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Prologue
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The armored transport, an obsidian slab of reinforced polycarbonate and steel, ground its treads into the slurry of the access road. Rain did not fall in the Buffer Zone; it condensed out of the industrial smog in greasy, acidic sheets that smeared the windshield faster than the wipers could clear it. Inside the pressurized cabin of the Mammoth, the air filtration system hummed a monotonous, vibrating drone, struggling to scrub the sulfur and ozone from the intake. The interior smelled of recycled oxygen and the stale coffee sitting in the cup holder of the driver’s console.

Mr. Jax sat in the rear passenger restraint, his posture rigid. He checked the display on his wrist unit. 02:14 AM. They were eighteen miles past the final checkpoint of Sector A, the Apex, and technically outside the jurisdiction of the corporate security grid. The screen on the dashboard displayed the atmospheric toxicity outside: 450 PPM. Lethal within twenty minutes of exposure without a respirator. He adjusted the cuff of his charcoal suit, smoothing a wrinkle that didn’t exist.

"Visibility is down to zero, sir," the driver said. He was a heavy-set man named Joe, hired from a private contractor service. His eyes flicked constantly between the thermal imaging screen and the black void of the windshield. "Sensors are getting ghost returns. It’s the interference from the old magnetic rail lines."

"Maintain course," Jax said. His voice was dry. He reached for the bottle of water secured in the netting beside him and took a sip, swallowing the panic that tried to rise in his throat. "We are on a schedule."

"If we hit a sinkhole in this soup, we’re done," the guard in the shotgun seat muttered. Tom. He rested his hand on the grip of a suppressed carbine locked into the dash mount. "Tow crews don’t come out this far. Not for anything less than a Level 5 executive."

Jax did not respond. He looked out the side window. There was nothing to see but the swirling gray vapor, illuminated briefly by the strobe of the transport’s collision lights. This was the gap between worlds. Behind them lay the manicured spires and climate-controlled domes of the Apex. Ahead lay Sector B, the Sump, a sprawling ruin of industrial decay and unpoliced poverty. He was a banker, a man of ledgers and predictable outcomes, and he was currently sitting in a metal box rolling through a no-man’s-land where people disappeared as easily as data on a wiped drive.

The transport hit a rut. The suspension groaned, and Jax’s head snapped back against the restraint. He tightened his grip on the leather attaché case on his lap. It contained nothing of value to a bandit—no credits, no tech—but it contained the specific authorization codes required to open a door that had been sealed for eighteen years.

"Contact," Joe said. The word was sharp, stripping the boredom from the air.

Tom leaned forward, pulling the charging handle on the carbine. "Thermal?"

"Negative. Too much background heat from the vents. It’s a motion ping. Twelve o’clock. Closing fast."

Jax unbuckled his restraint. He leaned forward, peering between the two front seats. "Is it a patrol?"

"No transponder," Joe said. His hands tightened on the yoke. "Protocol says we don't stop for unidentifieds. I’m pushing through."

"Wait," Jax said.

"Sir, if it’s the Breach, they’ll have EMP mines," Tom said. "We don't slow down. That’s the rule."

"I said wait." Jax watched the radar screen. The blip was erratic, moving with a speed and agility that ruled out a heavy vehicle. "It’s a single rider. On a bike."

Joe hesitated. The Mammoth rumbled, the engine torqueing as he debated whether to accelerate or brake. The blip merged with their position on the screen.

A voice crackled over the short-range comms, breaking through the static. "Yo! Transport Mammoth. Tellson’s Operations. Pull it over."

Joe looked at Jax. "They know the bank code."

"Stop the vehicle," Jax said.

The transport lurched to a halt, the treads chewing into the mud. The silence that followed was heavy, filled only by the rain drumming against the armor. Tom kept the carbine trained on the darkness ahead.

"Lights," Tom commanded.

Joe hit the floodlights. A cone of blinding white illumination cut through the smog.

Twenty yards ahead, a motorcycle idled in the mud. It was a scavenger build, a Frankenstein of parts with exposed wiring and mismatched panels. The rider sat with one leg planted on the ground to steady the machine. He wore a heavy rubber slicker and a full-face helmet that had been painted over with matte black primer. He raised a hand, shielding his eyes from the glare.

"Kill the spots," Jax said. "It’s Jerry."

"You know him?" Tom asked, not lowering the weapon.

