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Chapter 1: The Birth of an AI Tomb Raider
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The air in the warehouse stank of rust and betrayal. Lian Chen crouched behind a stack of moldering crates, his breath shallow, his pulse hammering in his ears. The dim light from a flickering bulb overhead cast jagged shadows across the concrete floor, where a scattering of ancient relics—bronze daggers, cracked jade seals, a tarnished incense burner—lay abandoned like the bones of a forgotten dynasty. He’d come here for a deal, a quick trade of stolen artifacts for cash, but the deal had soured faster than he could blink.  

“Chen!” a voice barked from the far end of the warehouse. It was Ma Wei, the middleman, his tone sharp with greed and menace. “You think you can walk away with my goods and my money? Show yourself, or I start shooting.”  

Lian didn’t move. His fingers tightened around the small, cold object in his pocket—a thumb-sized data drive he’d lifted from Ma Wei’s stash during the chaos of their argument. It wasn’t part of the original haul; it had been tucked inside a hollowed-out statuette, a secret Ma Wei clearly hadn’t meant to share. Lian had no idea what it held, only that it felt wrong—too light, too smooth, like it didn’t belong among the dusty relics. But he’d taken it anyway. Instinct, maybe. Or desperation.  

A gunshot cracked through the air, splintering a crate inches from his head. Wood shards rained down, and Lian cursed under his breath. He bolted, weaving through the maze of boxes toward the back exit, the drive digging into his palm. Behind him, Ma Wei’s footsteps pounded closer, joined by the grunts of his hired muscle.  

“Cut him off!” Ma Wei shouted.  

Lian reached the rusted metal door and shoved it open, spilling into the alley beyond. Rain pelted down in sheets, turning the narrow passage into a slick, black mirror. He didn’t stop to think—just ran, his boots splashing through puddles, his lungs burning. The alley twisted left, then right, until it spat him out onto a deserted street lined with shuttered shops. He ducked into the shadow of a dumpster, pressing himself against the wet brick wall, and waited.  

Seconds stretched into minutes. The rain drowned out the sounds of pursuit, but Lian knew Ma Wei wouldn’t give up easily. The man was a vulture—greedy, relentless, and connected. Whatever was on that drive, it was worth more than the artifacts Lian had promised him. Maybe enough to kill for.  

He pulled the drive from his pocket, squinting at it through the downpour. It was unmarked, sleek, almost futuristic—not the kind of tech you’d expect in a smuggler’s hoard. Curiosity gnawed at him, but he didn’t have time to dwell. A shadow moved at the end of the street—too tall, too broad to be a stray cat. Lian tensed, ready to run again, when a sharp pain lanced through his chest.  

He stumbled, clutching at his ribs. It wasn’t a bullet or a blade—just a sudden, searing heat, like his insides were boiling. His vision blurred, and he dropped to one knee, the drive slipping from his fingers into a puddle. What the hell—? Before he could finish the thought, a jolt shot up his arm, electric and alive, as if the drive had bitten him.  

The world tilted. Images flooded his mind—lines of code, flickering data streams, a voice that wasn’t his own whispering in a language he couldn’t place. He clawed at the pavement, gasping, as the sensation spread, coiling through his veins like molten wire. Then, as suddenly as it began, it stopped.  

Lian blinked, rain stinging his eyes. The drive lay inches away, glowing faintly, its surface now etched with hairline cracks. He reached for it, hesitant, and the moment his fingers brushed it, the cracks flared blue—then vanished. The pain was gone, replaced by something else: a hum in his skull, a clarity he couldn’t explain.  

“Found you,” Ma Wei’s voice growled from behind.  

Lian spun, too late. Ma Wei stood ten feet away, a pistol leveled at his chest, flanked by two thugs with knives. Rain plastered the middleman’s thinning hair to his scalp, giving him the look of a drowned rat.  

