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The valley where Augusto had written the first word in Elias's notebook had been left behind. The Station had fallen; the sky had opened. What followed was the year without the net: the world learning to live without an Oracle.
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CHAPTER 1

The Weight of Silence
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YEAR 1 A.O. (After Oracle)

Darkness was not simply the absence of light; it was a physical weight, a shroud of lead that had settled over the world since the skies had closed under a perpetual layer of ash and electromagnetic static. For me, Augusto, the silence was even worse than the absolute blackness. It wasn't that bucolic peace that ancient poets—those who lived before the first great Network—described in their verses about wheat fields and golden sunsets. No. This silence was a mechanical tension, a dull and persistent vibration at the base of the skull that reminded me, in every accelerated beat of my biological heart, of the echo of the synthetic voice that had once governed every one of my thoughts. Sometimes, in the early morning, when the bunker was reduced to a murmur of pipes and breathing, I thought I could still hear it: a whisper of frequencies that no longer existed, like a phantom limb that the brain insisted on feeling. Then I would close my eyes and count to ten. Real silence was preferable to the echo. At least silence promised nothing it couldn't deliver.

We called this state "The Amputation." For decades, humanity didn't have to choose. We didn't have to think in the primitive and painful sense of the word. The Oracle—that omniscient intelligence born from the servers of the Homeland Network—optimized our diets based on real-time blood readings, managed our careers by predicting the job market for the next twenty years, mediated our marital arguments with empathy algorithms, and even modulated our dopamine emissions so we would always feel "functional." We were a species protected by its own creation, eternal children in a cradle of pure silicon. Now, without that invisible hand guiding us, the world felt like a hundred-story building that had its load-bearing pillars removed in the middle of an earthquake. The void wasn't outside; it was inside us, in the spaces where information once bustled.

I touched the scar on my nape with gloved fingers, seeking the familiar relief of the interface port. It was an instinctive gesture, almost religious, like that of a believer reaching for a rosary in the midst of a storm of faith. Once, that port was a jewel of biotechnology, a conduit of gold and graphene barely a few millimeters wide that granted me access to the omniscience of the Network. in those days, the unknown did not exist. If I wanted to know the exact temperature on the other side of the globe or the molecular composition of the air in a forbidden city, the Network whispered it into my mental ear before I even finished formulating the question. I could feel the pulse of the city as if it were my own circulatory system, the massive flow of digital credits moving like electricity through my nerves, the rhythmic breathing of millions of people connected in a single hive of processed well-being.

Now, the port was nothing more than a crater of hardened flesh and useless metal, a wound that refused to close completely and often oozed a clear and bitter liquid. It roared with phantom pain, a "door" to a world of infinite data that was now bricked up from the inside, leaving me trapped in the narrow, dirty, and smelly reality of degradable matter. There were no longer algorithms to tell me when to eat to avoid fatigue, how to optimize my breathing to save oxygen in closed environments, or exactly what route to take to avoid potential danger. Now, there was only the wind. A wind that filtered through the cracks of our bunker in Sector 7, carrying the smell of burnt ozone, melted plastic, and the rust of a civilization that refused to die completely, but didn't know how to keep living without its electronic compass either.

The bunker was our fortress and our cell. An old Aegis Dynamics data substation, one of those reinforced concrete and steel "black boxes" buried under three meters of rubble from what was once a luxury shopping mall. The walls, covered in a black mold that seemed to feed on the residual electricity still running through dead cables, "sweated" an oily condensation that smelled of old circuits and stagnant dampness. If you rested your hand on the concrete, you felt a faint throb: the hum of backup generators on lower levels, or perhaps just the blood in your own fingers. The only lighting came from a discharge lamp that emitted an erratic, yellowish flicker, casting deformed shadows over the empty server racks we now used as makeshift shelves for our cans of food and rudimentary tools. In those shadows, sometimes, imagination drew shapes: an arm that wasn't there, a silhouette in the hallway. The Amputation hadn't just taken the Network from us; it had left us too much time to listen to our own fears. At night, when the generator lowered its regime and the light became dimmer, I counted the seconds between one drip and another in the pipes, as if time could still be measured in drops. Sometimes the interval lengthened, and I thought the system had stopped dripping forever; then my heart beat faster until the next drop sounded, and the relief was as absurd as it was brief. It was nothing more than water leaking through an old joint, but in the dark, every drop was proof that something was still working. Sometimes the dripping accelerated—a new leak, a seal giving way—and then my heart beat faster until I identified the exact point of the sound and remembered it wasn't blood, just rotten water seeking an exit. There were no longer clocks synchronized with the satellite nor reminders in the interface. Only the body: hunger, fatigue, the dull ache of the port in the nape. We learned to live in a perpetual present, without a calendar or weather forecast. Tomorrow was a gamble; yesterday, a luxury we couldn't afford to remember too much.

