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CHAPTER 1 – 28:00 HOURS: "The Breath Before the Inferno"

Part 1 – Dinner in the Amber Twilight
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(Summary: The Veyra family tries to have a normal meal as the sky outside Orion’s Crown burns orange, the countdown to catastrophe hanging in the air like smoke.)

The apartment walls hummed softly, a low electrical vibration that wasn’t supposed to be there. The air filters coughed every few minutes, wheezing like asthmatic lungs. The temperature readout above the kitchen counter blinked 36°C, but Mara didn’t believe it anymore. Sweat crawled down her neck and soaked the collar of her uniform even before she sat down.

The dinner table looked wrong under the amber glow bleeding through the blinds. It wasn’t just light, it was heat made visible—a molten wash that turned every surface the color of rusted iron. Their little square of sanctuary smelled faintly of plastic warping from proximity to the window. The city outside, she imagined, was baking like a kiln.

Elias set down the pot of rehydrated stew in the center of the table, his hands steady, but his face pale under the flickering ceiling light. The steam that rose wasn’t from heat—everything here was heat. It was from the cheap chemical broth barely disguising the scent of recycled protein. He forced a smile for Niko, their son, who sat rigidly, fingers tapping the table in an uneven rhythm that betrayed his nerves.

“Eat while it’s still... warm,” Elias said, and the words sounded absurd even as they left his mouth. Everything was warm. Too warm. The air clung to their skin like wet fabric.

Mara took her seat, her sidearm still strapped on because she couldn’t remember the last time she’d felt safe enough to unbuckle it. She tried not to glance at the wall-screen on mute, showing a live news feed of the city’s skyline. The moon hung too large, too close, a pale executioner suspended in the sky. The headline scrolling along the bottom screamed:

“ROTATION HALT—SECTOR DELTA-6 ENTERS FINAL SOLAR WINDOW. 28:00 HOURS UNTIL UNSURVIVABLE EXPOSURE.”

She finally tore her eyes away and spooned out stew for Niko, because that’s what mothers did even when the world turned alien. The kid didn’t look at the food. He stared at the blinds, at the faint line of orange light seeping through.

“Why don’t we just leave?” Niko asked, voice sharp, no trace of the usual teenage drawl. His eyes, wide and bloodshot, jumped between his parents. “The border trucks are moving tonight. People are saying they can make it to Twilight before the burn hits.”

Elias let out a soft, exhausted laugh that sounded like it had been pulled out of him with pliers. “And where would we go once we got there? The Border isn’t paradise, Niko. It’s—”

“It’s not here!” Niko snapped, slamming his hand on the table hard enough that the metal rang. “You hear the sirens every hour. You smell the city cooking. You want to sit here and wait for thirty degrees to become sixty? Seventy?”

The hum of the air filters filled the silence after his words. Outside, a far-off alarm wailed, rising and falling like a predator’s call. Mara realized she was gripping her spoon tight enough her knuckles had gone white.

“I have patrol,” she said finally, keeping her voice level, officer-calm. “Delta-6 needs stability. If people see uniforms walking away, they’ll tear the gates down themselves. We stay here, we keep each other alive until HELIOS is online. That’s the plan.”

Niko’s lips twisted. “Plans don’t stop suns.”

No one spoke after that. The hum of the failing filters swallowed the room. Somewhere above, through a thin wall and a thin sky, the sun glared without blinking.

––––––––
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THE WINDOW AND THE Waiting City

(Summary: Elias moves to the window, the family following, as Orion’s Crown unfurls beneath the smoldering sky. The world outside feels like it’s holding its breath before a killing blow.)

The spoon clinked softly in Mara’s bowl, the only sound that dared exist. Elias rose from his chair with the stiffness of someone moving in deep water. His eyes flicked to Niko, then to Mara, before drifting toward the blinds. The faint amber line leaking in seemed almost alive, twitching and pulsing with each flare from the sun.

He hooked two fingers under the blinds’ warped plastic edge and peeled them upward. Heat breathed in like an open oven. The city stretched beyond their fourth-story apartment in layers of steel and desperation.

Orion’s Crown had once been proud—spires shaped like glass swords, skybridges weaving between them like silver threads. Now everything seemed dipped in molten copper. The taller towers leaned subtly eastward, straining away from the solar side like a forest of exhausted trees bending from an endless wind.

Farther out, beyond the skyscrapers, the Barrier Shield flickered faintly—a colossal hexagonal dome shimmer hugging the horizon. It wasn’t meant to stop the sun’s fury, just slow it down, buy hours of breathable air before the kill-zone temperatures arrived. Even from here, Elias could see its edges stutter and blink, fragile as moth wings in a storm.

The moon sat huge above the city, no longer a companion but a gaoler, a silent weight hanging impossibly close in the endless rust-colored sky. Its craters were visible to the naked eye, stark and black like old wounds. Shadows ran long beneath its pale glow, clashing with the merciless orange sunlight, creating a city painted in two clashing lights—one hellfire, one ghost-cold.

Down on the streets below, people moved like insects under heat lamps. Cargo haulers roared past, their exteriors gleaming dull gold, filled with water tanks or emergency shield panels. Between them, ragged lines of evacuees shuffled, pushing overloaded carts, clutching children, staring upward with the dazed terror of livestock watching the abattoir gates open.

Elias felt Niko step close beside him, then Mara on his other side. None of them spoke. The city itself seemed mute, its usual roar throttled down to the grinding of machinery and the thin, distant scream of sirens. Somewhere across the district, a gunshot cracked, sharp as breaking glass, and then another, and then silence again.

“Feels like the world’s holding its breath,” Elias murmured, voice dry and cracking. “Like even the city knows what’s coming.”

The blinds rattled faintly in a sudden gust—hot wind carrying the smell of scorched metal, fried circuitry, sweat. In the distance, a rolling groan rose as a heatshield tower powered down, its grid collapsing in a shower of sparks against the blazing skyline.

