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Chapter 1 – The Neon Confessional
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The rain had been falling for three nights without pause, not hard enough to flood the quays but steady enough to wash the colour out of everything that wasn’t neon. In the puddles pooling against the cracked curb stones, the billboards along the east-side strip looked like molten hieroglyphs reflected in liquid glass: cobalt beer ads, violet holos for dating apps, a dozen faces promising happiness in thirty-second bursts.

Dex Vector pulled his collar higher against the drizzle and kept walking. The cigarette in his mouth had gone out half a block ago but he kept it there anyway, for the taste of burned paper and the rhythm of something between his teeth. The wind came off the river, sharp and damp, carrying the brackish smell of low-tide mud.

New Avalon was a city that had stopped trying to decide if it wanted to be a port or a tech capital; it had settled for being both badly. The river cut it in half like a long surgical scar stitched together by six bridges. On the west bank the Spire rose like a polished spike of chrome and glass, its apex vanishing into the misty rain-clouds. Below the tower the older districts hunched in brick and rust, their crooked streets threaded with tangled cables that hummed faintly whenever lightning crawled across the clouds.

Dex’s office sat above a shuttered pawn shop on one of those crooked streets. The sign in the window still promised FAST LOANS / PAWN ANYTHING in missing letters. The buzzer by the door was broken, so anyone desperate enough to look for a private investigator here had to pound on the wood until Dex felt like answering.

Tonight he wasn’t there to work; he was heading instead for a bar that had once been a parish chapel — a thin-spire gothic wedge of soot-blackened stone that the city had condemned, sold at auction, and which a pair of club owners had converted into a place called The Neon Confessional.

The original stained-glass saints were long gone, replaced by vertical strips of pulse-LED that painted the arched windows in candy-blue and bleeding-red. The nave still held its pews but the confessional booths had been gutted to make room for two-seater booths with cracked leather seats and little holo-screens that blinked half the time. A disco ball hung where the crucifix had once been.

Dex shouldered the heavy door open and was met by the humid smell of beer, damp coats, and the metallic tang of synth-rum. The low hum of talk was underscored by the bass-throb of a track that someone had paid the juke to loop three times already.

The bartender, a broad-shouldered ex-dockworker named Pell, nodded at Dex and slid a glass of rye halfway down the bar without waiting for an order. Dex caught it, drank, and let the burn slide down into the knot in his chest that the weather had left there.

He had just settled onto the corner stool when the door opened again and a gust of wet wind curled around his ankles. The woman who stepped in looked as out of place as a candle in a machine shop. Early-thirties, tall enough that the hem of her coat cleared the wet floor, dark hair pinned up in a practical twist that had already begun to come loose in the rain.

Kara Vale.

Dex hadn’t seen her in almost six years, not since she’d left the city for a scholarship somewhere brighter and cleaner. The last time they’d spoken had been in this very bar when it still smelled faintly of incense.

She spotted him at once — or maybe she had come looking — and crossed the room without hesitation. Her eyes were a clearer grey than he remembered, the kind that didn’t let you dodge the question they were about to ask.

“Dex Vector,” she said. “You still hide in corners.”

He raised his glass in a half-salute. “Corners are safer than pulpits.”

“I need your help.” No small talk, no apology for the years.

Dex gestured to the stool beside him. “That sentence buys you a drink at least.”

When she sat the coat fell open enough for him to see the press-crease of a nurse’s uniform beneath, the badge clipped to her pocket bearing the logo of a private clinic. Her fingers worried at the seam of her gloves as if trying to squeeze the right words to the surface.

“It’s my brother,” she said finally. “Jonah. He’s missing.”

People in New Avalon went missing all the time: debtors, dream-chasers, those who thought the river at night would listen. But the way Kara said the name made Dex pay attention.

“He’s twenty-two,” she went on. “Works freelance coding gigs. Two months ago he started talking about a ‘programmed choir’ that promised... salvation. At first I thought it was one of those VR meditation apps. Then he moved into one of their residential blocks near the Spire. Last week he stopped answering my calls. The clinic I work at treated two patients pulled from the same block — both unresponsive, no neural trauma but... it’s like they’re asleep with the dream still running.”

She slid a damp holo-pamphlet across the bar. Its silver surface bloomed into colour under Dex’s thumb: a pale chrome logo shaped like an open mouth in song, surrounded by a ring of rippling water. The text scrolled:

CHROME GOSPEL

“Your voice added to the hymn. Your burdens drowned in light.”

Dex read it twice, once with his eyes and once with the prickle in his spine that recognised a new kind of trouble.

“You went to the police?”

“They said Jonah’s an adult free to join any licensed faith-tech collective. The Chrome Gospel is registered as a non-profit therapeutic ministry. They showed me the paperwork. It all looks clean.”

“Paperwork always does,” Dex muttered.

He flipped the pamphlet over; a QR sigil glowed faintly in the corner like a watchful eye. The thing it linked to was almost certainly not on the open net.

Kara’s voice dropped lower. “I don’t trust them. People walk in healthy and come out hollow. The doctors can’t explain what’s wrong. I just want my brother back.”

Dex studied her for a moment — the tension in her shoulders, the way her jaw had locked like someone bracing for bad weather. He’d seen that look in mirrors.

“Where was he last seen?”

“Block Seventeen, Choir-House dormitory by the river wall. I went there yesterday. They told me he’d been ‘taken by the Current’ — whatever that means — and that he was at peace.”

Pell drifted by to refill Dex’s glass and glanced at Kara with a kind of weary curiosity reserved for those who still believed the city could be fair.

Dex pocketed the pamphlet. “I’ll look into it. First drink’s on me. Everything after that’s on the Gospel.”

Kara’s smile was brief, almost reluctant, but real. “You haven’t changed.”

“Neither has the city,” he said. “It just learned new words for the same old cons.”

Outside, the rain slackened to a fine mist that blurred the neon into long vertical strokes. Dex walked Kara to the corner where the tram-line hummed beneath the wet street. Across the river the Spire’s crown flickered briefly as if a cloud had passed through it, though the rest of the skyline stayed unchanged.

When she boarded the tram she pressed her palm briefly to the window as it slid shut, a silent thanks or a warning — Dex couldn’t tell which.

He stood under the dripping awning and watched the tram’s tail-light vanish into the night, feeling the weight of the pamphlet in his pocket like a calling card from a ghost-choir.

The drizzle turned to rain again. Somewhere upriver a foghorn bellowed a single mournful note that rolled over the rooftops like a low voice clearing its throat.

Dex lit a fresh cigarette and let the first drag burn the taste of wet air from his mouth. The pamphlet’s silver surface caught the light from a passing cab, throwing the logo’s open mouth into a brief flare as if it had drawn breath.

He exhaled smoke toward the Spire and muttered to no one, “All right, let’s hear your hymn.”
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