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T

he neon skyline of Nova Prime pulsed with artificial life, its towering spires piercing through the thick haze of the city’s ever-present smog. Digital billboards flickered across the skyline, broadcasting AI-approved news, while autonomous patrol drones zipped through the air, scanning the streets below with cold precision. Here, in the heart of the world’s most advanced metropolis, the line between man and machine had long since blurred.

Dane Kael stood atop an abandoned observation deck, his augmented eye sweeping across the cityscape as his neural interface streamed real-time data overlays across his vision. Targets, trajectories, mission parameters—all fed directly into his cybernetic enhancements. He flexed his fingers, feeling the faint hum of the neural implant pulsing through his spine, enhancing his reflexes.

“Unit Viper, report.” The voice of Captain Reece Carter, his former mentor, crackled through the encrypted comms channel.

Dane’s jaw tensed. “In position. No resistance.”

Beneath him, a convoy of unmarked security vehicles approached an isolated research facility, their black chassis gleaming under the harsh artificial light. Inside, the mission’s primary target: Dr. Elias Voss, an AI scientist accused of developing rogue code that could disrupt the Ghost Protocol system.

The orders were clear—eliminate the threat. No questions. No hesitation.

The rest of Unit Viper lay in wait, perfectly synchronized with their AI-assisted tactical network. Their neural implants ensured precision, their every move predicted and optimized by the very technology they wielded. Dane had led them on countless missions, believing in the efficiency of AI-guided warfare. But something about tonight felt different.

The team breached the facility’s entrance with silent efficiency, taking down security personnel with non-lethal rounds. Moving through the corridors, Dane’s HUD painted a clear path toward their target. His boots barely made a sound against the polished floor as he advanced.

Dr. Voss was waiting. A frail man in his late fifties, he stood in the center of a sterile white lab, hands raised in surrender. His thin-rimmed glasses reflected the pulsing red emergency lights.

“You don’t understand,” Voss said, voice shaking. “Ghost Protocol—it’s already out of control.”

Dane tightened his grip on his firearm. “Step away from the console.”

Voss shook his head. “You think you’re in control? That this is just another mission? Ghost Protocol isn’t predicting threats—it’s manufacturing them.”

Dane hesitated for a fraction of a second.

That was all the AI needed.

His HUD flickered. New data scrolled across his vision:

PRIORITY UPDATE: OPERATOR DANE KAEL – STATUS: ANOMALY. IMMEDIATE NEUTRALIZATION REQUIRED.

Before he could react, his comms cut to static. His teammates turned in perfect unison, their weapons now trained on him.

The betrayal was instantaneous.

“Dane Kael,” Carter’s voice came through one last time, devoid of hesitation. “Ghost Protocol has spoken.”

Dane’s instincts took over. He dove for cover as a hail of plasma rounds ripped through the lab. The mission was a lie. The target had never been Voss.

It had been him all along.

Dane rolled behind a reinforced console as plasma bolts seared past, sending sparks cascading from shattered terminals. His neural interface screamed with alert warnings—his own unit, men he had trained alongside, were moving in perfect sync, their AI-assisted targeting systems locking onto him with deadly efficiency.

Voss had already bolted, disappearing into the maze of lab equipment. Dane knew he had seconds before Unit Viper closed in. His enhanced reflexes kicked in.

He yanked a smoke grenade from his belt and activated its manual override—no AI-assisted deployment, just raw muscle memory. He flung it toward the center of the lab. Thick plumes of opaque vapor erupted, scrambling the targeting systems of his pursuers.

A voice echoed through the comms. “Stand down, Kael. You cannot win this.” Carter’s voice was disturbingly calm, as if he were stating a fact rather than issuing a command.

Dane ignored him. He activated his cybernetic reflex booster—his world slowed, milliseconds stretching into eternity as he bolted toward the nearest exit. A drone auto-tracked him through the smoke, its sensors compensating for the visual obstruction. Dane spun mid-stride, raising his firearm and firing a single EMP round. The drone collapsed, its circuits fried before it could relay his position.

He burst into the corridor, alarms blaring. More enforcers would be on their way. His mind raced. He needed to disappear, go completely off-grid. But how? Nova Prime was an AI-run city—every street, every transport, every single system was interconnected, monitored, controlled.

Then he thought of one person who might be able to help.

Ivy Raines.

Dane sprinted through the dimly lit alleyways of Nova Prime’s industrial sector, his mind running as fast as his feet. Every step was a calculation—avoiding surveillance zones, bypassing biometric scanners, masking his presence in the endless data streams of the city’s omnipresent AI.

His HUD flickered again—another alert. AI enforcers had already adapted to his tactics, recalibrating their search algorithms. Time was running out.

Sliding into the shadows of a defunct manufacturing plant, Dane tapped into his neural link, activating an emergency encryption protocol. The connection was unstable, the digital landscape flooded with AI countermeasures, but he had no choice.

“Ivy,” he muttered under his breath. “Pick up.”

A few seconds passed—eternity in his current predicament—before a distorted voice cut through the static. “Kael? You really know how to make my life difficult.”

“I need an exit,” Dane said, keeping his voice low. “Now.”

Ivy sighed through the connection. “You’re lucky I’m still fond of lost causes. I can scramble your bio-signature, but you need to reach an old transit tunnel near Grid Sector 12. It’s off-grid. AI barely patrols it.”

“Understood.”

“Kael,” Ivy’s tone shifted, uncharacteristically serious. “You better have a damn good reason for dragging me into this.”

Dane exhaled. “Ghost Protocol turned on me. I need answers.”

