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	DEDICATION

	For those who choose to rebuild instead of escape.

	For the hands that gather the scattered stones and the hearts that remain when the horizon turns dark. This is for those who find dignity in the labor of restoration, understanding that hope is not a feeling to be found, but a structure to be built, one brick, one breath, and one day at a time.

	

	




	



	EPIGRAPH

	“Survival is not about who leaves first. It is about who stays to change the world.”

	To endure is more than a feat of biology; it is a quiet, radical defiance. While the instinct for self-preservation often commands us to flee toward the horizon, the true architects of the future are those who plant their feet firmly in the dust of the present. They understand that witnessing a tragedy is a burden, but remaining within it, tending to the embers and sketching new blueprints over the ruins, is a sacred calling.

	Change does not come from those who view the struggle from a distance, but from those whose hands are calloused by the grit of the reality they refuse to abandon.
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	THE ORANGE SKY

	The sky had not been blue in twenty-eight years. It was a bruised, heavy expanse of amber and rust, a "fractured orange horizon" that seemed to press down on the world as if trying to smother the last flickers of human life. This was not the vibrant orange of a sunset, but the dull, metallic glow of a dying planet, where the atmosphere was thick with the particulate ghosts of a vanished civilization. Sunlight struggled to pierce the shroud, casting long, sickly shadows over a landscape that had forgotten the smell of rain.

	Sanctum stood as the final monument to a dying era, a sprawling fortress of corrugated steel and reinforced concrete. It was protected by towering walls that hummed with a low-frequency deterrent. This constant, bone-deep vibration kept the horrors of the wasteland at bay, the "shamblers" and the "ash-lungs" that paced the perimeter like hungry shadows. The city survived on a knife’s edge, powered by the last functioning fusion core on Earth, a pulsing, temperamental heart that demanded constant sacrifice. This core was more than a machine; it was a deity of steam and sparks, maintained by a caste of technicians who traded years of their lives for a steady supply of iodine tablets and synthetic protein.

	Inside the walls, life followed a rigid, stifling order. High-tier citizens resided in the upper spires, breathing recycled air that tasted of mountain pines, while the low-tier laborers lived in the "Sump," where the air was heavy with the smell of grease and unwashed bodies. Outside, the infected roamed the ash-choked plains, ghosts of a civilization that had failed to adapt, their eyes clouded by the same orange dust that coated the world.

	Elara Vance moved through this world like a ghost herself. Employed as a maintenance technician inside Governor Halden’s opulent estate, she worked quietly, her presence dismissed as part of the architecture. She was invisible by design, observant by necessity, her ears tuned to the whispers of the powerful. She had learned long ago that the most dangerous secrets weren't hidden in locked safes, but spoken aloud in the presence of those deemed too insignificant to understand them.

	One morning, a violent power fluctuation, a shudder that felt like the city’s final breath, led her to a sector of the estate that didn't appear on any blueprint. The surge had tripped a magnetic lock on a concealed service panel, revealing a staircase that smelled of stagnant history. Following the Governor’s rhythmic footsteps, she descended into a hidden underground chamber carved from the bedrock: the Bone Temple. The air here was cold, smelling of ancient dust and ozone, a stark contrast to the humid, oily warmth of the city above.

	There, on a bank of monitors that outshone the dim torchlight, she discovered the terrifying reality of Project Migration II. It was not the global rescue effort the propaganda promised, the billboards in the Sump showing families boarding gleaming white ships. It was a clinical, cold-blooded selection, a final audit of human worth.
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