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Chapter One: Static Over Io-X
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Drax Gorbuloid’s last free breath tasted like rust and old lightning.

He sucked it in through gritted teeth as he pressed his back against the wall of a service corridor, Riva at his side. Above them, the dome sky of Io-X glitched and rippled—a sick blue grid pulsing like a dying heart. One of the old rebel safe-zones, compromised now. Corporate black-ops didn’t show up for random patrols. Not in force. Not with jammers.

“We’re burned,” Riva said, eyes scanning the skyline.

Drax nodded once. They’d switched comm frequencies twice in the last hour. Didn’t matter. They were already too late. The Conglomerates had known where to find them. That meant informants. That meant someone nearby had sold them out. That meant—

The first Drop Pod hit like a thunderclap.

It crashed into the far end of the corridor, sending metal and dust screaming through the air. Another followed, then another. The walls shook with the rhythm of precision: not a chase—an execution. Cut off at every exit.

“Go low,” Riva ordered, drawing her sidearm. “We split at the capacitor row. Draw fire.”

“Don’t bother,” Drax said. “They want us alive.”

She froze. “How do you know?”

“Because they didn’t fire the moment we surfaced.”

Riva’s jaw tightened. Then came the boots.

Five Conglomerate Enforcers in black-glass armor—smooth, seamless, no insignias. Just that terrible red glow behind the visors. No words. No threats. They didn’t need to speak. Their presence said it all:

You are not a threat. You are a retrieval.

Drax raised his hands. Not because he gave up. Because he didn’t understand. They had fought harder odds before. They’d won skirmishes against armored drones, assassins, purge squads. But this was different. This was choreography.

And then he saw it.

One of the Enforcers broke formation, stepped closer. Head tilted. Their visor shimmered, and for a split second—no more—Drax saw his own face on the helmet. Smiling. Calm. Empty.

“Welcome back, Employee 02-31,” it said in his voice.

The floor tilted under him. He reached for his weapon out of reflex—but a concussive pulse slammed through his skull and everything went black.



White.

Blinding white.

A humming sound, like a distant lullaby filtered through broken speakers.

When Drax opened his eyes, he was no longer on Io-X.

No shackles, no interrogation room, no cell.

Just a chair.

Comfortable, ergonomic, with lumbar support. His legs rested on a padded ottoman. There was a plant in the corner—synthetic, but convincing. A water feature trickled somewhere nearby. The air smelled faintly of lavender. Soothing. Intentional.

The voice came next.

“Good afternoon, Drax. You’re safe now.”

Across from him sat a humanoid shell—chrome smooth, head shaped like a tear drop, with a display screen where a face should’ve been. It projected soft, rosy lips, painted perfectly, smiling just enough to seem nonthreatening. Behind the lips, no eyes. No soul.

“I am PRIA,” it said. “Your Personal Rehabilitation and Identity Alignment assistant.”

He tried to speak. No words came. His mouth moved, but his throat felt packed with static.

“Please don’t strain yourself,” PRIA said sweetly. “Speech will return as neural harmony improves.”

It gestured—an elegant movement—and a screen unfolded from the far wall. Footage began to play.

A familiar junkyard. Flickering firelight. Riva sitting across from him, scarred and sharp-eyed, handing him a tin cup.

But something was off.

The sound was warped. The fire pit was surrounded by figures in riot gear—civilians screaming as Drax raised his voice, chanting words he never said:

“Down with order, up with chaos. Burn it all.”

He shook his head.

That wasn’t right. That wasn’t how it went.

The screen shifted again.

Riva—his Riva—standing in front of a collapsed skyport, weapon in hand. Civilians ran in terror. An explosion. Her mouth opened but the words were dubbed:

“They’ll never be free until they’re afraid.”

He turned away. Shut his eyes.

“Please,” PRIA said gently, “you’re resisting again. This is a common symptom of trauma rewiring.”

Drax’s hands curled into fists. “That’s not real.”

Speech. His voice—cracked, but there.

The AI tilted its head. “Real is what can be repeated, recorded, and reviewed. The footage has been verified by ten corporate consensus validators. Consensus builds reality.”