"He’s a freelancer. He handles... sensitive logistics for the bank." Jax pressed the intercom button on the door. "Let him in."

"I’m not opening the seal, sir," Joe said. "Atmosphere is toxic."

"The airlock, then. Cycle him through."

Joe grunted and tapped a sequence into the console. The hydraulic hiss of the rear airlock depressurizing vibrated through the floor. Jax stood up, his knees popping, and moved to the back of the cabin. He straightened his tie again. He checked his reflection in the dark monitor on the wall. He looked like a man going to a funeral.

The inner door cycled green and slid open.

Jerry stepped inside, dripping wet. He smelled of ozone, burnt fuel, and unwashed synthetic wool. He pulled off the helmet, shaking the water from his hair. His hair was spiked and stiff, sticking out at odd angles like the bristles of a wire brush. He wasn't a young man, but his face was lined with the kind of grit that made age indeterminate. He grinned, revealing teeth that had been capped with cheap chrome.

"Hell of a night for a drive, Mr. Jax," Jerry said. He wiped his nose with the back of a gloved hand. "Fog’s thick enough to chew on."

"You’re late, Jerry," Jax said. He stayed out of arm’s reach. "We’ve been monitoring the frequency for twenty minutes."

"Interference," Jerry said. "Plus, I had to dodge a rolling blackout in Sector B. The grid is twitchy tonight. The Defarges—sorry, the Holts—are running power siphons again."

Jax held out his hand. "Do you have it?"

Jerry unzipped the top of his slicker. He reached into an interior pocket and pulled out a ruggedized data chip, sealed in a bio-proof bag. He held it up, the plastic catching the dim cabin light.

"Tellson’s always pays on delivery," Jerry said.

Jax tapped his wrist unit. A transfer notification pinged on Jerry’s unseen device.

Jerry checked a readout on his forearm. He nodded. "Pleasure doing business." He tossed the bag.

Jax caught it. The plastic was cold and slick with condensation. He turned his back to the courier, walking to the small workstation bolted to the cabin wall. He sat down and inserted the chip into the reader.

The screen flickered. A loading bar crawled across the display. DECRYPTING...

Jax’s heart hammered against his ribs. He had worked for the Corvus accounts for thirty years. He had managed the liquidation of the Vance estate when the Doctor disappeared. He had looked Lucia Vance in the eye when she was eight years old and told her that her father was gone, that the investigation had hit a wall, that it was time to move on. He had been a professional. He had been efficient.

And he had been wrong.

The screen flashed green. A file opened. It wasn’t a document. It was a biometric scan. A live feed snapshot, timestamped forty minutes ago.

The image was grainy, taken in low light. It showed a man sitting on a wooden stool in a room with stone walls. His hair was white, matted and long. His face was gaunt, the skin clinging to the skull like wet parchment. He was looking down at his hands. In his hands, he held the tiny, intricate mechanism of a mechanical watch.

Jax stared at the face. It was a ruin, but the architecture remained. The high forehead. The set of the jaw.

It was Elias Vance.

Alive.

Jax closed his eyes for a second. The hum of the air cycler seemed to get louder. Eighteen years in the Box. The secret corporate prison that didn't exist on any map. The place where Corvus Energy sent its problems to rot. They had buried him alive, and now, for reasons Jax couldn't fathom, the earth had opened up and spat him back out.

"Well?" Jerry asked from the airlock door. "Is it him? Or did I ride through the sludge for a ghost?"

Jax turned around. He looked at the scruffy courier, then past him to the nervous driver and the armed guard. None of them knew what this meant. To them, it was just a pickup. A wealthy junkie, maybe. Or a corporate defector. They didn't know that this file was a match that could burn the entire city down.

"It is valid," Jax said.

"So, what’s the reply?" Jerry asked. "I got a receiver waiting at the Checkpoint. They need the code to release him to your custody."

Jax looked at the keyboard. His fingers hovered over the keys. The message he had to send was archaic, a code phrase established by the bank's founders a century ago for the recovery of lost assets. It felt melodramatic. It felt absurd in this high-tech, armored coffin.

But it was the protocol.

He typed the words.

R E C A L L E D T O L I F E

He hit send.

"Recalled to life," Jerry repeated, reading the text as it scrolled on his own device. He laughed, a harsh, barking sound. "That’s a weird way to put it. You can’t un-die, Mr. Jax. That’s simple biology."

"You have your payment, Jerry," Jax said. "You can go."

