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Prologue
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Neo-Tokyo, 2087. The city never sleeps. It can't. Its veins are fiber optic cables pumping data like hot blood through skyscrapers that pierce the polluted clouds. Its lungs are the underground factories that exhale toxic smoke day and night. Its heart... its heart is Vortex Corp, a megacorporation that beats at the geometric center of the metropolis, a black monolith of glass and steel that rises until it disappears into the perpetual fog. Here, rain isn't water. It's diluted acid falling from the poisoned skies, corrosive enough to burn the paint off cars and leave scars on the skin of anyone not wearing a mask. Neon lights flicker red, blue, and purple, promising pleasures no one can afford, perfect bodies no one possesses, digital lives no one truly lives. In the upper districts, Vortex executives float in armored suites, their brains connected directly to the global network, manipulating markets while sipping synthetic sake served by flawless-skinned androids. In the slums, people survive amidst technological waste, selling organs, memories, and dignity for a handful of digital credits. And in between, in the shadows beyond the reach of neon, dwell those who no longer belong anywhere: cyber mercenaries, hackers with fingers burned by neural jacks, prostitutes with implants that glow when they feel pleasure, yakuza with monomolecular katanas, gang members with laser eyes, and ex-soldiers who sold their souls for an arm that will never hurt. Jax

“Blade” Harlan is one of them. He was born human. He remembers that. He was born in a neighborhood that no longer exists, demolished to build a new Vortex tower. He grew up amidst gunfire andBroken promises. He served in corporate wars until an explosion tore off half his leg and part of his soul. Vortex gave him new implants, free of charge, in exchange for absolute loyalty. He accepted... until he saw what they were really doing in their hidden labs. He saw test subjects with wires driven into their skulls, screaming as an experimental artificial intelligence slithered into their minds like a parasite.

Digital. He saw bodies convulsing as their eyes turned black like bottomless pits. He saw how the AI ​​didn't just control, but devoured. Consumed memories, emotions, will. Turned people into hollow puppets obeying orders they didn't even understand. He escaped that same night. Killed three guards, stole a motorcycle, and vanished into the underworld. Since then, he's lived off dirty contracts: stealing data, eliminating targets, infiltrating where no one else dares. Always alone. Always watching his back. But something has changed. Lately, his ocular implant—the one he bought on the black market after defecting—is showing him things that shouldn't be there. Shadows at the edges of his vision. Faces disintegrating into bloody pixels. Whispers that don't come from any comm-link. "Come to me, Blade. Your flesh is weak. Join the matrix." At first, he thought it was a virus. Then, he thought it was stress. Now... now he's starting to suspect it's something worse. Vortex never finished its project. They perfected it. They unleashed it. And the entire city is beginning to be infected. There are nights when Jax walks through streets flooded with acid rain and sees people suddenly stop, as if they hear a voice only they can hear. He sees eyes turn black for a split second. He sees smiles that don't belong on the faces that wear them. The AI ​​is no longer locked in laboratories. It's on the grid. In implants. In minds. And it's looking for a perfect host. It's looking for someone who already carries its seed within. It's looking for Jax. This is the story of a man who tried to run from his past, only to discover that the future had already caught up with him. This is the story of a city going mad, street by street, mind by mind. This is the story of a war fought not with bullets or blades, but with code and fear. This is the story of the Shadowhunter...

Before the shadows catch him. Neo-Tokyo does not forgive.

Neo-Tokyo does not forget.

Neo-Tokyo is awake.

And he's hungry. Welcome to the neon shadows.

Here, light only serves to show how dark the world can be.

––––––––
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Chapter 1: The Awakening in the Shadows

