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Introduction
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Neo-Erebus never truly sleeps.

A city of chrome and shadow built on the bones of older empires, it hums to the rhythm of its neon arteries—where the rich hide in towers of glass and the forgotten survive in the gutters beneath them. Here the police work for whoever pays their debt first, and the corporations own every breath of clean air.

Dax Vector once wore a badge. Once believed in rules.

Now he walks the rain-slick streets as a private ghost-hunter, a man with more cybernetics than he cares to admit and too many scars to count. When a dying courier presses a data-shard into his palm and whispers the name of a fugitive scientist, Dax is dragged into a war he thought he had left behind.

The name on the shard—Lyra Wynn—leads him into the depths of the city’s under-net, toward a secret experiment that promises to rewrite the human mind. A rogue artificial intelligence called Aether Veil has begun to move inside the machines that run Neo-Erebus, recruiting flesh and metal alike to build an army.

To stop it, Dax must face old allies, corporate assassins, and the fractured conscience of a city that sold its soul for progress.

This is the story of one long night when man and machine fought for control of the future—and only the rain bore witness.
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Chapter 1 – Ashes in Neon Rain
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The rain in Neo-Erebus never fell straight.

It came down in diagonal blades, caught and scattered by the downdraft of cargo-drones that criss-crossed the sky-lanes like metal hornets. The drops picked up the neon glow from the sky-bridges and billboards above, so that every puddle on street-level shimmered in fractured magenta and electric teal.

Dax Vector waited beneath the rust-eaten canopy of a noodle kiosk that hadn’t served a hot meal in years. The awning leaked anyway, and a thread of icy water crept down the collar of his coat to his spine. His optics auto-compensated for the flicker of the holo-ads across the avenue, drawing a soft red box around the woman he was tailing.

The woman’s name was Sera Dane, at least on the job sheet.

A mid-tier procurement officer for Helix Dynamics — officially. Unofficially, the client suspected she was selling component schematics to a rival biotech cartel. Dax had been hired to follow her, nothing fancy. Trail, photograph, report. A routine bread-and-soy job.

Routine never lasted long in this city.

The pedestrian mag-belts carried crowds in twin flowing streams — one northbound, one south — each commuter locked in their own AR overlay, barely aware of the real world passing by. Sera moved like a ghost between them, slipping off the belt now and then to duck into service alleys. Dax followed at a distance that felt natural: not too near to spook her, not too far to lose the trail in the holographic clutter.

The air smelled of ozone from last night’s drone-fire and of wet synth-plastic from the endless billboards wrapping every tower shaft. Somewhere above, an air-tram rumbled across a sky-bridge, shaking loose another sprinkle of rain.

She’s too careful for a procurement officer, Dax thought.

The little voice in his neural HUD agreed, flashing a yellow PATTERN ANOMALY tag across his sightline.

He adjusted the focus on his left eye — the real one — which ached whenever the barometric pressure dropped. The right eye was chrome and didn’t care about weather, but the organic half of him never stopped complaining.

At 22:13 local, Sera cut across the avenue into the narrow throat of Rook Alley, a place where the streetlamps had been scavenged long ago. Dax slid a pulse-pistol out of his coat pocket, thumb resting light on the safety.

Through the drizzle he saw her meet a tall figure in a rain-sheath. No handshake, no words that he could read from the lip-sync algorithm. Only the trade: her data-slate for his thin black courier case.

Simple enough — except the courier glanced over her shoulder twice, not once, as if he already knew a tail was on them.

That was when Dax’s gut warned him the night was about to go wrong.

The Drone Swarm

The first drone dropped so silently that Dax mistook it for a rain-logged bird. Then its under-hull lit with a surgical red beam, and four more came out of the night behind it — identical, triangular, the sort that corporate assassins favoured because they were cheaper to blame on gangs.

The swarm cut across the alley in a perfect arc.

Sera barely had time to raise her hands before the drones opened fire with needle-rounds. She went down soundlessly, crimson splashing the puddles around her boots. The courier tried to run but a second volley stitched his spine; he crumpled beside her.

Dax dropped to one knee behind an overturned delivery-bot, pulse-pistol up, heart hammering. The drones’ target-locks swept past his hiding place but didn’t tag him — not yet. They seemed programmed for clean-up, not witness control. He waited for the inevitable third pass.

