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Chapter 1 : The Vanishing Light

[image: ]




Rain shimmered across the dome of Aetheris, trickling down its curved glass surface like liquid neon. From far below, it looked like the sky itself was crying light. The floating city buzzed beneath the dome, a quiet chorus of energy — hovercars whispering past, luminous signs flickering in soft hues, citizens moving like veins of color along skywalks and bridges.

But tonight, the rhythm felt wrong.

Detective Liora Vance stood alone on Skybridge 9, her boots clicking softly against the synth-glass floor. Wind swirled around her, lifting the tails of her coat, cold despite the city's climate regulators. She stared at the empty stretch in front of her — a spot where someone had stood just hours ago. Someone now... gone.

No blood. No signs of a struggle. No digital trace. Just an echo, and a question that felt too large to hold.

She raised her gloved hand and swept a disc scanner across the space. It hummed quietly, blinking green, then blue — then nothing. No anomalies. No evidence. No identity signature.

She exhaled, frustration biting at her throat. “Third one this week,” she muttered to herself. “And still no clue.”

A voice came from behind. Soft. Measured.

“You’re looking in the wrong layer.”

Liora turned sharply, hand already reaching for the weapon at her hip. But she stopped when she saw him.

Kael.

He stepped from the shadowed edge of the bridge, rainlight tracing the sharp lines of his face. His coat was older, worn at the seams, its inner lining faintly glowing with a neural pattern she couldn’t read. His eyes, though — they still held the same brightness. Intelligent. Tired. Guarded.

Liora hadn’t seen him in three years. Not since he walked out of her life without a word, chasing some theory about fractured memories and identity code corruption.

And now, just like that, he was here. Like he’d never left.

“Kael,” she said, coldly.

He nodded. “Liora.”

“What are you doing here?”

“The same thing as you.” He gestured to the scanner in her hand. “But that tech won’t show you what’s gone missing.”

She narrowed her eyes. “And what’s that supposed to mean?”

Kael stepped closer, rain dotting his shoulders like static. “They’re not just vanishing. They’re being rewritten. Their data, their history... their place in this city. Someone’s editing the memory grid.”

Liora blinked, unsure whether to scoff or listen. “People don’t just get deleted like files, Kael. This isn’t some simulation.”

He gave her a look. “Isn’t it?”

The wind picked up, whistling through the suspension cables above them. Far below, the city stretched out like a dream — towers glowing, hovercars streaming, voices drifting upward in faint hums. And yet it felt hollow.

“I’ve been tracking the pattern,” Kael continued. “Each disappearance follows the same rhythm. Same location layers. Same memory voids. But only if you look in the deeper layers — not what the scanners read. What the city remembers.”

Liora hesitated. She hated how easily he stepped back into her world. How his voice still made her want to believe. “And how exactly are you seeing these ‘layers’?”

“I built a sub-channel interface. It bypasses the civic scan filters.” He tapped the side of his neck. A faint blue pulse answered. “I can see what Aetheris hides.”

She crossed her arms. “You always did like poking holes in the rules.”

“And you always liked pretending the rules kept you safe.”

That hit harder than she expected. She looked away.

The silence between them stretched, filled only by the rain and the distant murmur of city life. It was familiar. Heavy.

Kael finally said, more gently, “I didn’t come to fight. I came to help. You’ve seen it too, haven’t you?”

Liora looked back at the empty spot where the person had vanished. It was more than a crime scene. It was a scar — but one the city refused to admit existed.
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