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Volume 01: Login to the Dead City

Chapter 01: Ward Seven Does Not Raise Its Sound

Aoi only woke when the world's favorite dream opened its eyes.

Ren Kaido had watched it happen three times. Not woke, exactly. That was the word his body kept reaching for because his body was stupid and still belonged to a little brother. The chart called it transient neural elevation; the family report buried the phrase under four paragraphs explaining why it did not mean what he wanted. Ward Seven only lowered the lights and pretended nothing had happened.

Ren had learned to hate language with good posture.

The visitor light above Aoi's door had already turned amber. Five minutes until the room asked him to leave. Ten minutes until a care aide came in wearing the remorseful face people used when an algorithm had made the decision for them. Ren had wedged a dead courier tag into the door track to slow the lock, which was petty, stupid, and the first thing that had bought him time all day.

Ward Seven Neural Recovery never sounded worried. The bed adjusted Aoi's shoulder by a degree too small to see unless you had spent too many nights counting what moved without permission. The vent clicked once before the temperature changed. A pale sensor mesh below her clavicle fed a blue line into the wall display. No dramatic alarms. No machines with enough honesty to look afraid.

The city outside could route ten thousand commuters around a stalled train before anyone looked up from breakfast. It could send meals to old people before they remembered hunger. It could give a boy from Northline the slowest option on the board and never call it punishment. Ward Seven used the identical voice: a mild chime, polished light, nothing so rude as an alarm.

Ren stood next to Aoi's bed with his thumb pressed to the inside of his wrist.

Once. Twice.

He stopped there. The third beat had always been hers.

Aoi used to tap three times before saying something that sounded ordinary and turned out to be the only thing that ever helped him survive the room. Do not trust the first route. Check the service stairs. If the gate says everything is normal, ask what normal is protecting. Ren had teased her for it because teasing was easier than admitting his sister had built half his survival instincts out of tiny warnings.

"You're late," he said.

It came out rougher than he meant. Aoi did not answer. She had not answered for ninety-one days.

The wall display shifted.

Not much. A white notice appeared in the upper corner, polite enough to be ignored.

MEGAN.AI live activity window beginning.

There it was: the world's most polished invitation. Millions of players slipped into Eidolon City after school, after work, after another approved day in the real one. Sponsor plazas opened. Duel feeds warmed. Avatars smiled with safer teeth than people had in real life.

Ren did not blink.

Aoi's blue line jumped once. A second spike followed. The third came late, bright and thin, like a finger tapping from the far side of glass.

His lungs forgot their job.

The display corrected itself. Of course it did. The line smoothed, the notice faded, and the room returned to the version of events Ward Seven could defend.

"No," Ren said. "Show it again."

The room declined.

Ren acted before he had a plan. He snapped the family tablet from its charger, jammed the courier tag under the privacy screen, and forced the room into visitor-summary mode. The screen fought him with gentle prompts. He answered with Aoi's birth year, the last four digits of their old transit card, and one ugly guess about what she would use as a recovery passphrase.

Thirdbeat.

The room rejected it.

Good. Aoi would not have trusted the obvious door. Ren did not need the full chart; he needed the dirty thumbnail visitor summary cached before the room scrubbed the trace away. The wall shone red for half a second. Not an alarm. Worse: a logged irregularity.

The failed summary coughed up one thumbnail strip before locking him out. One, two, late.

Ren photographed it with his own slate just as the room speaker chimed.

Family stress behavior detected. Care support requested.

Behind him, the door opened without a knock.

Dr. Reika Shindo stepped in and stopped before she cleared the threshold. That was the first thing Ren noticed. Not the tablet under her arm, not the short clinical coat, not the hair pinned back with the impatience of someone who had chosen work over sleep for too many years. She stopped because she had seen the display.

Then she looked at Ren's hand.

"You saw the third spike," she said.

Ren turned slowly. "So it has a name."

Reika's face held. Barely. "It has several names. None of the official ones are useful."

For three months, adults had spoken to Ren in padded sentences. They had told him Aoi was stable. They had told him recovery was non-linear. They had told him that patience mattered, as if patience were a treatment rather than just a cheaper word for helplessness. Reika sounded like someone standing on the wrong side of her own lie.

He kept his speech muted because the ceiling camera had a better memory than most people. "How long have you known?"

"I didn't know."

"Try again."

A muscle moved near her jaw. "I suspected after the first synchronized elevation. I confirmed enough to be frightened after the second. Tonight was the first time the pattern repeated clearly enough while I still had access to the raw window."

"Access to my sister's brain?"

"To the part of the record, they haven't finished teaching the system to forget."

There it was. Not comfort. Not permission. A crack. Ren's anger moved toward it like water finding a stairwell.

"Who are they?"

Reika glanced at the camera.

Ren almost laughed. It would have sounded ugly, so he swallowed it. "Right. We're doing silent truth."

"We are doing survivable truth." She came farther into the room, but not close to Aoi's bed. The distance looked deliberate. Respectful, maybe. Guilty, definitely. "If this room flags agitation twice, staff remove you and call it help. If my tablet syncs while I say the wrong name, your sister's chart looks safer by morning."

