
CHAPTER 1
The Drum Beneath the Mud




The morning horn did not wake the city.
It bled into it.




A long, metallic cry crawled through the alleys of Aethelgard, echoing off stacked concrete housing and sinking into the bones of anyone who slept too close to the ground. It wasn’t meant to inspire urgency. It was meant to remind. A sound calibrated not for speed, but for submission.




Kael was already awake.




He stood ankle-deep in mud with hundreds of others, staring at the Job Gates as if they were an altar that might suddenly decide who deserved to eat. The ground beneath him was soft from last night’s mist, sucking at boots, swallowing soles whole if you stood still too long. That was the trick—don’t stop moving. Stillness meant sinking.




The horn sounded again.




Somewhere behind him, a woman coughed until it turned into a dry, tearing laugh. Ahead, two men argued quietly about whose token was older, whose need was greater. Nobody raised their voice. Loudness attracted the Wardens.




The Job Gates loomed like broken teeth—rusted steel arches embedded into a wall of blackened stone. Above them, a cracked display flickered weakly:




SCRAMBLE INTAKE — 300 TOKENS AVAILABLE




There were at least two thousand people in the mud.




Kael flexed his fingers, feeling the ache in his knuckles. Old ache. Familiar. He had once held drafting tools with these hands—precision instruments, calibrated edges, glass screens that mapped stress lines and load paths through the city’s bones. He used to tell people where it was safe to build.




Now he waited for permission to shovel.




A siren chirped. The gates shuddered open.




The Scramble began.




Bodies surged forward in a wet, chaotic wave. Elbows struck ribs. Boots slipped. Someone fell and vanished beneath the press, swallowed by coats and curses and the sound of breath being stolen. Wardens watched from the towers above, faces hidden behind mirrored masks, shock-staffs held loosely like suggestions.




Kael moved with practiced economy. He didn’t rush. Rushers panicked. Panickers fell.




He timed the surge, stepped sideways, let momentum carry others past him. A token dispenser spat bronze chits in a jerking rhythm—one per accepted handprint. Some people slapped the sensor again and again, praying for a malfunction. There never was one.




When Kael reached the front, he pressed his palm to the cold glass.




A tone chimed.




A bronze chit dropped into the tray.




WASTE RECLAMATION — ZONE 9




He closed his fingers around it before it could be taken.




Behind him, the gates slammed shut.




The horn sounded a final time, satisfied.




Zone 9 lay beneath the old industrial quarter, where the city’s skin cracked and never healed. Kael descended with a work gang through a maintenance lift that screamed in protest the entire way down. The air grew warmer, wetter. The lights flickered to a sickly violet—energy rationing, someone muttered.




The Violet Mist.




That was what people called the low-grade Solarium exhaust that seeped up from the depths. Officially harmless. Officially unavoidable. It coated the lungs in a fine, metallic dryness that never quite went away.




Kael felt it settle behind his eyes.




The lift opened onto a cavernous sorting hall carved directly into bedrock. Conveyor belts groaned. Steam hissed from cracked pipes. The floor vibrated faintly, a constant background tremor that never made it into the reports.




A supervisor barked assignments.




Kael was handed gloves thin as paper and directed toward a pile of “waste rock.”




He stared.




Waste rock was a lie. Anyone who had ever studied geology knew that. Rock didn’t become useless just because someone labeled it so. It became inconvenient.




He bent, lifted, sorted. Hours passed without shape.




And then—
he felt it.




At first, Kael thought it was his pulse. A slow, steady thrum… thrum… thrum beneath the soles of his boots. Too regular. Too deep. He froze.




The sound continued.




Not vibration—rhythm.




He pressed his palm flat against the stone wall.




There it was again.




Thrum.
Pause.
Thrum.




Like a massive piston cycling somewhere below the city. Like a heart that didn’t belong to anything living.




Kael swallowed.




He’d mapped this sector once. Years ago. The bedrock beneath Aethelgard was supposed to be stable—dense basalt layered over ancient salt flats. No cavities. No movement.




This wasn’t settling.




This was machinery.




“Hey,” someone snapped behind him. “You sorting or praying?”




Kael shook himself and returned to the pile. But his hands moved slower now. More careful. He examined each fragment instead of tossing it blindly.




That’s when he saw the glint.




Not quartz. Not iron.




A sliver of light, warm and honey-colored, caught between two chunks of shale.




Kael’s breath hitched.




Solarium.




Pure. Uncut. Untainted by the Violet Mist.




Impossible.




The Ministry had declared Solarium functionally extinct fifteen years ago. The last veins exhausted. The energy crisis unavoidable. That was the justification for rationing, for Scrambles, for the slow choking of the lower districts.




Kael closed his fist around the fragment, heart hammering louder than the drum beneath the mud.




Someone was lying.




The collapse came without warning.




A sound like the sky tearing open split the hall. The floor buckled. Conveyor belts snapped like whips. People screamed—not all of them in time.




Kael felt weightlessness, then the sickening drop.




Stone sheared away beneath him. Light vanished. He tumbled through dust and heat and the roar of escaping steam until his shoulder struck metal and knocked the breath from his chest.




He slid.




Down.




Down.




He landed hard, ribs screaming, on a narrow maintenance ledge overlooking a tunnel that should not have existed.
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