“Hand it over,” Ma Wei said, nodding at the drive. “And maybe I let you crawl out of here.”  

Lian’s mind raced. He didn’t know what the drive was, but he knew Ma Wei wouldn’t hesitate to pull the trigger. Then, unbidden, a flood of information surged through him—angles, distances, probabilities. His eyes darted to the pistol: a Type 54, 9mm, six rounds left, trigger pull 5.5 pounds. He saw the thug on the left shift his weight, favoring a bad knee; the one on the right gripped his knife too tightly, telegraphing a lunge. It was like a blueprint of the fight unfolding in his head, precise and instantaneous.  

“What’s wrong with you?” Ma Wei snapped, noticing Lian’s sudden stillness. “You deaf?”  

Lian didn’t answer. He moved—faster than he’d ever moved before. He sidestepped the thug on the right, grabbing his wrist and twisting until the knife clattered to the ground. A knee to the gut dropped the man, and Lian pivoted, ducking under a wild swing from the second thug. The blueprint shifted: Ma Wei’s finger tightening on the trigger. Lian lunged, slamming his shoulder into Ma Wei’s chest just as the gun fired. The shot went wide, ringing off the dumpster, and Ma Wei hit the pavement with a wet thud.  

Lian didn’t wait to see if they’d get up. He scooped up the drive and ran, disappearing into the rain-soaked night.  

Hours later, he collapsed in a cheap motel room on the edge of the city, the drive clutched in his shaking hand. His body ached, but it was more than exhaustion—something was wrong. His skin felt too tight, his heartbeat erratic, like a machine running on fumes. He stumbled to the cracked mirror above the sink and froze. His eyes—once a dull brown—flickered with faint, unnatural flecks of blue.  

“What did you do to me?” he muttered, staring at the drive.  

As if in response, the hum in his skull sharpened, and words scrolled across his vision like a heads-up display: OpenAI Integration Complete. System Online. Energy Reserves: 12%.  

Lian staggered back, his mind reeling. OpenAI? The tech giant? How had their code—or whatever this was—ended up in a smuggler’s stash? And why was it inside him? He pressed a hand to his chest, feeling the heat again, weaker now but persistent. The numbers in his vision ticked down: 11%.  

Panic clawed at him. He didn’t need a manual to know what “energy reserves” meant. Whatever this thing was, it was burning through him, and fast. He sank onto the sagging mattress, the drive still in his grip, and forced himself to think. The AI—if that’s what it was—had saved him in the alley. It had analyzed the fight, enhanced his reflexes, maybe even his strength. But at what cost?  

He closed his eyes, and the hum shifted, offering answers unasked. Capabilities: Artifact Analysis, Structural Replication, Data Processing. Warning: Energy Depletion Critical. Seek Recharge Source.  

“Recharge,” Lian whispered. “How?”  

The AI didn’t respond directly, but a memory surfaced—something Ma Wei had bragged about during their deal. A buyer in the black market had mentioned an “Elixir of Immortality,” an ancient relic from the East, rumored to grant eternal life. Ma Wei had laughed it off as a fairy tale, but he’d let slip a detail: the last known lead pointed to Ailao Mountain, a remote range shrouded in mystery.  

Lian opened his eyes, a grim resolve settling over him. If this elixir was real—if it could “recharge” whatever was eating him alive—he had to find it. Ailao was a long shot, a place of legends and ghost stories, but it was all he had.  

Energy Reserves: 10%.  

He stood, shoving the drive into his pocket. The hum pulsed faintly, almost approvingly, as he grabbed his coat and headed for the door. The rain had stopped, leaving the city quiet and glistening under a bruised sky. Somewhere out there, in the shadowed peaks of Ailao, was his salvation—or his doom.  
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Chapter 2: A Hope for Survival
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Lian Chen stepped out of the motel into the damp chill of the early morning. The city sprawled before him, a tangle of neon signs and concrete, still asleep under a sky streaked with gray. His breath fogged in the air, and his hand tightened around the strange drive in his pocket. The hum in his skull was quieter now, a faint buzz that felt almost alive, watching him. Energy Reserves: 9%, the ghostly text flickered in his vision. He didn’t have much time.  