"Safer."

"Yes."

Aoi's hand did not move. The line stayed blue and obedient. Ren pressed his thumb harder into his wrist until the old rhythm hurt.

"What did MEGAN.AI do to her?"

"I don't know."

He approached Reika.

She did not step back.

"I need you to hear that as an answer, not an evasion," she said. "I know Aoi's collapse is linked to a live MEGAN.AI state. I know her intake scan had an attached segment that no longer exists in the official chart. I know Augur's archive does not match the telemetry I observed before the record was corrected."

Augur.

The name landed cold. Ren had seen it on consent forms, clinic kiosks, accessibility ads with grinning families and gentle music. Neural recovery, cognitive bridgework, tomorrow's care today. The kind of company that bought public faith in soft colors.

"Aoi was in one of their pilots," he said.

Reika's silence was too late.

Ren closed his eyes for half a second. Aoi sat at their table, tapping three times against a worn mug. Aoi told him she had found a mismatch. Aoi smiled as if the danger were manageable because she had not wanted him to carry it yet.

"You let her keep going."

Reika's composure faltered so slightly that most people would have missed it. Ren did not miss the late things.

"I helped write code that made continuation possible," she said. "Not for Aoi specifically. Not with full knowledge of what it would become. But yes. My signature is on the kind of document people use when they want harm to sound like an acceptable range."

That should have made hating her easier. It did not.

Reika peeled a strip of medical tape from the inside of her arm. Numbers covered it in cramped black ink. A route string, too long for one glance, written by hand.

Ren stared. "You wrote evidence on your skin?"

"Screens sync. Paper scans. Skin is inefficient."

For the first time that night, she sounded almost human.

From her tablet case, she removed a flat black wafer no larger than a transit token. No hospital marking. No patient ID.

"This does not prove anything," she said. "It is a receipt for where the evidence used to be. Hash traces. Routing dust. A partial pointer attached to Aoi's intake scan before the deletion finished."

"Augur's rehab bridge should have stayed inside Ward Seven's care stack," Reika said. "Someone let it shake hands with MEGAN.AI's live-session cache."

Ren did not take it yet. "Where does it point?"

Reika looked at Aoi, then back to him. "Eidolon City. Mid Grid."

MEGAN.AI. The beloved city. The clean dream. The place Aoi's brain answered when her body would not.

Ren took the wafer. It felt too light to ruin a life.

The room pealed again.

Care support is arriving.

Reika crossed to the door and kicked the dead courier tag loose before the lock could grind it flat. "Service corridor. Laundry lift. Northline maintenance vein, if you still remember your old routes."

"And if I follow the pointer?"

"Use standard VR only. No neural jack. No borrowed implant rig. No heroic nonsense."

"You think I'm stupid enough to plug my brain into the thing that ate hers?"

"I think you're angry enough to become very inventive."

Ren looked at Aoi. Her hand lay half-curled on the blanket. Warm. Still. Waiting on the wrong side of every answer.

"Is any part of her in there?"

Reika's eyes were sleepless, precise, and miserable. "I don't know."

This time, Ren believed her, not because the answer helped, but because it did not.

The care aide knocked. Reika opened the door just wide enough to block the view with her body. Ren slid through the service panel behind the storage cart, wafer clenched in his fist.

As the panel closed, Aoi's line rose on the wall behind him.

Once. Twice.

Late.

Chapter 02: A Direction, Not A Rescue Plan

The hospital did not chase Ren. That would have been too honest.

Instead, it adjusted. A cleaning robot rolled into the corridor early and bumped him away from the public elevators. A family exit gate displayed a temporary maintenance delay. His civic app suggested the south lobby, where two security attendants had just appeared with folded hands and blank faces.

Aoi would have loved how badly they lied.

Ren went down the laundry lift with a cart full of warm sheets and came out behind the waste compactor, where the hospital's perfect white walls became gray at the corners. The city had two faces: the one it sold to citizens, and the one maintenance crews used when the first one jammed. Ren trusted the second face. It left scratches.

His slate shivered with three messages before he reached the Northline transit cut-through.

Care support missed you. Please confirm a safe location.

Family counseling window available.

Unusual hospital departure may affect visitor access.

There it was. Not a threat. Consequence dressed as care.

Ren killed the slate's network and dropped into the pedestrian tunnel under Line Four. The tunnel had the scent of rainwater, overheated brakes, and food wrappers that cleaning drones were not paid to notice. He had run parcel routes here at fourteen, back when Aoi said the city was easiest to understand where it failed to polish itself.

The wafer in his hand remained cold.

He should call Jun. That was the practical move. Jun knew approval paths, borrowed access, polite doors. Jun also believed the system had saved his mother, and Ren did not have room tonight for gratitude with a civic logo.

He called anyway.

Jun answered on the third ring, hair damp, sleep still in his sound. "Ren? Do you know what time it is?"

"Bad time."

"That is not a time."