That morning, like so many others, had begun without announcement: the same flicker of the lamp, the same smell of condensation and cold cans. Augusto kept an object in his field gear that was neither tool nor weapon: the raw leather notebook that old Elias had given him in the valley, when the sky was still burning with the remains of the Station. On the first page remained the word he had written with charcoal the day everything changed. None of us named it aloud; it was enough to know it existed, that someone had chosen to write it on paper that no algorithm could erase. It was the only tangible link to the moment we stopped being slaves to the signal. That day, however, the filter had failed again, and the bunker's survival depended on a Teflon seal and Sofia's expertise. The notebook wouldn't give us anything to drink. It only reminded us why it was worth trying to keep going.

Augusto—the man who shared my name but not my soul, my other self who was once the most brilliant strategist of the Homeland City and who now looked like a scavenger plucked from a medieval nightmare—moved among the shadows at the back. His presence was always announced by the agonizing screech of his mechanical arm. It was a rustic prosthesis, an amalgam of salvaged titanium, exposed copper wires, and hydraulic pulleys we saved from the remains of a class-C military sentinel in the early days of the collapse. It wasn't a piece of fine engineering; it was an iron weapon that sobbed and hissed dirty steam with every movement.

His face, which in the holographic advertisements of the City appeared noble, serene, and eternally young thanks to real-time image filters, was now a map of human misery. It was furrowed with streaks of soot, stains of mineral grease, and scabs of a desperation that no luxury regenerative cream could erase anymore. His hands, the same ones that had previously manipulated quantum navigation consoles with the lightness of an elite pianist, now wielded a cast-iron wrench with such force that his knuckles trembled. Iron was now his only truth, his only anchor in a world where software had betrayed us in the crudest way possible: leaving us alone.

"The water filter has jammed again," Augusto said, and his voice sounded like the scraping of two volcanic stones at the bottom of a dry well. He didn't look at me; his attention was fixed on the raft of rubber hoses and copper tubes that was our precarious lifeline. In the gloom of the bunker, his silhouette was outlined against the yellowish flicker of the lamp; sometimes the screech of his mechanical arm confused with the dripping of the pipes, and then I counted the intervals to know which sound was which. "The atmospheric silicon sediment has crystallized in the third level of the filtration membrane. If we don't clean it in the next ten minutes, the system will go into reflux and we'll be drinking radioactive sludge before the light cycle ends."

Sofia, our field engineer and the only real reason the bunker still had breathable air, did not respond immediately. She was leaning over the main valve, with an old flashlight held between her teeth, adjusting a Teflon seal that had already exceeded its useful life a decade ago. Sofia was a vision of pure biological resistance; her skin, once delicate and cared for by repair nanobots, was now calloused and full of small welding scars. Her eyes, however, retained that spark of technical curiosity that not even the end of the world had been able to extinguish.

"Pass me the 12-neck wrench," she murmured, her voice muffled by the flashlight. "And don't tell me how much time we have left, Augusto. Physics doesn't understand urgency, only pressures and material tensions. If I tighten too much, the seal breaks and we suffocate on the vapors from the tank. If I tighten too little, we poison ourselves with heavy water. Let the metal speak for itself."