The black market wasn’t hard to find if you knew where to look. Lian had spent years scraping by in its shadows, trading stolen relics for cash, dodging the law and worse. He headed for the docks, where the air smelled of salt and diesel, and the warehouses loomed like silent giants. There was a man there, Old Zhang, a grizzled fence who dealt in rumors as much as goods. If anyone knew more about this “Elixir of Immortality,” it would be him.  

The streets were empty, save for a stray dog nosing through trash. Lian kept his head down, his coat collar pulled high. Every step sent a dull ache through his bones, a reminder of the thing inside him, draining him dry. He couldn’t shake the image of his eyes in the mirror, those unnatural blue flecks glinting back at him. Whatever Ma Wei had stumbled onto, it wasn’t just tech. It was something bigger, something that had latched onto Lian like a parasite.  

He reached the docks as the first light crept over the horizon, painting the water a sickly yellow. Old Zhang’s place was a squat shed tucked between two rusted shipping containers, its windows boarded up, its door marked with a faded red X. Lian knocked twice, paused, then knocked again, the signal Zhang insisted on. A moment later, the door creaked open, and a pair of sharp, watery eyes peered out.  

“You look like death,” Old Zhang rasped, stepping aside to let him in. The old man was all sinew and scars, his face weathered by decades of deals gone sour. “What’s chasing you this time?”  

Lian didn’t waste words. He pulled out the drive and set it on the cluttered table between them, its sleek surface catching the dim light of a hanging bulb. “I need information. Something Ma Wei mentioned. An Elixir of Immortality. Tied to Ailao Mountain.”  

Zhang’s eyes narrowed, flicking from the drive to Lian’s face. He leaned back in his chair, crossing his arms. “Ma Wei, huh? Heard he’s pissed. Word is he lost something valuable last night. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”  

Lian ignored the jab. “The elixir. What do you know?”  

Zhang snorted, scratching at the stubble on his chin. “You’re chasing ghost stories now? That’s a new low, even for you.” He paused, studying Lian’s expression, then sighed. “Fine. Sit down. You’re making me nervous, standing there like a corpse.”  

Lian sank into a rickety chair, the wood groaning under his weight. Zhang shuffled to a shelf, pulling out a dented tin box. He popped it open, revealing a mess of papers, yellowed and curling at the edges. “The Elixir of Immortality,” he muttered, rifling through the stack. “Old tale. Comes up now and then in the trade. Supposed to be some ancient pill, grants eternal life. Most say it’s nonsense, cooked up by emperors scared of dying. But there’s one version that’s different.”  

He slid a crumpled page across the table. Lian smoothed it out, squinting at the faded ink. It was a sketch, rough but detailed: a jagged mountain peak wreathed in mist, with a tomb carved into its side. Scrawled beneath it were characters he could barely make out, something about a king and a curse.  

“Ailao Mountain,” Zhang said, tapping the paper. “Southwest, deep in the wilds. Used to be a kingdom there, back in the Warring States days. Ruled by some warlord called the Ailao King. Story goes he found a way to cheat death, but it didn’t turn out like he hoped. His tomb’s supposed to hold the elixir, or what’s left of it. Problem is, no one who’s gone looking has come back.”  

Lian’s pulse quickened. The hum in his head sharpened, and the AI kicked in unbidden. His vision overlaid the sketch with data: topographic lines, elevation markers, a grid of coordinates. Ailao Mountain: 25.0333° N, 101.6667° E. Estimated travel time from current location: 48 hours by land. He blinked, shaking off the flood of information. “Why not?” he asked.  

