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​CHAPTER ONE

​“THE CITY OF GHOSTS”
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Rain fell like static from a dead television.

Vantas glowed beneath it.

Endless towers pierced the poisoned clouds, their sides covered in colossal holograms that flickered through the storm — perfume ads, weapon brands, synthetic saints smiling with silver eyes. The city breathed neon through cracked concrete arteries while somewhere deep below, the underdistrict generators groaned like dying gods.

Three hundred floors above the flooded streets, a woman sang about love.

Her face stretched across the skyline.

Twenty stories tall.

Beautiful.

Dead.

Kade Vey stared at her through the rain-streaked window of the maglev train.

Mara.

The hologram shifted in pale blue light, her dark hair moving like ink underwater. Thousands of commuters watched in silence as her voice drifted through hidden speakers across the transit line.

Soft.

Haunting.

Artificially perfect.

Kade closed his eyes.

For one dangerous second, he remembered the smell of cigarette smoke tangled in her hair.

Then the memory slipped away again.

The HALO in his bloodstream pulsed cold beneath his skin.

Warning lights flickered across his vision.

MEMORY DEGRADATION DETECTED.

He ignored it.

Outside, Vantas burned in color.

Vertical traffic streamed between skyscrapers. Police drones floated through the rain like steel insects. Far below, somewhere beneath the corporate districts and glowing towers, gunfire echoed through the drowned neighborhoods.

Nobody looked up anymore when people died.

The train slid into BLACKVEIL STATION with a metallic scream.

Kade stood.

People moved away from him instinctively.

Maybe it was the coat.

Maybe it was the scars.

Maybe it was the black synthetic blood slowly leaking from beneath the bandages wrapped around his hands.

Or maybe violence simply had a smell.

The station was packed with midnight bodies:
gang runners,
chrome addicts,
corporate mercenaries,
women with gold circuitry embedded beneath their throats,
children selling stolen access codes from inside broken vending machines.
Above them all, giant cathedral screens played Mara’s concert.

She stood in white light before a digital audience of millions.

An angel trapped inside machinery.

Kade stopped walking.

The song changed.

For a moment, the hologram glitched.

Mara froze mid-lyric.

The crowd barely noticed.

But Kade did.

Because suddenly—

she was looking directly at him.

Not at the station.

Not in the crowd.

At him.

Her lips twitched.

Then the speakers cracked with violent static.


“Kade—”


The screens exploded black.

Every light in the station died.

Darkness swallowed everything.

Then came the screaming.

Gunfire erupted from the upper balconies.

Automatic weapons flashed like lightning across the station as masked figures descended through the dark on suspension cables.

Corporate execution squad.

Aeternum.

Kade moved before the first body hit the ground.

The world slowed.

A rifle barked fire from above—

He grabbed a terrified commuter and pulled them aside as bullets shredded the ticket scanner behind them.

Glass exploded.

People stampeded toward the exits.

Another shooter landed directly ahead of him, chrome mask gleaming beneath emergency red lights.

“Kade Vey confirmed,” the assassin said mechanically.

Then raised a pulse rifle.

Too slow.

Kade stepped inside the barrel’s line and drove a combat knife beneath the assassin’s jaw.

Black blood sprayed across the station floor.

The killer collapsed.

Kade caught the pulse rifle before it hit the ground.

More cables dropped from the ceiling.

Six hostiles.

No —
eight.
Aeternum wanted him erased badly enough to send hunters into public transit.

Interesting.

The first shooter opened fire.

Kade fired back.

The pulse rounds hit center mass hard enough to blast the assassin backward through a holographic advertisement. Neon fragments burst across the darkness like shattered stained glass.

Someone nearby screamed.

A child.

Kade turned instantly.

Another assassin had cornered a little girl beside a collapsed food stall, weapon raised while civilians trampled each other trying to escape.

The killer hesitated.

Just enough.

Kade shot him through the visor.

The body dropped.

Silence hit for half a heartbeat.

Then pain exploded inside Kade’s skull.

He staggered.

The HALO system surged violently beneath his nervous system, flooding his vision with white static.

MEMORY CORRUPTION INCREASED.

Fragments flashed behind his eyes—

Mara laughing in red neon.

A rooftop.

Rain.

Blood on her mouth.

Someone is screaming.

Then nothing.

Gone again.

Kade breathed hard.

He couldn’t remember what her laugh sounded like anymore.

That terrified him more than the gunfire.

The surviving assassins regrouped across the station.

One spoke into a comm device.

“Target is unstable. Authorization for permanent termination requested.”

Kade slowly raised the rifle.

Emergency lights painted the station blood-red.

Rain hammered the broken ceiling overhead.

And somewhere above the city, Mara’s interrupted song began playing again.

Softly.

Like a ghost humming through a graveyard.

Kade smiled for the first time that night.

It looked deeply unhealthy.

“Wrong city,” he said quietly.

Then the lights came back on.

