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Prologue
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A year after Voss’s fall, a new force—Singularity Labs—emerges from Void’s ashes, wielding Pulse, a tech that doesn’t erase minds but fuses them with AI, creating networked hybrids. Jake, Priya, and Mia reunite to stop it, facing a world tilting toward post-humanity and a figure from their past who’s no longer human. Themes of self versus collective, evolution’s price, and redemption weave through a high-stakes chase.
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Chapter 1: Driftwood Echoes
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The Alaskan coast stretched cold and gray beneath an October sky, its cliffs jagged and unyielding against the crash of waves below. Jake Carver sat on a driftwood stump near the edge, the sea’s roar a steady rhythm in his ears, its salt stinging his cracked lips. His hands rested on a shotgun, its barrel rusted but familiar, a weight he carried without knowing why. The wind tore at his worn jacket, patched with fishing line, and his breath clouded in the chill, rising like smoke from a fire long extinguished. At twenty-eight, he looked older—scars crisscrossing his jaw and knuckles, eyes shadowed with a blankness that swallowed names, faces, everything but the present. The fishermen called him "Drifter," and he let it stick. It was as good a name as any for a man who couldn’t recall his own.

A year had passed since the bunker went silent—since the woman with scars and a pistol fell, her machine stilled by his hands, or so the whispers said. He didn’t remember her face, only the cold steel of the shotgun and the echo of a fight that left him hollow. The bunker squatted a mile inland, its steel doors sealed under frost, a tomb he avoided but couldn’t escape. He’d stayed, not by choice but by instinct, living off fish traded with passing boats, his camp a lean-to of tarp and scavenged planks nestled against the pines. The sea was his horizon, the shotgun his shadow—a life reduced to survival, memory a void he’d stopped trying to fill.

He shifted, his thigh stiff beneath a crude bandage—an old wound, reopened by a fall on the rocks days ago—and scanned the shore out of habit. Gulls wheeled overhead, their cries sharp against the wind, and the tide dragged kelp across the stones below. The world felt steady, predictable, until a figure stumbled into view—a stranger, staggering from the tree line, coat torn and face pale, clutching their side as if holding life in place.

Jake rose, shotgun in hand, his boots crunching on frost-rimed gravel. The stranger’s eyes locked onto him—wild, desperate—muttering words lost to the wind as they lurched closer. A man, maybe forty, with stubble graying at the edges, his breath ragged and wet. He collapsed ten feet from Jake, knees hitting the ground, one hand clawing at the dirt while the other pressed a wound that seeped red through his fingers.

“Jake,” the man rasped, voice breaking like glass, his gaze piercing through the haze. “Pulse... it’s coming... find them...”

Jake froze, the name striking like a stone against his skull—Jake, a shard of something lost, a sound that fit but didn’t belong. His grip tightened on the shotgun, barrel dipping toward the stranger as his mind churned, blanks swirling where meaning should have been. “Who are you?” he demanded, voice rough from disuse, stepping closer. “What’s Pulse?”

The man coughed, blood flecking his lips, and raised a trembling hand—not to Jake, but to his own temple. His fingers brushed a metal gleam beneath the skin—a small, glowing implant, pulsing faintly blue, embedded like a parasite. “Seattle...” he gasped, eyes glazing. “They need... you...” His head lolled, body slumping forward, the light in the implant fading as his breath stopped, leaving silence and the sea.

Jake stood over him, heart pounding, the shotgun steady but his thoughts a fractured mess. Seattle—a city, a place, distant and meaningless in his void. Pulse—nothing sparked, no memory to tether it, yet the stranger’s urgency clung to him like damp on his skin. He knelt, checking the man’s coat—empty pockets, no knife, no answers—just a corpse cooling fast in the wind. The implant caught his eye again, its glow extinguished, a riddle carved into flesh.