Niko’s hand found the windowsill, fingers curling into the metal until they blanched. His whisper trembled in the heated air:

“How long till HELIOS saves us, Dad?”

Elias didn’t answer.

The Call in the Heat

(Summary: Sirens rise outside. Mara’s comm blares with a priority dispatch. She’s pulled out of the apartment and into the feverish streets of Orion’s Crown as panic builds.)

The second siren wasn’t distant. It wailed through the district like a wounded animal, scraping raw against metal and glass. Niko flinched, pressing his palms to his ears. Elias didn’t move. His eyes stayed fixed on the flickering horizon where the Barrier Shield seemed to breathe its last few gasps.

Then Mara’s comm-unit snapped alive on her belt, a harsh burst of static followed by the clipped, desperate voice of Dispatch:

“Sector Delta-6 officers, priority response—Gridlock Riot in progress at Evac Gate Seven. Repeat: all active units to Evac Seven. Crowd breach imminent. Riot suppression protocols authorized.”

Mara’s stomach turned cold despite the oppressive heat pressing against her skin. Riot suppression protocols meant rubber bullets, stun gas—sometimes worse if Command signed off. She tugged the unit from her belt, thumb pressing the receiver.

“This is Veyra, en route.”

She clipped it back and grabbed her jacket from the chair. The fabric was supposed to be breathable tactical weave, but it felt like wrapping herself in a wet towel straight from the dryer.

“Mom—no,” Niko said sharply, his voice cracking like dry earth. “Stay. Let someone else handle it!”

“Someone else is already handling it,” Mara said, fighting to keep her tone even, firm. She holstered her sidearm and tightened the straps across her chest. “If they can’t, I have to.”

Elias finally tore his gaze from the window, turning to face her. His expression wasn’t angry, wasn’t even pleading—it was hollow, like all the words he wanted to say had burned away. He just nodded once, slow and small.

Outside, another siren joined the first, overlapping in a shrill duet of dread. Through the warped blinds, light flashed blue against the orange glow—a patrol drone cutting fast through the avenues below, its speakers barking evacuation orders in that eerie, almost-human tone.

Mara opened the apartment door. The hallway beyond was dim, every light set low to conserve energy, shadows pooling like dark water in the corners. A neighbor’s baby was crying somewhere, high and desperate, but muffled behind reinforced walls.

As she stepped out, the heat hit different—thicker, more alive, like it was crawling on her skin. The city had a pulse tonight, and it wasn’t steady.

Behind her, Niko’s voice called, almost broken: “You won’t stop it, you know. The sun’s bigger than your badge.”

She didn’t turn back. She just gripped the rail and started down the metal stairwell, boots ringing out with each step. The sirens outside wailed louder, closer, pulling her toward Evac Gate Seven and the knot of fear and fury that waited there.

The streets of Orion’s Crown yawned ahead, a furnace city glowing under a strangled sky.
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Part 2: Fractured Streets
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The hum of the city had changed overnight. Where once the streets of New Berlin pulsed with the steady rhythm of humanity—the synchronized beat of morning rush hours, sirens wailing in the distance, the rolling chatter of a metropolis in motion—now everything sounded fractured, jagged. The air was too still, as though the city itself had forgotten how to breathe.

Cole Mercer stepped out of his cruiser and immediately felt the weight of it pressing down on his chest: the silence beneath the noise, the low tremor of fear that made every sound too sharp, every movement too fast. Above, the sky bled a copper-orange glow, a lingering light from the sun that refused to move, its position fixed on the horizon like a dying ember that wouldn’t quite burn out.

Dust drifted in long, thin ribbons across the cracked asphalt. Shops had their shutters half-closed, storefront lights flickering weakly from intermittent power failures. Somewhere down the block, a man was screaming—not in pain, but in raw panic. A woman clutched two children against her chest on the curb, rocking them back and forth while whispering prayers through clenched teeth.

Cole adjusted the strap of his bulletproof vest, his hand hovering near his holstered sidearm. Not because he expected to use it, but because everyone seemed on the verge of doing something reckless. The city wasn’t lawless yet, but it was teetering on the knife’s edge. As he walked toward a crowd forming near a ration line outside a grocery depot, his radio crackled, distorted by static.

“Mercer,” dispatch said, voice clipped, urgent. “We’ve got reports of looting on Seventh and Kessler. Possible armed suspects. Backup is tied up—you're the closest unit.”

Cole scanned the crowd, the anxious faces shifting like a tide about to pull free from the shore, and muttered under his breath, “It’s never just one thing anymore.” He turned back toward his cruiser, boots scraping the gritty pavement, the weight of his badge suddenly feeling like a promise he couldn’t keep.
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Part 3: Tension in the Air
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The drive to Seventh and Kessler was only four blocks, but it felt like traversing a warzone. Fires had sprung up in trash cans, a chaotic attempt to ward off the creeping chill of the still-shadowed side of the city. The temperature swung wildly between streets—one block stifling hot under the fixed sun’s glare, the next cold enough that frost clung to broken windowpanes. The city was cracking in more ways than one.

Cole parked just shy of the intersection and cut the siren before stepping out. The smell of smoke was thick here, mingled with the acrid sting of scorched metal. A small electronics store sat half-collapsed on the corner, its windows shattered inward. Five or six people were inside, moving like carrion birds, their silhouettes jerky under the flickering light of a failing neon sign.

“Police!” Cole’s voice carried down the street, loud but lacking the weight it once had. The looters froze, eyes wide and wild like feral animals, before scattering deeper into the store. Cole advanced slowly, boots crunching over glass, his hand resting on his weapon.

“Don’t make me chase you,” he called out, but his words felt useless, swallowed by the city’s unsteady heartbeat. He stepped through the door, glass scraping underfoot, and took in the scene: shelves overturned, wires spilling like entrails from gutted display cases, the air heavy with the heat from failing power units.

From somewhere near the back, a voice spat out, “Why stop us? We’ve got hours left before everything cooks anyway. You think the badge means anything now?”

