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            All that is hidden in the heavens and the earth lies within the power of Allah. To Him are all matters referred for judgement. So do serve Him, and place in Him all your trust. Your Lord is not heedless of what you do. (HUD 11:123)

      

    



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


SEVEN SHADOWS

OF THE

VOLCANO 


[image: ]






	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Author: Cassian Novar

[image: ]




Title: SEVEN SHADOWS OF THE VOLCANO

Publisher: DreamScribe Literary Studio

For publisher: Dominik Livaja

Copyright ©2025 

[Cassian Novar & DREAMSCRIBE Literary Studio] All rights reserved. 

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the copyright holder, except in the case of brief quotations used in reviews, criticisms, or other forms permitted by law. 

More information at: www.dreamscribe.net For questions regarding copyright, permissions, licensing, or colaboration please contact: info@dreamscribe.net

[image: ]



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


FOREWORD


[image: ]




There are moments in history when the world shakes not to destroy us, but to wake us. Moments when truth rises like fire from beneath the ground, and everything built on lies is forced to fall away. We imagine these moments as distant, belonging to ancient cities and lost civilizations — but they are closer than we may think.

This book was born from a single conviction:

that every one of us will one day reach the edge of our own mountain, facing a world collapsing on one side and a narrow path of mercy on the other.

To walk that path, we must be ready. Both in strength and knowledge, with sharp clarity, but away from pride.

We live in a time overflowing with noise — substances for the body, distractions for the mind, poisons for the soul. Every day, we consume things that cloud our perception, dull our instincts, and bury the quiet voice inside us that still knows what is true.

Best thing to prepare yourself, your body, your mind and your heart is to cleanse what you take in — whether food, drink, images, or words — because everything you allow inside you shapes the lens through which you will face the world. And when the time comes to distinguish truth from falsehood, clarity will be your only weapon.

Those who survived in this story did not do so because they were strong.

They survived because they recognized the moment when God called them to rise, to move, to separate themselves from what was corrupt and step toward what was real.
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May you, dear reader, cultivate that same recognition.
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May you sharpen it daily.

May you become someone who can see clearly when the world begins to shake 

and someone who chooses the path that leads not into fear, but into truth.

Prepare. Cleanse. Strengthen. Listen. Learn.

When your mountain awakens, walk with courage toward the dawn and may God guide you and help you. 

Cassian Novar
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CHAPTER I — 

Ammonia and Hippocrates
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The air above the clinic trembled the way heat shimmers above a blacksmith’s furnace, wavering in soft waves that blurred the edges of everything in sight. It carried the smell of ammonia, rust, and the faintest trace of sulfur that drifted in from the distant mouth of the volcano. People here had grown used to breathing poison the way others breathed morning air. Livia Cornelia had stopped noticing the sting years ago, but today it felt sharper, as if the mountain had exhaled differently.

She moved through the clinic with steady steps, her white robe tied loosely around the waist, sleeves rolled up, fingers stained with the faint brown of dried herbs and darker shades of old blood. Her hands never shook. Her breath was slow. Her posture had the quiet grace of someone who had learned to carve calm into herself piece by piece.

The man on the cot before her was no stranger to this world. He was a miner from the lower edge of the Fourth Caste, where the vents from the upper levels bled their fumes into the alleys and the sky was the color of old steel. His chest rose in short, trembling bursts. His eyelids fluttered with each breath, as if the body clung to life with a thread that frayed with every passing moment.

Livia pressed her fingers to his wrist and felt a pulse that flickered like a dying flame. It was there, but so faint it seemed to hide from her touch.

“Stay with me,” she murmured, though she knew he couldn’t hear her. Sometimes words were more for the living than the dying.

She reached for a needle. The glass vial beside it glimmered under the lantern’s weak glow. Blood didn’t scare her; sickness didn’t scare her. But the pattern she had started to see — the one that kept repeating — that frightened her more than she allowed herself to admit.

Three days ago a child had come in with eyes that dulled within hours, breath that rattled, skin turning the same ash-gray she now saw on the man before her. Livia had expected the usual: slow poisoning from the poor filtration grids overhead. Their caste lived under a constant rain of microscopic toxins, drifting down like invisible snowflakes. But something in that boy’s blood had stopped her heart for a second. A marker. A strange filament that didn’t belong to any natural toxin she knew.

And now, she suspected she would find it again.

She slid the needle into the man’s arm. The blood rose slowly, as if reluctant to leave the comfort of the body that still held it. She capped the vial and moved toward the analyzer — a small device, old and temperamental, built from scraps the First Caste deemed unnecessary. Its gears clicked like teeth.

Before she could place the vial inside, the clinic door burst open.

Quintus Varro stumbled in like a gust of hot air from the under-tunnels. Oil streaked both his hands; a smear of dark grit shadowed one cheek. His hair looked as though he’d been crawling under engines again, and perhaps he had. The boy lived more below ground than above it.

“You again?” Livia didn’t look up from the analyzer. “You promised you’d let that wound close.”

Quintus hopped onto the nearest stool, tapping his foot, tapping the metal frame, tapping everything that would produce a hum or rattle. “No time. Pipes are acting strange. They’re vibrating like they’re alive.”

“Pipes don’t come alive,” she said.

“You haven’t been under there lately,” he muttered.

She inserted the vial into the device, ignoring him for the moment. Quintus Varro always sounded like a boy trying to outrun his own breath. Restless, sharp, impulsive. He belonged to the Seventh Caste — the caste that maintained the vast network of tunnels, engines, pipes, and vents beneath the city. They were the unseen hands that kept the world from collapsing, yet everyone above treated them like ghosts.

The indicator on the analyzer flickered, then glowed green.

