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Net Zero is a near-future cyberpunk tale where reality bleeds into the machine.

Ariel, a streetwise edgerunner, accepts a beta invite from her fixer—an offer too good to refuse. Nexus Advanced Systems Technology, Inc. (NASTI) promises full-immersion simulations where everything you earn, you keep. Every sensation feels real. Every risk seems virtual.

It’s only a game. Right?

What Ariel doesn’t know is that NASTI’s funding comes from DARPA and a secretive eugenics foundation. The simulations are more than entertainment—they’re a battleground for next-gen warfare. A proving ground for a dark agenda.

And in this game, if you die in cyberspace... you die for real.
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Ted McCallister leans forward in his chair, fingertips steepled just above the glowing interface embedded in the boardroom table. Holographic charts flicker and fade beside him as he finishes his report.

“The latest wave of beta tester invites went out this morning,” he says, his voice smooth but wired with tension. “We’re projecting a ninety-five percent response rate, based on the ad feedback loop and Alpha Group's engagement metrics.”

Around the glass table, eight other executives sit in polished silence. The room hums with the low thrum of filtered air and encrypted uplinks. It's late—hours past when most suits would’ve jetted out in autonomous limos—but not tonight. NASTI can't afford another screw-up. Not after the Alpha fiasco.

The CEO, Jerry Mansfield, rubs his temple with one hand and drums the other on the armrest. His voice cuts through the silence like a scalpel.

“We can’t have another meltdown. DARPA’s breathing down our necks. So is the Foundation.”

No one needs to clarify which one. The eugenics foundation keeps its name out of press but its money deep in NASTI’s veins—black-budget deals, doubled funding for dual-use tech: immersive VR and neural conditioning, two sides of the same coin.

Ted doesn't blink. "We’ve covered our tracks. Those without family were... handled. The rest are gagged, well-compensated, and legally throttled. We buried the autopsy reports. No leaks."

The silence thickens. Everyone remembers the Alpha Group: subjects strapped into rigs, pumped full of neural gel, jacked into the prototype simulation—only to seize and collapse mid-session. Half of them never woke up. The rest wish they hadn’t.

“Brains were scorched,” Ted says quietly. “Sections of the neocortex, completely fried. Like lightning struck from the inside.”

Across the table, the IT Project Manager—Terry Jacks, slim, sharp, with optic implants pulsing beneath his skin—leans back with a tired smirk.

“We rebuilt from the kernel up,” he says. “Our best engineers ran through the codebase line by line. Medical cleared the implants. The AI’s been scrubbing the simulation matrix for four weeks straight, correcting every logic spike, every latency ghost.”

He taps his wrist, projecting a schematic of the neural lattice. It rotates slowly in the air, glistening like wet glass.

Jerry narrows his eyes. “So, it’s safe now.”

Terry’s smile widens, cruel at the edges.

“This time, when they die in the game,” he says, “they die for real. No more lucky survivors.”
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“Are you crushing on my brother or what?” Jenna says, kicking her boots up on the table. She eyes Ariel with a crooked smirk. “You’ve been hanging around a lot lately—and not for the kibble.”

Ariel shrugs, all faux innocence. “Crush? Nah. Just looking to smash. You know how it is.”

Jenna snorts. “Yeah, I do. Guys don’t give it away anymore. Not unless you’re packing synth-X or throwing creds. Johnny makes his scratch working K-Street now. All input, no output.”

Ariel blinks. “Wait—he’s a sub?”

“Strictly. And strictly guys-only. Unless you bring a strap-on and pay double for the kink.”

Ariel makes a face, somewhere between amused and horrified. “I mean, I’m not girls-only, but I ain’t that desperate... yet.”

Jenna laughs, a sharp sound lost in the buzz of neon signs outside. “Give it time. Joyboys outnumber the street girls in this sector now. Whole economy flipped. If you wanna smash, you better pay—or trade.”

Ariel leans back, jaw tight. It wasn’t always like this. Used to be, a girl with a halfway decent mod and the right pheromones could rack up a body count for free. Now? Even street rats have price tags.

Everything shifted after the wave. Some say it was biohacking gone wrong. Others whisper about hormone disruptors in the reservoirs—black-market chems dumped by corpos trying to force a demographic realignment. Whatever it was, masculinity fractured. Identity got monetized. And the whole damn culture flipped.

Most guys turned inward, confused and easy to manipulate. Some rebranded, became synthetic sirens or chrome bunnies. Others gave up entirely—took the easy path, got wired for pleasure, and sold their time to the highest bidder.

“Corpos ain’t affected though,” Ariel mutters. “Uppers still act like nothing happened.”

Jenna shrugs. “That’s cause they ain’t drinking the same water, different filtration, different meds, different everything. We get whatever’s left after they skim the top.”

Ariel exhales, low and bitter. “No wonder your brother’s working the grid. Better to sell your body than sell your soul, huh?”

“Depends who’s buying.”
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Ariel pulls a gleaming chrome card from her purse and slides it across the café table to Jenna. Its surface pulses faintly with embedded code, a shifting logo of Nexus Advanced Systems Technology Incorporated—NASTI.

“My fixer came through,” Ariel says, grinning. “Legit offer. NASTI’s recruiting live testers for their next-gen wares.”

Jenna’s expression twists. “NASTI? You serious?” She glances around, lowers her voice. “Word on the street says they’re toxic. Like—joyboy-burning, deckhead-frying toxic.”

Ariel shrugs, unfazed. “Street talk. Half of it’s rumor, the other half is to scare off noobs. They’re targeting high-skill netrunners now. Top tier only.”

Jenna snorts. “Yeah, good luck. Elites already skim corpo systems for cred and free MilTech. What’s NASTI got that they don’t?”

“They’re not looking for the top crust. They’re desperate. They’ll take anyone with skill—and a pulse. My fixer says edgerunners with net burn credentials are fair game.”

Jenna raises an eyebrow. “Even ones like us? Barely scraped through last sim run with a hacked cyberdeck and borrowed gloves.”

Ariel nods. “Fixer knows I’m working off a VR headset and rental haptics. No hardwired deck, no implants. Doesn’t matter. NASTI’s offering full neural installs—implants, synapse taps, spinal uplink. Ripperdocs on-site. All we gotta do is prove we’re worth the gear.”

Jenna’s eyes widen. “We?”

Ariel grins wider. “Two-person slot. We go in together. They want a team with synergy.”

Jenna leans back, fidgeting
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