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Chapter 1: Ghosts in the Dark Wilson Graves woke to darkness.
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Not complete darkness. Thin strips of blue industrial lighting flickered overhead, casting long shadows across rusted shipping containers and stacked cargo crates.

His head felt like someone had driven a steel spike through his skull.

He groaned and rolled onto his side.

Cold concrete pressed against his cheek.

For a moment he remained still, listening.

The distant hum of generators.

The drip of water somewhere overhead.

The faint vibration of heavy machinery deep beneath the city.

The Underworks.

Wilson knew the sound immediately.

Slowly he pushed himself upright.

Pain exploded behind his left eye.

His cybernetic implant struggled to initialize.

WARNING: MEMORY FRAGMENTATION DETECTED.

The message flashed across his vision before disappearing.

“Damn it...”

He pressed two fingers against his temple.

Nothing.

No memory of arriving here.

No memory of the last several hours.

Just a blank void where time should have been.

Wilson checked his coat.

His sidearm was missing.

His wallet remained untouched.

Strange.

Robbers took credits.

Professionals took weapons.

This felt like something else.

A metallic clang echoed through the warehouse.

Wilson froze.

Voices.

Several of them.

Far away but getting closer.

He crouched behind a shipping container and activated his implant diagnostics.

The amber glow of his cybernetic eye illuminated the darkness.

Searching local memory cache...

Recovering encrypted communications...

One file found.

Sender: Marcus Kane

Timestamp: 03:14 Local Time

Wilson frowned.

Marcus.

The old man rarely contacted him anymore.

He opened the message.

Static filled his vision.

Then Kane’s face appeared.

Older than Wilson remembered.

Tired.

Worried.

“Wilson, if you’re seeing this, then something has gone wrong.”

The recording crackled.

“I need you to investigate a warehouse in Sector Twelve of the Underworks.”

A burst of interference distorted the image.

“Whatever they’re hiding down there... it connects to what happened ten years ago.”

Wilson’s heart skipped.

Amelia.

The recording continued.

“You cannot trust Colonial Security.”

Another burst of static.

“And if they find out you’re involved—”

The message ended abruptly.

Corrupted.

Incomplete.

Wilson stared at the frozen image.

Ten years ago.

The same words always led back to his sister.

A sharp laugh echoed from the far side of the warehouse.

Then footsteps.

Closer.

Wilson shut down the recording.

Multiple heat signatures appeared through the walls as his implant scanned the area.

Four armed men.

Maybe five.

Criminal syndicate muscle.

Moving toward his position.

Someone knew he was here.

Someone wanted him dead.

Wilson looked around the warehouse.

One exit door.

A maintenance catwalk above.

No weapon.

No backup.

And no answers.

Just another mystery waiting in the dark.

He smiled grimly.

It was going to be one of those nights.
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Chapter 2: The Hollow The warehouse burned behind him.
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Wilson didn’t know who started the fire.

One moment he had been climbing through maintenance tunnels beneath the facility, the next an explosion shook the Underworks and sent a column of black smoke rising toward the city above.

Maybe the gang destroyed evidence.

Maybe somebody wanted everyone inside dead.

Either way, Wilson wasn’t interested in finding out.

Not tonight.

He emerged from an access hatch hidden between two abandoned transit pillars.

Rain greeted him immediately.

Cold.

Acidic.

Neon lights reflected across puddles that coated the streets of The Hollow.

Home.

The district stretched for kilometers beneath the towering arcologies of The Crown. Above him, giant corporate skyscrapers disappeared into clouds of smog and electric haze.

Advertisements filled the sky.

A holographic woman smiled down from a billboard three hundred meters tall.

“IMMORTALITY IS NOW AFFORDABLE.”

Wilson snorted.

Nobody in The Hollow could afford immortality.

Most were lucky to afford food.

Street vendors crowded narrow alleyways. Black-market cybernetics. Illegal pharmaceuticals. Memory chips.

Every vice imaginable.

Business as usual.

His implant identified several familiar faces.

Petty criminals.

Informants.

People who owed him money.

People he owed money.

The second list was longer.

Wilson pulled his coat tighter and continued through the rain.

Twenty minutes later he arrived at a weathered building wedged between a noodle stand and a pawn shop.

A flickering sign hung above the entrance.

GRAVES INVESTIGATIONS

The word Investigations blinked on and off every few seconds.

He’d been meaning to fix it.

For three years.

The office occupied the second floor.

The apartment occupied the third.

Neither was impressive.

Wilson entered and immediately regretted it.

The smell of stale coffee hit him like a weapon.

Empty files covered his desk.

Three unpaid utility notices floated across a holographic display.

One rent warning.

Seven missed communications.

One threatening message from a loan company.