Livia froze.

Quintus noticed. “There it is again, isn’t it?”

She didn’t answer. She didn’t need to. The soft, unnatural glow spoke for itself.

Quintus leaned in. His voice dropped. “So it’s real.”

“It’s deliberate,” she whispered.

The word hung between them like a drawn blade.

She reopened the vial, lifting it to the lantern. The liquid shimmered faintly. It caught the light as though holding something metallic deep in its center.

“This isn’t from the pipes,” she said. “It’s not from the vents. It’s something new.”

Quintus swallowed hard. He always tried to act older than he was, but fear softened him, stripped him of the shadows he tried to wear like armor.

“You should come below with me,” he said. “You need to see what I’ve been seeing.”

Before she could argue, the man on the cot gasped — a long, rattling sound that scraped the air like stone grinding over stone. It echoed through the clinic, low and rough, and Livia felt the hairs on her neck stand on end. It almost sounded like the mountain rumbling beneath them.

Quintus stood. “Livia... the pipes are humming again.”

She heard it then — a low, resonant vibration rising from the ground, from deep beneath the clinic floor. It started as a tremble, no louder than a whisper, yet full of meaning. The kind of hum that made you feel watched.

The man on the cot exhaled one final, thin breath, and his body eased into stillness.

Livia closed his eyes.

When she turned back to Quintus, he was staring at the floor, as if listening to something only he could hear.

“It’s changing,” he said. “The sound. The rhythm. Like... like the mountain’s breathing differently.”

Livia grabbed her cloak and tied it tight around her shoulders. “Show me.”

Quintus blinked. “Really?”

“Really.”

The boy swallowed, nodded once, and led her toward the door. The clinic’s lamps flickered behind them as the hum beneath the earth grew a little louder, almost curious.

The streets outside the clinic were dim even in daylight. Smoke drifted from the upper walkways where the filtration grids wheezed and spat, trying to push clean air downward and failing as always. The structures of the Fourth Caste clung to the mountain’s slope like stubborn barnacles — stacked homes, rusted ladders, cracked stone, narrow passages charcoal-blackened from years of invisible ash.

Quintus led the way with quick strides. Livia followed a step behind, her cloak brushing against walls marked by old scorch lines. Every few steps she caught a bitter tang in the air, the kind that stung behind the eyes. But there was more beneath it now — a strange metallic scent, faint but steady, as if something deep under the mountain had begun to leak.

“Slow down,” she said. “You walk like someone chasing his own shadow.”

“I walk like someone who wants to stay alive,” he replied without turning. “Down there, hesitation is what kills you first.”

They reached a grated stairway that descended into a lower alley. Two children stood at its base, barefoot and thin, their cheeks smeared with soot. They looked up at Livia with wide eyes. She recognized them from the clinic. Their mother worked the night shifts sorting scrap metal. Their father had died last winter from lung rot.

One of the children tugged Quintus’s sleeve. “Is the buzzing coming back?” the girl whispered.

Quintus didn’t lie to children. “Yes.”

She flinched. Livia rested a hand on the girl’s head, smoothing her tangled hair.

“It won’t reach you,” she said gently.

The lie tasted bitter, but it eased the girl’s trembling for the moment.

Quintus guided Livia further down until they reached a steel door bolted shut with two heavy locks. He took out a ring of keys — each one different, each one bent or scorched or stained, none matching anything that looked official.

Livia raised a brow. “That’s quite a collection.”

“These doors change hands more than you think,” Quintus said. “Locks too.”

He chose a key with a crooked tip. The bolt snapped open with a sound like breaking bone. He pushed the door and a wave of warm, damp air rose up, carrying a deep and distant hum.

Livia hesitated at the threshold. It felt as though the mountain exhaled onto her skin.

“You feel that, right?” Quintus asked, stepping onto the metal grate that sloped downward.

“Yes.”

“Good. Means you’re not losing your senses yet.”

They moved into the descent. Lanterns hung at long intervals, casting long shadows that swayed as they walked. The walls were reinforced stone, layered with pipes that ran like arteries through a darkened body. Some carried hot steam. Some carried cold. Some carried things no one in their caste was meant to understand.

As they reached the second platform, the hum grew louder. Not a mechanical sound. Not quite. More like the vibration of something enormous shifting its weight miles below.

Quintus leaned against the railing, peering into the depths. “It’s worse today.”

“How far does it go?” Livia asked.

“Farther than anyone admits,” he said. “The Seventh Caste knows the tunnels. But some paths... they go past the maps. Past the old grids. Into places where even the engineers won’t step.”

“And that’s where you’re taking me?”

Quintus grinned. “Not yet. You’d die before we reached them.”

Livia tried to decide if he was joking. She failed.

They continued downward. Condensation dripped from overhead pipes, falling like slow rain. Their footsteps echoed in uneven rhythms.

“Tell me,” she said as they walked. “When did this humming start?”

Quintus exhaled sharply. “Months ago. Quiet at first. Like a whisper in the metal. But none of the overseers cared. They said it was old machinery settling.”

“And you didn’t believe them.”

“Would you?”

She didn’t answer. Her silence was enough.

They reached a door painted with symbols Livia did not recognize. Quintus placed his palm against a square metal plate beside it. The panel buzzed, sparks flickered, and the lock disengaged with a reluctant groan.

“You have access to a lot of places you shouldn’t,” Livia said.

“Seventh Caste access,” he replied. “We’re invisible until someone needs us. Then suddenly we're everywhere.”

The room beyond was filled with pipes of different sizes, running across the ceiling like massive ribs. The heat was stronger here. The hum pulsed through the floor in slow waves. Livia felt it vibrate through her boots, up through her bones.

