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ACT I — THE SKY THAT FORGETS
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CHAPTER 1 — THE SILENCE OF AUREITH
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There was no sound, only light — pale and trembling, dripping through the glass ribs of the Nimbus Vault.

The hum of the weather grid vibrated through the floor, soft as a heartbeat.

Lyen Astridh crouched by a console, her gloves slick with condensation. Beneath her hands, the calibration lines pulsed silver-blue — the same color that sometimes flickered in her eyes when the system answered her touch.

“Grid sequence thirteen,” she murmured.

“Stability... ninety-eight point four.”

Her voice barely reached her own ears. In the Vault, words belonged to the machines.

From the upper catwalk, an overseer’s reflection rippled in the glass — a silhouette of authority wrapped in white light.

“Engineer Astridh,” the voice echoed through the intercom.

“You’re lagging. The Sweep begins in two minutes.”

Lyen didn’t look up.

“Calibration requires precision, not speed.”

“And precision requires obedience,” the overseer replied, tone smoothed to civility. “Finish your task.”

A faint vibration tremored through the chamber. The Array’s wings — vast panels of translucent energy — were aligning across the sky.

Outside, the people of Aureith would be standing still now, eyes lifted to the pale storm above, waiting for the cleansing.

Lyen pressed a final command into the console. The light expanded, then steadied.

“Done.”

She leaned back, flexing her fingers, feeling the static crawl under her skin. When the Vault’s grid connected to her neural link, she always felt watched. Not by people — but by something that remembered too much.

A soft chime.

The Memory Sweep had begun.

From the observation glass, the city shimmered — streets folding in golden haze as the light spread from spire to spire. It looked beautiful, almost merciful, if one didn’t know what it was.

“Neural data synchronization active,” a voice droned from the system.

“Residual memories detected: emotion, grief, longing. Deletion in progress.”

Lyen froze.

Across the plaza, she saw them — rows of citizens bathed in auroral glow, heads tilted slightly as the Sweep passed through. Their faces slackened, then softened, as if exhaling entire years.

Children dropped their toys, confused, then smiled again with vacant calm.

She pressed her hand against the glass.

“Don’t watch it,” said a quiet voice beside her.

Raen Voss stood near the console, immaculate in his silver uniform. His presence was a reminder: order, duty, silence.

They had trained together once, before his promotion to the Cloudguard.

Now his eyes looked like polished steel.

“You’ll make yourself sick,” he continued. “The Sweep’s resonance can trigger false empathy.”

“False?” she whispered.

“They’re just echoes, Lyen. Useless patterns. The Sweep spares them pain.”

She turned toward him. “Or spares someone the truth.”

A muscle flickered in his jaw, but he didn’t answer.

Instead, he gestured toward the console.

“Protocol requires confirmation. State your name for the record.”

She hesitated, then spoke:

“Lyen Astridh. Calibration complete. Sweep synchronized.”

Her reflection in the glass shimmered — eyes faintly luminous, face unreadable.

Somewhere deep below the Vault, thunder rolled through the city’s foundation, though the sky outside remained perfectly calm.

Later, when the alarms faded and the Vault’s hum softened into ordinary silence, Lyen lingered by the maintenance deck.

Below, the streets of Aureith gleamed like threads of silver woven through clouds.

“You shouldn’t linger after cycle-end,” Raen said again. “The city watches even in silence.”

She glanced at him. “Doesn’t it ever bother you?”

“What?”

“That we erase what we can’t control.”

He exhaled slowly, the sound almost human.

“The Dominion keeps us alive. Without the Array, the storms would devour us. You know that.”

Lyen stared at the distant horizon — a seamless wall of clouds stretching forever.

“There’s a difference between protection and blindness.”

Raen didn’t reply. But for a moment, his reflection in the glass seemed less certain, as if even his discipline wavered against the light.

When he finally left, she removed her gloves and laid her bare hand on the conduit’s surface.

The current pulsed up her arm — cold, familiar, alive.

Inside the hum, she almost heard something else.

A voice.

Not the mechanical tone of the Dominion systems, but something warmer. Fainter. Like memory itself struggling to form words.

“Lyen... do you remember the rain?”

She jerked back, heart stuttering.

The lights flickered, then steadied.

No one else was in the chamber.

Her hand trembled slightly. She forced herself to breathe, to remember the code — logic over illusion. But the air around her still felt alive, whispering with static.

“System anomaly?” she asked aloud, forcing her voice steady.

“No anomalies detected,” replied the console. “All memories within threshold.”

She almost laughed. “Within threshold,” she repeated softly.

A phrase meaning erased enough to be useful.

