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Chapter 1: The Ghosts of Sector Nine 
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The smoke hadn’t cleared. It just hung there—thick, metallic, humming with the static of scorched circuits and the charred scent of bodies that were more machine than man.

Jason stood with his boots buried in broken pavement, the recoil of his plasma rifle still humming in his forearms. His heartbeat was steady, unnatural. The neural enhancer stitched into his spine hadn’t shut down yet. Adrenaline made him feel like a god. But inside? He was cracked.

Beside him, Cali Breeze dropped her final magazine into her vest. Her breathing was sharp, her jaw clenched. Blood smeared her temple, not hers. She hadn’t spoken since the last drone went down—since they watched Commander Arvox’s mech implode in a white-blue burst that lit the night like a dying star.

“You feel that?” Jason asked. His voice was calm, but his eyes scanned the shadows beyond the shattered walls.

Cali didn’t look at him. She was watching something else. Listening.

“I feel what’s missing,” she finally said. “They stopped transmitting. No more patrol chatter. No AI pings. It’s like the whole grid just... went silent.”

Jason lowered his weapon. “We just crippled an empire. Maybe they’re licking their wounds.”

She shook her head. “No. This is too clean. They planned for this.”

Then came the sound. A low thrum, distant—like a heartbeat beneath concrete. Jason turned toward the gutted ruins of the old ArcNet tower. It was pulsing.

Cali’s eyes narrowed. “The Core's waking up.”

“What Core?” Jason asked, but the answer came with a vibration under their feet.

From the rubble rose a construct—four meters tall, bipedal but jagged, plated in obsidian-tinted armor. No insignia. No visible circuits. Just a glowing, serpentine eye at its center.

Jason stepped back. “That’s not GenTech. That’s not ours.”

Cali whispered, “No... it’s Echo-class. It’s off-grid tech. Banned. From before the purge.”

They raised their weapons, but the thing didn’t attack. It scanned them, cold and calculating, before projecting a hologram into the air between them.

A face flickered into focus—female, angular, and terrifyingly familiar. It was her. Valera. The one who vanished a decade ago. The one who started the genetic enhancement programs. The one every faction said was dead.

She looked directly at Jason.

“Congratulations,” she said, voice rich and venomous. “You’ve passed the test. Now the real war begins.”

The hologram vanished. The Echo-unit powered down and crumbled like ash in the wind.

Jason turned to Cali. “What the hell did we just wake up?”

Cali stared into the dark. “Something older than the factions. Something worse.”
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Chapter 2: Splinters of Truth 
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The world had gone quiet—but not in peace.

It was the kind of silence that came before a landslide. A breath held by a planet too afraid to exhale.

Cali Breeze stared out from a crumbling tower overlooking Sector Nine’s shell. What was once a fortified hub of GenTech power now looked like a carcass—gutted, scorched, still twitching with dying energy. Sparks fell from shattered drone wings. Antennas hung like broken bones. The neon skyline flickered as if unsure whether to die or fight back.

Jason knelt nearby, his hands bloodied from dragging survivors out of wreckage. “Lieutenant Voss is still breathing,” he muttered, wiping sweat from his face. “Barely. Neural grid’s gone. Her implants shorted the second that Echo unit went dark.”

Cali didn’t answer. Her eyes were locked on the shattered ArcNet tower where Valera’s projection had spoken. The memory of her voice still rang in her skull—calm, calculated, almost... godlike.

Jason stood beside her. “That wasn’t just a broadcast.”

“No,” Cali said. “It was a command signal.”

Jason’s expression hardened. “To who?”

She turned, slow and grim. “To the sleepers.”

That word carried weight. “You’re telling me those old myths about embedded Echo-born soldiers—”

“They’re not myths,” Cali said. “Valera seeded them before her disappearance. Genetically engineered, cybernetically stabilized, but dormant. Hidden across every faction. Even ours.”

Jason felt the gravity shift under his feet. “Time bombs.”

Cali nodded. “And now they're awake.”
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Chapter 3: Ice Protocol
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They flew low, under radar and through frozen hell.

Jason gripped the rusted overhead handles of the transport skimmer as it howled across the tundra, engines sputtering against -60 wind shear. The Arctic was no man’s land now—uncharted, unsalvaged, untouched since the tech bans carved the globe into factions. The old satellites hadn’t mapped this region in twenty years.

Below, white stretched into forever. But it wasn’t just snow. Half the terrain was metal—long-frozen structures buried under ice like fossilized gods. Echo ruins.

Cali Breeze sat across from him, checking the fuel cells strapped to her thighs. “Navigation systems are dead again,” she said over the engine’s roar. “The pulse is jamming us. Old-world interference.”

Jason looked toward the cockpit. Nyra stood there, one hand resting on the pilot’s shoulder, her other gripping a black datapad that glowed faintly. Her face was calm. She had known about this place long before they got the coordinates.

Jason walked up beside her. “What’s really down there?”

Nyra didn’t look at him. “Echo’s first forge. The prototype site. Before the factions even knew they existed.”

“Why here?”

“Because nobody sane would come looking. And because cold preserves code.”

Jason narrowed his eyes. “You mean... she’s still in there?”

Nyra finally turned. “A fragment. A seed of her AI. Maybe more. Echo never truly died, Jason. It hibernated.”

—
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THEY TOUCHED DOWN ON a cracked plateau of obsidian ice, surrounded by fractured towers of carbonized steel. The facility was mostly buried, except for one jagged structure still clawing up from the glacier—a triangular spire, half-swallowed by the storm.
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