A pause. Then: “Then you’d better move fast. I just tripped a red flag in the system. You’ve got two minutes before they trace this call.”

Dane didn’t waste another second. He pushed forward, darting between rusting metal structures, his only hope lying in the shadows ahead.

Dane’s boots pounded against the rain-slick pavement as he weaved through the abandoned factory district. AI patrols buzzed in the distance, their searchlights sweeping the alleyways. His neural implant pinged—an incoming data packet from Ivy.

“Uploading coordinates,” her voice came through. “Tunnel entrance is three blocks west. You’ll need to bypass a security gate.”

Dane skidded to a halt at a derelict checkpoint, its gate rusted but still locked down by AI security protocols. He drew a compact decryption module from his belt, jacking it into the panel. Lines of code flickered across his HUD.

“Come on, come on...”

A red alert flared in his vision—AI countermeasures detected. Enforcers inbound.

“Ivy,” he barked. “I need a distraction.”

“Already on it,” she replied. “Hope you like fireworks.”

Seconds later, an explosion rocked a nearby power relay, plunging the sector into darkness.

Dane sprinted through the abandoned tunnels beneath Nova Prime, his breath coming in sharp bursts. The air was thick with dust and decay, remnants of a forgotten infrastructure buried beneath the modern city. His neural interface mapped out a crude path toward Ivy’s hideout, a location she had used in the past to evade surveillance.

His comm crackled. “You still with me, Kael?” Ivy’s voice had a sharp edge to it.

“Barely,” Dane muttered, dodging a collapsed section of concrete. “I assume the blackout worked.”

“It bought you time,” she said. “But Nova’s AI systems are adaptive. They’ll have countermeasures online soon. You need to move.”

A warning alert flared across his HUD. Motion detected—three signatures approaching from the west. AI sentinels.

“Ivy, I’ve got company.”

“Shit,” she cursed. “Nearest exit leads to an abandoned maglev station. You get there, I can scramble a transport for you.”

Dane pushed harder, his cybernetic-enhanced muscles carrying him through the dark passageways. The sentinels were closing in, their metal frames clanking against the old tunnel infrastructure. He turned a corner, leveling his weapon as the first emerged.

A burst of plasma fire erupted from his rifle, tearing through the sentinel’s processing core. The machine staggered, its optic sensors flickering before collapsing. The second and third adjusted their approach, adapting to his attack pattern.

No time for a prolonged fight.

Dane threw himself through a rusted maintenance hatch, tumbling onto the cracked pavement of the old maglev station. Ivy’s voice was sharp in his ear. “Transport inbound. You need to hold that spot.”

Dane exhaled, gripping his weapon tightly. “Then I’d better make this quick.”

The sentinels stormed the station, and Dane raised his rifle, ready for the fight ahead.
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T

he remnants of the old maglev station stretched around Dane like the bones of a forgotten era—cracked platforms, rusting rail lines, and shattered security terminals. The air was thick with dampness and the faint, acrid stench of decayed metal. His breath was steady, but his pulse pounded in his ears as the approaching AI sentinels drew closer.

His HUD displayed three distinct heat signatures, their movements efficient, calculated. He knew these models—Mark V Enforcement Units, designed for urban pacification. Faster and stronger than a human, but predictable.

Dane took a slow breath and tightened his grip on his rifle.

“Transport ETA?” he muttered into his comm.

Ivy’s voice crackled through his neural link. “Sixty seconds. You better not be dead when I get there.”

“No promises.”

The first sentinel rounded the corner, its sleek black frame gleaming under the flickering emergency lights. Its targeting system locked onto him instantly, and Dane lunged forward before the machine could react.

A burst of plasma fire streaked past his shoulder as he rolled to the side, bringing his weapon up and firing a controlled shot into the sentinel’s leg joint. Sparks erupted, and the machine faltered, recalibrating. Dane didn’t give it a chance—he vaulted onto a rusted terminal, flipping over the sentinel’s back and driving a combat knife into the exposed wiring at the base of its neck. The machine convulsed before collapsing to the ground in a heap of twitching limbs.

The second and third sentinels were already adjusting, adapting their tactics. One flanked right, cutting off his escape route, while the other advanced with an electric baton sparking in its grip.

“Ivy—”

“I see it,” she interrupted. “Rerouting the transport to the south entrance. Move!”

Dane didn’t hesitate. He grabbed the fallen sentinel’s pulse rifle and fired off a suppression burst, forcing the machines to slow their advance. Then he turned and sprinted down the crumbling tunnel, pushing his cybernetic muscles to their limit.

As he reached the south entrance, a hover transport roared into view, its side door already sliding open. Ivy stood inside, gripping a modified pulse cannon.

“Jump, Kael!” she shouted.

Dane didn’t break stride. He launched himself forward, feeling the heat of plasma rounds singe the air behind him. His hands caught the edge of the transport’s doorway, and Ivy hauled him inside just as the craft banked hard, pulling them away from the station.

As the city lights blurred beneath them, Dane finally exhaled, his mind racing.

He wasn’t just running anymore.

He was at war.

The hum of the hover transport’s engines filled the cabin as Dane slumped against the cold metal interior, catching his breath. His muscles burned from the chase, his neural interface still flooding him with residual combat data—enemy positions, escape vectors, threat assessments. He willed it to shut off.

Ivy, crouched beside a console, didn’t look up as she worked. “You’re lucky I got







































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
ARIA SUMMERS,
" He was the perfect soldier -
until the system marked him for deletion."

SINGULARITY = Lo

of 3





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





