
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


# The Machine Ascendant

*A Prequel to The Empyrean Awakening*

## Prologue: The Seed in Darkness

**October 24, 1929**  

**Wall Street, New York City**

The man in the expensive suit stood on the observation deck of the Chrysler Building, watching the chaos below. A bitter wind whipped around him, but he didn’t seem to notice. The financial district was a tableau of ruin: grown men wept in the streets, their life’s work evaporating like smoke.

Eleanor Morse clutched her purse tighter as she navigated the crowd of ruined investors. The air was thick with desperation, the metallic smell of defeat. She heard a banker muttering about his children’s college fund, his voice cracking with each syllable. A well-dressed woman sat on the curb, staring at a telegram that might as well have been a death sentence.

Eleanor looked up at the towering buildings and saw something that made her blood freeze—a man stepping calmly off a ledge forty stories up. His body tumbled through the air like a broken doll before hitting the pavement with a grotesque sound, like a watermelon dropped from a great height. The crowd flowed around the spreading crimson pool as if it were merely an inconvenience.

High above, the man in the expensive suit smiled and turned away from the window. He was not tall, not handsome, not memorable in any way that would stick in a witness’s mind. But his eyes held depths older than the city sprawling beneath him.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” he said to his companion, a nervous young banker whose family fortune had just been obliterated. “The perfect storm. Fear, desperation, the complete collapse of old certainties.”

The banker stared at him in horror. “Millions of people are ruined. How can you call it beautiful?”

The man’s smile widened, and for just a moment, something else looked out through his features—something ancient and patient and utterly inhuman.

“Because now they’ll beg us to save them,” he said simply. “And we will. On our terms.”

Below them, the great machine began to turn.

## Chapter 1: The Foundation of Fear

**March 15, 1932**  

**Washington, D.C.**

Eleanor Morse’s apartment smelled of cabbage soup and desperation. The radiator clanked through the night like a dying animal, and frost had formed on the inside of her windows despite the meager heat. She sat at her kitchen table, surrounded by stacks of case files that seemed to multiply in the dim lamplight—families torn apart by the Depression, children going hungry while their parents searched for work that didn’t exist.

The cream-colored envelope lay unopened beside her cold coffee, its expensive paper a stark contrast to the worn oilcloth covering her table. She’d found it slipped under her door that morning, her name written in elegant script across the front: *Miss Eleanor Morse, Social Worker, Meridian District*.

The weight of it felt wrong somehow. Too heavy for simple correspondence.

Eleanor picked up the letter opener—a gift from her late mother—and sliced through the wax seal. The stationery inside was even finer than the envelope, watermarked with a symbol she didn’t recognize: an eye surrounded by geometric patterns that seemed to shift when she wasn’t looking directly at them.

*Dear Miss Morse,*

*The Meridian Foundation has been observing your exceptional work with disadvantaged families in the Washington area. Your compassion and thoroughness have not gone unnoticed by those who matter.*

*We would like to discuss a proposition that could significantly expand your ability to help those in need. Please meet our representative, Dr. Richard Webb, at Marvin’s Café on K Street tomorrow at 2 PM.*

*Your service to humanity can become so much more than it is.*

*Sincerely,*  

*The Meridian Foundation Board of Directors*

Eleanor read the letter three times, her heart pounding with something between hope and dread. She’d been struggling to make her government salary stretch to cover even basic necessities, and the families on her caseload were getting more desperate by the day. Mrs. Patterson had started selling her furniture piece by piece. The Kowalski children hadn’t had meat in two weeks.

But something about the letter’s tone made her skin crawl. *Those who matter.* As if some people’s lives were worth more than others.

She set the letter aside and returned to her files, but found herself glancing at it throughout the evening. By midnight, she’d convinced herself that her unease was just paranoia born of too many months dealing with suffering she couldn’t alleviate.

When she finally went to bed, she dreamed of golden light pouring through her apartment windows, warming everything it touched. In the dream, a voice whispered, “Not all offers of help are gifts.”

She woke with tears on her cheeks and no memory of why she’d been crying.

——-
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**March 16, 1932**  

**Marvin’s Café, K Street**

Dr. Richard Webb was exactly the sort of man Eleanor’s mother would have called “distinguished.” Silver hair perfectly combed, suit that probably cost more than Eleanor made in three months, hands soft as someone who’d never done manual labor. But his eyes—warm brown with genuine crinkles at the corners—made her think of her grandfather reading bedtime stories.

“Miss Morse.” He stood as she approached his corner table, extending a hand that enveloped hers completely. “Thank you for coming. I hope you don’t mind—I took the liberty of ordering coffee. The blend here is exceptional.”

The cup placed before her steamed with an aroma rich enough to make her mouth water. Real coffee, not the chicory substitute she’d been buying. Eleanor wrapped her fingers around the warm porcelain and felt some of the tension leave her shoulders.

“Your letter mentioned expanding my work,” she said, trying to sound professional despite her threadbare coat and carefully mended gloves. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

Dr. Webb’s smile was grandfatherly, patient. “The Meridian Foundation has been following your cases for some time. Your approach to family assistance is... unique. Thorough. You see patterns others miss.”

He pulled out a leather portfolio and spread several photographs across the table. Eleanor recognized some of the families—the Kowalskis, the Pattersons, the Delacroix children she’d helped place in foster care.

“These are my cases,” she said slowly. “How did you—”

“We make it our business to identify excellence wherever it appears.” Dr. Webb’s voice was so reasonable, so kind. “The Foundation funds research into more effective social assistance methods. We’re particularly interested in understanding how stress affects family dynamics, how people respond to various forms of help.”

Eleanor picked up one of the photographs—little Sarah Kowalski, six years old with hollow cheeks and eyes too old for her face. “What kind of research?”

“Documentation. Careful observation of how families cope with crisis. What breaks them down, what builds them back up.” He leaned forward slightly, his brown eyes intense with what looked like genuine concern. “You’ve already been doing this work, Miss Morse. We simply want to fund it properly.”

The offer was everything Eleanor had dreamed of—resources to really help people, staff to handle the overwhelming caseload, the chance to make a difference beyond shuffling paperwork and watching families disintegrate.

“What would you need from me?”

“Detailed reports on each family’s situation. Psychological profiles. Documentation of their responses to different types of assistance.” Dr. Webb reached into his jacket and produced a contract typed on official letterhead. “Nothing you’re not already doing, simply more systematic.”

Eleanor read through the contract, noting the generous salary, the promise of additional staff, the funding for emergency assistance to families in crisis. Everything seemed legitimate, even generous.
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