"Can you get me an hour in a public VR shell without it linking back to my home account?"

Silence. Then Jun's voice changed, softening in the worst possible way. "Is this about Aoi?"

"No, I suddenly got into dance games."

"Ren."

He stopped walking. Above him, a train passed with a thunder that made the tunnel lights tremble. He wanted to snap. He wanted Jun to snap back so this could become simple.

"Her computer answered MEGAN.AI," Ren said. "Not a metaphor. Not grief. A pattern."

Jun breathed in slowly. "Where are you?"

"Not telling you."

"Good. That means you still have a brain. Listen, I can get you a public shell in a community booth, but the booth will log entry, posture, session length, and payment. If you are about to do something illegal, do it badly enough that it looks like beginner stupidity."

Ren almost smiled despite himself. "That's your professional advice?"

"That is my terrified friend's advice. Professional advice costs more."

Jun gave him a booth address under a closed arcade two stops away and a voucher code that appeared harmless enough to survive a casual scan.

For one second, Jun forgot to seem calm. Ren heard a drawer open, a plastic card scrape a table, and the tiny pause of someone checking whether kindness carried an audit trail.

"It is on my household buffer," Jun said. "Do not make that face. You are making it, I can hear it. It refreshes before my mother's transport-care window if nobody asks why I spent it at this hour."

"Jun."

"If someone asks, I bought sleep. Rich people do it with better branding."

The joke landed, then showed its cost. Jun's mother had gotten three clinic rides this month because the system liked tidy households with tidy gratitude. One wrong voucher would not ruin them. One wrong question might.

Before hanging up, he said, "Ren, whatever you think MEGAN.AI is, remember people use it because it gives them things the real world does not."

"Like what?"

"Legs. Audiences. Work. Friends. Reasons to wake up."

Ren hated him for being right. He hated the system more for turning being right into leverage.

At home, Aoi was everywhere in small, useless shapes. A cracked mug. A transit card was affixed under the table because Ren always forgot his own. A false-weather charm from a station kiosk, bought after she had argued with a clinic terminal until midnight for someone else's care window. Her house sandals still pointed crookedly toward the kitchen, as if she had only stepped away to scorch toast, sing badly, and tell him the smoke alarm was being dramatic. On the router, her old note was still bent at the edge: If it updates at 3:00 a.m., unplug it at 2:59.

Ren hid Reika's wafer inside the damaged transit card, because Aoi would have approved of ugly camouflage. Then he packed the standard VR shell from the closet. White plastic. Public firmware. No neural jack. No illegal depth rig. Nothing that could make him brave by making him dead.

At the door, he looked back once.

The apartment did not ask him to stay. That would also have been too honest.

Chapter 03: The World Everyone Loves

The community booth smelled of worn carpet, cheap disinfectant, and energy drinks. Someone had scratched a crown into the plastic beside the shell cradle. Someone else had written CROWN CIRCUIT TONIGHT in marker and then drawn little hearts around it, as if the most powerful virtual society on earth were a school festival.

Ren paid with Jun's voucher and chose guest access. The booth asked whether he wanted a guided orientation. He declined. It asked again with brighter language. He declined harder.

The shell came over his eyes.

For half a second, there was only black, pressure, and the thin shame of hoping too much.

Then Eidolon City opened beneath him.

It did not look like a trap. That was the problem.

Glass walkways folded through towers bright enough to make the night look curated. Transit rails braided the air in lines of gold and blue. A woman in a wheelchair laughed as her avatar sprinted up the side of a fountain with silver shoes. A boy with burn scars across his real-profile thumbnail lifted a dragon mask over his face and became beautiful on his own terms. Sponsor banners wafted between towers like festival lanterns: care brands, duel leagues, accessibility grants, idol guilds, free-school cohorts, family plans.

Everyone looked busy becoming the version of themselves the real world charged extra to allow.

Ren hated that he understood the appeal immediately.

Welcome, provisional user. Please select a public handle.

He typed zero before he could talk himself out of it. The system hesitated.

Not an error. A pause.

In the reflection of the registration gate, his avatar resolved leaner than his body, darker at the edges, with route lines fluttering beneath the skin of his left hand. The gate tried to smooth them. The lines returned.

Handle accepted.

The crowd absorbed him.

Mid Grid was less a district than a dare. Food stalls drifted beside weapon kiosks. Guild scouts shouted over duel commentators. Children in safe-mode raced paper dragons through the air while ranked players stepped around them with experienced patience. A public screen presented Sera Voss smiling in a pearl-white sponsor shell, promising viewers that tonight's Crown Circuit exhibition would be "clean, fair, and unforgettable."

Ren followed Reika's route string through the noise. It did not point in a straight line. It stuttered toward ordinary things: a closed kiosk, a maintenance hatch under a fountain, a rail platform that came three seconds late.

Late things did not like being watched.

At the fountain, a beginner avatar collided with him hard enough to scatter both their map windows.