Some things never changed.

He dropped into his chair and activated the office terminal.

“Show recent communications.”

The screen flickered.

Most were unimportant.

A missing husband.

A corporate background check.

Someone claiming their neighbor was a government spy.

Then his attention shifted.

One communication had no sender identification.

No timestamp.

No origin.

That was impossible.

Every transmission left a trail.

Wilson opened the file.

Nothing happened.

Just static.

His implant reacted instantly.

WARNING

UNAUTHORIZED DATA SIGNATURE DETECTED

Wilson frowned.

The same warning had appeared when he opened Kane’s corrupted recording.

A coincidence?

He doubted it.

He leaned back and stared at the ceiling.

The warehouse.

The missing memories.

Marcus Kane.

None of it made sense.

Wilson opened his memory logs.

His stomach tightened.

The gap was obvious.

Six hours.

Gone.

Not damaged.

Not corrupted.

Gone.

Someone had cut them out of his mind with surgical precision.

And somebody had wanted him alive afterward.

That bothered him more than the missing memories.

Murder was simple.

Leaving a witness alive was complicated.

Complicated meant purpose.

Purpose meant answers.

And answers usually got people killed.

Wilson rubbed his eyes.

Only one person on Alpha B1 could tell him more.

Dr. Lyra Chen.

Outside, thunder rolled across Kobura City.

Somewhere beyond the rain, a surveillance drone hovered outside his window for several seconds before moving on.

Wilson watched it disappear.

For the first time all night, he had the feeling he wasn’t alone.
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Chapter 3: Dr. Lyra Chen
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Midcity looked like it belonged to a different planet.

The streets were clean.

The buildings polished.

Corporate security officers patrolled every intersection.

Even the rain seemed more expensive.

Wilson hated it.

Dr. Lyra Chen’s clinic occupied the sixty-second floor of a medical tower overlooking the financial district.

The receptionist didn’t bother hiding her disapproval when Wilson entered.

His coat was soaked.

His knuckles were bruised.

His face looked worse.

“Do you have an appointment?” she asked.

“No.”

“Then—”

“Tell Lyra Wilson Graves is here.”

The receptionist sighed.

Thirty seconds later a door opened.

“Let him through.”

Wilson smiled.

The receptionist looked disappointed.

Some things were universal.

Lyra Chen stood inside a diagnostic laboratory surrounded by holographic displays and medical equipment worth more than Wilson’s entire building.

She folded her arms.

“You look terrible.”

“Good morning to you too.”

“It isn’t morning.”

Wilson checked the time.

She was right.

“That explains a lot.”

Lyra rolled her eyes.

“What happened this time?”

Wilson hesitated.

Then he explained.

The warehouse.

The missing memories.

Marcus Kane’s message.

The six-hour gap.

The more he spoke, the more serious her expression became.

When he finished, she gestured toward a diagnostic chair.

“Sit.”

Wilson obeyed.

The machine surrounded his head with scanning rings.

Blue light flooded the room.

His cybernetic eye disconnected from normal vision.

Data streamed across his display.

Neural pathways.

Memory clusters.

Implant diagnostics.

For several minutes neither spoke.

Finally Lyra broke the silence.

“Well.”

Wilson didn’t like that tone.

“What?”

“You have a problem.”

“I figured that much out.”

“A serious problem.”

Wilson sighed.

“Lyra.”

She turned one of the displays toward him.

The image showed a section of neural architecture.

Or rather the absence of one.

A perfect void.

Clean edges.

Precise cuts.

Impossible cuts.

“Someone removed these memories intentionally.”

“I know.”

“No,” Lyra said quietly. “You don’t.”

She enlarged the image.

Wilson felt his stomach drop.

The procedure wasn’t merely advanced.

It was elegant.

Beautiful, in a disturbing way.

Whoever did this had known exactly where every memory was stored.

Every connection.

Every backup.

Every recovery pathway.

Nothing had been left behind.

“No criminal gang can do that,” Wilson said.

“No.”

“Corporate intelligence?”

Lyra remained silent.

That answer was worse.

Wilson looked at her.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

For a moment she considered lying.

Then she sighed.

“I’ve seen techniques like this before.”

Wilson stared.

“Where?”

“Classified research.”

The room fell silent.

Years ago, Lyra had worked on advanced neural technology contracts.

Most had been legal.

Most.

Wilson could tell from her face that this wasn’t one of them.

Before he could ask another question, every screen in the room suddenly flickered.

The lights dimmed.

Warning alarms activated.

The clinic’s systems began rebooting.

Lyra froze.

“That’s not possible.”

“What happened?”

Someone had entered the network.

Not physically.

Digitally.

Every display in the laboratory went black.

Then a single symbol appeared.

