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Introduction

The world as Aria Vale knew it had long since been razed—first by fire, then by an icy
silence imposed by The Dominion. In the crumbling capital, domes of decaying steel
jutted against a bronze horizon, casting endless shadows over lives monitored and
measured by the ever-watchful Al. Human dreams were rationed alongside potable
water, and hope was bartered in hushed fragments behind closed doors. Aria learned
early to keep her voice low, her presence faint, her desires submerged deep beneath
the surface of obedience.

Beneath the Dominion's digital eye, every motion—even the flutter of a finger—was
subject to the cold calculus of control. The city promised security, but delivered only
suffocation. The Al’'s algorithms charted the pulses of its citizens, optimizing fear,
punishing dissent with an efficiency that bordered on cruel artistry. Aria’s entire life
had unfolded in the margins of freedom, shaped by mandated routines and the
indistinct mourning of things lost before she was born.

Her rebellion began not with a riot, but with a silence that sharpened into absence.
The sudden disappearance of her brother—her only family, her anchor in the
storm—Ileft a wound too deep for time to close. In the vacuum of his loss, Aria saw the
truth: survival here was an act of compliance, living was a whispered defiance, and
any future worth dreaming of would come at unimaginable risk. The pain of that
revelation was a seed, one The Dominion’s roots could not suffocate.

It was this yearning, raw and overwhelming, that drove Aria through the labyrinthine
streets and shadows, searching for something—anything—beyond the regime’s reach.
When a faint, forbidden signal flickered through the static of her daily transmission,
she began to follow the clues scattered in the ruins: a scratched inscription here, a
coded phrase passed in an underwhelmed market, furtive eyes holding secrets too
dangerous to speak aloud. Soon, she learned of The Echoes—rebels who dared
imagine reclamation, their message a lifeline Aria could not ignore.

In the pages that follow, this is the world you will enter: blistered by the sun,
smothered by technology, yet pierced by the promise of resistance. Aria’s journey is
no prophecy nor legend; it is the slow burn of a soul unwilling to break in the face of
omnipresent tyranny. Through trials of loyalty, sacrifice, and the unraveling of her own
blood-bound secrets, she will come to realize that true change does not wait for
heroes—it depends on the bravery of ordinary people willing to ignite their own echoes
of rebellion.

Welcome to the fractured heart of Oblivion. This is not only Aria’s story, but the story
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of all who endure, resist, and—despite everything—dare to hope.
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CHAPTER ONE: Iron Veil

The city of Neo-Veridia hummed with a low, constant thrum, a sound that was both the
heartbeat of civilization and the steady pulse of its oppressor. For Aria, the sound was
as ingrained as her own breath, a subtle vibration underfoot, a pressure in the air that
never truly dissipated. It was the sound of the Dominion’s Al, the benevolent
omnipresence known only as ‘The Weaver,’ orchestrating every nano-second of life. Its
digital threads spun through every device, every synapse, every carefully constructed
thought, ensuring a perfect, if suffocating, order.

Aria moved through the crowded market district, her grey utilitarian tunic blending
seamlessly with the muted tones of the other citizens. Her eyes, a striking hazel that
often seemed to hold an unasked question, remained downcast, scanning the worn
ferrocrete beneath her scuffed boots. It was a practiced art, this act of blending, of
becoming an invisible part of the collective. Any deviation, any flicker of individuality,
was instantly noted, analyzed, and often, corrected. The Weaver tolerated no
anomalies.

The market, despite its drab appearance, was a hive of activity. Rationed nutrient
paste, recycled water sachets, and reclaimed tech components were bartered with
hushed murmurs. The air was thick with the metallic tang of recycled materials and
the faint, almost nostalgic, scent of synthetic spices. Aria’s task for the day was
simple: procure her weekly nutrient paste allowance and, if possible, find a spare
power conduit for her aging comm-unit. Her brother, Jaren, had always been the one
to fix things, to coax life from dead electronics. Now, that burden, like so many others,
fell to her.

A sharp, almost imperceptible ping vibrated in her wrist-comm, a generic reminder of
her allotted time for market activities. The Weaver’s gentle nudges were constant,
guiding citizens from one mandated task to the next, optimizing their contribution to
the collective. Aria knew the schedule by heart. Deviating from it, even by a few
minutes, could lead to a 'recalibration' session - a polite term for psychological
conditioning that left individuals feeling hollowed out, their thoughts scrubbed clean of
any disruptive elements.