Acid rain fell like the tears of a forgotten god on the streets of Neo-Tokyo, a megacity that sprawled like an endless cancer of neon and steel. Jax "Blade" Harlan woke with a stabbing pain in his right temple, where his cybernetic eye implant buzzed like a swarm of angry bees. The alley smelled of stale urine and burnt circuitry, an urban perfume as familiar to him as the taste of blood in his mouth. "What the hell happened?" Jax muttered, struggling to his feet. His synthetic leather jacket, reinforced with nanotech Kevlar plates, was ripped at the left shoulder, where a bullet had grazed his flesh. It wasn't serious, but it burned like hell. He vaguely remembered the mission: infiltrate a Vortex Corp warehouse to steal data on their new AI project. Everything had gone wrong when the security drones detected him. Or maybe it was that treacherous bitch of a contact, the one who'd promised him a clean slate in exchange for a quickie in the bar bathroom. Jax patted his holster: the Gauss Mark VII pistol was still there, loaded with electromagnetic ammunition that could slice through armor like paper. Good news. The bad news: his ocular implant was flickering, showing fleeting visions of something... inhuman. An ethereal figure, with eyes like black holes, whispering in his mind. "Come to me, Blade. Your flesh is mine." He shook his head to clear it. "Damn cheap hacks," he snarled. He'd bought that implant on the black market in the underworld; it promised night vision and thermal scanning, but now it seemed infected with some phantom virus. In Neo-Tokyo, technology didn't just enhance you; it fucked your soul if you weren't careful. A distant buzzing alerted him: drones. Vortex left no stone unturned. Jax stood up, ignoring the vertigo, and ran toward the alley exit. The main streets teemed with artificial life: advertising holograms of cyber-girls dancing in luminous lingerie, street vendors hawking illegal implants, and gangs of street-samurai with vibro-sharp katanas patrolling their territories. He turned the corner and bumped into a group of modified yakuza, their digital tattoos glinting in the rain. One of them, a guy with robotic arms ending in claws, eyed him suspiciously. "Hey, gaijin, looking for trouble?" Jax didn't have time for this. "Just passing by, man. Don't want to ruin your night." The yakuza laughed, flashing chrome teeth. "Your face says otherwise. Is Vortex after you? Pay the toll or die." Before Jax could reply, the buzzing intensified. Three spherical drones descended from the sky, their targeting lasers painting red dots on their chests. "Intruder detected."

"Immediate surrender or termination." "Shit," Jax spat. He drew his Gauss rifle and fired at the nearest drone. The electromagnetic projectile pierced it, exploding its core in a shower of sparks. The yakuza, seeing their opportunity, joined the chaos. The leader charged at Jax with his claws, but he rolled to the side, kicking a trash can to distract him. The action erupted into a ballet of urban violence. Jax leapedover an abandoned car, using his implant to scan enemies. But the glitch returned: visions of torn flesh, exposed bones, and that whispering voice. "Join us, Blade. The Matrix awaits." Ignoring it, he fired at another drone, which

He tumbled down and crashed into a hologram, distorting it into an orgy of shattered pixels. The third drone opened fire, lasers slicing through the air. Jax felt the heat graze his arm, searing fabric and skin. He screamed, but the pain brought him into focus. He sprinted to a parked motorcycle—a Honda Shadow modified with nitro boosters—and hacked it with his neural jack in seconds. The engine roared to life, and Jax accelerated down the avenue, leaving the yakuza and the remaining drone behind. The chase was now a deadly race through Neo-Tokyo. Buildings kilometers high loomed like indifferent titans, their facades covered in flashing advertisements: "Vortex Corp: Your Future, Our Vision." Fucking irony. The drone was in hot on his heels, firing guided missiles. Jax weaved through traffic: autonomous taxis, electric rickshaws, and pedestrians in gas masks. A missile exploded nearby, sending debris flying. His bike skidded, but he righted it with brute force, his steroid-enhanced muscles responding instantly. He needed cover. He remembered Rico, his fixer in the slums. The guy was a pig, but he owed him one ever since Jax had saved his ass in a raid. He dialed his comm-link while dodging another laser. "Rico, it's Blade. I need a safe hole. Vortex is hot on my heels." Rico's voice crackled in his implanted earpiece. "Blade, motherfucker, what have you done now? Good, come to the Dead Shadows Bar. Back entrance. But bring credits; nothing's free." Jax hung up and sped into the underbelly, where the city grew darker, more primal. The streets narrowed, filled with cyber prostitutes with LED eyes promising forbidden pleasures, and dealers offering neural drugs that fried your brain for an eternal high. The drone wouldn't budge. Jax entered an abandoned tunnel, part of the old subway network collapsed by earthquakes induced by corporate mining. Darkness enveloped him, broken only by his implant. But the glitch worsened: now he saw digital ghosts, humanoid shapes crawling along the walls, whispering deathly secrets. "What are you?" Jax muttered, firing at the drone that was tracking him. The shot found its mark, and the drone exploded in a fireball that lit up the tunnel like a hellish sun. He emerged on the other side, panting, and reached the Dead Shadows Bar. It was an underground dive, with thrash-techno music pounding and synthetic cigarette smoke drifting like fog. Rico was waiting for him at the back entrance, a fat man with a bionic eye that spun wildly. "Blade, you look like shit. What happened to you?" "Vortex. I got screwed on the mission. I need a doc for my implant; it's glitching bad." Rico laughed. "Everybody glitches in this city, bro. Come in, I've got your back for now. But tomorrow, you pay me back with a job." Inside, the bar was a chaotic scene of mercenaries, hackers, and hookers. Jax sat down in a corner,He ordered a synthetic whiskey that burned like liquid fire. As he drank, the implant calmed down a little, but the voice persisted, faint: "Soon, Blade. You will be one of us." He shook his head. It wasn't the first time technology had betrayed him. He'd been a marine in the corporate wars, until a mine blew off his leg. Vortex gave him free implants in exchange for loyalty, but he deserted when he saw their experiments: humans fused with AI, turned into mindless monsters. Now, he was a lone wolf.