A black circle crossed by three vertical lines.

Wilson stared at it.

The symbol remained visible for exactly three seconds.

Then every system returned to normal.

The room fell silent.

Lyra looked pale.

Wilson rose from the chair.

“Do you know what that is?”

She shook her head.

But she was lying.

Wilson could see it in her eyes.

For the second time in twenty-four hours, someone had erased information.

Only this time they had left behind a warning.

And warnings meant fear.

The question was simple.

Who was afraid of what Wilson might remember?
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Chapter 4: The Ghost Merchant
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Rain hammered against the windows of Graves Investigations.

Wilson sat alone in his office.

The symbol remained frozen on his terminal display.

A black circle.

Three vertical lines.

Simple.

Anonymous.

Dangerous.

The worst symbols usually were.

His implant had spent the last three hours searching every public database on Alpha B1.

Nothing.

No gang affiliations.

No corporate logos.

No military designations.

Officially, the symbol didn’t exist.

Which meant somebody had worked very hard to erase it.

Wilson leaned back in his chair.

That narrowed the list of suspects considerably.

A notification appeared in the corner of his vision.

Incoming communication.

Source: Unknown.

Wilson accepted.

Static filled the office speakers.

Then a familiar voice emerged.

“You’ve been asking interesting questions.”

Wilson sighed.

“Hello, Jax.”

A laugh crackled through the speakers.

“Nice to know my encryption still sucks.”

“You don’t use encryption.”

“Good encryption makes people suspicious.”

“Only you would think that.”

The laughter returned.

Jax Mercer never appeared in person unless absolutely necessary.

Even now his face remained hidden behind a distorted holographic mask.

Information brokers didn’t live long by being recognizable.

“I hear you’ve been digging around old records,” Jax said.

“I hear you’re spying on my searches.”

“I prefer monitoring.”

Wilson rolled his eyes.

“What do you want?”

“Professional concern.”

“You never do anything out of concern.”

“Fair.”

Wilson pulled up the image of the symbol.

The holographic display rotated slowly above his desk.

Jax fell silent.

That alone got Wilson’s attention.

Jax always had something to say.

“What do you know?”

The distortion around Jax’s image intensified.

For several seconds neither spoke.

Finally Jax sighed.

“Nothing good.”

Wilson sat forward.

“Start talking.”

“I’ve seen that symbol before.”

The room suddenly felt smaller.

“Where?”

“Old network archives.”

“Corporate?”

“Worse.”

“Military?”

“Worse.”

Wilson frowned.

“There aren’t many options left.”

“No,” Jax agreed. “There aren’t.”

The hologram flickered.

Jax lowered his voice.

“Occupation records.”

Wilson froze.

The Occupation.

Even after a century, people still whispered the word.

Official history claimed Alpha B1 had been peacefully integrated into human-controlled space following first contact.

Most historians called that version fiction.

Nobody knew what really happened.

Most of the records had disappeared decades ago.

Wilson stared at the symbol.

“Who used it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re lying.”

“I wish.”

Jax leaned closer.

“The files are fragmented. Most were deleted long before I found them.”

“What did they say?”

“Only one name.”

Wilson waited.

Jax hesitated.

That worried him.

Jax feared very little.

“The Black Archive.”

Silence filled the office.

Wilson had never heard the name.

But Jax clearly had.

And he clearly hated it.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know.”

“You’re lying again.”

“No.”

The answer came instantly.

For the first time since Wilson had known him, Jax sounded genuinely nervous.

“I know references.”

“Meaning?”

“Missing people.”

Wilson’s jaw tightened.

A familiar pain settled in his chest.

Amelia.

Jax continued.

“Entire identities erased.”

“Erased how?”

“Records disappear.”

“That happens.”

“Not like this.”

Jax’s voice dropped further.

“Birth certificates disappear.”

Wilson listened.

“Employment records disappear.”

His stomach tightened.

“Medical histories disappear.”

The room seemed colder.

“And eventually,” Jax said quietly, “people forget they ever existed.”

Wilson stared at him.

“That’s impossible.”

“I know.”

“People don’t just vanish.”

“They do if someone controls enough information.”

Neither spoke for several seconds.

Outside, thunder shook the city.

Wilson thought about Amelia.

About the official reports.

The transport accident.

The missing files.

The contradictions.

The unanswered questions.

The years spent chasing dead ends.

Slowly he looked back toward the symbol.

The black circle.

The three lines.

The warning inside Lyra’s clinic.

The warehouse.

The missing memories.

For the first time, he saw a connection.

Not proof.

A pattern.

And patterns were where investigations began.

“What aren’t you telling me?”

Jax looked away.

That answered the question.

“Jax.”

The broker sighed.