Jerry shrugged. He put his helmet back on, his face vanishing behind the black visor. "Watch yourself in the Sump, sir. The people are hungry. And when people get hungry, they start looking at shiny suits like yours and wondering what they taste like."

He hit the cycle button. The airlock hissed. The outer door opened, and the swirl of fog rushed in, momentarily visible before the inner seal locked. A moment later, the roar of the motorcycle engine flared and then faded into the distance.

"We moving?" Joe asked.

Jax sat down in the passenger seat. He buckled the restraint. He placed the data chip carefully into his breast pocket, directly over his heart.

"Get us to the North Tower of the Sump," Jax said. "And Joe?"

"Yeah?"

"Drive fast."

The Mammoth surged forward, the treads biting into the mud, carrying them out of the grey void and into the dark.

––––––––
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The transition from the Buffer Zone to Sector B was not marked by a welcome sign, but by the smell. Even through the filters, the air changed. The metallic tang of ozone was replaced by something organic and rotting—burning trash, sewage, and the distinct, copper scent of thousands of people living on top of one another.

Jax watched the architecture shift. The sleek, seamless composites of the Apex gave way to brick and rusted steel. The buildings here were old, the skeletal remains of the pre-corporatization era, repurposed and built upon like coral reefs. Makeshift additions of corrugated iron and plastic sheeting jutted out from the facades, connected by tangles of power cables that hung low over the streets like black vines.

There were no streetlights here. The illumination came from burning barrels on street corners and the harsh, flickering neon of unauthorized signage. GIRLS. CREDITS. PARTS. OXYGEN.

The transport slowed as the streets narrowed. People moved in the shadows. They didn't look like the citizens of the Apex. They were thinner. Their clothes were patchwork. They watched the armored vehicle with a collective expression that wasn't fear—it was calculation.

"Lock the doors," Jax said unnecessarily.

"Doors are locked, mag-sealed, and electrified," Tom said. He was scanning the rooftops. "I hate this place. You look at them wrong, and a brick comes through the window."

"Just get us to the extraction point," Jax said.

They turned onto a street that ran parallel to a stagnant canal. The water was black and thick, reflecting the neon in oily swirls. Ahead, a large building dominated the block. It had once been a bank branch, a satellite office for Tellson's before the sector was quarantined. Now, it was a boarded-up husk, its stone pillars sprayed with graffiti. The symbol of the Breach—a jagged line breaking a circle—was painted in red across the main doors.

"This is it," Joe said. "I’m not parking out front. I’ll pull into the alley."

The transport squeezed into the narrow passage. The walls on either side were so close the sensors screamed a constant proximity warning. Joe killed the engine. The silence that rushed in was sudden and oppressive.

"I need ten minutes," Jax said. "Keep the engine ready."

"You want backup?" Tom asked, reaching for his door release.

"No," Jax said. "A weapon will only escalate the situation. These people... they have their own laws."

Jax grabbed an umbrella from the rack, though it would do little against the acid rain. He initiated the door sequence. The heavy steel slab swung out.

The noise of the Sump hit him first. It wasn't loud, but it was constant—a low-frequency thrum of machinery, shouting, and distant sirens. He stepped out into the mud. The rain stung his exposed skin. He opened the umbrella and walked quickly toward the side entrance of the old bank.

The door was reinforced steel, rusted at the hinges. There was no keypad. Jax knocked. Three distinct raps. A pause. Two more.

A slot opened at eye level. A pair of dark, suspicious eyes stared out.

"Tellson's," Jax said. "I’m here for the package."

The slot slammed shut. The sound of heavy bolts sliding back echoed from inside. The door groaned open.

A man stood there. He was massive, his chest straining against a grease-stained tunic. He wiped his hands on a rag. This was Marcus Holt, the Defarge of this story, though Jax didn't know the name yet. He only knew him as the contact.

"You're the suit," Holt said. It wasn't a question.

"I am Mr. Jax."

Holt spat on the ground near Jax’s expensive leather shoes. "Come in. Keep your hands where I can see them."

Jax stepped inside. The air in the building was warmer, thick with the smell of wine and sawdust. It was a wine shop now, or a bar of sorts. Rough wooden tables were scattered across the marble floor of what used to be the lobby. Men and women sat in huddles, drinking from tin cups. They stopped talking as Jax entered. Every eye fixed on him.