Quintus pointed toward a cluster of thin copper tubes that quivered ever so slightly.

“That’s new,” he said. “Never did that before.”

“What’s inside them?”

“Mixed gases from the old filtration core. Stuff that should be going out through the vent chambers, not shaking around like trapped spirits.”

Livia crouched and studied the pipes. The tremor ran through them in a rhythm — too steady for chaos, too unnatural for coincidence.

She stood, dusting her hands. “Whatever this is, it’s not a leak. It’s pressure building from below.”

Quintus stared at her. “That’s what I’ve been saying. Something down there is pushing up.”

A far, distant sound rolled through the tunnels — like thunder trapped beneath rock.

Livia stiffened. “We should go.”

“Not yet,” Quintus said softly. “There’s something else you need to see.”

He led her deeper still, into a narrow passage lined with old stone. The walls bore marks — chipped symbols, faded carvings, strange sigils that seemed older than the city itself.

Livia touched one of the carvings. The stone felt oddly warm.

“What is this?” she whispered.

“Place the engineers pretend doesn’t exist,” Quintus said. “We call it the First Layer.”

“What does that mean?”

He shrugged. “Just what the old workers called it. No one knows why. Except maybe the First Caste, but they won’t say anything.”

They emerged into a cavernous chamber lit only by two trembling lanterns. In the center of the room stood a single metal structure — a pillar swollen with pipes and coils, wrapped around a tall, cylindrical core.

The hum came from inside it.

Livia approached it slowly. “What is this machine?”

Quintus swallowed. “We don’t fully know. But when the humming started... this thing woke first.”

Livia laid her palm against the smooth metal.

Warm.

Breathing.

Alive.

She jerked her hand away. “This isn’t a filtration device.”

“No.”

“It’s not even meant to help the city.”

“No.”

Livia turned to Quintus. For a moment, neither spoke.

“It’s meant to direct something,” she said at last.

Quintus nodded.

“And whatever it directs is coming... from below.”

The hum surged — a deep, rumbling sigh that curled through the chamber.

Livia stepped back, heart pounding. “Quintus... this is engineered.”

“A weapon,” he whispered. “Or a leash. On the mountain itself.”

Livia closed her eyes. She saw the dying man in the clinic, the green glow in his blood, the way the toxins mirrored the rhythm of the hum she now felt.

“Someone is feeding poison upward,” she said.

“And someone is pushing pressure upward,” Quintus added.

Both halves of the truth hung in the air like smoke.

“Who?” Livia breathed.

Quintus didn’t answer.

He didn’t need to.

Only the First Caste had the power — and the reason.

The hum deepened. Dust drifted down from the ceiling like ash.

Livia stepped back. “We shouldn’t stay.”

“For once,” Quintus said, “I agree.”

They moved quickly toward the door. The hum rose behind them, swelling like the low breath of some ancient beast stirring under earth.

As Quintus locked the door behind them, Livia touched her wrist, where she still felt the echo of the metal’s warmth.

Something was waking beneath the city.

And she feared they were running out of time.

Quintus led her into a narrower corridor, where the ceiling dipped so low they had to bow their heads. The lantern he carried cast a trembling circle of gold around them, and beyond that ring everything dissolved into charcoal darkness. The air here was warmer, sticky against the skin, carrying an earthy smell that reminded Livia of old caves where bats nested.

“Tell me something,” she said softly as they walked. “Why haven’t you shown this to anyone else from your caste?”

Quintus snorted. “I did. They laughed. Said I was hearing ghosts. Said the humming was just old pipes singing.”

“And what do you think now?”

His eyes flicked back at her, serious in a way she wasn’t used to seeing on him. “I think I was right to be scared.”

They reached another metal grate. Through it, Livia saw steam drifting upward like spirits escaping a cracked tomb. Shadows moved along the walls — not alive, just tricks of the light, yet unsettling all the same. Quintus unlocked the grate and they stepped into a walkway suspended above a wide pit.

Livia inhaled sharply. The space below looked like a massive lung carved out of the mountain. Layers upon layers of pipes wrapped its interior, spiraling downward until they disappeared into the earth. Some pipes hissed softly. Some vibrated. Some pulsed with faint heat.

But what drew her gaze was the core:

a deep, vertical shaft that exhaled slow, rhythmic bursts of warm air. Almost like breathing.

“What is this place?” she whispered.

“Layer One,” Quintus said. “The closest a commoner gets to the mountain’s heart.”

Livia approached the railing. Her fingers curled around the cold iron.

A tremor moved through the pit — not violent, but purposeful, like something shifting far below their feet.

“This shouldn’t exist,” she murmured. “If the filtration system was truly built to protect the lower castes—”

Quintus cut her off. “It wasn’t.”

And there, in his voice, she heard a depth of bitterness she hadn’t expected from him.

“What do you mean?”

He pointed to the heaviest pipes — thick, blackened with age, wrapped in layers of metal bands. “Those are outflow channels. They’re supposed to vent bad gases outward, into the open. But look.”

She followed his gesture.

The pipes angled downward.

“Those aren’t outflow,” Livia said slowly. “They’re feed lines.”

“Exactly.”

“And they’re feeding into the lower castes.”

Quintus nodded, jaw tight.

A cold knot formed in her stomach. Her world — already fragile — began to tilt.

“You said this humming started months ago?” she asked.

“Yes.”

“And the sickness... it grew stronger around that time.”

Quintus looked at her, and she saw the unspoken truth in his eyes.

Someone in power had flipped a switch.

Livia turned back to the pit. Steam drifted upward in slow ribbons.