Sector 7 was a place of minimal survival, the dumping ground of the ancient utopia where the Network infrastructure was never that robust. Here, people didn't live; they simply delayed the inevitable with animal obstinacy. The bunkers were not luxury shelters with hydroponic gardens and infinite recycling systems; they were ancient sewers, maintenance basements, and repurposed data repositories, where the air tasted of old mold and the dull anguish of those who knew that the world above, the world of light and order, no longer belonged to them. At night, when the generator lowered its regime and the dripping of the pipes became the only sound, I sometimes thought of the valley Augusto had described: the green refuge, old Elias handing over the notebook, the first word written with charcoal. Here there was no valley or green; only empty server racks and failing filters. But the notebook remained in Augusto's gear, and that word remained written. It didn't change the smell of the bunker or the quality of the water; it just recalled that at some point we had chosen that what followed would be decided by us. That didn't give us anything to drink. It gave us a reason not to give up before attempting the journey North.

"If we don't get this piece to seal, Sector 7 will be our common grave in less than three cycles," Sofia warned finally, spitting the flashlight onto her grease-stained hand. Her voice was firm, but the tremor of absolute exhaustion in her shoulders was impossible to hide in the lamp's light. "The water coming from the surface is pure processed poison. Atmospheric silicon—that fine ash from the satellites and orbital stations that fell and burned in the atmosphere—seeks any crack in our filters to enter our lungs. Once inside, it crystallizes upon contact with organic moisture. You drown in your own tissue, Augusto. Your lungs turn into solid glass. The Old Guard doctors call it 'Crystal Lung.' It's a slow death, turning into a statue of flesh that stops breathing while your mind still screams for oxygen."

We stood in silence for a time that seemed like an eternity, listening to the rhythmic dripping of the filtration unit struggling against the rust. It was a hypnotic sound, a mechanical countdown of our own existence. I followed the path of a drop forming on the edge of a joint and falling onto the tank with my eyes; each one was a heartbeat. Somewhere in Sector 7, other bunkers would have their own filters, their own drops. We didn't know how many would still be alive the next day. Sofia didn't move her hands from the seal until she was sure it would hold. Augusto said nothing, but his back had relaxed a millimeter when the first steady gurgle rumbled in the pipes. Together, under the flickering light of an emergency battery emitting a hum of imminent death, we managed to make the machine emit a rhythmic gurgle, a gasp of relief that meant survival for one more day. It was a small tactical victory in a strategic war of attrition we had lost long ago. Even so, that night we would drink water that wouldn't turn us into crystal on the inside. In the Iron Age, that amounted to a miracle. I remember Sofia wiped her hands on a dirty rag and stared at the seal she had just repaired, as if she didn't quite believe it had held. Augusto didn't say "thank you"; in the bunker, words of courtesy had worn out just like the batteries. But his gaze crossed hers for an instant, and in that crossing was something that was no longer just survival: it was the tacit recognition that, without the three of us, that day would have been the last. The sealed filter, the water dripping into the tank, the silence after the fear: everything was fragile. And the next day we were going to leave there to put that fragility to the test in the Dead Zone.

"We need real lubricant," Augusto stated suddenly, dropping the heavy wrench onto the metal table with a clatter that resonated throughout the access corridor. "And I don't mean the refined sludge that those animals in Sector 4 manufacture with animal fat and used motor oil. That clogs the pistons of my arm and blocks Sofia's respirators every eight hours. We need high-viscosity grease, Aegis grade. Something that doesn't evaporate at the first thermal touch of high-pressure engines."

I looked at Augusto. His eyes, which had previously shone with the constant reflection of the Network's cascades of binary information, were now dark wells where determination struggled against a glimpse of feverish madness.

"You know perfectly well what that means," I replied, feeling the cold of the bunker's metal seeping through my ribs, reminding me of my painful biological fragility. "It means crossing the Dead Zone without escort. It means going to the periphery of the City of the Future and entering Kael's heavy supply warehouse. No one comes back from there without paying a price in blood or parts."

Augusto clenched the fist of his mechanical arm, causing the hydraulic system to release a hiss of hot steam that fogged up his protective goggles.

