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The neural jack slid into Karl’s skull with a wet click, chrome contacts finding familiar grooves behind his left ear. His vision flickered—red warning text scrolling across his retinal display as the illegal memory extractor came online. The basement reeked of ozone and fear-sweat, fluorescent strips casting sickly light over jury-rigged server racks.

“You’re late,” Maya Chen’s voice cut through the electronic hum. She stood beside a metal chair where their target sat unconscious, arms zip-tied, a trickle of blood running from his nose. “Kenji Nakamura. Mid-level accountant, Yakuza financial operations.”

Karl’s fingers traced the extractor’s interface, synaptic cables snaking from the device like digital intestines. “Accountant my ass. Look at those scars.” He gestured at the man’s knuckles, white lines crisscrossing tan skin. “This guy’s seen action.”

“Doesn’t matter what he’s seen. Matters what he knows.” Maya’s lieutenant, Rico, stepped from the shadows. Cybernetic implants gleamed along his shaved scalp. “Financial records connecting Synaptic Corp to Yakuza money laundering. We get those records, we get leverage.”

Karl ran diagnostics on his neural interface, watching data streams cascade across his vision. The extractor’s AI whispered in his ear—a synthetic voice like silk over razor wire. “Target’s neural patterns are unusually complex. Recommend caution.”

“Since when do we recommend caution?” Maya’s laugh held no humor. “We’re breaking into the bastard’s head, not asking permission.”

The unconscious man’s eyelids fluttered. Karl noticed the quality of his clothes—expensive fabric, tailored fit. His watch cost more than most people made in a year. “Maya, this doesn’t feel right. You said mid-level.”

“I said accountant.” She pulled out a tablet, swiping through surveillance photos. “Kenji Nakamura, age thirty-two, handles financial operations for the Nakamura clan. In and out of the memory dens every Thursday like clockwork.”

Karl’s neural link chimed. Incoming message from an encrypted source: You’re being watched. Zara knows you’re here. Move fast.

“Shit.” Karl’s hand moved to the pistol at his hip. “We’ve got company incoming.”

“What kind of company?” Rico’s own weapon appeared in his hand, military-grade plasma pistol humming to life.

“The kind that sells memories to the highest bidder.” Karl’s fingers flew over the extractor’s interface. “I’m going in. Keep watch.”

The neural link engaged with a sensation like diving into ice water. Karl’s consciousness plunged into Kenji’s mind, reality dissolving into streams of data and sensation. Memories flashed past like exploding stars—numbers, faces, financial transactions.

But something was wrong. The memories weren’t those of a simple accountant. Karl saw himself holding a katana, felt the weight of authority, tasted the metallic tang of violence. These were the memories of someone with power, someone who commanded respect and fear.

Uncle Hiroshi taught me that honor and pragmatism aren’t opposites, the memory whispered. Sometimes you have to break the rules to preserve what matters.

Uncle Hiroshi. Karl’s blood went cold. Hiroshi Nakamura wasn’t just any Yakuza boss—he was the Yakuza boss. Which meant Kenji wasn’t a mid-level accountant.

Karl pulled back from the neural link, gasping. “Maya, we fucked up. This isn’t some accountant. This is Hiroshi Nakamura’s nephew.”

“What?” Maya’s face went pale. “That’s impossible. The intelligence said—”

“The intelligence was wrong!” Karl yanked the neural cables free, warning lights flashing red across his vision. “We just kidnapped the heir to the most powerful Yakuza clan in Southeast Asia.”

Rico swore in three languages. “They’ll hunt us to the ends of the earth.”

“They’ll hunt us to the ends of the solar system.” Karl started powering down the extractor. “We need to get him back before—”

Kenji’s eyes snapped open. For a moment, he stared at them with the unfocused gaze of someone returning from neural extraction. Then awareness flooded back, and with it, a smile that chilled Karl’s blood.

“Too late,” Kenji said, his voice surprisingly calm. “My uncle’s people have been tracking my bio-signature since you took me. They know exactly where I am.”

Maya raised her weapon. “Then we’ll use you as a shield.”

“You could.” Kenji stretched, testing his restraints. “Or you could listen to what I have to say.”

“We don’t negotiate with—”

“I don’t want to go back.” The words hung in the air like a grenade with the pin pulled. “I’ve been planning to leave the family for years. You just gave me the perfect excuse.”

Karl’s neural interface chimed again. External surveillance feed from their lookouts. Black vehicles converging on the building. Men in dark suits moving with military precision.

“Company’s here,” Karl announced. “We’ve got maybe three minutes before they breach.”

Kenji’s smile widened. “Make that two minutes. My uncle doesn’t believe in subtlety.”

Maya’s tablet exploded with incoming alerts. “Shit, they’ve got heavy weapons. Military-grade neural scramblers.”

“The financial records,” Rico pressed. “Did you get them?”

Karl’s neural interface was still processing the extracted data. “Yeah, but not what you think. He’s got access to their entire cryptocurrency operation. We’re talking about hundreds of millions in untraceable funds.”

“Even better,” Maya said. “We can—”

“We can get killed.” Karl was already moving, grabbing weapons and equipment. “Those aren’t just financial records. They’re the keys to the Nakamura clan’s entire operation. Which means they’ll do anything to get them back.”

Kenji laughed, a sound like breaking glass. “Now you’re beginning to understand. My uncle will burn this city down to get me back. Not because he loves me, but because I’m the only one who knows where he keeps his money.”