She powered down her station, but as she turned to leave, the screen flickered again — a single line of light burning across it.

> DO YOU REMEMBER HER FACE?

Her breath caught.

She touched the panel — the message vanished.

A glitch, she told herself. Or maybe... not.

The lift carried her upward through the translucent spine of the Vault.

Through the glass walls, the city stretched outward — domes and spires floating above seas of cloud, all bathed in the pale serenity of post-Sweep calm.

Every building hummed with the same rhythm, the same forgetting.

Children laughed again below. Vendors reopened stalls. The air smelled faintly of ionized rain, a sterile sweetness that made her throat ache.

Lyen closed her eyes and imagined, for a moment, what real rain might feel like — water that wasn’t engineered, falling without command.

But in Aureith, nothing fell. Nothing truly changed.

At the upper deck, Archon Merath’s voice floated from the public speakers — smooth, deliberate, omnipresent.

“Citizens of the skies,” it said, “the Sweep is complete. The storm remains pure. You are free of burden, free of error, free of pain.”

People paused in the streets to bow their heads.

Lyen kept walking.

Merath’s words followed her like perfume — beautiful, empty, inescapable.

“To forget is to ascend,” the voice continued. “And to ascend is to become eternal.”

She almost smiled — bitterly. Eternity, she thought, must be exhausting.

By the time she reached her quarters, night had folded itself over Aureith — though in this city, night was only a dimming of the clouds.

Her room was small, spare, lined with faintly glowing walls. On her desk sat an old fragment of metal, shaped like a bird — the only thing left from her mother.

She touched it absently, tracing the worn edges.

“Do you remember the rain?”

The words came back to her again.

Her mother’s voice — maybe. Or her own memory betraying her.

She opened her terminal and replayed the Vault’s system log. Everything was clean. No trace of interference.

But in the last line of data, buried under layers of code, she found something — a fluctuation, a pulse not part of the standard grid.

A resonance pattern.

It pulsed like a heartbeat.

And deep within it, if she slowed the signal, she could almost hear —

not words this time, but a rhythm. Like breathing. Like someone trying to wake.

Outside, the wind began to rise — rare in Aureith, where weather was controlled down to the molecule.

It brushed against her window like a question, or a warning.

She whispered into the glass:

“Who are you?”

The lights in her room dimmed, then flared.

“Lyen Astridh,” said the intercom, a new voice now — calm, male, official. “Report to Central Calibration at dawn. There’s been... irregular data from your sector.”

Her stomach tightened. “Acknowledged.”

“And, Astridh?”

“Yes?”

“Do not discuss anomalies. The sky is listening.”

The line clicked dead.

She stood there for a long time, staring at the quiet shimmer of the city outside.

Every spire gleamed like a memory perfectly polished — beautiful, sterile, untouchable.

The wind brushed the glass again, and for an instant, she saw her reflection not as herself, but blurred — dissolving, like someone half-remembered.

She whispered,

“What happens to the pieces we erase?”

No one answered.

Only the faint echo of thunder — distant, restrained — like the world holding its breath beneath the storm.

And somewhere below the clouds, unseen, the wind carried the first forgotten name.
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CHAPTER 2 — THE ARCHIVE’S WHISPER
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It began with silence — then the hum beneath it broke.

The lights inside the Nimbus Vault shivered like a held breath.

Morning cycle. Artificial dawn poured through the upper glass ribs, coloring the mist in gentle golds and pale blues. The storm outside had quieted into that strange, obedient calm Aureith called sky.

Lyen Astridh sat at her console again, her reflection fractured in the panel’s curved surface.

No sleep. Only thoughts that refused to dim.

“Report anomaly trace, sector N-5,” said the intercom — sterile, rhythmic.

“Central Calibration requests confirmation of your data logs.”

She touched the glass. “Already under review.”

“Copy. Proceed within Dominion parameters.”

The line cut before she could breathe a reply.

Typical.

She exhaled and pulled up the system logs. Thousands of light-lines unfurled before her like strands of glass fiber, pulsing with faint current. But buried in last night’s records was something irregular — a dark pulse wrapped inside the grid, like a shadow stitched into light.

She isolated the fragment.

It wasn’t code. It was voice.

Static, then a word —

a whisper breaking through the electric hum.

“The sky forgets by design.”

Her pulse stumbled. She froze.

The Vault’s walls flickered in response, as if the phrase had weight.

Every surface glowed a fraction brighter. The air thinned.

“Playback origin,” she whispered.

The console hesitated, then responded:

“Origin unknown. Data unclassified. Encryption — organic.”

Organic. No file in Aureith used that term anymore.

She leaned closer, heart quickening. “Run decryption.”