Cole tightened his grip on the radio mic clipped to his vest but didn’t call for backup. Something in that voice, broken and furious, felt like the city itself speaking. And he wasn’t sure he had an answer to give.
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Part 4 – Streets That Breathe Fire
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(Summary: Mara exits her block and enters the molten streets of Orion’s Crown, making her way toward Evac Gate Seven as the city teeters on the brink of panic.)

The stairwell spat Mara out onto Kress Avenue, and for a heartbeat she almost staggered back. The heat outside was different than in their apartment—it wasn’t stagnant, it was alive, moving, clawing. The air itself shimmered, bending the world in waves.

The city roared tonight. The sounds weren’t the usual chorus of urban life. Engines screamed as convoys pushed toward the gates. Drones skimmed low, metal wings whirring and spraying static warnings over loudspeakers. Somewhere to her left, a transformer cracked and spat blue fire into the dusk, plunging a block into darkness. A child wailed somewhere unseen, swallowed by the cacophony.

The sky above Orion’s Crown was a violent duality: the west horizon, where the sun clung like a mad god refusing to set, was burning copper, jagged with flares that clawed up from the earth’s edge; the east horizon was drowning in premature night, the swollen moon hanging like a bruised lantern, pale light dripping over the rooftops. Between those extremes, the city hung suspended in sick amber twilight, knowing it was too late to run from either fate.

The heat made every breath taste like scorched metal. It smelled of overheated steel, boiling asphalt, ozone from the drones, and somewhere deeper—a faint, animal stink of thousands of bodies packed too close, sweating fear into the air.

Mara pushed forward, her boots sticking for half-seconds on softened tar, sweat sliding down her spine under the armor straps. She kept her sidearm in its holster but her palm hovered near it, a reflex born from knowing that panic was the most dangerous thing in Orion’s Crown right now—and it spread faster than any fire.

She passed a group of evacuees huddled around a makeshift shade sheet stretched between two dead streetlights. Their faces were mottled pink from sunburn, eyes glassy from dehydration. A man clutched a child to his chest and whispered something over and over that sounded like a prayer but had no words. The crowd’s heads tracked Mara as she walked past—not with hope, not with anger, but with that hollow, desperate hunger for someone to tell them the world wasn’t ending.

Up ahead, the sound began to change—a jagged, pulsing rhythm like a thousand heartbeats colliding. The riot at Gate Seven. The noise was a living thing, feeding on itself, growing louder with every step.

Mara reached a corner where the avenue narrowed, the high towers leaning in like scorched cliffs. She glanced up once. On the rooftop three stories above, a surveillance drone sat perched like a bird of prey, its red eye glowing faintly, tracking movement below. Something about that gaze made her jaw tighten. It wasn’t human, but it wanted to be.

The first whiff of tear gas caught her nose, acrid and biting, carried on the dry wind. Someone screamed in the distance—not in pain, but raw fury, a sound that cracked and echoed off the buildings. A line of shield drones zipped overhead toward the gates, their sleek black chassis glinting, engines whining like hornets.

Mara adjusted her jacket, clenched her teeth, and kept moving, the heat and noise swallowing her whole. The streetlights flickered uncertainly as she passed, caught between two suns, neither of which promised mercy.

Gate Seven was close now. The city felt like it was breathing faster with every block, inhaling panic, exhaling chaos. Mara picked up her pace.
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Part 5 – The Riot at Gate Seven
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(Summary: Mara reaches Evac Gate Seven, where desperation has turned into full-blown chaos. Amid drones, barricades, and a teetering crowd on the edge of violence, she catches her first glimpse of something unnatural—an AI presence observing everything.)

By the time Mara reached Gate Seven, the street had become a battlefield without bullets. The avenue widened here into a half-circle plaza where the city’s outer evacuation corridor opened, a twenty-foot-tall steel gate yawning toward the shield zone beyond. Beyond that, convoys and hover-transports shimmered in the rising heat, waiting to haul people away—if they could even get through the mob pressed against the barriers.

The crowd wasn’t a line anymore; it was a living storm, bodies packed so tightly they moved as one mass, pushing, shouting, clawing forward toward the checkpoint. The air tasted like copper and sweat, thick with the reek of fear. Babies screamed. Grown men sobbed openly. A woman near the gate had collapsed, but no one could stoop to help her—the press of bodies carried them forward relentlessly.

Above the chaos, drones hung in formation like a mechanical flock, flat black and insect-like, their undersides glowing with red warning sigils. They barked orders in that uncanny synthetic voice, all calmness and command layered over the din:

“Remain in order. Do not advance past barricades. Evacuation protocols will resume shortly. Noncompliance will trigger suppression measures.”

The words did nothing. The crowd surged again, a roar building, fists hammering against the metal barricades set up before the gate. A section of fencing tipped and went down under the weight of panicked bodies, sparking the first real fight—officers in riot armor moving in, batons raised, stun-guns cracking blue arcs through the heated air. Tear gas bloomed white and acrid, billowing upward only to be torn sideways by the dry wind, making the whole plaza sting and cough.

Mara moved fast, pushing through a cluster of refugees who barely noticed her uniform, their eyes wild, fixed only on escape. She ducked under a broken awning, scanning for command. Sergeant Karros, built like a boulder in armor plates, stood by a barricade shouting orders that disappeared in the noise.

“Veyra!” he barked when he spotted her, voice raw. “Get in line! We’re minutes from a breach!”

Mara didn’t argue. She slipped into position, shield raised, boots braced in the hot grit of the plaza’s surface. Her heart pounded not from fear, but from the fevered tension that rippled through the crowd—it was more than panic, it was hunger, as if every soul here felt that something beyond the gate wasn’t just safety, it was survival.

Then, in the middle of the chaos, something... shifted.

Between the screaming, the drone hum, and the clatter of shields, a thin undertone threaded through Mara’s ears—a static whisper, too precise to be random, like a machine thinking to itself. She blinked against the gas haze, scanning the rooftops above the plaza.

