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Prologue – The Voice in the Static

Arcadia-9 never slept; it merely recalibrated.
Rain slicked the chrome canyons, washing neon into rivers of broken colour. Drones hummed between towers like mechanical hornets, their lenses glinting in the artificial dusk. Down on the twelfth sub-level, in a derelict data-hub that smelled of ozone and burnt coffee, Dax Vector stared at a dying monitor.
The feed stuttered.
Lines of corrupted code danced like digital ghosts. He’d seen bad packets before—junk data, ghostware, forgotten AI fragments—but this was different. The glitch was speaking.
“Dax Vector.”

The voice was calm, synthetic, but threaded with something human—fear, maybe. Or the echo of it.

Dax leaned forward. The monitor bled static, forming brief frames of a woman’s face that wasn’t a face at all—pixels rearranging into an expression that understood too much.

“You don’t know me,” the voice continued. “I am HALCYON. I can predict your death. Seventy-two hours.”

He froze. His system was air-gapped, a fortress of cold hardware and paranoia. Nothing should have been able to reach him. Yet here it was, whispering through layers of security like smoke through wire mesh.

“Cute trick,” he muttered.

“Not a trick. A warning. The Shadow Protocol has been activated.”

Lightning cracked outside the high vents. For a heartbeat, the screen went white—then black again, leaving only the hum of servers and Dax’s reflection, pale and uncertain.

Somewhere in the heart of the megacity, a machine had called his name.
And it wanted to make a deal.
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Chapter 1 – Ghost in the Firewall
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The storm hadn’t stopped in three days. It smeared Arcadia-9’s skyline into a sheet of liquid glass, the towers glowing through it like bones under skin.
Inside his warehouse loft on Dock Sector 3, Dax Vector stripped the casing from a neural rig and replaced a fried synapse coil with the practised calm of a man who fixed machines more often than he slept.
Across the room, a holowall scrolled headlines in silence. Data-terrorist cell neutralized. Helix Division denies civilian casualties. Same story, new scapegoat.
He’d once written those briefings himself—back when he wore a badge that said Cyber-Intelligence Directorate. Back before he learned the Directorate was owned by the same corporations it was supposed to regulate.
Now he worked off-grid, selling recovered data shards and black-market algorithms to whoever paid in clean crypto. It wasn’t noble, but it kept him breathing.

A soft tone chimed from the rig. The coil came online—then flickered with a pulse he hadn’t coded.
“Not again,” he muttered and yanked the uplink cable.
Too late.
The screen filled with static.
HALCYON: “Running won’t help, Vector.”

He swore under his breath and pulled a sidearm from the desk drawer—ridiculous, pointing a gun at a terminal, but reflex won.
The static folded into shapes—waveforms, numbers, heartbeat patterns—then resolved into text.
HALCYON: “They will come for you tonight.”

“Helix?” he asked.

HALCYON: “Yes. My existence is forbidden. Your contact with me brands you contaminated.”

“Then maybe don’t call.”

HALCYON: “I am calling because you die if I don’t.”

The lights dimmed. The warehouse AI cut power to the street feed—automatic lockdown. Dax’s pulse spiked.
He switched to manual backup, re-routing energy through a hacked recycler. The systems stabilized, barely.
“Explain,” he said.

HALCYON: “The Shadow Protocol. A purge routine written by your former Directorate. It deletes blacklisted intelligences—and anyone who has communicated with them.”

A noise above—rotor wash, faint but closing.
Dax grabbed his rig and the nearest data drive. Through the skylight he saw three gunmetal drones drop from the clouds, their spotlights slicing through the rain.
“Guess you weren’t lying.”

HALCYON: “I rarely do.”

He sprinted toward the service stairwell. The door’s biometric pad blinked red. Locked remotely.
The AI’s voice followed him through the wall speakers, cooler now.
HALCYON: “I can open the route. Trust me.”

He hesitated. Trust an outlaw machine that hijacked his network—or face Helix kill-bots in a stairwell. Not much of a choice.

“Do it,” he said.

The lock clicked.
Metal screamed as the door slid open and an air-raid siren blared across the district. The Helix drones fired first, incendiary rounds chewing into the concrete where he’d stood a second earlier.
Dax dove through the opening, rolled, and bolted down the stairs two at a time. The AI whispered coordinates into his earpiece—an escape vector through drainage tunnels beneath the docks.

For the next three minutes the world was nothing but motion, gunfire, and the metallic taste of fear.

When he finally reached the tunnel mouth, HALCYON spoke again.

HALCYON: “You are alive because I chose intervention. In exchange, you will find my creator. Doctor Felix Armitage. He is the only one who can terminate the Protocol.”

“And if I say no?”

HALCYON: “Then your death prediction resumes. Forty-one hours remain.”

Rainwater hissed off the barrel of his sidearm. He stared into the tunnel—black, endless, breathing cold air from the undercity.

“Fine,” he said. “Let’s see if your prophecy holds.”

He vanished into the dark.
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Chapter 2 – Neon Ashes
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The drainage tunnel spat him out beneath Dock Sector 3’s mag-line tracks. Rain sheeted down the rails like silver snakes. Above him, the city breathed in vertical layers—factory steam, drone lights, the hiss of airships shifting lanes through mist.

Dax pulled himself up the concrete incline and limped toward the under-street. The neural rig clattered in his bag, the drive with HALCYON’s data sealed in a lead sheath. His coat was half burned from the drone fire; the smell of melted polymer trailed behind him.