Within it, shapes formed for a moment — almost human silhouettes — then dissolved again. She blinked, unsure if it was real or a trick of the lanternlight.

“Do you see faces?” she asked quietly.

Quintus’s hand tightened on the railing. “Sometimes. When the pressure is strong. The older workers said the mountain remembers. That it holds shadows of the dead.”

“Superstition.”

“Maybe,” he said. “Or maybe not.”

They both watched the rising steam in silence. Livia felt something stir inside her — a warning, a whisper, a call she didn’t understand. The heat swelling from the shaft made her skin prickle.

“This place is wrong,” she said.

“Welcome to the underbelly,” Quintus replied.

A loud metallic clang echoed from somewhere far below. The walkway shivered beneath their feet. The lantern flickered.

Quintus grabbed her wrist. “We have to move. It’s starting again.”

“What is?”

He didn’t answer.

He pulled her back into the corridor and slammed the grate shut behind them. The humming deepened, shaking dust from the tunnel ceiling. Livia braced one hand against the stone wall.

A low roar travelled upward — not like an explosion or collapse, but like a long, deep exhale from a massive beast.

“It’s alive,” she whispered.

“The mountain?” Quintus asked.

“The machine.”

They moved through the corridor quickly now. The heat intensified, radiating from the walls. Livia’s breath grew shallow. She felt as if the air was thinning.

“How far does this tunnel go?” she asked.

“All the way to Layer Two,” he said. “Where the filtration core actually sits.”

“But I thought the filtration system was—”

“A lie?” Quintus smirked grimly. “Good. You’re catching on.”

They descended a spiral staircase carved into the stone. Each step groaned beneath their weight. The lantern cast dancing shapes across the rough walls. Livia felt sweat roll down her spine.

“Tell me about your caste,” she said, partly to break the tension, partly because she genuinely wanted to know.

Quintus raised an eyebrow. “That’s a weird time to be curious.”

“Humor me.”

He sighed. “Fine. Seventh Caste. The bottom of the ladder. The ones who fix the things nobody else wants to admit are broken. We keep the tunnels alive, we keep the machinery breathing, we patch the leaks. We do it without manuals, without proper tools, without recognition.”

“You do it because you must.”

He chuckled softly. “We do it because the First Caste would rather let us choke than help us breathe.”

Livia hesitated. “Is that why you trust me?”

“You’re not like them,” he said simply. “You actually see us.”

The stairway ended at a heavy metal hatch. Quintus hesitated before opening it.

“This next part... don’t scream.”

“I don’t scream,” she said.

“I’ve seen you near rats.”

“That was one rat.”

“And you screamed.”

She rolled her eyes. “Just open it.”

He did.

And the sight stole her breath.

The chamber beyond was enormous — far larger than anything she had imagined could exist beneath their feet. Machinery rose along the walls like dark towers. Vast pipes coiled around each other. Giant fans turned slowly overhead, stirring the heavy air. And in the center stood a massive circular engine, its surface glowing faintly as bolts of dull reddish light pulsed beneath its plating.

Livia stepped inside slowly. “This is... beautiful.”

Quintus snorted. “Only you would call this place beautiful.”

“It’s elegant,” she said. “Not like the upper filtration systems. This is older. Older than the caste divisions. Older than the city. Maybe older than the first settlements.”

“How can you tell?”

She brushed her fingers over the outer casing. “The metal isn’t from our forges. And these markings—”

She leaned closer.

Symbols were etched into the machine's surface — smooth curves, intersecting lines, patterns that looked almost like star maps.

Quintus shivered. “The others say this is cursed.”

“What do you think?”

“I think it hums like it wants to speak.”

She placed her palm against the metal.

Warmth surged into her hand, up her arm, into her chest.

For a moment, she felt a memory that wasn’t hers.

A deep hall.

Fire.

Stone.

Voices chanting in a language she didn’t know.

She stepped back sharply.

“What was that?” Quintus asked.

“I... I don't know.” She pressed a hand to her chest. “But this machine... it isn’t just mechanical.”

Another tremor rolled through the chamber. The machine pulsed once — a slow, glowing heartbeat that illuminated the room in a reddish haze.

Quintus grabbed her sleeve. “We need to go. Now.”

Livia didn’t argue.

As they hurried toward the hatch, she spared one last glance at the machine.

It felt like something inside it was watching her.

And waiting.

The climb back through the hatch felt longer on the return than it had on the way down. Livia wiped her palms on her cloak, trying to rid herself of the warmth that had seeped into her bones. It clung to her skin like the aftertaste of a dream that refused to fade.

Quintus noticed her unease. “You felt something, didn’t you?”

Livia didn’t answer right away. She touched the stone wall beside her, grounding herself. The surface pulsed with a faint rhythm — not enough to be felt casually, but strong enough for someone who knew what to listen for. Someone like her.

“I felt memory,” she said at last. “Or something pretending to be memory.”

Quintus raised a brow. “Machines don’t have memories.”

“This one does,” she murmured. “Or it has access to something that remembers.”

They continued down the narrow corridor, the lanternlight bowing before each breath of warm air that rose from the depths. The hum persisted, steady, like the slow heartbeat of a sleeping titan.

When they reached the spiral staircase again, Livia paused at the top and looked down. The chamber below glowed faintly, the red pulse throbbing behind metal plates like embers beneath thick ash.

“We shouldn’t leave it running,” she said.

Quintus gave a short laugh. “If you try to stop it, you’ll get us both killed.”

“I’m not talking about stopping it,” she said. “Just... quieting it. Slowing it.”

Quintus stared down at the chamber, expression twisting. “You don’t quiet something ancient. You survive it.”

They climbed.