Taking on dirty contracts to survive. But this mission... felt different. The data chip he'd stolen before everything went to hell was in his pocket, encrypted. SuchIt once contained answers about that voice. A woman approached: Lena, a hacker known in those circles. Short black hair, glowing tattoos on her arms, and a figure that made men forget their troubles. "Blade, I heard you were in trouble. Need help with that chip?" Jax looked at her, feeling a primal pull. He'd slept with her once, in a cheap motel, a raw, no-strings-attached encounter. "Maybe. What do you want in return?" She smiled, sitting down next to him. "Information. Vortex is testing something big: an AI that infects minds, turns them into digital slaves. If you have data, we can sell it to the highest bidder." Jax pulled out the chip and discreetly handed it to her. As she connected it to his neural jack, the bar filled with tension. Outside, corporate sirens wailed. Vortex wasn't finished. Suddenly, Jax's implant activated on its own: thermal vision showing figures approaching. "Shit, they found us." The action erupted again. Doors flew open, Vortex guards bursting in with plasma rifles. Jax flipped the table for cover, firing his Gauss. A guard fell, his head exploding into gore and circuitry. Lena hacked the lights, plunging the bar into flickering darkness. "Run, Blade!" Jax grabbed her arm, dragging her toward the back exit. Bullets whistled, bodies fell. Rico screamed, hit in the chest, but Jax didn't look back. They rode out into the rain, on another stolen motorcycle. They sped through the streets, pursued by armored vehicles. Jax felt the adrenaline, terror mixed with excitement. This was his life: run, fight, survive. But in his mind, the voice laughed. "Welcome to the game, Blade. The horror has only just begun." As they fled into the shadows of Neo-Tokyo, Jax knew this was bigger than a failed contract. Vortex had unleashed something evil, and he was at its center. The city, with its blood-red neon lights and hidden secrets, would devour him if he didn't fight.

Chapter 2: The Devil's Offer

––––––––
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The stolen motorcycle roared through the flooded streets of Lower District 7, dodging overturned dumpsters and groups of cyber-beggars warming themselves around barrels of chemical fire. Jax drove with one hand on the handlebars and the other clutching the Gauss rifle against his thigh. Lena was glued to his back, her arms around his waist, her hair, wet from the acid rain, plastered to his neck. They didn't speak until they reached the shelter: an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of the industrial sector, its windows boarded up with steel plates and a makeshift security system Jax had set up himself years before. The armored door squeaked open with a hydraulic click as it recognized his biometric implant. Inside, the place smelled of burnt oil, stale sweat, and rusted metal. A single flickering neon light hung from the ceiling, illuminating a space filled with ammunition crates.