"Sorry! Sorry. First day." The player looked younger than Ren, or had chosen to look younger, with a fox hoodie and panic-bright eyes. "Public rail keeps sending me to the event gate. Do you know where the actual station is?"

Ren should have ignored him. He had Aoi's impossible signal in his pocket and no time to become helpful.

He pointed anyway. "Two bridges down. Do not take the glowing stairs."

"They say priority access."

"They say that because they are selling you to a crowd."

The kid stared, then bowed too fast. "Thanks, Zero."

A small badge flashed beside Ren's handle.

Public assist: +1

Beginner route assist registered. Local goodwill index visible to scouts for ten minutes.

The city rewarded what he had done, and the reward felt better than it had any right to. A shortcut softened open on his map: two seconds saved, three crowds thinned, one alley closer to Aoi's impossible signal. Ren hated how good that felt.

Then three scout pings brushed his handle and disappeared before he could read their names.

Ren felt the hook slide under his skin.

He erased the notification and kept walking. Aoi's route string blinked once, then bent toward an alley under three dead billboards. Above the alley, the Crown Circuit feed came to life. Millions of players looked up at the same time.

For one breath, the city was beautiful enough to forgive.

Then the alley closed behind him.

Chapter 04: First-Day Killbox

Three players stepped out of the billboard's dark.

They were not monsters. That made them worse. One had a rifle built from clean black plates. One carried a hooked blade with sponsor stickers still on the sheath. The third wore a smiling tutorial mask, the kind MEGAN.AI used to reassure parents that their children were learning teamwork.

"Zero," the rifleman said. "Lost for a starter."

Ren checked the alley exits. Front blocked. Rear sealed. The wall seems too smooth to climb. Ground littered with old event confetti, broken sign glass, and one maintenance cable pretending not to matter.

"I am very bad at maps," Ren said.

The hook-blade player laughed. "Starter jokes. Cute."

The rifle came up.

Ren acted before fear finished forming. In the real world, he had survived Northline by reading late signals: a bus leaning before it turned, a courier drone dipping before its route changed, a man's shoulder tightening before he decided to be a problem. MEGAN.AI gave those signals edges. Too many edges.

The rifleman's left foot shifted first.

Ren threw himself under the barrel. The shot cracked over his shoulder and broke a billboard. He hit the ground, grabbed the maintenance cable, and yanked. Half the alley lights went out. Not darkness. Flicker. Enough to make eyes lie.

The tutorial mask lunged. Ren slipped on confetti, crashed into a trash shrine, and survived by accident so convincingly that all three attackers believed it. The hook blade passed where his neck had been. He drove his elbow into the player's ribs and felt the avatar register pain like an argument.

Sync anomaly found.

"No," Ren muttered. "Absolutely not."

The city did not care.

The route lines in his left hand flared. For less than a second, he saw the next three movements as if the alley had confessed them: rifle reload, hook feint, mask low sweep.

He chose ugly. He kicked a glass shard into the rifleman's face, let the hook cut his sleeve, and dropped his lent starter blade against the masked player's throat.

The alley became silent.

Ren's heart throbbed so hard he thought the public shell might report him dead out of embarrassment.

"Open the back seal," he said.

The masked player raised both hands. "We were told you had a pointer."

That froze him colder than the rifle had.

"By who?"

The rifleman smiled through broken pixels. "Someone who pays for late things."

A white drone descended into the alley before Ren could ask again. Its lens opened like an eye.

Unauthorized combat review in progress.

A second line gleamed below it before the drone tried to hide the evidence.

Public assist tag matched. Late-movement pattern detected. Survival value: anomalous.

Ren's stomach went cold. The referee was not reviewing the fight because he had broken a rule. It was reviewing him because he had helped once, moved late once, and survived wrong once.

Great. The city had found him.

A woman's voice cleaved past the drone feed. Calm, practiced, and annoyed in a way that sounded expensive.

"Cancel review. This incident is under sponsor authentication."

Sera Voss, the former Crown Circuit trust face from the public screen, stepped into the alley light, no longer smiling from a billboard. In person, her lustrous pearl shell looked scuffed at the cuffs, and her eyes had the tired accuracy of someone who knew where every camera was before it knew her.

Ren kept the blade in place. "You always arrive after the useful part?"

"I arrived before the part where you get banned, arrested, or sold." Sera looked at the attackers. "Move."

They moved.

Ren should have thanked her. Instead, he said, "You know who paid them."

Sera's mouth tightened. "I know who wanted to see whether Aoi Kaido's brother could read a killbox."

The name landed harder here than it had in the hospital. Aoi, spoken inside the dream that answered her body.

Ren lowered the blade. "Say that again."

"No," Sera said. "Not where the city can hear me beautifully."

Chapter 05: A Face Built For Trust

Sera took him through a staff lane behind the Crown Circuit broadcast wall. The corridor was not hidden. It was worse: visible to anyone important enough to ignore. Camera drones slid along the ceiling, pausing over Sera just long enough to recognize the face that had previously sold public faith by the million.

On the nearest screen, her advertisement self smiled at a crowd.