Explosions echoed from above. Dust rained from the ceiling as the building shook.

“Back exit,” Maya barked. “Move!”

As they ran for the tunnels, Karl’s neural interface lit up with incoming messages. Zara Blackwood’s face appeared in his peripheral vision, her expression unreadable.

Karl, we need to talk. There’s more to this than you know. Your face is all over the Yakuza networks, but they don’t have your name. Want to know why?

Karl’s blood turned to ice. He’d been careful, always careful, but somehow his identity had been compromised. The message continued:

Someone’s been selling faces on the black market. Specifically, your face. Viktor Petrov has been very busy.

The tunnel ahead plunged into darkness, and behind them, the sound of boots on concrete grew closer. Karl realized with growing dread that they weren’t just running from the Yakuza anymore. They were running toward something much worse.
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The maintenance tunnel reeked of industrial lubricant and decay. Karl’s boots splashed through ankle-deep water as gunfire erupted behind them, muzzle flashes painting the concrete walls in stuttering orange light. His neural interface screamed warnings—heart rate spiking, adrenaline flooding his system.

“Left at the junction,” Maya gasped, her voice echoing off the tunnel walls. She clutched a military-grade plasma rifle, its power cell glowing blue-white in the darkness.

Rico hauled Kenji forward, the zip-ties cutting into the prisoner’s wrists. “How many exits does this rat maze have?”

“Three,” Karl replied, checking his weapon’s charge. “Assuming the Yakuza haven’t found them all.”

Kenji stumbled, his expensive shoes sliding on the wet concrete. “They have. My uncle’s people mapped every tunnel under this district five years ago. You’re walking into a trap.”

“Shut up.” Rico pressed his pistol against Kenji’s skull. “Keep moving.”

“I’m trying to help you.” Kenji’s voice remained infuriatingly calm. “Uncle Hiroshi doesn’t just want me back. He wants to send a message about what happens when you steal from the Nakamura clan.”

Karl’s neural interface chimed. Incoming transmission from Zara Blackwood, her synthesized voice cutting through the static: “Karl, can you hear me? The Yakuza have your building surrounded. They’re not planning to take prisoners.”

“Who is that?” Maya demanded.

“Zara Blackwood. Memory broker. Sometimes ally, sometimes enemy.” Karl’s fingers found the neural jack behind his ear. “What do you want, Zara?”

“To keep you alive long enough to have a conversation. There’s a service hatch fifty meters ahead on your right. It leads to the old subway maintenance bay.”

Rico’s cybernetic implants flared red. “Could be a trap.”

“Could be our only way out.” Karl spotted the hatch, its outline barely visible in the tunnel’s gloom. “Maya, give me cover.”

The plasma rifle’s discharge lit up the tunnel like a miniature sun. Maya’s shots echoed behind them as Karl wrenched the hatch open, revealing a vertical shaft lined with rusted ladder rungs.

“Up,” he ordered. “Move!”

Rico shoved Kenji toward the ladder. “You first, princess.”

“Careful with the royal treatment,” Kenji replied, his voice dripping sarcasm. “Uncle Hiroshi might take it personally.”

The shaft stretched upward into darkness, emergency lighting casting sickly green shadows on the walls. Karl’s enhanced vision picked out details—recent scratches on the rungs, fresh oil stains. Someone had been here recently.

“This is too easy,” Maya muttered, following behind them. “Where’s the security? The resistance?”

“There.” Karl pointed at a motion sensor mounted on the wall, its red light blinking steadily. “We’re being watched.”

The shaft opened into a vast underground chamber, rows of abandoned subway cars stretching into the distance. Neon signs flickered in multiple languages—Japanese, Mandarin, English, Korean. The air hummed with the sound of hidden machinery.

“Welcome to the Bone Market,” Zara’s voice emerged from speakers mounted on the pillars. “Neutral territory. Even the Yakuza respect the rules here.”

Karl’s neural interface mapped the space, identifying at least thirty armed figures positioned throughout the chamber. Memory brokers, black market traders, and worse. The kind of people who bought and sold human consciousness like commodity futures.

“Show yourself, Zara.”

“I’m right here.”

She stepped from behind a subway car, her chrome-plated neural implants gleaming under the neon lights. Zara Blackwood looked like a fashion model who’d been rebuilt with military-grade cybernetics. Her smile could cut glass.

“Hello, Karl. You’ve been busy.”

“Not by choice.” Karl kept his weapon ready. “You said something about my face being sold on the black market.”

“Viktor Petrov’s been quite the entrepreneur.” Zara pulled out a tablet, swiping through surveillance images. “Your biometric signature, neural patterns, even your genetic markers. He’s been selling complete identity packages to the highest bidders.”

Rico cursed. “How is that possible?”

“Simple. He stole it from a dying Yakuza enforcer named Ryu Tanaka. Poor bastard was a test subject in some corporate memory experiment. When he died, Viktor harvested his identity and sold it as a clean slate for criminals.”

Maya’s weapon tracked Zara’s movements. “What does this have to do with us?”

“Everything.” Zara’s fingers danced across the tablet’s surface. “Because Ryu Tanaka isn’t dead. He’s working for Synaptic Corp as a corporate enforcer. Which means Karl here has been walking around with a stolen face for the past three years.”

Karl’s
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