section 8, Paragraph 4, all items capable of editing, rewriting, or otherwise altering the physical constants of the universe must be registered, cataloged, and surrendered upon entry."

He looked Kaelen in the eye.

"Magic is contraband. It is chaos. It is a variable we cannot calculate."

"We aren't surrendering anything," Elara said, her sword sliding half an inch out of its scabbard. The sound was sharp, a clear threat.

The bureaucrat didn't flinch. He didn't even blink. He simply pressed a red button on the side of his clipboard.

"Non-compliance noted," he stated.

The reaction was instantaneous.

A siren began to wail—not a clean, piercing note, but a harsh, mechanical grinding sound, like metal shearing bone.

KLANG-KLANG-KLANG.

Heavy iron shutters slammed down over the windows of the gatehouse. The steam-cannons on the wall swivelled down, locking onto the party with terrifying speed. The pistons overhead hissed, lowering slightly.

"Failure to comply is a Class 4 felony," the bureaucrat droned, stepping back into the safety of his reinforced booth. "Please dismount and place your hands on your heads. Or be dismantled."

"Run!" Elara shouted.

She kicked Mist into a gallop, aiming for the gap under the rising gate ahead.

But the gate wasn't rising. It was falling.

A slab of solid iron, six inches thick, slammed into the concrete with a bone-jarring thud, sealing the exit. Dust billowed up.

"Back!" Barak yelled, turning Thunder.

Behind them, a second gate crashed down, sealing the road they had come from.

They were trapped in the killing box. A courtyard of gray stone surrounded by high walls, lined with cannons and emotionless men in goggles.

"Don't fight!" Kaelen yelled, realizing the futility. He looked up at the cannons. They were already glowing red with heat, ready to fire. "Barak, stand down! We can't fight a wall! They'll tear us apart!"

Barak looked ready to charge the iron gate, his stone skin grinding, but he held back, trusting Kaelen's judgment. The Chain pulsed with frustration, hot and sharp, transmitting the helplessness of the group.

The bureaucrat’s voice amplified over a loudspeaker system, echoing off the iron walls.

"Wise," the voice said. "Magic is chaotic. Science is precise. You can outrun a monster, traveler. But you cannot outrun a calculation."

"Dismount," the voice commanded. "And prepare for processing."
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Chapter 4: The Logic Cuff
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Surrender was not a dramatic event. There were no grand speeches, no final clashes of steel, no tragic heroics. It was simply a math problem, and they were on the wrong side of the equation.

The heavy iron gates had sealed them into a courtyard that felt less like a fortress and more like a trash compactor. The walls were sheer, riveted steel, rising fifty feet into the smog. Along the battlements, the steam-cannons tracked them with a low, predatory hum, their barrels glowing dull red with repressed heat.

"Dismount," the bureaucrat’s voice amplified over the speakers. "Proceed to the intake markers painted on the ground. Do not deviate. Deviation is resistance. Resistance is inefficient."

Kaelen swung his leg over Quill’s back, his boots hitting the concrete with a heavy thud. He felt a wave of nausea. It wasn't just fear; it was the atmosphere. The air here was vibrating with a low-frequency hum that seemed to rattle his teeth.

"They're waiting for us to try something," Elara whispered, sliding off Mist. She kept her hand near her sword, though she knew it was useless. "Look at the spacing of the guards. Overlapping fields of fire. They’ve done this a thousand times."

The guards moved in. Up close, they were even more terrifying than they had appeared from a distance. They wore gray uniforms made of a stiff, synthetic canvas that seemed to repel dirt, but over the cloth, they wore exoskeletons of brass and copper.
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