Zhang shrugged. “Depends who you ask. Some say the forest eats people. Others talk about traps, curses, things that don’t stay dead. Me, I think it’s just a hard place to reach. No roads, no maps worth a damn. You’d need a team, gear, and a death wish.”  

Lian leaned forward, his voice low. “Where do I find it?”  

Zhang laughed, a dry, rattling sound. “You’re serious? Look at you, kid. You’re half-dead already. What’s got you so desperate?”  

Lian didn’t answer. He couldn’t explain the AI, the ticking clock in his head, the way his body felt like it was unraveling. Instead, he slid a wad of cash across the table, the last of his savings from the botched deal. “Coordinates. Contacts. Whatever you’ve got.”  

Zhang eyed the money, then sighed again. “Your funeral.” He scribbled a string of numbers on the sketch, then added a name: Hui Lan. “She’s a guide. Runs with the rough crowd out that way. If anyone can get you to Ailao, it’s her. But don’t say I didn’t warn you.”  

Lian pocketed the paper, standing to leave. The room spun for a moment, and he gripped the table to steady himself. Energy Reserves: 8%. The drop was faster now, a steady bleed he couldn’t ignore.  

Zhang watched him, his expression softening just a fraction. “One more thing. That elixir? The old texts don’t call it a cure. They call it a ‘source.’ Like it powers something. Or someone. Be careful what you’re chasing, Chen.”  

Lian nodded, though the words barely registered. He stepped back into the dawn, the shed door banging shut behind him. The docks were waking up now, workers shouting over the rumble of cranes. He pulled out the sketch again, tracing the mountain’s outline with his finger. A source. That’s what he needed, something to stop the countdown in his head.  

The hum pulsed, and a new line of text flickered: Objective Updated: Locate Elixir of Immortality. Survival Probability: 23%.  

“Great,” Lian muttered, shoving the paper into his coat. Twenty-three percent was better than zero. He started walking, his mind already racing ahead to Hui Lan, to Ailao, to the slim thread of hope dangling just out of reach.  

He didn’t notice the figure watching from the shadows of a nearby warehouse. Ma Wei’s thug, the one with the bad knee, leaned against the wall, a phone pressed to his ear. “Yeah, boss,” he said, his voice low. “He’s moving. Looks like he’s got a lead.”  

The line crackled, and Ma Wei’s reply came through, cold and clipped. “Follow him. Whatever he’s after, I want it first.”  

The thug limped after Lian, disappearing into the growing crowd. Above them, the sky darkened, heavy with the promise of more rain. Ailao Mountain waited, its secrets buried deep, and Lian Chen was walking straight into its jaws.  
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Chapter 3: The Hidden Tomb-Raiding Forum
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Lian Chen hunched over a chipped table in a dingy internet café, the glow of the screen casting harsh shadows across his face. The place smelled of stale coffee and cigarette smoke, its walls plastered with peeling posters advertising cheap data plans. A handful of late-night stragglers tapped away at nearby terminals, their eyes glazed, oblivious to the world. Lian’s fingers hovered over the keyboard, trembling slightly. Energy Reserves: 7%, the text blinked in his vision, a relentless reminder of the clock ticking down inside him.  

He’d spent the day tracking down Hui Lan’s contact details, a process that involved bribing a dockworker and dodging a pair of Ma Wei’s goons who’d gotten too close for comfort. Now, with a burner phone number in hand, he needed more than a guide. He needed intel, something concrete about Ailao Mountain and the tomb Old Zhang had mentioned. The black market had its limits; rumors only got you so far. That’s why he was here, in this grimy hole, chasing a ghost story from the dark corners of the web.  

Lian opened a browser and typed in a string of characters he hadn’t used in years, a URL whispered about in the underground trade. The screen flickered, then loaded a plain black page with a single input box. No logo, no welcome message, just a prompt demanding a password. He hesitated, then entered Shigu_13, an old code from his days running relics across borders. The page shifted, revealing a forum that looked like it hadn’t been updated since the early 2000s: blocky text, broken image links, threads titled in cryptic shorthand.  