By the time they reached the grated platform again, the upper tunnels were cooler, the air less heavy. Steam dripped from overhead pipes in soft taps that reminded Livia of rain — a sound she hadn’t heard in years, because rain didn’t fall on the Fourth Caste. Water never flowed downward unless it was waste.

“It’s getting late,” Quintus said, glancing toward the faint light filtering through cracks in the ceiling. “You should get back before the curfew rings.”

“Is there a curfew tonight?” Livia asked.

“There’s always a curfew now.”

He led her to another branching tunnel. This one was smaller, marked with scratches and old tool-marks.

“This is the way up,” he said.

But before Livia could take a step, the sound reached them — faint at first, then clearer. The rhythm of boots. Several pairs. Striking stone.

Quintus froze. “No. No, no, no. Not now.”

“What is it?” Livia whispered.

He grabbed her arm and pulled her into a side alcove, extinguishing the lantern with a quick blow. Darkness swallowed them.

A moment later, torches flared in the corridor.

Three men in dark armor walked past, their faces hidden behind metal masks shaped like snarling wolves. Each carried a long staff tipped with a glowing coil. The air sizzled faintly around the weapons.

Livia held her breath.

“Who are they?” she mouthed silently.

Quintus leaned close to her ear. “Engineers’ Enforcers.”

“I thought engineers had no soldiers.”

“They don’t. These aren’t soldiers. They’re... corrections.”

The Enforcers paused near the grated walkway, lifting their torches higher. One turned, the fiery light painting the walls in sharp angles.

Livia stayed still, pressing herself into the alcove’s cold stone. Quintus’s hand remained on her arm, trembling faintly.

After a long moment, the Enforcers continued onward.

When their footsteps faded, Quintus exhaled shakily. “They’ve never patrolled this deep before.”

Livia stepped out of the alcove slowly. “They’re looking for someone.”

“Yeah,” he said. “Us.”

“No,” she corrected. “Someone with more authority. Someone who knows about the machine.”

Quintus’s expression darkened. “Then they’re looking for a ghost.”

They began moving again, fast now, but careful. Livia sensed Quintus’s anxiety sharpening with every turn they made. She kept her cloak tight and her steps quiet, listening to the shifting tones of the humming beneath them.

At last they reached a rusted ladder that stretched upward through a narrow shaft.

“This leads up to the old water channels,” Quintus said. “From there, you’re close to the clinic.”

Livia placed her foot on the first rung. It groaned, complaining loudly enough to make her wince.

“You sure this ladder is safe?” she asked.

“No,” Quintus said. “But it’s the only one.”

She climbed. The metal vibrated under her hands — gently, like the aftershiver of distant thunder. When she reached the top, she pushed open a round hatch and emerged into a broad stone corridor filled with settled dust.

Quintus followed her up and slid the hatch shut.

“This used to carry clean water from the upper castes,” he said, brushing off his hands. “Back when they cared whether we lived.”

“Did they ever care?”

“No,” he said. “But they pretended better.”

They walked slowly through the corridor. Light filtered through narrow slits high above, painting thin silver stripes across the floor. The air was cooler here, almost fresh compared to the tunnels below.

As they neared the clinic side entrance, Livia slowed. A strange silence hung over the street outside, a silence too complete. Too intentional.

Quintus noticed it too. “Something’s off.”

They stepped into the street.

And there, waiting by the clinic’s door, stood a man in a deep blue robe. His posture was elegant, his hands clasped behind his back, his chin lifted slightly. His hair was sleek, neatly combed, his sandals polished. Two guards stood at his side.

Gaius Plautus.

First Caste.

Supervisor of the Vesuvian Observatory.

Livia’s breath hitched.

“So,” Plautus said with a calm, cold smile. “Our little physician finally returns.”

His eyes slid to Quintus, narrowing faintly. “And she returns with a rat.”

Quintus stiffened but said nothing. He looked smaller under Plautus’s gaze.

Livia stepped forward. “My lord Plautus. This is unexpected.”

“Nothing is unexpected when one watches closely,” Plautus replied. “Your absence from the upper records concerned me. As did reports of unauthorized activity in the lower layers.”

Quintus muttered under his breath, “We’re dead.”

Plautus regarded Livia with unsettling patience. “You were asked to treat a minor illness in the Gardens of the First Caste. And yet here you are, crawling through tunnels with one of the Seventh.”

Livia forced her voice to remain steady. “I was attending to my patients. Nothing more.”

“Is that so?” Plautus stepped toward her, his eyes dark and sharp as polished obsidian. “Then perhaps you can explain why samples of contaminated blood went missing from your clinic.”

Quintus’s hand drifted toward a tool at his belt. Livia touched his arm lightly — not now.

Plautus tilted his head. “You are far too curious for a woman of your caste. Curiosity can be a virtue.” His smile hardened. “Or a death sentence.”

Livia held his gaze. “I examine what I must to treat the sick.”

“The sick will die regardless,” Plautus said plainly. “Their purpose is not to be saved. It is to endure until they cannot. That is the nature of order.”

Livia felt something inside her break — quietly, like a branch under snow.

Plautus gestured to his guards. “Search the clinic.”

Quintus’s jaw tensed. “What for?”

Plautus ignored him. “You will come with me, Livia Cornelia. The Observatory requires your presence.”

Livia’s pulse quickened. Her cloak felt suddenly heavy.

“And if I refuse?” she asked, though she already knew the answer.

Plautus’s smile returned — polite, thin, venomous.

“You won’t.”

Quintus stepped forward instinctively. “She’s not going anywhere with you.”

Plautus turned to him, amused. “And you believe you can stop me?”

Quintus didn’t answer, but his fists clenched.