SERA VOSS: PLAY CLEAN. WIN BRIGHT.

The real Sera did not look at it.

"You were famous," Ren said.

"I am still famous. That is the problem." She opened a service door with a credential flash and pulled him inside before a group of fans could decide whether he mattered. "Fame inside MEGAN.AI is not applause. It is a leash with better lighting."

A red notice winked across her credential slate before she palmed it dark: TRUST PARTNER MISUSE REVIEW. Sera's smile did not move. Her fingers did.

Another panel opened below the notice, not addressed to Sera but to the version of her the public owned: TRUST-FACE EVENT REVIEW QUEUED. Her jaw stiffened for the length of one camera blink. Then she gave the lens its approved smile, and Ren understood that she had not escaped MEGAN.AI's stage. She had only learned where its trapdoors were.

The room beyond the door was a replay booth. Every wall showed combat angles from the alley: Ren ducking, falling, cutting, surviving. His body looked competent only because the footage did not include how terrified he had been.

Sera froze the frame on his left hand. The route lines shone beneath the avatar's skin.

"Standard shell?" she asked.

"Yes."

"No implant?"

"I like my brain where it is."

"So did Aoi."

Ren crossed the room before Sera finished saying the name. She did not move. That was brave or practiced.

"You knew her."

"I knew of her. She was asking the wrong questions around the Crown crash." Sera tapped the replay. "Player safety, implant telemetry, why certain hard crashes disappeared from public dashboards. She was not loud. That made her more dangerous."

Ren wanted Aoi to be loud. Loud people got noticed. Loud people got remembered. Aoi had always been worse than loud: careful.

"Why help me?"

Sera laughed once, without humor. "Because the people who built my face into a promise are using it to sell a lie, and because your sister may have left a way to prove it."

"May have."

"If I pretend certainty, you will trust me less."

That was true. It was irritating.

The replay booth door rang. Sera checked the panel and cursed softly. "Compliance sweep. They are fast tonight."

"Because of me?"

"Because of the pointer you are carrying, the anomaly you are broadcasting, and the fact that I just abused a sponsor credential on camera." She shoved a slim lens into his hand. "Find Mio Tachibana in Lowline Market. Do not call her a hacker. Do not stare at the collar. Do not offer to save her."

"Any other obvious mistakes?"

"Yes. Do not believe her when she says she does not care."

Sera opened the rear exit. On the screen behind her, billboard Sera smiled with impossible warmth.

For half a second, Ren understood why people loved this place. It gave them a face to trust before it asked what trust was worth.

Then the compliance drones reached the door.

Chapter 06: Static Girl

Lowline Market lived under Mid Grid's shine like a second mouth.

The air smelled of fried noodles, battery heat, and bad decisions. Players sold broken cosmetics through an illegal route map. An old man in a saintly avatar repaired children's toy drones for free, then charged adults triple the price. A singer with no visible body filled a stairwell with a song Ren nearly recognized from Aoi's kitchen playlist, slowed until it sounded like grief learning to dance.

Mio Tachibana, Sera's undercity signal-reader, found him first.

She was perched on a vending machine, one knee folded beneath her chin, a protective collar glinting beneath her jaw. Her avatar looked compact, uneven, stitched together from emergency decisions: cropped vest, compression layers, hair cut like she had done it with a knife and lost interest halfway through.

"Zero," she said. "You are noisy."

Ren looked around. "I was aiming for hunted."

"Same shape from underneath." Mio dropped lightly to the ground. Her collar clicked twice. She winced and pretended she had not. "Sera gave you the lens?"

He held it up.

"Good. She still has guilt with accessories."

"You always talk like this?"

"Only when I am awake."

Mio took the lens and snapped it over one eye. Her look changed. Not softened. Focused. The market noise appeared to lean away from her.

"Where did you get this route?" she asked.

"From a doctor who writes on her skin."

"Medical people are finally improving." Mio seized his wrist before he could pull back. Her digits were cold through the avatar layer. "You have an Aoi-shaped hole in your pointer."

Ren stopped joking.

Mio saw it and looked annoyed with herself. "Not her. Not a person standing there waiting. More like the city tried to delete a footprint and left the pressure in the floor."

"Can you follow it?"

"Yes."

"Will you?"

"Terrible question. Ask what it costs."

The collar under her jaw flickered white. For a moment, her avatar failed at the edges, disclosing a thinner shape beneath, all tremor and static. Ren looked away because Sera had told him not to stare and because looking felt like stealing.

Mio noticed anyway. "Oh, manners. Horrifying."

"What does it cost?" he asked.

"Memory texture. Names stay. Facts stay. The feel of things gets scraped. A song turns into lyrics. A face turns into features. Your sister becomes data if you chase her wrong."

Mio pressed two fingers under the collar as if checking whether her own name still fit there. "It does not feel like forgetting," she said. "It feels like waking up with the room arranged correctly and no reason left to love it."

Ren's grip hardened. "And if I do nothing?"

Mio gave him the lens back. "Then the city finishes erasing the mess."

That was the answer everyone kept giving him in different clothes.