“There’s a location.”

Wilson immediately opened a notepad.

“Where?”

“Old Sector Nine.”

Wilson stopped typing.

Sector Nine had been abandoned for decades.

Most of it had collapsed into the lower levels of the Underworks.

Nobody lived there.

Nobody sane, anyway.

“What’s there?”

“A server.”

Wilson frowned.

“A server?”

“Not connected to the planetary network.”

“Why?”

“Because somebody doesn’t want it found.”

Jax transmitted a set of coordinates.

The data appeared instantly in Wilson’s implant.

Deep underground.

Far below Kobura City.

Far below where any legal infrastructure should exist.

Wilson examined the coordinates.

“What am I looking for?”

Jax’s hologram began breaking apart.

The connection was failing.

Or being terminated.

Wilson couldn’t tell which.

The broker’s final words echoed through the office.

“Whatever erased your memories...”

Static swallowed the sentence.

The image distorted.

Then returned.

For only a second.

Long enough for Wilson to see genuine fear on Jax Mercer’s face.

“Don’t let it know you’re looking.”

The transmission ended.

Wilson sat alone in the darkness.

Rain struck the windows.

The coordinates glowed inside his implant.

Far below the city.

Somewhere in the forgotten depths of the Underworks.

Waiting.

For the first time since waking in the warehouse, Wilson felt something beyond confusion.

A direction.

A lead.

And in Kobura City, leads were often more dangerous than enemies.
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Chapter 5: Sector Nine Wilson hated tunnels.
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Not because they were dangerous.

Danger was part of the job.

He hated them because tunnels remembered things.

The deeper you went beneath Kobura City, the older the scars became.

Abandoned transit lines.

Collapsed maintenance corridors.

Forgotten shelters built during the first decades of colonization.

Layer upon layer of history buried beneath steel and concrete.

Most citizens never saw these places.

Most preferred it that way.

Wilson descended through a rusted service shaft nearly three kilometers below The Hollow.

His implant projected a navigation path across his vision.

The coordinates Jax had provided led directly into Sector Nine.

A district officially listed as uninhabitable.

Officially.

Wilson had learned long ago that official records were often fiction.

A distant metallic groan echoed through the darkness.

The city settling above.

Or something moving below.

Hard to tell.

He continued forward.

The corridor eventually opened into an abandoned transit platform.

Dust coated everything.

Old advertisements peeled from the walls.

Ancient trains sat motionless on tracks that hadn’t carried passengers in decades.

Wilson stopped.

Something felt wrong.

Too quiet.

His implant detected power fluctuations nearby.

Small.

Intermittent.

Artificial.

Someone was drawing electricity.

Down here.

A voice interrupted his thoughts.

“You’re not supposed to be here.”

Wilson spun instantly.

His hand moved toward his pistol.

The figure emerged from the shadows.

A young woman.

Mid-twenties.

Dark jacket.

Mechanical left arm.

Eyes enhanced with aftermarket cybernetics.

She wasn’t pointing a weapon.

Yet.

Wilson relaxed slightly.

“People keep telling me that.”

The woman studied him.

Recognition appeared immediately.

“You’re Wilson Graves.”

“Depends who’s asking.”

She ignored the answer.

“Jax sent you.”

Wilson said nothing.

The woman smiled.

“That’s a yes.”

She stepped into the dim light.

“I’m Nova.”

“Last name?”

“No.”

Wilson frowned.

“No?”

“No last name.”

The answer sounded genuine.

That was unusual.

Everyone had a last name.

Or should have.

“Why are you here?” Wilson asked.

Nova looked away.

“For the same reason you are.”

Wilson noticed it immediately.

Fear.

Real fear.

Not fear of him.

Fear of something else.

Something nearby.

Before he could ask another question, the lights above flickered.

Both of them looked up.

A second later every light on the platform shut off.

Darkness swallowed the station.

Wilson’s implant switched to low-light vision.

The platform reappeared in shades of blue.

Nova had already drawn a pistol.

“That’s bad,” she whispered.

“Why?”

A sound answered for her.

Footsteps.

Slow.

Methodical.

Coming from the far end of the station.

Wilson counted at least six individuals.

Maybe more.

Too coordinated to be scavengers.

Too quiet to be gang members.

The lights suddenly returned.

The figures appeared at the opposite end of the platform.

Black uniforms.

Featureless helmets.

No insignias.

No identifying marks.

Wilson’s stomach tightened.

The lead figure raised a hand.

Every soldier stopped simultaneously.

Not military.

Military personnel shifted.

Fidgeted.

These people moved like machines.

The lead figure spoke.

“Wilson Graves.”

The voice was distorted electronically.

Wilson remained silent.

“You have accessed restricted
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