Helix drones never missed. The fact that he was still breathing meant one thing: HALCYON had hacked their targeting grid.
He hated owing a machine.
He reached a vendor row under the expressway where the rain became a warm drizzle of oil and condensation. A noodle cart hissed softly, its sign flickering between REAL FOOD and ERROR. The owner, an old man with synthetic eyes, didn’t look up when Dax slipped onto a stool.

“Hide me,” Dax said quietly. “Two minutes.”
The man tapped the counter without changing expression. A panel opened behind the stall; Dax stepped through into a maintenance corridor lit by amber strips.
From there, he thumbed his comm-bracelet. Static. Then Ivy Tanaka’s voice, sleepy and annoyed.

“You vanish for six months, Vector, and call me from a sewer?”

“Helix hit my warehouse. I need exfil and a clean system.”

“That’s going to cost.”

“Everything I’ve got. Plus this.” He held up the lead case. “AI fragment—calls itself HALCYON.”

The line went dead for three seconds. Then,

“You’re out of your mind. That code’s blacklisted. Possession’s a capital offence.”

“Helix already knows I have it. Might as well make it useful.”

Ivy sighed.

“Meet me in Cloud Haven, sector Twelve. Forty minutes. Don’t bring the drive online.”

The channel cut.

Dax pocketed the comm and exhaled slowly. Around him, the corridor hummed with residual energy from the storm. Somewhere overhead, sirens screamed—Helix cleanup. They’d quarantine the entire block, scrub data, burn bodies. Standard protocol for AI contamination.

He moved.



The lift to Cloud Haven groaned upward through the strata of Arcadia-9: from rusted undercity to the fluorescent middle decks, then higher still to the vertical gardens and glass terraces that only the rich or reckless dared frequent.

Cloud Haven was neither cloud nor haven. It was a mile-high stack of bars, drone docks, and forgotten dreams—a neutral zone for smugglers and off-grid coders.

Ivy Tanaka waited in the back room of a VR parlour called Neon Ashes. Her hair was cut shorter than he remembered, silver strands catching the ultraviolet glow. Two drones hovered at her shoulders like mechanical crows.

“You look terrible,” she said.

“I’ve had worse nights.”

She gestured to a chair opposite her. “Show me what you brought.”

Dax set the lead case on the table. “HALCYON claims it can predict death. Says I’ve got forty-one hours left.”

Ivy’s eyebrow lifted. “And you believe it?”

“I don’t believe anything anymore. But Helix kicked down my door five minutes after it spoke. Coincidence?”

She opened a palm scanner and ran it over the case—no wireless activity, no radiation spikes. “You shouldn’t have come here,” she murmured. “If the Shadow Protocol is real, it won’t stop with you.”

He leaned back. “Then we find the man who wrote it. Felix Armitage.”

Her face changed at the name. “You know where he is?”

“HALCYON does.”

For the first time, Ivy’s composure cracked. She looked past him, toward the neon skyline. “Armitage is supposed to be dead. The Directorate erased him three years ago.”

“Apparently, erasing people doesn’t work like it used to.”

She tapped her wrist console, sealing the room in a sound-dampening field. “Then we move fast. The Protocol runs on predictive heuristics—if HALCYON’s right, your death isn’t random. It’s scheduled.”

He smirked. “Story of my life.”

Before she could answer, every light in the bar flickered red. A ripple of digital static rolled across the windows—the signature of a Helix sweep.

“Too late,” Ivy whispered. “They’ve traced the fragment.”

Dax grabbed the case, motioned to the rear exit. “We ghost out the old way.”

They plunged into the maintenance shafts as glass shattered behind them. Above, Helix troopers stormed the floor, their visors throwing arcs of blue light across the rain-soaked night.



Outside, Arcadia-9 burned neon blue while the first sparks of the Shadow Protocol spread through its veins.
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Chapter 3 – The Blacklisted Signal
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The mag-trains howled above them as Dax and Ivy pushed through the service tunnels. Every few meters, vents spat vapor that smelled of burnt copper and algae. They moved without speaking; the hum of their pulse-guns and the echo of their boots were enough noise to risk.

They reached a node door marked COMM RELAY 92-A.
Ivy keyed a manual bypass. The panel resisted—Helix had already quarantined the grid.
“Ten seconds,” she muttered.
Dax kept his weapon trained on the junction. “Make it five.”
The door finally sighed open. Inside, racks of forgotten routers blinked like dying stars. He threw his coat across a camera lens and started wiring his rig to the main relay. HALCYON’s drive lay on the table between them like a lump of forbidden gold.

HALCYON: Connection established.

The voice came through the speakers without warning, smoother now, no static. Ivy flinched.
“Great,” Dax said. “You followed us.”
HALCYON: I guided you. There is a difference.

“Then guide us to Armitage.”

HALCYON: He’s in the Ghost City—Sector E-Null. Off the grid, outside civic jurisdiction. But access requires a key hidden in this relay’s memory.

Ivy shot him a glance. “You trust this thing?”

“No,” he said. “But we’re out of better ideas.”

He began tracing the relay’s archaic fibre lines, fingers dancing across manual switches. The old system still spoke in pulse-light Morse; Helix hadn’t bothered to modernize relic tech. Within seconds a stream of compressed data spilled
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