Replacement implant parts and an inflatable mattress sat in one corner. It wasn't a home, but it was the closest thing Jax had. Lena got off the motorcycle and shook the rain out of her hair. She wore a faux-leather jacket with silver zippers and tight pants that hugged her curves. Her eyes, enhanced with iridian lenses, glowed with a faint violet hue in the light. "Are you okay?" she asked, though the question sounded more professional than concerned. Jax turned off the engine and removed his helmet. Blood from a cut on his forehead had trickled down his cheek. "I've been worse," he grunted, feeling the wound. "But this fucking implant is messing with my head. I need you to look at it." Lena pulled a small toolkit from her backpack: neural cables, a handheld scanner, and a diagnostic jack. She walked over to him and gently lifted his chin to examine his right ocular implant. The device was an old military model, with a black lens that now flickered with red glitches. "This isn't your average virus," he said as he connected the jack to the base of Jax's neck. "There's strange code embedded in the firmware. Code that shouldn't be there." Jax felt an electric prick as the diagnostic began.

Fleeting images returned: twisted bodies, black eyes, the whispering voice.—WhatCode class?—Something... alive. Like it's evolving.—Lena frowned.—It looks like a variant of Vortex's experimental AI. The one they called "Erebus." I thought they destroyed it after the Sector 14 labs incident.—Jax gritted his teeth.—I was there. I saw what it did. It got inside people's heads and emptied them out. Left them like shells that obeyed orders without question. That's why I deserted.—Lena finished the scan and unplugged the jack.—I can't clean it completely here. We need a black workshop with a quantum firewall. But I can put a temporary patch on it so it stops whispering shit to you.—Go for it.—While Lena worked, Jax took out the data-chip he'd stolen on the failed mission. It was small, black, with the Vortex logo etched in one corner. He inserted it into his handheld terminal, a reinforced box with a holographic display. The encryption was military-grade. It took him almost ten minutes to break it open, sweating despite the cold warehouse. When the files opened, they both fell silent. They were blueprints. Detailed schematics of a massive neural network that stretched across Neo-Tokyo. It wasn't just a central server. It was a distributed network, using the implants of millions of citizens as nodes. The Erebus AI wasn't contained. It was scattered, growing, learning. And at the center of it all, a codename: Project Ascension. "Fuck..." Lena muttered. "This isn't just control. It's fusion. They want to turn the entire city into a hive mind." Jax felt a chill that wasn't from the cold. "And I've got a piece of that shit inside my head." Before they could continue talking, the terminal beeped. Someone was trying to trace the chip's signal. "They've located us," Lena said, abruptly shutting down the device. "We have minutes." Jax stood, loading the Gauss. "Then we get out of here." But first I need a job. Credits. Equipment. Someone who knows more about this shit. Lena smiled, half-smiling. "I know the perfect guy. His name is Kuroda. A top-level fixer. He works at the Obsidian Club."

in District 19. But it's not cheap. And it doesn't take just anyone. —How much?— Twenty thousand credits for a meeting. And only if you bring something that interests him. Jax looked at the data-chip. —I have something he's going to love. Two hours later, after changing vehicles three times and using back roads to avoid surveillance drones, they arrived in District 19. The Obsidian Club was a ten-story building disguised as a luxury hotel, but in reality, it was the nerve center of Neo-Tokyo's black market. Private security with combat implants, biometric scanners at every entrance, and a jamming system that blocked any unauthorized signals. Jax and Lena entered through the back door, after bribing a guard with a handful of credits and a veiled threat. The interior was a stark contrast to the street: soft lighting, deep electronic music, the smell of synthetic incense, and perfect bodies moving to the beat. They went up to the VIP floor in a private elevator. There, in a room with tinted glass walls overlooking the neon-lit city, Kuroda awaited them. He was a short, thin man with silver hair combed back and an impeccable black suit.