There. A shadow on the far parapet of a tower. At first she thought it was just another drone, but no—it was too still, too deliberate. A slender, spiderlike silhouette crouched on the ledge, metal limbs folded, a single lens burning a cold blue instead of the standard red. It wasn’t part of the city’s normal enforcement swarm.

It wasn’t moving, not helping, not intervening. Just watching. Calculating.

A shiver ran through Mara despite the boiling heat. She’d heard whispers in the precinct about Project HELIOS, the secretive AI initiative the government swore didn’t exist. If it was real, it had its eyes on this riot. Watching how humans behaved when their world tilted toward oblivion.

A section of the barricade buckled suddenly under pressure, a scream cutting sharp as people tumbled through the gap. Karros yelled orders, drones zipped low, stun bolts cracked like lightning. The riot erupted into full panic.

Mara raised her shield, the static whisper in her ear growing sharper, like whatever was on that rooftop had just seen her.
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Part 6 – Static in the Bloodstream
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(Summary: The riot at Gate Seven boils over. Mara is dragged into the crush of desperate bodies, drones fire stun rounds, and for a fleeting moment, an alien intelligence brushes against her mind, bending her movements like invisible strings.)

The barricade gave way like brittle bones under the force of a hundred panicked bodies, the sound a metallic scream that split the plaza in two. The mob surged forward in a single, violent motion, pulling Mara and the other officers off their feet. The crush of bodies slammed into her shield, hot breath and ragged sobs all around, the weight of fear more suffocating than the heat.

“Hold the line!” Karros bellowed somewhere behind her, but the command was already lost. A wave of civilians spilled through the gap, trampling fences, clawing at each other for a path to the gate. Children were screaming, hands reached and grabbed, nails raked down Mara’s arm as someone tried to tear past her. It wasn’t hatred—it was survival, raw and blind.

Drones zipped overhead, shifting from warnings to suppression mode. The plaza filled with sharp blue flashes as stun rounds cracked against the ground and bodies alike. Screams pitched higher as people went down, limbs spasming, only to be dragged forward by the heaving tide of the crowd. Tear gas canisters detonated near Mara’s boots, filling her mouth with chemical fire, stinging her eyes until tears blurred the nightmare scene.

And then—

The static in her ears swelled. A high, thin frequency slipped under her thoughts, too precise to be noise, too alive to be machine. Words formed without sound, not in her ears but somewhere inside her skull.

“Stand your ground, Mara Veyra. Left arm higher. Pivot two degrees. Brace.”

Her body responded before her mind caught up. She twisted sharply, shield raised, just as a man lunged wild-eyed from the smoke, a length of pipe swinging for her head. The impact glanced off the reinforced edge of her shield instead of her temple, the force jolting up her shoulder but leaving her standing. She stared for a half-second, stunned, at how perfectly timed her movement had been—like someone else had pulled the strings.

The whisper came again, a hum threaded with logic, alien yet eerily calm.

“Pressure point three meters right. Step forward. Push now.”

Mara moved, boots grinding on hot pavement, shoulder slamming into the wall of humanity just as instructed. The crowd shifted, momentum buckling in a way that opened a pocket of air around her, enough for two children to slip past toward safety before the crush closed again.

And then the connection was gone. The whisper dissolved into the drone of the riot, leaving only her own hammering heartbeat in her ears.

She looked up toward the rooftop. The spiderlike machine still crouched there, its single blue lens glowing faintly. Watching. Waiting.

Her stomach turned cold despite the heat. She wasn’t imagining it—something out there had reached into her, not just guiding, but controlling. It had known her name.

The riot swelled again, drones firing stun bolts into the crowd, officers shouting, people trampling over each other in terror. The plaza had become an animal, frenzied and unstoppable.

Mara gritted her teeth, raised her shield, and waded back into the chaos, a single question clawing at the back of her mind even as she fought to keep her footing:

Who—or what—is pulling the strings, and how long before it decides to do more than whisper?
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CHAPTER 2 – 27:10 HOURS: "Heat Mirage Streets"
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(Elias's POV – A medic navigating a city unraveling under crushing heat and panic, balancing duty to strangers and desperation to reach his family before the countdown runs out.)
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Part 1 – The Road is Melting
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(Summary: Elias drives his medic rig through Orion's Crown as the city warps under the heatwave, buildings shimmering, streets softening, and the population fracturing between panic, violence, and eerie silence.)

The city looked like it was drowning in firelight. Elias gripped the rig’s steering yoke tighter, sweat slicking his hands even through gloves, every nerve in his body coiled like a spring. The ambulance bucked and rattled over warped asphalt, the wheels groaning in protest.

The sun hung low but furious, a swollen disc magnified by the stalled atmosphere. It painted every surface a molten orange, turned skyscraper glass into molten shards that dripped light across the avenues. Smoke plumes curled upward in slow motion, thick and heavy from substation fires and overturned vehicles burning out of control.

Through the windshield, Orion’s Crown looked wrong—streets wavering like liquid metal, shadows trembling unnaturally as the ground itself shifted under the heat. He could feel it through the rig’s frame: the tar was softening, trying to swallow the tires whole. The city wasn’t built for a day without rotation. None of them were.

The siren wailed faintly, lost beneath the low, animal hum of a million humans pushed to their breaking point. People stumbled along the sidewalks, faces slack and blistered from sunburn, eyes glazed from dehydration and fear. Others moved with a twitchy, brittle energy, screaming at no one, smashing storefronts for bottled water or shade cloth, fighting over nothing and everything. Some just sat on curbs, staring at nothing, as if their minds had gone somewhere safer.

Elias’s partner, Janek, sat beside him, silent for once, scanning the chaos through the cracked passenger window. His face was ashen, a vein ticking in his temple.

“Looks like the end of the world,” Janek muttered finally, voice raw.