"Upstairs," Holt said. He pointed to a spiraling staircase that led to the mezzanine.

Jax followed him. The stairs creaked under their weight.

"Is he... lucid?" Jax asked, his voice low.

Holt stopped on the landing. He turned to look down at Jax. "Lucid? You lock a dog in a closet for eighteen years, you don't ask if it remembers how to fetch. You ask if it still bites."

Jax swallowed. "I need to see him."

"He’s in the garret. The old storage room. It’s the only place he feels safe. He thinks the door is locked from the outside. We don't tell him it isn't."

They reached the top floor. A narrow hallway led to a single wooden door at the end. A woman was standing guard there. She was knitting something, her needles clicking together in a rapid, rhythmic cadence. She didn't look up as they approached.

"Teresa," Holt said. "This is the man."

Teresa Holt stopped knitting. She looked at Jax. Her eyes were cold, devoid of any empathy. She looked at his suit, his clean hands, his shoes. She seemed to be cataloging him, adding him to a list in her head.

"He’s in a bad way today," she said. Her voice was sharp. "Making shoes again."

"Shoes?" Jax asked. "I thought..."

"Sometimes it's watches. Sometimes it's shoes. Whatever he can make with his hands. It keeps the screaming away." Teresa stepped aside.

Jax approached the door. His hand trembled as he reached for the latch. He had spent his life dealing with numbers, with predictable risks and calculated returns. He wasn't ready for this. He wasn't ready to face the human cost of the company he served.

He turned the handle. The door drifted open.

The room was dark, lit only by a single strip of LED tape on the floor. It smelled of dust and old paper. In the center of the room, huddled on a low bench, was the figure from the video file.

He was bent over a small wooden workbench. His hands were moving with frantic, precise energy. He was holding a tiny screwdriver, working on the escapement of a dismantled analog watch. Tick. Tick. Tick. The sound was magnified in the silence.

Jax took a step forward. "Dr. Vance?"

The figure didn't move. He didn't blink. He just kept turning the screw.

"Dr. Vance," Jax said, louder this time. "It’s Jax. From the bank."

The man stopped. He slowly raised his head. His eyes were milky, unfocused. He looked through Jax, staring at the wall behind him.

"105 North Tower," the man whispered. His voice was like dry leaves scraping together.

"What?" Jax asked.

"105 North Tower," the man repeated. "That is the address. I am 105 North Tower."

Jax felt a chill run down his spine. The man didn't have a name anymore. He had a cell number.

"No," Jax said gently. He took another step. "You are Elias Vance. And you are going home."

The man stared at him. For a second, a flicker of recognition sparked in the void of his eyes. Then it vanished. He looked back down at the watch.

"The mainspring is broken," the man muttered. "I have to fix the mainspring. If I don't fix it, time stops. And if time stops, the dark comes back."

Jax watched him for a long moment. He realized then that the message he had sent—Recalled to Life—was optimistic. The body was here. The heart was beating. But the man? The brilliant scientist who had argued for ethical energy? He was still back there. He was still in the Box.

Jax turned back to the door. He had verify the asset. That was the job. Now came the hard part.

He had to go get the daughter.

He walked out of the room, closing the door softly behind him. Holt and Teresa were waiting.

"Well?" Holt asked.

"Get him ready to move," Jax said. His voice was steady now. The banker was back in charge. "I’ll have the transport brought around to the back. We leave for the Apex in one hour."

"He won't want to go," Teresa said. She resumed her knitting. Click. Click. Click.

"He doesn't have a choice," Jax said. "None of us do."

He walked past them, toward the stairs. He needed to make a call. He needed to tell Lucia Vance that her father was alive, and in doing so, he needed to ruin her life.

Outside, the rain intensified, washing the grime of the Sump into the gutters, but not washing it away. It just moved the dirt from one place to another.
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Lucia Vance checked the seal on her respirator mask for the third time in ten minutes. The indicator light on the collar was a steady green, confirming the filtration was active, but the air inside the armored transport still tasted like copper. It was a phantom sensation, a psychosomatic response to the view beyond the reinforced glass. Outside, the Sump was a blur of gray fog and black sludge, illuminated only by the passing strobe of the vehicle’s collision lights.