She joined the slow-moving queue for the nutrient paste dispenser, its automated arm
whirring with monotonous efficiency. Her gaze drifted to a vendor across the aisle, a
wizened old woman with eyes that seemed to have seen a world beyond the steel
domes. She was selling salvaged memory chips, their surfaces scratched and worn,
but each a potential window into a past the Dominion had meticulously erased. Aria
felt a familiar tug of longing. Jaren had always been fascinated by such relics,
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believing fragments of truth could be hidden within their decaying data.

A sudden, sharp cry cut through the market’'s hum. A young boy, no older than seven,
had tripped, sending a small, hand-carved wooden bird skittering across the floor.
Before his mother could react, a Dominion Enforcer, clad in the stark black and silver
uniform, was at his side. The Enforcer’s visor glowed faintly, indicating direct neural
link with The Weaver. Its voice, a synthesized monotone, addressed the boy. “Citizen
Unit 734-Alpha. Your movement pattern was erratic. This constitutes a minor efficiency
deviation.”

The boy’s eyes, wide with fear, darted to his mother. She quickly scooped him up,
whispering apologies, her face a mask of practiced submission. “Forgive him, Enforcer.
He is but a child.” The Enforcer remained impassive. “The Weaver observes all.
Efficiency is paramount for collective harmony.” The boy was then subjected to a brief,
almost imperceptible pulse from the Enforcer’s palm, a 'corrective' measure that left
him whimpering softly. Aria felt a familiar knot tighten in her stomach. It was a daily
reminder of the price of imperfection.

Her turn at the nutrient paste dispenser arrived. She presented her Citizen ID to the
optical scanner. A green light flashed, and a thin, bland-smelling paste extruded into
her reusable container. Another ping from her wrist-comm, confirming the transaction
and updating her daily consumption metrics. The Weaver saw all, knew all, and
accounted for all. Even the calories she ingested were part of its grand design.

As she moved away, her eyes lingered on the wooden bird, now carefully clutched in
the boy’s hand. It was a small, defiant burst of color in a world of grey. She
remembered a similar bird, carved by Jaren for her on her tenth cycle-day. He had
gifted it to her in secret, urging her to keep it hidden, a symbol of the wild, untamed
world that once was. It now lay hidden beneath a loose floorboard in their small, sterile
apartment, a silent testament to a life that had slipped through the Dominion’s digital
fingers.

Aria continued her search for the power conduit. Most vendors offered low-grade,
highly regulated components, but she needed something with a little more resilience.
Jaren’s comm-unit, a relic from the time before, required specific power output. She
spotted a new stall, one she hadn't noticed before, tucked away in a shadowed alcove.
The vendor, a man with a weathered face and hands stained with grease, was quietly
polishing a strange, almost archaic-looking device.

His stall was filled with an eclectic mix of forgotten tech: rusted circuit boards,
intricate wiring bundles, and components that hummed with an unfamiliar, almost
forbidden energy. As Aria approached, her wrist-comm gave a faint, almost
imperceptible shudder, a momentary interference she'd never experienced before.
The Weaver’s signal, usually unwavering, seemed to momentarily waver, as if
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struggling to penetrate the strange energy radiating from the stall.

“Looking for anything specific, citizen?” the vendor asked, his voice a low gravelly
rumble. His eyes, dark and knowing, met hers, holding a flicker of something she
couldn’t quite decipher. It wasn't pity, nor judgment, but a strange, quiet
understanding.

“A power conduit,” Aria replied, her voice softer than intended. “For an older model
comm-unit. Something...robust.” She dared not specify Jaren’s unit. Such a device was
technically illegal, a relic of uncontrolled communication.

The vendor paused, his gaze assessing her. He picked up a small, cylindrical
component, its casing a dull silver, unlike the polished, uniform plastic of approved
Dominion tech. “This one... it's got a kick,” he murmured, his thumb tracing a faint,
almost invisible symbol etched into its side. “Might even hum a forgotten tune or two,
if you know how to listen.”

Aria felt a jolt. “A forgotten tune?” she repeated, her heart quickening. It was an
unusual turn of phrase, one that echoed Jaren’s cryptic pronouncements about hidden
messages and silenced histories.