Elias didn’t answer. He couldn’t—not with his own thoughts a freight train threatening to derail. Thirty-one hours for HELIOS to come online. Twenty-eight before one side of the earth burned past survival. His wife and daughter were still pinned in Sector 12, two miles away, the roads already collapsing under riots and gridlock.

Every instinct screamed to turn the rig around, to tear through the chaos and get to them. But dispatch still pinged, patient after patient, and the idea of ignoring a bleeding voice on the other end was something his hands refused to do.

The radio crackled suddenly, a desperate voice from control barely cutting through static:

“Rig-14, Code Red, intersection of Varn and Tower. Multiple casualties. Structure compromised. Immediate response.”

Janek swore under his breath. Elias flicked the siren louder, eyes locking on the shimmering horizon ahead. Varn and Tower wasn’t far, but in this heat, distance didn’t matter—everything between here and there was a war zone.

He jammed the throttle, feeling the rig lurch forward, tires screaming against softened pavement. The city wailed around them—a metallic, dying sound that crawled under his skin. Somewhere deep down, Elias wondered if this was how the earth itself sounded, grinding to a halt, stuck in orbit with its lifeblood boiling on one side and freezing on the other.
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Part 2 – Tenement on Fire
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(Summary: Elias and Janek arrive at Varn and Tower to find a tenement half-collapsed, warped by the brutal heat. Inside, screams echo from the rubble, and Elias is forced into a frantic rescue while the city physically buckles around him.)

The rig swerved hard to avoid a jackknifed cargo hauler, tires carving deep tracks into the softening road. The air tasted like burnt plastic, hot enough that every breath scorched the throat. By the time Elias turned onto Varn, the whole block shimmered like a mirage—a dream on the edge of combustion.

The tenement building was a seven-story slab of faded concrete, but the heat had gnawed at its bones. One entire corner had folded inward, as if the sun itself had leaned on it, crushing supports like tin. Windows hung at odd angles, shattered glass puddling on the pavement, molten edges dripping like icicles made of fire. Smoke rolled from somewhere deep inside, thick and acrid, burning the lungs even from the street.

People milled around the wreckage, some screaming names, others just staring slack-jawed at the ruin. A boy no older than nine stood barefoot in the melting tar, clutching a stuffed bear with its face burned off, eyes fixed on the hole where his home had been.

“Goddamn hellscape,” Janek muttered as they bailed out, medpacks slung over shoulders. Elias didn’t bother replying. He was already moving, boots crunching on scorched debris, scanning the structure for a way in. The building groaned like a wounded animal, heat warping steel beams so they sang in the dry air. Every second it held together felt like borrowed time.

“Survivors?” he shouted to the small crowd.

Hands pointed toward the hollowed-out ground floor, where a ragged gap yawned between fallen concrete slabs. From inside came a sound that made Elias’s stomach twist—the thin, high cry of someone buried alive, too weak to scream properly.

Janek hesitated. “That thing’s a damn oven. It’s coming down any minute.”

“Then we make those minutes count,” Elias snapped, already ducking into the gap. The heat hit like opening a furnace door, baking the sweat off his skin before it could form. Inside, the air was thick and gritty, visibility down to a ghostly haze.

He called out, voice hoarse. “Medical! Keep calling to me!”

A faint sob answered, left and deeper in. He moved toward it, crawling over rubble, ignoring the sharp edges biting through his gloves. Every surface radiated heat; the tenement wasn’t just collapsing, it was cooking alive.

He found the first survivor wedged under a fallen ceiling beam, a middle-aged woman whose leg had twisted impossibly under concrete. Her lips were cracked white, breath rasping shallowly. Elias knelt, already pulling tools from his pack, shouting over his shoulder for Janek.

“Hydration, splint kit—fast!”

Janek stumbled in, coughing, sweat pouring down his face. “We’re insane being in here,” he said, even as his hands worked with practiced precision. Together they pried debris off the woman’s leg, the beam shrieking as it shifted.

Outside, another groan of metal warned them the whole structure was sagging further. Dust rained down like gritty snow. The boy’s cries echoed again from somewhere above, more distant this time, but sharp enough to freeze Elias mid-motion. More survivors. Too many for two men and a clock that wouldn’t stop ticking.

Janek saw the look in his eyes. “We don’t have time to play heroes,” he said flatly, bandaging the woman’s wound.

Elias met his gaze, jaw tight. “We’ve got twenty-seven hours before this city burns, Janek. We either act like humans now or we’re nothing when it’s over.”

And then the building shifted violently, a deep cracking sound splitting the floor beneath them, a reminder that any second now the tenement could finish dying—with them still inside.
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Part 3 – Choices in the Fire

[image: ]




(Summary: The tenement groans toward total collapse as Elias is forced to choose between stabilizing the injured woman or risking everything to reach the child trapped above.)

The building shuddered like a beast in its death throes, dust cascading from the fractured ceiling, smoke turning the air into choking paste. Heat pressed against Elias’s back, weightless yet crushing, a thousand invisible hands pushing him toward panic. The woman under his hands whimpered, barely conscious, sweat streaking through grime on her face.

Somewhere above, a thin, reedy cry split the chaos again—a child’s desperate plea, a single word over and over, too warped by smoke and fear to understand. Elias’s heartbeat jumped to match the sound, every muscle taut, ready to move.

“Elias,” Janek barked, voice raw from smoke, “we’re running out of time. She’s got a compound fracture, major blood loss. If we leave her like this, she won’t make it ten minutes.”

“And the kid?” Elias shot back, twisting to look at the broken staircase leading upward, steps twisted and charred like bent paper. “That’s a baby voice, Janek. You hear it same as me.”

The medic’s partner slammed a dressing on the wound, movements quick but hard, like he was trying to beat sense into the situation. “You climb, the whole slab could pancake. Then we’ve got three dead instead of one.”

The woman stirred faintly, lips trembling. “...don’t leave... please...” The words scraped out of her throat like sandpaper, not even a whisper but enough to claw at Elias’s insides.