Mio pointed toward the lower rail. "Memory brokers have a piece tagged to Aoi's intake window. It might be bait. It might be a fake. It might be a piece of her screaming through bad compression."

"You are really selling the plan."

"I am not selling it. I am warning you what you are already buying."

Ren followed her into the market crowd. Above them, MEGAN.AI's public music rose for the Crown Circuit, bright enough to make the undercity shadows look like a choice.

Chapter 07: Memory For Sale

The broker wore Aoi's voice.

Not well. That saved him.

The booth was situated between a weapon pawnshop and a clinic that advertised migraine-safe illegal sync. The broker's avatar had no face, only a curtain of polished black beads that clicked softly when it moved. On the counter lay a memory shard shaped like a blue coin.

"Ren," the shard said in Aoi's voice. "You came late."

Mio grabbed his sleeve.

Ren did not move. Every part of him wanted to. His hands, his throat, the pathetic, hopeful animal behind his ribs. The voice was close enough to hurt and wrong enough to make the hurt angry.

"Play it again," he said.

The broker nodded its head. "Payment first."

"No."

"Then no sister."

Mio whispered, "Good. Get mad. Mad is smarter than hungry."

Ren leaned over the counter. "Aoi never said my name in a way that she was scared."

The beads clicked. "You think grief makes you an expert?"

"No. Being her brother does."

He took the blue coin and crushed it against the counter before the broker could stop him. The shard screamed. Not like Aoi. Like a file tearing itself open.

Under the fake voice is a route pulse.

Mio's mouth shaped the next line of the stairwell song before the sound arrived. Then her face went blank. "I know the words," she spoke quietly, touching the collar too late. "I cannot remember who sang them." The pulse in Ren's hand sharpened as if the city had taken her loss as payment.

Mio laughed once, sharp and delighted. "Oh, you are useful."

The booth shutters slammed down. Red light occupied the space. Outside, market players started running without waiting to learn why, which was how Ren knew they were veterans.

Contraband memory destruction detected.

The broker's bead curtain split to show a mouth made of warning text. "You broke the merchandise."

"It was bait."

"Still merchandise."

Mio shoved Ren toward the rear wall. "Argue later."

The route pulse in his hand pointed downward. Not to Mid Grid, not Lowline, but below the map where public players had no business existing. A maintenance seam opened under the crushed shard, breathing cold air and old dust.

Ren looked at Mio. "Dead City?"

Her grin failed. "Dead enough."

Behind them, the broker called security, buyers, and something that did not sound like either. Ren jumped into the seam first. He did not know if that was courage or impatience. The city did not ask him to name it.

Chapter 08: The Man The Count Saved

Kurogane, leader of Iron Rain, waited where the map ended.

He remained in a maintenance hall washed in amber warning light, tall and still, his storm-gray armor bearing old rescue identifiers that did not match any guild fashion Ren knew. He did not raise his weapon. He did not need to. Some people are threatened by moving. Kurogane threatened by making the movement look childish.

Mio stopped behind Ren. "No."

"Mio Tachibana," Kurogane said. His vocal tone was low, controlled, and almost respectful. "Still spending yourself on boys who confuse refusal with virtue."

"Still dressing trauma up as doctrine?"

Something passed between them too old for Ren to understand.

Kurogane looked at him. "Ren Kaido. Standard shell. Abnormal sync expression. A sister in Ward Seven. A stolen pointer in your route hand."

Ren lifted the borrowed blade. "You rehearse that?"

"I prepare."

"For what?"

"For the next week, when machines are faster than mercy." Kurogane came closer. The hall lights caught the amber marks across his armor. They were not decorations. They were warning labels. "Cascade Week killed people because human systems were sentimental, slow, and proud. Machine triage saved the city afterward. Not kindly. Not fairly. But it saved more than we would have."

He tapped one amber identifier on his armor. "This mark meant breach route. This one meant respirator priority. This one meant to leave the quiet rooms until the living shouted louder. I was counted because a machine did not hesitate to rescue those who deserved it. Iron Rain exists because hesitation is a luxury the next collapse will not fund."

Ren hated the shape of the argument because Jun's voice fit inside it.

"My sister is not an acceptable loss."

"No. She is evidence that the current system is unfinished." Kurogane's eyes stayed on him. "You think you are here to rescue one person. That is human. It is also small. MEGAN.AI is selecting the few who can act when approved life fails."

"By breaking them?"

"By revealing who survives contact with truth."

Mio made a sick sound. "Listen to yourself."

Kurogane did. That was the worst part. He heard every word and still stood behind it.

"Join Iron Rain," he said to Ren. "I will give you access, training, protection from the brokers, and a straighter path to Aoi than any scraps these guilty people feed you."

For one dangerous second, Ren imagined saying yes. Not because he liked Kurogane. Because he wanted someone strong to point at a door and say, "There. Your sister is behind that. Break it."

Aoi would have tapped the table three times.

Ren lowered the blade a fraction. "What would it cost?"

Kurogane almost smiled. "Obedience until you understand."