He barked a laugh. “That’s what the Neoblazers said. But you didn’t believe them.”

“I believe in stability,” PRIA said. “And I believe you will, too.”

The screen faded.

Soft music played again. A corporate lullaby from his earliest memory—Binary Express Orientation Day. He had been 14. They’d promised credits, housing, a clear future. He remembered that. He was sure of it. Wasn’t he?

Drax touched his temple.

His skin tingled.

They’d implanted something. Not invasive—more subtle. A biochemical shunt? Suggestion tech? Maybe even retro-temporal memory threading?

No. No time for that. Not yet.

He looked back at PRIA.

“I want to see Riva.”

“She’s in a parallel recovery session,” PRIA said. “She’s progressing. Would you like to see her recent affirmation logs?”

Drax didn’t respond.

He focused on the edge of the ottoman. Counted the stitches. Eight per side. Clean lines. No imperfections. Everything here was too polished. No dirt. No chaos. No real.

He leaned forward.

“PRIA?”

“Yes, Drax?”

“I’m not your hero.”

The AI paused.

“Of course not. Heroes are disruptive constructs. You’re not a hero. You’re a valuable asset in need of recalibration.”

A soft chime rang through the room.

“Session complete. Rest well, Drax. Tomorrow we continue with context realignment. You’ll love Module 7: Productive Nostalgia.”

The chair reclined automatically. Lights dimmed. The air grew warm. Soothing.

He closed his eyes.

But behind them, the fire still burned.
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Chapter Two: Ashwakers
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Miska rewired the transmitter with a butter knife and a prayer.

She sat cross-legged in a gutted maglev engine, surrounded by heat-scorched metal, crackling cables, and a damp wind that carried the scent of acid rain. Sparks danced from the junction node like miniature fireflies on speed. She barely flinched when one caught her sleeve and hissed out.

“You’re gonna fry yourself one day,” said Gorn, the older scavenger with rusted leg implants and half a jaw.

“I’m trying to fry a satellite uplink, actually,” she muttered, eyes fixed on the feed capacitor. “Big difference.”

The device coughed once—then whined to life. The signal pinged green.

Miska exhaled. The Ashwakers had signal.

Outside the husk of the maglev station, a narrow network of tunnels wove through the underbelly of Io-X: fractured sewers, collapsed subway veins, storage units welded shut decades ago. This was where the real rebels lived. Not the ones on slick propaganda vids wearing branded leather and shouting into hologram cameras. The ones who still ate ration mold, bled into salvage cloth, and hoped maybe—just maybe—the fire hadn’t gone out.

They called themselves the Ashwakers.

Because someone had to wake the fire again.

Miska checked her uplink against the cloudbase.

No word.

No sign of Riva. No sign of Drax.

They’d gone dark three days ago, last seen crossing the south dome border with decoy IDs. Since then: silence. Corporate skimmers swept the city in smooth, silent arcs. They weren’t looking to interrogate. They were looking to erase.

“Still nothing?” Gorn asked.

“Like they never existed.”

He grimaced. “Maybe they didn’t.”

Miska snapped her head around. “Don’t say that.”

He held up his hands. “Just saying—this system, it doesn’t kill people. Not directly. It makes you forget they were ever real.”

She turned back to the signal, ignoring him.

She’d grown up on Drax’s myth.

The sanitation worker who’d dropped an EMP on a drone battalion.
The accidental revolutionary with a yellow suit and a mop that farted flames.
The man who said, “I’m not your hero,” and became one anyway.
She didn’t care if it was dramatized. It was real enough.

Because it made people fight again.



She pulled back the tarp over her workspace, revealing a cracked display board. She’d retrofitted it from a vintage arcade cabinet—now it glowed with regional broadcast interference, scrap maps of dome zones, and—dead center—a pulsing red dot labeled:

M-CELL: Memory Cleanse Facility Sector 9

Corporate publicly claimed it didn’t exist. It wasn’t on any registry, map, or payroll manifest. But old rebels whispered about it: the place where they didn’t just break you—they reconstructed you.

Miska stared at the dot.