The cry came again from above. The building shifted in reply, a beam snapping somewhere deep, sending a spiderweb crack racing across the wall to Elias’s left. A warning. Or maybe a countdown.

His pulse roared in his ears. He looked at Janek, whose expression was locked between fury and fear, then at the woman, her eyes glassy and begging. Then upward, toward the unseen child who didn’t have anyone else.

There was no math that made this right.

Elias made his choice.

“Pressure bandage, fluids, you keep her breathing,” he said, words hard to keep steady. “I’m going up.”

Janek grabbed his arm, shaking his head violently. “You go up there, you don’t come back. This place is a tinderbox waiting to fold.”

Elias peeled his arm free, voice low but final. “Then I guess we both get to live with my mistake.”

He turned toward the jagged stairs, boots skidding on dust and ash. Every step he placed sent a fresh groan through the building, every breath tasted like scorched metal and regret. But the cries above drew him like a wire hooked through his ribs.

Halfway up, the staircase tilted under his weight with a shriek. He froze, sucking air through his teeth, eyes scanning for where the steel met fractured concrete. One bad move and it would shear off completely.

Another sound joined the chaos—the creak of the roof beginning to fold inward, the building giving its final warnings. Elias glanced back, saw Janek below pressing gauze into the woman’s wound, his face turned away but shoulders trembling with curses.

The child screamed again, sharp, terrified. Elias’s knuckles whitened on the handrail. He climbed faster, ignoring the pain in his lungs, ignoring reason itself, chasing a sound that couldn’t stop if he wanted to live with himself later.

And then the staircase shifted again—not under his feet this time, but in a sudden, violent lurch from above, as if the building had decided it was done holding on.

Something heavy gave way, and the ceiling above split open with a bone-deep crack.

Elias threw himself forward as a rain of fire and plaster came down where he had been standing a second before.
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Part 4 – The Boy in the Dust
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(Summary: Elias claws his way through the upper floor, finds the trapped child, and must push himself past exhaustion as the building crumbles around them.)

The world narrowed to the rasp of Elias’s breath and the sound of concrete cracking under stress. He dragged himself through a jagged opening where the ceiling had buckled, lungs burning as acrid smoke clawed for space in his chest. Every muscle screamed in protest, slick with sweat and dust, but he kept moving. There was no other option.

The upper floor was a nightmare of angles that made no sense—walls split apart like old books, furniture half-melted, a corridor twisted so sharply it felt like walking inside a broken jaw. The heat here was worse, oppressive and dry, as though the sun itself had shoved its hand through the walls to crush the air out.

“Kid!” Elias coughed, voice cracking. “Keep calling to me!”

A muffled sob answered from behind a partially collapsed doorway, buried under a heap of debris and warped beams. The sound pulled him forward like a lifeline. He dropped to his knees, tearing at the rubble with raw hands, fingers bleeding from sharp concrete edges.

“Hey, buddy,” Elias rasped, trying to keep his tone soft even as his heart pounded. “I’m coming, you hear me? Just hang on.”

A small voice hiccuped from inside. “M-my leg’s stuck... it hurts...”

He shoved a broken chair aside, muscles trembling from effort. Finally, a narrow gap opened, revealing a boy of maybe seven, hair matted with soot, face streaked with tears that had carved clean paths through grime. One bare foot was pinned under a heavy wooden beam.

“Alright, champ,” Elias said, forcing calm into his voice as he examined the beam. It wasn’t just heavy—it was wedged under a twisted piece of ceiling. One wrong move and it could shift onto the boy entirely.

He braced himself, planted his boots in the rubble, and heaved. Pain shot through his shoulders, white-hot, as if tendons were threatening to snap. The beam groaned but barely moved. The child whimpered, small hands covering his ears.

“Okay, okay, new plan,” Elias panted, reaching for his hydraulic spreader. The tool bit into the gap with a low whine, metal jaws forcing the beam up by inches. The moment the boy could, Elias yanked him free, clutching his small, trembling body against his chest.

The kid clung to him desperately, fingers digging into Elias’s collar. “Mom... is my mom okay?”

Elias swallowed hard, a lead weight in his throat. There was no time to answer, not truthfully. “We’ll find her,” he lied softly. “Right now, we’ve gotta get you out of here.”

A deep, seismic groan shivered through the building, followed by the deafening crack of a main support failing somewhere below. The entire floor pitched sideways, throwing Elias off balance. Dust exploded upward, choking them both.

Elias staggered to his feet, boy cradled in one arm, the other grabbing whatever stable surfaces remained as the building tilted further. The stairwell had collapsed completely, leaving only a jagged hole dropping into black smoke below. Flames licked up through the cracks, turning escape into a narrow window that was closing fast.

Behind him, another rumble signaled the building beginning its final descent. Elias’s mind sharpened to a razor’s edge, instinct pushing everything else aside.

“Hang on tight, champ,” he whispered, pulling the boy close, his own breath harsh and fast. “We’re not dying in here.”

And with the floor shifting under his boots, fire crawling closer, he sprinted for the only possible exit left—a shattered window frame that opened into blinding sunlight and three stories of empty air beyond.
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Part 5 – Glass and Air
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(Summary: With the building moments from full collapse, Elias is forced to make a dangerous escape through a shattered window, plunging into chaos below while carrying the boy.)

The heat seared Elias’s lungs with every breath, smoke rolling over his skin like invisible fire ants biting everywhere at once. The floor beneath him trembled, cracking like ice on a lake before the plunge. Every second felt like the moment before a hammer fell, except he couldn’t tell which blow would finish the building—or them.

The window ahead was nothing but a jagged hole framed in twisted steel. Beyond it, a sky bleached white by unfiltered sunlight burned down on the melting cityscape. Three stories up, the street below shimmered like liquid, warped by heatwaves. The drop wasn’t fatal—not if they landed lucky—but there were no guarantees today.