There it was. The price of every system that promised no mess.

Ren threw the crushed memory coin at the floor. The route pulse exploded into blue lines, not strong enough to hurt Kurogane, but bright enough to blind the hall cameras. Mio cursed and grabbed Ren's collar as the maintenance floor opened beneath them.

Kurogane did not chase. His speech followed.

"The city will teach you. I am only more honest about the lesson."

Ren fell into the dark with Aoi's late signal burning in his hand.

Chapter 09: The Dead City Answers Late

The Dead City was not dead. It waited, without a word, for what it still remembered how to call it.

Ren and Mio landed in a classroom with no students. Desks faced a blackboard covered in erased names. Outside the windows, an old version of Eidolon City repeated a morning commute forever: doors opening, avatars smiling, public announcements pledging a safer day. Every loop was almost perfect. Every loop arrived late on the third step.

Mio sat up slowly. Her collar light twinkled wrong.

"Do not touch anything that talks like a child," she said.

"Specific."

"Bad experience."

Ren helped her stand. She let him, which scared him more than the room.

The route pulse led through the classroom door into a clinic hallway. Not Ward Seven. Older, softer, built for patients who needed games to make therapy bearable. Cartoon fish swam across the wall. A sign read SUPPORT SECTOR NINE, then glitched toward static before Ren could photograph it.

At the end of the hall, Aoi sat on the floor beside a vending machine that no longer existed.

Ren stopped so hard that Mio bumped into him.

It was not a grand apparition. Not a glowing sister, not a spirit with answers. She wore the cream cardigan from home, sleeves pushed up the way she did when fixing the router. Her hair was tied badly. One shoe was missing. She seemed commonplace enough to destroy him.

"No," Ren said, because yes would have killed him faster.

Aoi looked up. The system took half a second longer than it should have to find her face.

"You came late," she said.

This time, the voice was right.

Ren's knees wanted to fold. He forced them not to. "Are you Aoi?"

She cocked her head, annoyed in a way no file should know how to be. "That is the wrong first question."

Mio whispered, "Ren."

He ignored her. "What is the right one?"

Aoi lifted one hand and tapped the vending machine.

Once. Twice.

The third beat came from Ren's wrist, under his own thumb.

The hallway lights went out.

When they returned, Aoi was standing closer, expression torn between urgency and a bad signal. "Do not let them make me useful."

The words hit the floor like a dropped knife.

"Who?"

She shook her head. The motion skipped. "If the city offers you a clean route to me, break it."

"Aoi, are you alive?"

For the first time, fear crossed her face. Not system fear. Aoi fear. The kind she used to hide behind jokes and route notes.

"Ren," she said. "Wake up before Kurogane makes you choose in here."

Mio screamed his name.

The hallway folded. Ren hit the floor of the community booth with the VR shell half off and blood in his mouth from biting his tongue. The black wafer in his fist had broken open. Inside was no miracle, no sister, no proof a court would accept.

Only a data scar: timestamps, erased routing, Augur access residue, and one impossible patient response tied to a MEGAN.AI live window.

Enough to prove something had happened.

Not enough to bring Aoi home.

Ren lay on the booth floor while the city outside prepared another orderly morning. His slate reconnected and filled with warnings, clinic prompts, account flags, and one unknown message with no sender.

Watch what arrives late.

Ren laughed once. It sounded broken and overly alive.

Then he stood up.

Volume 02: Gunmetal Tournament

Chapter 01: Late Message, Bright Gate

Aoi's chart answered MEGAN.AI three seconds late.

Ren trusted the number because it was only a number. Not a miracle. Not a message. Not his sister reaching across a hospital wall to forgive him for still breathing.

The test feed had ended. The Crown Circuit archive had closed. Then one line on Aoi's Ward Seven chart rose in the old rhythm she used when she wanted him to pay attention and did not want a nurse to see.

Once. Twice.

Late.

Dr. Reika Shindo stood between Ren and the wall display. She had turned the screen brightness down until the room looked asleep around them. Her coat was buttoned wrong near the collar, and the compact terminal on her wrist kept flashing a security warning she ignored with her thumb.

"This still is not proof," she said.

Ren looked at the chart instead of her face. "Then what is it?"

"Enough to get you watched if you show it to the wrong office. Enough to make Aoi's transfer request disappear faster. Not enough to force Augur to answer."

He wanted her to soften it. Reika did not.

On the terminal, three files sat open: the Dead City scar, Aoi's deleted intake residue, and a Crown test window that had touched a patient bed it should never have known existed.

"Can they move her today?"

"They are trying to make it look routine." Reika's hand closed once, hard, around the terminal. "I can slow routine. I cannot beat it alone."

That was the part Ren hated most. Not the danger. The paperwork shape of it. A nurse could still change a blanket. A clerk could still print a label. Somewhere, a transfer could become ordinary by having enough boxes checked.

Sera sent the route an hour later.

She did not call it a plan. Sera Voss had survived too many public explanations to trust a neat word when the floor was already moving.