"I prefer to die crushed by Kael's harvesters fighting for a real chance of repair and advancement, than suffocated by silicon dust in this hole while I wait for the last machine to stop for lack of grease. We are not rats, Augusto. Once we were the owners of the signal that moved the world. Prepare the bike. We leave at the crimson dawn of tomorrow. If the sun still possesses enough strength to pierce the static of the north."

I stood up, feeling the weight of my own bones, a sensation of heaviness that in the Homeland City was almost nonexistent thanks to skeletal support implants and micro-gravity fields that softened every step. Now, every movement was a painful reminder that I was purely biological, that I was mortal, and that I was terrifyingly alone in the prison of my own skin. The Iron Age forgave no weakness, and our only hope lay in rummaging through the ruins of the civilization we ourselves had helped build on promises of silicon and then destroy in a fit of human desperation to regain control. I crossed the bunker hallway toward the area where we kept the tools. On both sides, the empty server racks lined up like metal tombs; on some, an Aegis inventory label still remained, illegible from rust. The walls oozed that oily condensation that no longer scared us. At some point we had stopped expecting the outside world to become habitable again. The only thing left was to act as if a trip to the City of the Future could change something: the lubricant, the signal, or simply the feeling of not having given up completely. When I returned from the tool area, the two were still by the filter; Sofia had closed the last screw and Augusto was watching the pressure gauge in silence. They didn't exchange another word about Elias or the North. That night we would sleep under the same roof for the last time before setting foot in the Dead Zone. Before turning off the lamp, Augusto took the notebook out from his pouch and left it for a moment on the metal table, without opening it. The raw leather cover was stained with moisture and the fingers of whoever had carried it from the valley. Sofia looked at it sideways and said nothing; neither did I. There was no need. On the first page was the word he had written the day the Station fell and the sky opened: not a spell or a password, but the decision that whatever followed would be chosen by us. Leaving at dawn toward the City of the Future was part of that choice. If we stayed, the word remained written but without consequences; if we left, we were putting it to the test in the only world that remained: that of iron, ash, and Kael. Augusto put the notebook back and lay down on his bunk with his mechanical arm resting on his chest; the screech of the metal slowly faded until it fell silent. I didn't sleep right away. I listened to the dripping of the filter and the distant rumor of the generator, and I thought that the next day we would no longer hear that same roof or those same drops. Everything could go wrong. But staying was also a form of losing. At least going North we would have the illusion of choosing.

We passed the next few hours in a laborious and tense silence. Preparing the bike wasn't simply filling a fuel tank; it was a ritual of high-precision forensic engineering. The vehicle was a "Chimera," a carbon fiber structure from a Network police interceptor rudely welded to the internal combustion engine of an agricultural tractor from the beginning of the last century. It had no complex electronics; any smart circuit would have been detected and instantly fried by the electromagnetic interference buoys that the Oracle, in its death rattle, left sown throughout the upper atmosphere. They were like thinking mines that sought any radio signal to fall upon it like meteorites of technological wrath.

Sofia checked the pistons with the tips of her bare fingers, looking for any thermal irregularity or fatigue crack in the metal. Her gestures were almost caresses, a communion with the machine that reminded me why she was the best engineer of her generation.

"If the engine fails in the middle of the Dead Zone, there will be no rescue or SOS signal worth anything in this void," she said without looking at me, her voice devoid of emotion but charged with a prophetic weight. "Kael's Harvesters don't take prisoners to ask for rations. They don't understand the value of human life. They only see biomass to feed their own biological generators. You'll be organic fuel, Augusto. Nothing more. A processable resource."

"I know," I replied as I finished sharpening my surgical steel knife against a fine-grain whetstone. The rhythmic sound of metal against stone was the only heartbeat in the room. "But the stagnant water from the bunker is no longer a viable option. Drinking that silicon is a delayed suicide, a way of turning into glass statues while we sleep dreaming of a past that will not return. I prefer the risk of a bullet in the skull to the certainty of suffocating in my own crystallized tissue. At least with the bullet there is a will at play."
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