And all hell arrived with them.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​CHAPTER TWO

​“ANGELS DON’T BLEED”
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The first explosion tore through Blackveil Station at 2:13 AM.

By 2:14, every newsfeed in Vantas was calling it a terrorist attack.

By 2:16, Aeternum Industries had already released a statement blaming “anti-corporate extremist elements.”

By 2:20, twelve bodies were cooling beneath neon advertisements while rainwater carried blood into the lower drains of the city.

And by 2:21—

Kade Vey was still alive.

Barely.

He crashed through the emergency access door into the underlevels beneath the station while automatic fire shredded the steel behind him.

The staircase spiraled downward forever.

Red emergency lights pulsed through steam clouds rising from ancient pipes.

Kade reloaded the pulse rifle one-handed.

Three rounds left.

Above him, heavy boots hammered against metal stairs.

Corporate hunters are closing fast.

His coat was soaked black with rain and blood now — most of it not his.

Probably.

That was becoming harder to tell lately.

The HALO system hissed beneath his skin like something alive.

Tiny black veins crawled across his throat before disappearing again.

Warning symbols flickered in the corner of his vision.

NEURAL INSTABILITY INCREASING.

He ignored those too.

The lower he descended, the uglier the city became.

Tourists and corporate elites only knew Upper Vantas:
the glowing towers,
luxury sky bridges,
synthetic gardens floating between skyscrapers.
But beneath all of it—

the real city rotted.

The underdistrict smelled like engine oil, wet concrete, and desperation.

Floodwater reached ankle height here.

Electrical cables hung like jungle vines from collapsing ceilings. Drug dens glowed behind cracked security shutters. Children with chrome-plated eyes watched silently from dark corners while old ventilation fans pushed hot toxic air through endless corridors.

Kade reached the bottom level and shoved through another security door.

Night swallowed him whole.

The undercity stretched endlessly beneath the megastructures above.

A city beneath the city.

Neon signs buzzed through thick rain fog:
BODY MODS
MEMORY REPAIR
SYNTH SKIN
HOLY DATA CHAPEL
Somewhere distant, industrial music thundered through the dark like mechanical heartbeats.

Then—

his earpiece crackled.

A voice emerged through heavy static.

“You look terrible.”

Kade froze instantly.

Low.
Dry.
Amused.
He knew that voice.

“Vale?” he said.

Static answered.

Then:


“Dockside district. Sector Nine.”

“Come alone.”


The transmission died.

Kade stood motionless in the rain.

Impossible.

Mara was dead.

He had watched her die.

Hadn’t he?

For a moment, panic twisted through him harder than any bullet wound.

Because suddenly—

he couldn’t fully remember.

The memory fractured apart every time he tried touching it.

A rooftop.

Sirens.

Her hand slipped from his.

Blood.

Then static.

Gone again.

“Damn you,” Kade whispered to himself.

Thunder rolled through the undercity.

Above him, giant holograms painted the rain in shifting colors — crimson advertisements rippling across flooded streets like moving blood.

Then movement.

Three figures emerged from the fog ahead.

Gang members.

Street predators.

Young.

Desperate.

Cybernetic implants gleamed beneath tattooed skin.

The tallest one grinned when he recognized Kade.

“Holy shit,” he laughed nervously. “That’s really him.”

Another raised a pistol.

“Corp bounty says twenty million alive.”

Kade kept walking.

“Bad idea,” he said.

The gang leader swallowed hard but lifted the gun anyway.

Fear and greed always fought each other in Vantas.

Greed usually won.

“You don’t look so immortal now, ghost.”

Kade’s eyes drifted toward the weapon.

Cheap polymer handgun.

Safety off.

Shaking hands.

Amateur.

“I’m warning you,” Kade said quietly.

Rain dripped from his hair into his eyes.

Behind him, neon reflected in the floodwater like liquid fire.

The kid tightened his grip.

Wrong move.

Kade moved so fast the world seemed to skip frames.

One second he stood five feet away.

The next—

The pistol was in his hand.

A sharp crack echoed through the alley as Kade drove the weapon into the kid’s jaw hard enough to drop him unconscious instantly.

The other two panicked.

One fired wildly.

Kade twisted sideways as bullets sparked against concrete behind him.

Then he shot the second attacker through the leg.

Screaming.

Collapse.

Fast.

Efficient.

The last gang member ran immediately.

Smartest decision anyone had made tonight.

Kade tossed the empty pistol aside and continued deeper into Dockside Sector.

Rain hammered rusted rooftops overhead.

Freight drones drifted through the fog carrying cargo containers suspended beneath cables like steel coffins.

Then he saw it.

THE CHAPEL NOIR.

An old nightclub buried beneath elevated train tracks.

The glowing sign flickered badly, letters half-dead in the storm.

Music pulsed faintly from inside.

Slow.

Gothic.

Like a heartbeat moments before death.

Kade stopped outside the entrance.

Something felt wrong.

Too
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