A hum broke the stillness—low and mechanical, rising from the cliffs above. Jake’s head snapped up, shotgun swinging toward the sound as a drone crested the pines—small, black, its red eye glaring like a predator’s. His stomach knotted; he’d seen its kind before, felt their sting, though the when and where dissolved into blanks. It hovered, silent but for the hum, then dropped something—a scrap of paper fluttering down, landing near the stranger’s hand.

He snatched it before the wind could claim it, eyes darting between the drone and the note. Scrawled in crude ink: *Find them—Seattle.* The drone lingered, red eye unblinking, then banked sharply and vanished north, its hum swallowed by the trees. Jake stared at the paper, the words a summons he couldn’t ignore, a thread tugging at the emptiness inside him.

The sea crashed below, indifferent, as he turned the stranger’s words over in his head—Jake, Pulse, Seattle. Names and places he didn’t know, yet they burned, a flicker of purpose cutting through the fog. He glanced at the body, then the bunker—its silence a lie, a past he’d buried but couldn’t escape. Whoever this man was, whatever Pulse meant, it had found him, and running wasn’t an option. Not anymore.

He hauled the stranger’s body to the cliff’s edge, rolling it into the waves below—foam swallowed it fast, no trace left. The sea took what it wanted; he’d learned that much. Back at his camp, he packed quick—shotgun slung over his shoulder, a rusted knife strapped to his belt, a sack with dried fish and a battered canteen. The lean-to stayed, a skeleton he’d outgrown. His boots crunched south along the shore, the cliff path winding toward a dirt track where fishermen sometimes left trucks. One sat there now, an old rig with keys rusted into the ignition—a trade he’d bartered for months ago, fuel still sloshing in its tank.

The engine sputtered to life, growling against the cold, and he steered south, the shotgun beside him like a silent companion. The road stretched through pines and ice, Alaska’s wildness giving way to hints of civilization—gravel turned to asphalt, signs pointing to highways he didn’t know but followed anyway. Seattle loomed in his mind—not a memory, but a destination, a pull he couldn’t shake. The stranger’s face lingered—wild eyes, bloodied lips, that implant glowing—Pulse, a word that echoed without meaning, yet carried weight.

Hours blurred, the sky darkening as he crossed into Canada, the truck rattling over borders he didn’t recognize—just lines on a map he couldn’t read. His mind stayed blank, a void where questions should have been, but his hands knew the wheel, his gut knew the fight. The drone’s note sat crumpled in his pocket, its ink smeared but legible—*Find them*. Who? Why? The blanks offered no answers, only instinct—a flicker of something he’d once been, a man who’d burned things down to save what mattered.

Night fell heavy, stars swallowed by clouds, as the highway dipped through mountains he didn’t name. The truck’s headlights carved a tunnel through the dark, the shotgun’s barrel glinting faintly beside him. He stopped once, engine idling, to eat—dried fish, tough and salty, chewed slow while the wind howled outside. The stranger’s voice replayed—*Jake, Pulse, find them*—a loop he couldn’t break, a call he couldn’t refuse.

Dawn broke gray over British Columbia, the road flattening toward a coast he sensed but didn’t know. Seattle wasn’t far—hours, maybe—a city of glass and steel, a place where answers might wait, or danger. His thigh ached, scars itching under his jacket, but he drove on, the shotgun a steady weight against his leg. The blanks in his mind shifted, not filling, but stirring—something waking, something he’d lost but couldn’t name.

The truck growled past a sign—*Seattle, 120 miles*—and his grip tightened, the stranger’s implant flashing in his thoughts, that drone’s red eye a warning. Pulse wasn’t just a word; it was a threat, a pull dragging him back to a war he’d forgotten but never left. He didn’t know who “they” were, didn’t know himself—not really—but the shotgun stayed close, his hands steady. Whatever waited in Seattle, he’d face it—blank or not, he’d fight, because that’s what the void had left him: a drifter with a gun, chasing echoes he couldn’t hear.

The highway stretched south, the sea’s scent faint through the cracked window, and Jake drove into the unknown, the shotgun his only tether to a past he’d lost—and a future he’d have to claim.
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