Livia stepped between them. “Enough.”

Plautus extended a hand toward her. Not as an invitation — as an order.

“The mountain breathes, physician,” he said quietly. “And its breath is changing. You have seen something you should not have seen. So now you will come with me and explain exactly how much you believe you understand.”

Livia’s heart thudded.

Then the humming beneath the ground surged suddenly, violently — like a roar boiling up from miles below.

Dust drifted from the rooftops.

The street trembled.

Plautus’s calm expression faltered for a split second.

Just a split second.

Quintus grabbed Livia’s hand. “Run.”

Quintus didn’t wait for Plautus’s reaction. He pulled Livia with sudden strength, dragging her down the narrow alley beside the clinic. The tremor beneath the city deepened, rattling loose stones and shaking dust from the high ledges. The guards shouted and lunged forward.

“Stop them!” Plautus barked, his voice no longer calm. No longer in control.

Quintus darted around a corner with the speed of someone who knew every twist of the lower streets by heart. Livia followed, her breath sharp, her cloak snapping behind her. The air burned with the strange metallic scent she’d noticed earlier — now stronger, now undeniable.

“Where are we going?” she called.

“Down!” he shouted. “Always down!”

The ground shuddered again, harder this time, and a crack split the plaster of a nearby wall, sending shards spraying across the path. Livia shielded her face. Behind them, the guards slipped for a moment on the loose rubble, cursing.

Quintus yanked open a rusted door hidden behind a stack of broken crates. He shoved Livia inside and sealed it right as one guard’s torchlight swept across the alley.

They held their breath in the dark.

Outside, Plautus’s voice cut through the dust.

“Find them,” he growled. “If the tunnels swallow them, we’ll never see them again.”

Quintus mouthed silently to Livia:

Exactly.

The footsteps passed.

Silence settled.

Quintus let out a breath and lit a small oil lamp. Its glow revealed a cramped storage chamber filled with abandoned tools, torn cloth, and piles of discarded metal parts. The air tasted stale.

Livia’s pulse finally slowed. “They’ll search the entire sector.”

“They always do,” Quintus replied softly. “But they never look where the ground feels too warm.”

He knelt beside the floor and brushed away dust, revealing an old hatch engraved with faded symbols. Livia recognized the design — the same curved lines she had seen etched into the ancient machine deep below.

A shiver crawled up her spine.

“These markings... they match the core.”

“Everything connects,” Quintus said. “Even the things we think we’ve forgotten.”

He pried the hatch open. Warm air surged upward, dense and heavy, brushing Livia’s face like a living breath. It carried a strange whispering sound — faint, rhythmic, almost melodic. Like distant chanting.

Livia recoiled. “What is that?”

Quintus lowered the lamp and peered down. The stairway below spiraled into darkness. “The old channels. Built before the castes. Before the records. The Seventh avoid them unless we have no choice.”

“And today we have no choice?”

“Today,” he said quietly, “the mountain decides.”

He began his descent. Livia hesitated only a moment before following.

The steps were uneven, carved by hands long gone. Dust shifted under their feet. The air thickened as they descended — warmer, richer, humming with that strange melodic vibration. The sound grew stronger with every turn of the spiral.

When they reached the bottom, they stepped into a narrow tunnel lit by faint red glimmers. The walls glowed in patches, as if the stone itself held buried embers.

Livia touched one glow with cautious fingers.

Warm.

Alive.

“Natural vents?” she whispered.

Quintus shook his head. “Nothing natural glows like this.”

They moved deeper. The tunnel sloped downward in a gentle arc, leading them toward an unseen chamber. The sound grew louder in her chest than in her ears — a deep, thudding rhythm that matched the pulse she had felt against the machine’s metal skin.

“We’re close,” Quintus said.

“To what?” she asked.

Before he could answer, the tunnel opened into a vast cavern.

Livia froze.

The space was enormous — a hollow inside the mountain’s body, lit by long veins of glowing stone that ran up the walls like molten rivers. Steam drifted in slow waves. And in the center stood a colossal structure of metal and rock intertwined.

It was like the machine she had touched earlier — but older, larger, connected directly to the mountain itself. Pipes snaked from it into the glowing stone. Vents exhaled slow, warm breaths. Symbols were etched across its surface in ancient patterns.

“This,” Quintus whispered, “is the First Chamber.”

Livia stepped forward as if in a trance. “This predates the city.”

“Predates everything,” Quintus said. “Some say it was found, not built.”

Livia approached the structure. Her fingertips hovered over its surface. She didn’t touch it — not yet. The heat radiating from it was gentler than before, almost welcoming.

“It’s awake,” she murmured. “It senses us.”

Quintus swallowed. “We shouldn’t stay long. The last tremor came from here.”

Livia turned to him. “What does it do? What is its purpose?”

“That’s the question no one asks,” Quintus said. “Because anyone who asked it is long dead.”

Before she could speak again, the ground tightened beneath them like a drawn breath.

Then—

A sudden pulse rippled through the chamber.

Not like a tremor.

Not like a collapse.

A signal.

A deep, thunderous beat that echoed through the stone, through the machine, through their bones. Dust lifted from the cavern floor. The glowing veins in the walls brightened, flaring like fresh lava.

Livia stumbled. Quintus grabbed her arm.

The mountain groaned.

A long, aching sound that carried sorrow and rage.

The central structure began to tremble. Its symbols glowed brighter, filling the cavern with red-golden light.

“Quintus...” Livia whispered. “It’s reacting.”

“To what?”

She met his eyes.

“To us.”

Another pulse.

Harder.

Angrier.

The cavern shook violently. Rocks cracked overhead.

“Move!” Quintus shouted.