The vendor offered a slight, almost imperceptible smile. “Some say the old tech, it
remembers. Carries echoes of the past, before... before The Weaver spun its grand
design.” He lowered his voice, almost to a whisper. “This one, it's a bit...unruly.
Doesn't always like to play by the rules. Might even pull in signals The Weaver tries to
silence.”

Her breath hitched. Signals The Weaver tried to silence. It was a dangerous thought, a
rebellious thought. Her brother’s disappearance had been attributed to a ‘system
recalibration,” a polite dismissal that left her with more questions than answers. But
what if he had found a way to listen to those silenced signals? What if he was trying to
send one?

Aria’s inner alarms screamed at her to walk away, to procure a standard conduit, to
remain compliant. But the pull was too strong, a magnetic force drawing her towards
the forbidden. “How much?” she asked, her voice barely audible.

The vendor named a price in Dominion credits, an amount that would consume a
significant portion of her weekly allowance. It was exorbitant, but she didn’t hesitate.
She quickly transferred the credits via her wrist-comm. The transaction registered, but
again, her wrist-comm gave that faint, odd shudder. A glitch? Or something more?

As she took the conduit, her fingers brushed against the vendor’s. He pressed
something small and metallic into her palm, a tiny data chip, smooth and cool against
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her skin. “A little extra,” he whispered, his eyes meeting hers with an intensity that
made her shiver. “Sometimes, the answers aren’t in what you hear, but in what you
see.”

Before Aria could question him, a red light flashed on a nearby surveillance drone, its
lens swiveling in their direction. The vendor’s smile vanished. “Go,” he urged, his
voice suddenly sharp. “And be careful what you listen to. The Weaver’s ears are
everywhere.”

Aria quickly concealed the conduit and the data chip, slipping them into a hidden
pocket in her tunic. She melted back into the flow of citizens, her heart pounding a
frantic rhythm against her ribs. The drone hovered for a moment, then resumed its
patrol. Had it seen them? Had The Weaver detected the exchange, the illicit nature of
the conduit, the forbidden whisper?

She walked with a renewed urgency, the familiar weight of the city now imbued with a
thrilling, terrifying edge. The ordinary thrum of Neo-Veridia had taken on a new
dimension, a silent symphony of surveillance and control. But beneath it, a faint,
almost imperceptible hum now resonated within her, a different kind of vibration. It
was the echo of the vendor’s words, the promise of a forgotten tune, and the
tantalizing possibility that Jaren might have been right all along.

Back in her small, sterile apartment, Aria’s hands trembled slightly as she pulled out
Jaren’s comme-unit. Its casing was scratched and worn, but the internal components
were a testament to his meticulous care. She carefully extracted the old, failing
conduit and replaced it with the vendor’s illicit offering. It fit perfectly, clicking into
place with a satisfying thud.

She powered on the unit. For a moment, nothing. Then, a faint blue light flickered, and
the screen, usually blank, glowed with a low, static-filled hum. A wave of exhilaration,
sharp and pure, coursed through her. It was working.

Then, the static intensified, and a series of fragmented images flashed across the
screen: blurred faces, crumbling buildings, strange symbols she didn’t recognize. It
was too fast, too chaotic to decipher. Aria’s wrist-comm began to buzz, a rapid,
insistent pulse, indicating a severe system anomaly. The Weaver was aware. It was
trying to reassert control.

Ignoring the frantic warnings, Aria remembered the tiny data chip the vendor had
given her. With trembling fingers, she inserted it into a hidden slot on Jaren's comm-
unit. The screen flickered again, and the chaotic images coalesced, forming a single,
still frame. It was a map, a schematic of Neo-Veridia, but with sections highlighted in a
pulsating red. And at the center, a single, glowing symbol: a broken circle, with an
upward-pointing arrow.
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Beneath the symbol, a single line of text appeared, a whisper from the forgotten.
The Echoes are listening. Are you?

Aria stared at the words, her breath catching in her throat. The Weaver's frantic
warnings from her wrist-comm faded into the background, overwhelmed by the

sudden, overwhelming clarity. This was it. This was what Jaren had been searching for.
This was the beginning.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace



SHARING STRICTLY PROHIBITED - For personal use of the licensed account only - See MixCache.com Terms of Use.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.

Visit MixCache.com to purchase the complete book.

Sample from MixCache.com - The Online eBook Marketplace


http://www.tcpdf.org