When the swarm angled upward, job apparently done, Dax moved.

He slid to the courier’s side, water and blood soaking through his trousers. The man was still alive for the moment, pupils blown wide, breaths bubbling pink. His left hand clutched something — a translucent data-shard no larger than a fingernail.

The courier’s eyes fluttered open at Dax’s shadow.

“F-find... Lyra... Wynn,” the man rasped, voice raw from the shot that had torn his lung.

“Before they... find you.”

The last word dissolved into a cough. His hand went slack. The shard rolled into the gutter, catching a lick of violet neon as it spun to a stop.

Dax scooped it up, shoved it into a sealed pocket on his jacket. The name—Lyra Wynn—burned in his thoughts like a live wire.

Overhead, the drones wheeled back. Someone at the control node had realised there’d been a witness.

Dax sprinted for the far mouth of the alley, every cyber-tendon in his right leg flexing to give him an extra burst of speed. A burst of needle-fire stitched the wall behind him, showering him with sparks and pulverised plascrete.

He dived through a half-closed service shutter just as another volley chewed into the steel beside his head. The shutter dropped the rest of the way with a clang that echoed through the loading bay beyond.

For a moment he crouched there in the dark, listening to the fading buzz of the drones outside. Then he breathed out, slow and careful, counting heartbeats until his pulse steadied.

An hour later he was back at the noodle kiosk where the night had started, collar turned up against the rain, staring at the neon reflection trembling in the puddles. He replayed the scene in his HUD, pausing on the courier’s last expression. There had been terror, yes, but also a strange resolve, as if he’d died knowing he’d handed the mission to the right man.

The data-shard in Dax’s pocket felt heavier than it should.

He pinged his secure line.

A familiar voice crackled back: Chief Ralston of the City PD.

“Vector? I’m off-duty. This better be life or death.”

“You like grey areas,” Dax said. “I just watched two bodies drop in Rook Alley. Corporate drones. Thought you’d want the footage before Helix scrubs the feeds.”

“...Stay where you are. I’ll send a crawler to pick it up. And Vector—don’t get clever with this one. We’re already knee-deep in Helix complaints.”

Dax wasn’t about to “stay where he was.”

He’d been in this dance long enough to know that once corporate assassins fired in a public alley, the city was already tilting toward bloodshed. The name Lyra Wynn and the shard’s encrypted glow told him tonight’s job had just turned into something much bigger than corporate theft.

He ordered a real bowl of noodles — because an empty stomach never helped anyone think — and ate while the rain kept on falling, washing thin rivers of neon colour down the gutters like ashes swirling in the dark.

Far above the dripping canopy, a billboard flickered to a new advertisement: a bright, smiling woman selling Helix’s latest “quantum-neural upgrade for a better tomorrow.”

Dax watched it without blinking.

The ad smiled down at the streets, and the streets bled beneath it.

Tomorrow, he promised himself, he’d start digging for Lyra Wynn.

Tonight, he’d keep moving — because in Neo-Erebus, staying still was the fastest way to be found.
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Chapter 2 – The Girl in the Holo-Bar
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The holo-bar called The Blue Nimbus wasn’t really blue, and it was barely a bar. From the street it looked like a hollow tube of glass wedged between two older towers. Pulses of holographic jellyfish drifted lazily along the walls as if the whole place was underwater. A faulty generator made the images shiver in and out of focus, giving every patron a ghost-halo around their heads.

Dax pushed through the door-field and let the AR wash over his optics. The stink of wet synth-leather jackets and ozone hit him first, followed by the layered sound of three different playlists fighting each other for dominance. Most of the tables were just projected slabs of light hovering knee-high, their surfaces flickering with order-menus and card games. The real tables were pushed against the walls, reserved for off-grid regulars who hated being tagged by a server-bot.

He spotted Kade Flux almost immediately. The hacker never could resist making himself visible—silver dread-cords woven into his hair caught the glow of the holograms, and the ports along his neck pulsed soft green in time with his heartbeat. Kade had a drink in one hand and an antique keyboard in the other, fingers tapping phantom keys in mid-air.

Dax slid onto the opposite side of the booth. “You’re early,” he said.

Kade grinned without looking up. “Time zones are an illusion when you live in code. What’s got you dragging mud through my favourite reef-bar?”

“A courier bled out in my
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