They sprinted toward the tunnel entrance as pebbles rained down. A fissure split open behind them, exhaling a blast of burning steam. Livia shielded her face, coughing.

The humming became a roar.

Quintus pushed her through the tunnel opening just as a section of the cavern wall collapsed with a deafening crash.

They scrambled up the spiral stairway, climbing faster than they had ever moved in their lives. Dust filled the air. Heat licked at their heels.

When they finally burst through the hatch into the storage chamber, both fell against the wall, gasping.

The tremor above the city intensified, rattling the tiles on the clinic’s roof. People shouted in the streets. Dogs barked. Windows shivered.

Quintus looked at Livia with wide, frightened eyes.

“This isn’t just a machine,” he said. “It’s part of the mountain. And someone up there”—he jerked his head toward the First Caste’s direction—“has been pulling its chains.”

Livia tasted ash on her tongue.

“We need to tell someone,” she said.

“Who?” Quintus whispered hoarsely. “Who would believe us? Who would survive hearing it?”

Livia steadied her breath. The choice formed before she allowed herself to fear it.

“We go higher,” she said.

Quintus blinked. “Higher? Into the upper castes? Into their hands?”

“They already know we’ve seen too much,” Livia said. “We can’t hide down here. And the mountain... it isn’t waiting for us. It’s waking.”

A final tremor rolled through the city, sending a deep groan through stone and metal.

Quintus looked down at his soot-stained hands, then nodded slowly.

“Then we climb,” he said.

Livia lifted her cloak, tied it firmly, and stepped toward the door.

Behind her, far beneath the earth, the awakened chamber released a final, shuddering sigh — a breath thousands of years old.

A warning.

A promise.

A beginning.
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CHAPTER II — 

The Green Gardens and the Doubt
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The morning after the tremors, the sky above the Fourth Caste looked bruised. The sun rose as a faint smear of pale gold behind a thick veil of drifting fumes, barely piercing the clouded heaviness. Livia stood outside the clinic with her cloak wrapped tight around her shoulders, listening to the murmurs passing from window to window and from alley to alley.

People talked of the shaking.

Of stones falling from rooftops.

Of pipes rattling like bones in a corpse.

Of heat rising from the streets with a strange metallic tang.

And of the Enforcers — the masked wolves — who had patrolled the quarter through the night, searching for someone neither Livia nor Quintus could afford to name.

Livia felt the echo of the subterranean hum still lodged deep in her chest, like a second heartbeat out of rhythm with her own. She had slept little. Her dreams had been carved from red light and molten stone and symbols she could not read but somehow understood.

At dawn, a messenger arrived.

He bore the crest of the First Caste: a rising sun over a closed gate.

The boy bowed stiffly. “Livia Cornelia, the Council requests your presence.”

Livia exchanged a glance with Quintus, who had stayed near the clinic. He tried to hide the tension in his posture, but she saw the fear settling beneath his skin.

She asked the messenger, “Why?”

“You were summoned yesterday,” he said. “Your absence was noted. The Gardens await you.”

The Gardens.

The sealed sanctum of the First Caste, where air was clean, where the sun shone without obstruction, where people lived as if the earth below them did not rot.

Livia nodded slowly. “I will come.”

The messenger gave a curt bow and left, his sandals hardly making a sound as he disappeared into the haze.

Quintus stepped closer. “You can’t go alone.”

“I must,” she said. “If I refuse, they’ll assume the worst.”

“They already assume the worst.” Quintus looked around, lowering his voice. “Plautus knows you were in the tunnels.”

“He suspects. That’s different.”

“It’s enough to get you killed.”

Livia touched his shoulder. “I need to see the Gardens with my own eyes. I need to understand how far this goes. And if the First Caste is behind the poisoning, the answers won’t be found down here.”

Quintus swallowed. His jaw clenched. “Then at least take this.”

He handed her a small, thin metal shard — a tuning pin used by the Seventh Caste to test pipe resonance. It was dull, nearly harmless.

“What would I do with this?” she asked.

“If the humming starts again, touch it to the nearest surface. It’ll tell you if the pressure’s rising.” He shrugged awkwardly. “Better than nothing.”

She slipped it into her sleeve. “Thank you.”

Quintus hesitated, then added, “And Livia... don’t let them see fear. They smell it.”

She smiled faintly. “I know.”

He watched her go until the fog swallowed her.

The ascent to the Gardens began with a long staircase carved into the mountainside — steep, uneven, flanked by walls coated in soot. Livia moved carefully, aware of eyes on her from every shadow. People offered nods of sympathy, fear, or resignation. A healer from the Fourth Caste being summoned to the First was rare. Rare, and never harmless.

As she climbed, the air changed.

The fumes thinned.

The heat faded.

The scent of metal gave way to something faintly floral.

She passed the boundary arch — a massive gate of bronze and polished obsidian. Two guards in white and gold blocked her way. Their armor shone with a purity that felt almost cruel.

“State your purpose,” one demanded.

“Livia Cornelia,” she said. “Summoned by the Council.”

The guard ran a crystal along the bronze tablet in his hand. It glowed briefly. The gate opened with a smoothness she had never felt in any machine below.

Warm light washed over her.

The Gardens unfolded like a dream she did not trust.

Livia stepped inside.

Immediately she felt the difference — the air tasted soft, untouched by soot. Trees arched overhead, leaves trembling with sunlight. Streams of clear water wound between marble walkways. People dressed in silks strolled with slow ease, as if they had never known fear.

For a moment, the shock made her halt. The contrast felt violent. The world here was so radiant that it hurt her eyes.

A woman in embroidered robes noticed Livia standing near the entrance. Her lips curled with polite disgust, as though Livia’s very presence might stain the clean air.