She sat opposite Mr. Jax. The banker had not looked up from his tablet since they cleared the magnetic perimeter of the Apex. He was scrolling through documents, his finger swiping with a rhythmic, mechanical precision. He looked out of place in the cramped, utilitarian cabin of the Mammoth. His suit was pressed, his tie knotted in a perfect Windsor, and his shoes—Italian leather, likely worth more than the transport itself—rested on a rubber floor mat stained with oil.

"We are three minutes out," Jax said. He didn't look at her.

"You still haven't told me why I’m here, Jax," Lucia said. Her voice was muffled slightly by the mask. She reached up and unclipped it, letting it hang around her neck. The cabin was pressurized; she didn't need it yet. "I have a mediation session with the transit union at eight. I can’t be in Sector B on a chase."

"The union will wait," Jax said. He finally locked the screen of his tablet and slipped it into his breast pocket. He looked at her then. His expression was the same neutral mask he had worn since she was a child, the professional detachments of a man who managed estates and buried secrets. "And this is not a chase. It is a closing."

"A closing?" Lucia asked. "My father’s estate was liquidated eighteen years ago. You handled it personally."

"There was... a residual asset." Jax clasped his hands on his lap. "A holding that was recently discovered during an audit of the Corvus merger. We require a next of kin to authorize the transfer."

"You dragged me into a toxicity zone for a signature?"

"It requires physical verification."

The transport slowed, the heavy treads grinding against asphalt that hadn't been paved in decades. The engine whined as the driver downshifted, maneuvering the massive vehicle into a tight space. Lucia grabbed the handhold above her seat to steady herself. She looked out the window. They were in an alleyway, hemmed in by brick walls that seemed to sweat in the humidity. Graffiti covered every inch of the masonry—angry jagged lines and the recurring symbol of the Breach.

"Mask on, Ms. Vance," the guard in the front seat said. "Atmosphere is yellow out there. Safe for short exposure, but I wouldn't breathe deep."

Lucia snapped the mask back into place. She felt the hiss of the seal engaging.

"Stay close to me," Jax said. He picked up his umbrella. "Do not speak to the locals. Do not offer them credits. Do not make eye contact."

"I work in conflict resolution, Jax," Lucia said, grabbing her coat. "I know how to handle hostile environments."

"Not this one."

The rear door hissed open. The humidity hit them instantly, a wall of damp, heavy air that smelled of sulfur and rotting garbage. Lucia stepped down onto the muddy cobblestones. The alley was dark, lit only by the spill of light from the transport. At the end of the alley, a heavy steel door stood slightly ajar.

A man was waiting for them. He was large, wearing a knit cap and a heavy apron over a stained tunic. He held a lantern that burned with a real flame, not an electric bulb. He watched them approach, his eyes tracking Lucia’s movements with a predator’s focus.

"Holt," Jax said, nodding to the man.

"You brought her," Holt said. His voice was gravel. He didn't move out of the doorway.

"The contract specified delivery to the next of kin," Jax said. "We are here to collect."

Holt stepped aside. He gestured with his chin toward the dark interior of the building. "Upstairs. Teresa is with him."

Lucia followed Jax inside. The building was cool and smelled of wine and sawdust. It was a taproom, rough and unfinished, with barrels stacked against the walls and long wooden tables scarred by knife marks. A few patrons sat in the shadows, nursing tin cups. They went silent as Lucia passed. She could feel their eyes on her back, on the clean cut of her coat, on the gold clasp of her bag. In the Apex, she was a mid-level professional. Here, she was a target.

They climbed a spiral staircase to the mezzanine. The wood groaned under their feet. Lucia’s heart began to hammer against her ribs. This wasn't a bank vault. This wasn't a storage facility. This was a dwelling.

"Jax," she whispered. "What is this?"

"Just a little further," Jax said. He was walking faster now, his breathing audible.

They reached the top floor, a narrow corridor lined with peeling wallpaper. At the end of the hall, a woman sat on a wooden chair outside a closed door. She was knitting, her silver needles flashing in the dim light. She was older than Holt, her face hard and angular. She stopped knitting as they approached, resting her hands on the gray wool in her lap.

"He’s quiet now," the woman said. She looked at Lucia. There was no pity in her gaze, only a cold curiosity. "He had a bad spell an hour ago. He thought the walls were closing in."

"Who?" Lucia asked. She stopped five feet from the door. The dread that had been a low hum in her stomach suddenly spiked into nausea. "Jax, who is in that room?"

Jax turned to her. He took a breath, and for the first time in her life, she saw his composure crack. His hand shook slightly
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