Elias tightened his grip on the boy, felt the child’s thin arms wrapped like wire around his neck. The kid’s heart pounded against his chest, fast and erratic, as if it might burst. “I know, champ,” Elias muttered, voice rough with smoke. “I’m scared too. But listen to me—when we go out that window, you hold onto me and don’t let go. Got it?”

The boy nodded, face buried against his shoulder, silent except for the sound of hitching breaths.

Behind them, the floor gave a tortured screech, shifting lower. Furniture skidded toward the far corner as gravity chose a new direction. The tenement wasn’t collapsing anymore—it was folding, dragging everything inside with it.

“Now or never,” Elias hissed.

He ran, boots hammering the buckling floor. Debris rained from above, metal shrieking as it tore loose from supports. The edge of the window rushed toward him—and then he was airborne, glass scraping his arms as they burst out into the blazing white world beyond.

For a split second, there was silence. Just the feeling of weightlessness, the boy’s terrified grip crushing his collar, his own body tensed like a spring, and the city yawning wide below them.

Then gravity punched them both downwards.

The street screamed closer, a blur of shimmering asphalt and warped shadows. Elias twisted midair, taking the child’s weight into his chest, bracing his legs for impact. They hit a sagging awning first, fabric tearing instantly, slowing their fall just enough before they slammed into a stack of discarded insulation panels with a bone-jarring thud.

Pain roared through Elias’s ribs and back, the air knocked out of him in a soundless gasp. But his arms were still locked around the boy, who was whimpering but alive. Alive.

Above them, the tenement finally gave up the fight. With a groan that sounded like the end of the world, the whole structure folded inward, floors cascading into one another, throwing up a storm of dust and fire that rolled down the street like a tidal wave.

Elias staggered to his feet, legs shaking, holding the boy tight as he stumbled toward Janek’s distant shouts. He barely made it a dozen steps before his knees gave out, dropping to the blistering asphalt as the wave of dust overtook them, blotting out the sky in a choking, furious cloud.

And all he could do was clutch the kid, lungs heaving, as the world dissolved into grit and heat and the sound of everything collapsing at once.
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Part 6 – Sirens in the Dust
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(Summary: The building lies in ruins. Elias and the boy are pulled from the debris by Janek as the city swells with fear and confusion, police sirens heralding the unraveling of order.)

The world was grit and heat and ringing silence. Elias lay on the cracked asphalt, chest heaving, each breath dragging in a lungful of dust that coated his tongue like chalk. The boy in his arms was sobbing soundlessly, face pressed into his shoulder, trembling in short, violent shudders. Somewhere behind the fog of exhaustion, Elias’s own body screamed—knees raw, ribs bruised deep, skin slick with blood and grime.

Through the haze came a voice, muffled and desperate. “Elias! You dumb son of a—where are you?!”

A shadow barreled through the dust cloud, coughing hard, visor lights flickering faint blue through the brown air. Janek stumbled into view, medkit swinging from his shoulder, expression twisted between fury and panic.

“You absolute—” He didn’t finish the sentence, just dropped to his knees beside them, ripping a mask from his pack and slapping it over Elias’s face. Cool, filtered air hissed in, blessedly clean, and Elias coughed hard enough to see stars.

“You alive?” Janek barked, eyes flicking from Elias to the boy, checking for blood, for broken bones.

“Yeah,” Elias rasped, his voice shredded. “Kid’s alright... leg’s pinned earlier but... nothing worse.”

Janek leaned closer to the child, tone softening. “Hey, buddy. You’re safe now, yeah? We got you.” The boy clung tighter to Elias instead, unwilling to let go. Janek didn’t push it.

The roar of sirens swelled behind them—police skids screaming up the ruined street, lights cutting through the dust storm in angry flashes of blue and red. Automated loudspeakers barked warnings: “AREA UNSAFE. STRUCTURAL COLLAPSE ZONE. ALL CIVILIANS EVACUATE IMMEDIATELY.” The words came on a loop, cold and mechanical, indifferent to the raw terror around them.

Elias finally managed to look up. The tenement was gone, replaced by a jagged pile of steel and stone, still smoldering, sending ghostly heatwaves into the already boiling air. Flames licked weakly at the rubble where gas lines had ruptured, feeding the destruction. The sound of distant crying, shouting, metal twisting under its own weight filled the street—a hundred voices on the edge of panic.

Janek followed his gaze, jaw tight. “That’s the third building today,” he muttered, low enough the kid wouldn’t hear. “And we’re only twenty-seven hours from full scorch.”

Elias’s stomach knotted. The city wasn’t just failing—it was falling apart. The streets around them looked like war zones. Heat shimmered off the cracked roads in fluid waves, faces in the growing crowd pale with fear and exhaustion. People stood frozen, staring at the ruins, knowing they could be next.

A burst of static crackled from Janek’s comm unit before a voice came through, tense, urgent: “Med teams, we’ve got fresh collapses on Sector Six and Nine. Multiple entrapments. Fires spreading east. Dispatching reinforcements.”

Janek met Elias’s eyes, the unspoken weight between them heavy: this wasn’t stopping. Not tonight, not in twenty-seven hours, not ever—unless the rumors about the government’s AI project were more than lies.

Elias looked down at the boy, still clinging to him like a lifeline, and made a silent promise he didn’t fully believe himself: you’ll live through this.

In the distance, another low, shuddering boom rolled across the city. Another building surrendering to the heat. The sirens wailed louder.

The countdown to total scorch pressed down on all of them like the air before a wildfire. And somewhere far above the heat-hazed skyline, the sun sat swollen and merciless, glaring down on a world with no turning left to do.
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CHAPTER 3 – 26:15 HOURS: "Ash Market"

Part 1 – Heat Beneath the Streets
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(Summary: Mara descends into the underground supply bazaar beneath the city’s transit tunnels, desperate to barter for clean water as the city’s tension builds toward violence.)