Livia forced herself to walk calmly. She kept her chin lifted, her steps firm, her breath controlled.

She would not let them see awe.

Nor fear.

But inside, she felt a sting — betrayal by the world above that let her caste drown in poison while up here the sky was still blue.

She followed the path toward the high pavilion at the center of the Gardens. Water trickled from green terraces. Orchards hung with ripe fruit. Children laughed.

None of them had green-glowing blood.

None of them breathed death.

The envy she felt was cold and brief — crushed under something sharper.

Rage.

At the top of the pavilion steps, Gaius Plautus awaited her.

He looked almost serene here, framed by golden trees and sparkling fountains, as if this beauty existed to reflect him.

“Livia Cornelia,” he said. “You made us wait.”

Her jaw tensed. “I came as soon as I received word.”

Plautus’s smile was gentle in the way a blade is gentle before it cuts. “We will speak inside.”

He turned and entered the pavilion. Livia followed.

The interior was vast — marble floors, high ceilings painted with scenes of heroes taming mountains, gold mosaics of the sun rising above ordered cities. The iconography made Livia’s skin crawl.

Five council members sat around a circular table of white stone. Each wore robes embroidered with threads of silver and gold. Each watched her with the cool patience of people who believed their gaze alone was law.

Plautus gestured for her to stand in the center.

“Physician,” said Lady Marcia Aurelia, a stern woman with icy eyes. “We summoned you regarding the incident with the boy from the Gardens.”

Livia bowed her head. “I came as called.”

“We are concerned,” Marcia continued, “about your notes regarding the boy’s illness. You claimed his blood contained a foreign marker. A toxin previously unrecorded.”

“That is correct,” Livia said.

Another councilman leaned forward. “Why did you test for such things?”

“Because he was dying,” Livia answered simply.

“That is not your concern,” Marcia said coldly. “Your caste treats your own. A physician of the Fourth has no authority to analyze the blood of a First.”

Livia stiffened. “He was brought to me.”

“Yes,” Plautus said softly. “A mistake we do not intend to repeat.”

She met his eyes. He held her gaze with calm confidence, as though she were a curiosity, not a threat.

Marcia spoke again. “Your findings have caused unnecessary alarm. You have frightened the mother, and she is influential.”

“I didn’t frighten her,” Livia said. “She saw the truth.”

Marcia’s expression sharpened. “This marker you claim to have found — do you have proof?”

Livia’s heartbeat quickened.

She thought of the missing vials.

The ones Plautus had mentioned outside the clinic.

The ones the guards were sent to retrieve.

“No,” she said. “They were taken.”

“Taken?” Marcia repeated. “By whom?”

Plautus placed a hand over his heart. “By thieves among her own caste, most likely. Opportunists. The lower levels are full of them.”

Livia felt something cold settle in her stomach.

Marcia looked at Livia with disdain. “Then your claim is unsubstantiated.”

Plautus stepped forward. “The Council has decided: You are to cease all tests beyond basic treatment. You are a healer, not an investigator. And you will refrain from disturbing the peace between castes.”

Livia stared at him. “People are dying.”

“People always die,” Plautus said calmly. “But order must remain.”

Her breath caught.

Her anger rose.

Before she could speak, a sudden tremor rolled underfoot — gentle, but unmistakable. The marble floor quivered. A mosaic tile cracked with a sharp sound.

The council members froze.

Another tremor followed, stronger — a brief, sharp jolt.

Marcia turned to Plautus, eyes widening. “That felt close.”

Plautus remained composed, but his jaw tightened. “The mountain shifts. It is natural.”

Livia knew better.

She looked at him, quietly, steadily.

“It’s waking,” she said.

Plautus’s gaze snapped to hers.

In that moment, she knew he understood exactly what she meant.

And he knew she knew.

Silence hung heavy between them.

Then Plautus said, softly but with steel beneath:

“Physician... I warn you. Do not walk paths that were not made for you.”

Livia met his stare with equal calm. “The path is not yours to dictate.”

A dangerous flicker crossed his eyes.

“Take her out,” he ordered the guards.

Two armored men stepped forward.

Livia stood her ground until their hands closed on her arms.

She didn’t fight. She didn’t speak.

She simply watched Plautus as they dragged her away.

And Plautus...

Plautus finally looked afraid.

Just a flicker.

Just a shadow.

But she saw it.

Outside, the Gardens were still serene. Still green. Still perfect.

But the tremors that followed were not gentle.

The earth rumbled, long and low, like a warning carried from the mountain’s heart.

People gasped. Children cried. Birds scattered.

Livia looked up at the shining sky and whispered:

“Something is rising.”

And deep beneath the Gardens, where none of them could see, the ancient machine in the First Chamber pulsed again — a slow, volcanic heartbeat.

A beginning.

Again.

The guards escorted Livia toward the eastern exit of the Gardens, their steps sharp against the polished stone path. She felt their grip on her arms—firm, impersonal, not cruel but completely devoid of sympathy. The First Caste rarely used violence. They preferred precision, the kind that made resistance feel pointless.

Sunlight filtered through the branches overhead, casting clean gold upon her face. It should have felt warm. It should have felt welcome. Instead, she felt as though the light itself judged her.

People stopped to stare.

Whispers followed her like shadows.

“A healer from below...”

“Why would Plautus summon one of them?”

“She brings illness with her.”

“She should not touch the Gardens.”

Livia kept her gaze forward, refusing to give the onlookers the satisfaction of her discomfort. But her heart beat faster with each step. It wasn’t fear of the guards that pressed on her chest. It was the knowledge that she had seen something their world could not stand to face.
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