“Access denied.”

“Override. Astridh, Lyen. Maintenance Class Delta.”

The system paused — longer this time.

“Override accepted... partial.”

And then, beneath the interference, the voice returned — clearer now, fractured by distance but undeniably human.

“...not a storm. A network of forgetting. They built it to—”

[static]

“...if you hear this... hide it... they are listening—”

“...the sky forgets by design.”

The Vault seemed to contract around her.

Lyen’s fingers slipped from the keys.

For a long moment, all she heard was her heartbeat, echoing through the hum of machines.

Then—

Footsteps.

Raen Voss appeared in the doorway, his silver uniform immaculate, the Dominion insignia reflecting white fire.

The Vault’s light always seemed to bend around him, like it knew its own hierarchy.

“You’re early,” he said. “I thought your report was at midday.”

She minimized the data window. “Finished ahead.”

“Efficient as always.”

He approached the main grid, eyes scanning the diagnostics. “Central flagged your sector for irregular flux. Anything to declare?”

The question was casual, but she could hear the quiet weight beneath it — the one all Dominion officers carried when suspecting.

“Nothing out of range,” she said.

Her tone was even. Controlled.

Lie number one.

Raen nodded slowly, tracing a fingertip across the glass where the system pulsed. “Good. The Array’s been temperamental since the last Sweep. We can’t risk instability.”

“Instability,” she echoed softly, “or awareness?”

He looked at her then — sharp, unreadable.

“Careful, Lyen.”

“I meant system awareness,” she said, forcing a half-smile. “The algorithms.”

“Right.” A pause. “Still—careful.”

When he left, the air felt heavier, as if the walls themselves had memorized the exchange.

She waited until the corridor lights dimmed again before reopening the fragment.

Her fingers trembled over the interface. Each movement left trails of faint blue in the air, like handwriting in light.

“Hide it... they are listening...”

She copied the waveform into a private channel buried inside calibration diagnostics — a place no one monitored because it was too boring, too routine.

But as soon as she sealed it away, a soft chime sounded.

A red pulse blinked at the edge of her screen.

“Unauthorized duplication detected,” said a new voice — smooth, unfamiliar, threaded with warmth.

“Please remain still, Engineer Astridh.”

Her blood went cold.

“Identify yourself,” she said sharply.

“Surveillance node active. You have triggered a Level-One alert.”

She cursed under her breath, snapping open the console’s manual circuit board and disconnecting the relay before the signal could ascend to Central. Sparks flared — brief, bright, like dying stars.

Silence returned.

But on the darkened screen, the voice whispered again — faint, fading into static:

“If you are hearing me... the sky has already begun to forget you.”

Later, she stood at the observation deck, staring at the endless horizon.

Aureith’s underbelly shimmered in the reflection of the storm barrier, lights flickering like constellations made by human hands.

Below that — only mist. The world erased.

Raen’s warning replayed in her head.

Careful, Lyen.

And another voice — the one from the fragment — overlapped it.

The sky forgets by design.

Which one was safer to believe?

When her shift ended, she didn’t go home.

Instead, she descended into the lower archive levels — places engineers rarely visited anymore. The halls there were lined with crystalline conduits that stored the city’s memory archives: sound, vision, emotion — all rewritten after each Sweep.

Her footsteps echoed against the glass floor, slow, deliberate.

A low light pulsed at the end of the corridor — a maintenance terminal half-forgotten beneath dust. She connected her neural interface.

“Archive link — Astridh, Lyen,” she whispered.

The system hummed, ancient and responsive, as if startled awake.

“Search by phrase: the sky forgets by design.”

A pause. Then, impossibly—

“One result found. Year: 000-Pre-Dominion. Source: Dr. Naerin Soth.”

Lyen’s breath caught.

Naerin Soth — the Dominion’s forbidden name.

Her mentor. Her ghost.

The playback unfolded in fragments of flickering light.

A woman’s voice — older, brittle with static yet unmistakable — filled the air.

“If you’ve found this, then you’re inside the machine that was meant to protect us.”

“But protection became purification. Memory became control.”

“The Array does not forget by accident. It forgets because we programmed it to — and now, it remembers the erasing better than it remembers the truth.”

“...Lyen, if you’re hearing this—”

The transmission broke, bleeding into white noise.

Her name — she was sure she heard it — buried under static.

Lyen’s hand covered her mouth. The Vault suddenly felt too small, too alive.

Then — a soft hiss behind her. The lift had opened.

She turned sharply.

No one.

But a red glow pulsed faintly near the ceiling — an ocular lens, now active.

Surveillance.

Her pulse raced. She shut the console down and fled before the lens could lock onto her face.