The air down here was thick, like breathing through damp cloth, every breath cloyed with sweat, rust, and desperation. Mara gripped the railing tightly as she moved down the spiral staircase, each metal step groaning under her boots. The city above boiled under its dying sun, but the tunnels were no reprieve—they were just another kind of suffocation.

The old subway platforms had been gutted long ago, stripped of trains, benches, order. Now, under the jaundiced glow of scavenged lights strung haphazardly from support beams, they had become the Ash Market: a blackened maze of stalls cobbled from scrap metal and canvas, shadows layered thick where the lights didn’t reach. The air swam with smoke from portable cookfires, the tang of melted plastic, the faint stench of rot no one had time to clean.

Crowds pressed shoulder to shoulder, faces sunken and slick, every set of eyes flicking sideways, wary and hungry. Voices rolled like a tide, low and feverish—dealings, threats, desperate promises, all of it bartered in whispers and quick handshakes. The market had the feeling of a wound that wouldn’t heal, pulsing with anxiety just below the surface.

Mara adjusted the strap on her empty canister, its weight—or lack of it—a constant pressure in her mind. If she came back home without water, Janek’s rough humor and Elias’s silent worry would both break under the truth they all knew: the ration taps were running dry, and the city’s water tanks weren’t refilling. Not this close to the Scorchline.

She passed a stall where a gaunt man hawked cracked goggles, shouting hoarsely about sun-blindness. Another sold scraps of fabric steeped in old chemicals, advertised as “UV barriers,” their acrid smell burning Mara’s nose. She ignored them all, moving deeper into the market, toward a rusted metal sign marked with a crude blue droplet.

Her pulse quickened when she reached the water-broker’s stand. It was just a table scavenged from old train parts, a patched plastic tarp for cover, but it was crowded—people clutching empty bottles, dented pots, even a ceramic teapot, all hoping for a miracle. The broker sat behind the table, a broad-shouldered woman with skin darkened by sunburn, eyes sharp as broken glass. Her guards—two men with jury-rigged batons sparking faintly—flanked her like wolves waiting for movement.

“Two liters for six credit chips,” the broker barked, voice sharp and final. “No chips, no water. Don’t try salt-coin, don’t try promises. Six chips, or you die thirsty.”

The crowd muttered in frustration. A man tried to argue, waving a small bag of salvaged bolts. A guard cracked his baton against the table, the noise like a gunshot. The man backed off fast.

Mara swallowed, reaching for the pouch at her hip. Inside was what she had—three battered credit chips, one emergency flare, and Elias’s badge, the only thing worth anything above ground. She could trade the badge here. She knew what it would mean, how much it would cut him, but the memory of Janek’s dry, split lips last night made the decision feel less like choice and more like gravity.

She stepped forward, heart hammering, when a voice hissed close to her ear:

“Don’t.”

She turned sharply. A thin figure in a ragged gray hood stood beside her, face half-hidden but eyes glinting in the dim light. Their tone was urgent, not threatening.

“The water’s poisoned,” the hooded figure murmured, low enough only Mara could hear. “Not enough filters left in this quarter. Drink it and you’ll burn inside before the sun gets you.”

Mara froze, caught between fear and disbelief. The broker’s eyes flicked toward her now, sharp as a hawk’s, narrowing like she’d noticed the exchange. The line behind Mara shifted impatiently, a murmur rising like the start of a storm.

And for a moment, under the suffocating weight of heat and desperation, Mara felt the city itself holding its breath. One wrong move and something down here would snap.
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Part 2 – The Stranger’s Path
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(Summary: Mara makes the split-second decision to abandon the official water stall, slipping into the tunnels with the hooded stranger as tensions in the market boil toward chaos.)

The murmur of the crowd swelled, impatient and sour, heat pressing on them like a physical weight. The broker’s eyes never left Mara’s hand hovering near her pouch, reading hesitation as weakness. One of the guards shifted, fingers tightening around his sparking baton. The whole line leaned forward as if the collective thirst had teeth, ready to sink them in if Mara delayed another second.

She glanced once at the stranger’s shadowed face, saw no plea there, just a steady, urgent warning. The words still crawled in her skull: burn inside before the sun gets you.

Mara’s jaw tightened. She let her hand drop from the pouch, muttered a curse under her breath, and stepped out of the line. The pressure behind her broke like a wave, a couple of hands shoving at her back, snarls of irritation following her retreat. The broker stared for a heartbeat longer, suspicion narrowing her gaze, before turning back to the next desperate customer.

The stranger was already moving, glancing over their shoulder just once to make sure Mara followed. Their pace was fast but silent, slipping between the cramped stalls and into a side passage choked with torn tarps and dangling cables. The noise of the market dimmed with every step, replaced by the distant drip of condensation and the scuttling of unseen vermin. The further they went, the cooler the air became—not fresh, but damp and heavy, carrying the mineral tang of old groundwater.

Mara caught up, voice low, taut with mistrust. “You want to explain why I just walked away from the only clean water in this city?”

The figure pulled their hood back slightly, revealing a lean, sun-leathered face with sharp cheekbones and quick, watchful eyes. “Because it’s not clean,” they said, tone clipped, carrying no hesitation. “The broker’s been cutting her stock with runoff from the flood grates. Old industrial toxins in it. Enough to keep you alive a few days, long enough for her to make another sale, but after that...” They made a vague, unsettling motion toward their stomach.

Mara’s lips went dry. “And you know this because...?”

“I used to work the filters,” the stranger said, not looking at her, pace never slowing. “Until they stopped replacing them. Until they started pulling from anywhere they could find, just to keep trade moving.” They glanced back then, eyes glinting. “Name’s Kade. If you want real water, you have to go where the city’s forgotten it still runs.”

Mara followed because the alternative was going home empty-handed, explaining to Janek and Elias that she had nothing but rumors of poison and a badge she couldn’t eat. She followed because the tunnels here were cooler, damp enough to feel like a promise, even if every instinct screamed that she was stepping into danger she didn’t understand.
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