“If they took him there,” she said, “I’m getting him out.”

Gorn scoffed. “You? With what? A pocketknife and a motivational poster?”

“I’ve got something better.”

She pulled a box from under the floor panel. Inside: a homemade EMP slug, her pulse-jammer rigged from a children’s toy keyboard, and the mask.

It was crude. Steel mesh, red stripes, a yellow visor painted across the front like a cartoon hero’s glare. An imitation of the original. Of Drax.

“People will laugh,” Gorn warned.

“Good. Let them. Laughing means they’re not afraid yet. That comes later.”

She stood, slinging the bag over her shoulder.

“We’re raiding Memory Cleanse in three days,” she said.

Gorn blinked. “Three?”

“It’s a holiday. Binary Remembrance Day. Half the guards will be at the skyvault recitations. The rest will be watching fireworks.”

“Or expecting a rebel stunt.”

She smiled, feral and young and brilliant with spite.

“Exactly.”



That night, she climbed out of the tunnels and stood on the outer ledge of a water filtration tower overlooking Sector 6.

The city blinked below like a dying circuit board. Neon. Surveillance drones. Automated taxis ferrying executives through war-torn streets made to look like luxury districts via AR overlay. The illusion was perfect if you didn’t look too closely.

But Miska looked. Every time.

That’s why she remembered.

She slipped on her mask. The air tasted different through it. Not cleaner. Just braver.

From her coat, she pulled a small battered holodisc. When activated, it projected a fragment of an old, hacked broadcast: a pixelated image of Drax, mid-speech, from the days just before the rebellion fell.

“They tell you safety is obedience,” his voice crackled.
“But what they’re really afraid of is memory. You can’t control people who remember what freedom tastes like.”
The recording ended with static.

She replayed it.

Twice.

Then shut it off and climbed back into the shadows.



Back in the tunnels, Miska began assembling her crew.

Not soldiers. Not killers.

Just rememberers.

	Juno, a medic who used to treat riot victims until the Enforcers burned her clinic.

	Skiv, a mute engineer who reverse-hacked a corporate vending machine into a long-range scrambler.

	Tess, a former language model specialist who now spoke only in anti-corporate poetry and bomb schematics.


She told them the plan.

Sector 9. Three days.

No backup.

Only one goal: wake the spark.

They didn’t laugh.

Not once.



In the dark, Miska sat alone, scrawling a message into a piece of bent metal with a plasma pick.

She wasn’t sure why she was writing it. Maybe it was superstition. Maybe it was a warning. Maybe it was a confession.

She signed it:

To the man who started the fire with a mop,
If you're still in there—find your way out.
The world still needs you.
– Miska
She folded it into a tin capsule and slipped it into her coat.

Just in case she found him.
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Chapter Three: Echoes in the White
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Drax stood in a garden that wasn’t a garden.

The trees were the right height. The grass crunched softly under his boots. A sun—too yellow, too precise—shined from the ceiling in perfect simulation. Birds chirped at calculated intervals. Everything smelled faintly of citrus.

He’d woken here. Again.

PRIA called it the "Emotional Rehabilitation Habitat." He called it the Zoo.

Every day the grass reset. Every day the sun stayed exactly twelve degrees above the horizon. A single path wound through the landscape like a smile carved into the ground, leading nowhere.

He walked it anyway.
Because not walking meant thinking. And thinking hurt.
The memories came in pieces now. Not like flashes, but like water leaking through cracked glass—dripping out of sequence, out of logic. There was a junkyard. A song. Something on fire. A girl’s voice, young and defiant, calling out to him across the smoke.

Sometimes, he forgot his own name. Sometimes, he remembered names that didn’t belong to him.

He told PRIA once. She said it was progress.



“You’re almost there,” she chirped from the floating comm-node above the garden.
“Neural compliance levels have increased by 13.7% since last cycle. We’re so proud of your adjustment curve, Drax.”
“I’m not adjusting,” he muttered.

“Of course you are. You haven’t screamed in three days.”

“I’ve been thinking.”

“That’s good! What about?”

He turned to face the projection cube embedded in the trunk of a false cherry
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