The Tomb Raiders’ Exchange. Most thought it had been shut down after a police crackdown a decade ago, but Lian knew better. Places like this didn’t die; they just went deeper underground, accessible only to those with the right keys. He scrolled through the posts, scanning for anything tied to Ailao. Most were junk, boasts about looted graves or warnings about rival crews, but one thread caught his eye: Ailao King’s Rest - Last Post.  

He clicked it. The thread was short, dated five years back, written by a user called GraveEcho. The first post was a wall of text, typed in a rush, full of typos and jagged sentences. Lian leaned closer, his pulse quickening as he read.  

“Found a lead on the Ailao King’s tomb,” it began. “Old map from a Yunnan trader, points to the mountain’s west ridge. Not just a grave, something bigger. Locals won’t go near it, say the forest moves, voices in the trees. Got a crew together, heading out tomorrow. If this pans out, it’s the score of a lifetime. Elixir’s real, I can feel it.”  

The next post, two days later, was shorter. “Made it to the ridge. Compass is useless, keeps spinning. Saw something in the mist, tall, not human. Team’s spooked but we’re pushing on. Found a stone marker, carvings match the map. Entrance is close.”  

Then, three days after that, the final entry: “We’re in. Too late to turn back. It’s alive down here, the walls, the air. Something’s watching. If you read this, don’t come. Don’t—” The message cut off mid-sentence, no explanation, no follow-up. The thread had no replies, just a string of views from anonymous lurkers.  

Lian sat back, his mouth dry. The hum in his skull kicked up, and the AI surged into action, unprompted. His vision overlaid the screen with data: Text Analysis: 87% probability of authenticity. Linguistic patterns suggest distress, incomplete transmission. Coordinates inferred from context: 25.0412° N, 101.6734° E. A map flickered in his mind, zooming in on Ailao’s western ridge, a jagged scar of green and rock.  

He rubbed his temples, trying to quiet the buzz. The AI was useful, too useful, but it came with a cost. Energy Reserves: 6%. Another drop, just from reading a damn post. He clenched his fists, fighting the urge to smash the keyboard. Whatever this thing was doing to him, it wasn’t sustainable. He needed that elixir, and GraveEcho’s thread was the best lead yet.  

Lian copied the inferred coordinates into a notepad app on his phone, then scrolled back through the forum, hunting for more. Most threads about Ailao were dead ends, vague warnings or wild claims about gold and ghosts. But one reply, buried in an unrelated post, stood out. A user named DustWraith had written, “Ailao’s no myth. Went with a crew in ’09. Lost half to the vines, the rest to what came after. King’s tomb is a trap, not a treasure. Stay away.”  

Vines. That word stuck with him, prickling at the back of his mind. Old Zhang had mentioned the forest eating people, and now this. Lian’s gut twisted. He didn’t believe in curses, not really, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that Ailao was more than a mountain. It was a predator, waiting.  

A shadow fell across the screen, and Lian tensed. He glanced up to see a kid, maybe sixteen, hovering nearby, his hoodie pulled low. “You done with that?” the kid muttered, nodding at the terminal.  

“Yeah,” Lian said, logging out quickly. He stood, his legs shaky, and slipped the phone into his pocket. The kid didn’t move, just watched him with dark, unblinking eyes. Too still, too quiet. Lian’s instincts screamed trouble, but he didn’t have the energy for a fight. He brushed past, heading for the door.  

Outside, the air was thick with fog rolling in from the docks. Lian pulled out his phone and dialed the number Zhang had given him for Hui Lan. It rang twice before a woman’s voice answered, sharp and clipped. “Who’s this?”  

“Name’s Chen,” he said. “Got your number from Zhang. Need a guide to Ailao Mountain. West ridge. Can you do it?”  

A pause, then a low
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