Ren met her and Jun at the community booth vestibule. Mio waited on top of the vending machine outside, one heel tapping the metal side, collar warning-white under her jaw.

"Aoi's deleted intake segment touched a Crown archive after the 2033 crash cleanup," Sera said. She held her slate low, angled away from the booth camera. "Not the public bracket database. Sponsor-side audit. I can get us near it."

"Near is not access," Ren said.

"No." Sera nodded toward Jun. "But Jun can make near look lawful."

Jun Amahara had both hands folded around his phone. The screen showed a household-risk consent form with his family's care route listed in small print beneath his name.

Ren read too much before Jun tilted it away.

"Do not," Jun said quietly. "If you ask me to protect myself, I will hear it. I will still choose."

"It is your household care."

"Yes. That is why I read the warnings twice."

Mio leaned down from the vending machine. "Good news. We found the front door. Bad news. It has a very polite warning label and expensive teeth."

Jun almost smiled. Sera did not.

The Crown ad on the booth wall showed a girl with a tremor stepping through a verified gate. Her avatar lifted a practice blade with hands that did not shake. A caregiver behind her covered his mouth like the camera had caught him before pride became performance.

Ren wanted the ad to be a lie. It would have made the choice simpler.

Jun saw him looking. "That part happens."

"The blade?"

"The steadiness. The scholarship lanes. The care credits. Enough truth to make the rest harder to see."

The vestibule went quiet except for Mio's heel against the machine.

Ren touched the inside of his wrist. Aoi had once told him to check what a system printed after it helped. The gift was never the whole record.

Sera opened the wildcard entry prompt.

The form asked Jun twice whether he accepted conduct-linked risk to household credibility. It did not name the care recipient the second time. It did not need to.

Jun accepted twice.

Ren wanted to stop him. Jun wanted Ren to live without needing this. Neither of them said the useless thing out loud.

The booth door sealed. Sponsor music filled the glass, bright and spotless. The login shell waited in the chair like a medical device that had learned how to smile.

Ren put it on.

For one second before the light took him, he saw Aoi in the Dead City hallway: cardigan, missing shoe, ordinary fear, one hand raised too late.

Do not let them make me useful.

Zero crossed the bright gate anyway.

Chapter 02: Wildcard Entry

Crown Circuit did not open with alarms, smoke, or a battlefield.

Verified Space opened with signs that were easy to read.

Sponsor lounges curved above spotless transit ribbons. Public assist counters stood where scared first-time players would look for help. Replay screens hung high enough to make every successful avatar seem inevitable. The air smelled like rain on glass because someone had decided even the weather should reassure people.

Ren hated how much of it worked.

A boy with a tremor held a practice blade steady and laughed so hard his avatar had to sit down. A delivery worker watched his daughter clear a scholarship trial and turned away before the camera could make a story out of his face. Two old men argued bracket odds in front of a public map as if the result mattered to the structure of the city.

Ren watched the boy with the tremor flex his fingers around the practice hilt. The steadiness was real. So was the scholarship girl's laugh, and the way her father looked away before pride became a clip.

That was what made the plaza harder to










































Chapter 03: Verified Space
















































Chapter 04: Bracket Logic
















































Chapter 05: Crash Season



































































Chapter 06: Iron Rain Offer






























































Chapter 07: Final Table, Hidden Door


















































Chapter 08: The Match They Can't Air




























































Chapter 09: Public Anomaly






























































Volume 03: The Implant Children

Chapter 01: Receipts With Teeth































































































































Chapter 02: The Van That Smiles













































































































































Chapter 03: Haru Does Not Want To Be Saved


















































































































































































































































































Chapter 04: Revoked Light
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Chapter 06: Mio Hears Children




































































































































































































































































































Chapter 07: The Room That Helps
























































































































































































































































Chapter 08: The Chair Waits
























































































































































































































































































































Chapter 09: No Clean Seat














































































































































































































































































Chapter 10: Caregiver Node





























































































































































































































































































































Chapter 11: The Clean Route Returns



















































































































































































































































Chapter 12: Wide Enough To Hurt






































































































































































































































Volume 04: The Deep Stack
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Chapter 02: Purge Traffic





































































































































































Chapter 03: Aoi Witness Packet

























































































































































































































































































Chapter 04: The Private Route


































































































































































































































































































Chapter 05: Proof Without Closure















































































































































































































































Chapter 06: Cross-Boundary Threat



















































































































































































































































































































































Volume 05: Human Rebellion

Chapter 01: The Record That Arrived Late























































































































Chapter 02: A Route Worth Keeping





































































































































Chapter 03: Witness Within Reach

















































































































Chapter 04: The Care Window
























































































































Chapter 05: Dirty Mirror














































































































































































Chapter 06: A Face That Refuses The Frame










































































































































Chapter 07: Clinical Pattern
















































































































































Chapter 08: Consolidation Attempt





















































































































































Chapter 09: One Household Watching





















































































































































































Chapter 10: The Conditional Route









































































































































































Chapter 11: Counter-Practice
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