The corridors outside seemed to hum with awareness. Every advertisement board flickered in passing, every voice through the comm-line carried delay — as if listening.

She moved fast, head lowered, until she reached the city’s outer transit rails. There, between the glass platforms and the endless clouds below, she finally stopped to breathe.

From the wind vents, cool air rose, tasting faintly of ozone.

The light above had softened into twilight blue.

She whispered into the empty air:

“Naerin... was it really you?”

The storm barrier shimmered far below, a great disc of light swirling beneath the city. Somewhere in that pulse, she could almost imagine a reply.

“The sky forgets by design.”

The phrase echoed through her mind again, not as sound but as memory — something that didn’t belong yet felt like home.

Back in her quarters that night, she hid the data shard inside the hollow of the metal bird — her mother’s relic.

If the Dominion searched her logs, they’d find nothing.

If they searched her thoughts, they might.

She sat in the dark for hours, listening to the faint hum of the Aurora Array across the city — that constant lullaby of obedience.

Then the lights flickered.

A soft chime.

Her terminal glowed — unprompted.

“Engineer Astridh,” said the same surveillance voice, smoother now.

“You accessed restricted data.”

She swallowed. “False flag. Maintenance error.”

“Do not lie to the sky.”

Her throat tightened.

“What are you?”

“A listener.”

Static filled the room, soft as breath. Then, through it — the same human voice, the same ghostly message — repeating itself as if trying to reach her from centuries away.

“The sky forgets by design...”

And this time, beneath the static, something else formed — a second line, faint and cracked by interference:

“...but memory always finds its way back to the ground.”

The transmission ended.

Outside, thunder rolled across the horizon — not part of the scheduled weather grid.

For the first time, Lyen wondered if the storm itself had begun to remember.

She rose, walked to the window, and laid her palm against the glass.

The city lights shimmered on her skin like fractured stars.

“Then maybe,” she whispered, “so will I.”

And below her, far beneath the polished clouds of Aureith, the mist shifted — as if something vast was waking in the forgotten world below.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


CHAPTER 3 — THE EMPEROR’S SKY
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The city awoke in gold and glass.

Every spire of Aureith shimmered beneath the morning’s artificial light, their mirrored veins humming with quiet devotion.

The Aurora Array sang faintly in the distance — a sound like endless breath, steady and divine.

Lyen Astridh stood among a sea of citizens gathered beneath the great projection dome, her badge dimmed to disguise her rank. She hadn’t meant to come. Her shift had ended hours ago.

But when the public chime echoed — “The Archon will speak” — every street in the sky seemed to tilt toward his voice.

She told herself she came to observe the system’s broadcast calibration.

Not the man.

The dome’s light deepened to pure white.

Then — his voice.

“Children of the Sky.”

The words were velvet and thunder at once. They resonated through bone and metal, the cadence of someone who had long ago stopped being mortal.

A figure appeared on the dais, projected in perfect scale: Archon Merath — robed in radiant silver, the crystal mask over his face shifting with faint reflections of the crowd. It didn’t have a single expression. It had all of them.

“Today,” Merath began, “the heavens remain pure. The storms below, contained. The cycle of remembrance cleansed once more.”

The people bowed. A thousand heads lowered as one.

Only Lyen’s stayed still.

“You live,” Merath continued, “because the skies remember only what is worthy. The Dominion shelters you from the noise of the forgotten. From the disease of regret.”

The mask brightened, echoing reverence in its surface — it smiled with the people’s own joy.

“Once,” he said softly, “this world drowned in memory. Chaos, pain, rebellion. One woman sought to protect us from it. Her name...” — the pause was precise, deliberate — “...was Naerin Soth.”

Lyen’s stomach tightened.

“Dr. Soth believed in order through memory,” he said, the light behind him blooming into a halo. “But memory is flawed. It bends. It decays. She built the Aurora Array to preserve truth... and instead, unleashed despair. Her rebellion nearly cost us the skies.”

The crowd murmured — fear wrapped as devotion.

Above them, clouds rolled across the dome’s image, choreographed perfection.

Lyen’s hand clenched at her side.

“Lyen,” a low voice whispered beside her.

She turned.

Raen Voss stood half a step behind, his uniform crisp, his gaze steady.

“You shouldn’t be here,” he said quietly. “Central monitors attendance during broadcasts.”

“I’m just observing,” she replied.

“You’re attracting notice.”

“Then I’ll stand very still.”

His jaw tightened. “He can see everything, you know. Every pulse in the Array. Every neural rhythm in this city.”

She looked back to the dais. “Then let him see me.”

Merath’s tone softened, as if hearing her.
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