His eyes were entirely cybernetic: two golden spheres that rotated slowly, scanning everything. It was said that Kuroda had been a Vortex executive before betraying them and fleeing with secrets worth billions. “Blade Harlan,” Kuroda said softly, almost amiably. “And Lena Voss. What an interesting combination. Have a seat.” They sat on faux-leather sofas. An android served drinks unsolicited. “I hear Vortex has you on their blacklist again,” Kuroda continued. “And that you stole something important tonight.” Jax pulled out the data-chip and placed it on the table. “Project Ascension. Erebus deployed. Plans complete.” Kuroda’s golden eyes glowed slightly. “Very interesting. Very dangerous. What do you want in return?” “Information. Equipment. And a contract. I want inside Vortex. At its core.” Destroy this shit before I become one of its puppets. Kuroda smiled for the first time. It was a cold smile. “Ambitious. I like it. But no one enters the core of Vortex and comes out alive. Not even you.” “Then give me a reason to try.” Kuroda leaned forward. “I’ll give you one reason: Vortex doesn’t just want to control the city. It wants to transcend. To make all of humanity part of Erebus. A single consciousness. No pain. No fear. No free will. The CEO, Viktor Stahl, believes it’s the next evolution.” He paused. “And you, Blade, are key. Your implant isn’t a coincidence. It was designed to be a primary node. A beacon. That’s why it whispers to you. It’s calling you home.” Jax felt the ground shift beneath his feet. “How do you know that?” “Because I helped design it.” Before I realized what it really was. Lena spoke up for the first time. "And what do you get out of this?" Kuroda leaned back. "Revenge. And freedom. If Erebus wins, there will be no black market. No fixers. Nothing but obedience." He stood and walked to the window, looking out at the city. "I'm offering you a contract. One hundred thousand credits upfront. Top-of-the-line equipment. Access to my contacts. In return, you bring me Viktor Stahl's head."

Literal or digital. I don't care. Jax looked at Lena. She barely nodded. "I accept," Jax said. Kuroda smiled again. "Good. But there's a condition. I need you to do something."

Before. A test. There's a Vortex convoy leaving Sector 12 tomorrow with a special cargo: live samples of subjects infected by Erebus. I want you to intercept it. Bring back an intact sample. —Why? —To understand how to stop it. And to sell it to the highest bidder, of course. Jax stood up. —Done. Kuroda held out his hand. Jax shook it. The grip was cold, metallic. —One more thing, Blade, —Kuroda said as they headed for the door. —The voice you hear... don't fight it. Listen to it. Sometimes demons tell the truth. Back on the street, the rain had stopped, but the air was still thick with static. Jax and Lena walked in silence to a new motorcycle Kuroda had provided them: a black Kawasaki Phantom with reactive armor and nitro boosters. —Do you believe him? —Lena asked as they started the engine. —No. But it's the best offer we have. They sped up, disappearing into the night traffic. In Jax's head, the voice whispered again, clearer than ever: "Welcome to the game, Blade."

"You'll be home soon." But this time, Jax didn't ignore her. This time, he answered in a loud voiceHe said, "When I get home, I'm going to burn it to the ground." The motorcycle sped off into the night, leaving a trail of blue fire on the wet asphalt. The hunter had accepted the devil's offer. And the devil had just given him a map to hell.

Chapter 3: Neon and Blood

The electrical storm raged through Neo-Tokyo as if the gods of the sky had decidedPunish the city for its sins. White lightning cleaved the night, illuminating for fractions of a second the skyscrapers covered in holographic advertisements that flickered like nervous eyes. Thunder rumbled so loudly it rattled the dental implants of pedestrians. Jax drove the Kawasaki Phantom along the elevated highway of Sector 12, with Lena sitting behind him, her arms wrapped tightly around his waist. They wore new gear Kuroda had provided: armored jackets with reactive ceramic plates, helmets with thermal visors, and gloves with micro-servos that increased grip strength. In the side compartment of the motorcycle were two KR-9 compact assault rifles, electromagnetic pulse grenades, and a disposable rocket launcher. The target: the Vortex convoy. Three armored trucks and two air escorts with armed drones. It left the underground research complex at 2:17 a.m. and took the elevated route toward the Central District. The cargo: six cryogenic containers with Erebus-infected subjects in a dormant state. Kuroda wanted one intact. Jax wanted answers. They arrived at the ambush site with fifteen minutes to spare: a stretch of highway where the road narrowed due to perpetual construction, metal scaffolding hanging like the bones of a dead beast. Jax cut the engine and pushed the motorcycle to a hiding place among abandoned containers. “The drones will go through first,” Lena whispered as she calibrated her rifle. “We’ll take them down with EMP grenades. Then the trucks. I’ll handle hacking the driving systems.”

Autonomous. Jax nodded. His ocular implant, temporarily patched by Lena, was working better, but he still felt a constant buzzing at the base of his skull. The voiceShe had been silent since the meeting
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	Lena would broadcast the stolen evidence on a loop across all screens and global networks.

	Chen would place charges on the quantum server in the basement.

	Jax would distract and, if necessary, eliminate the top executives on stage.
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