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CHAPTER 1

Neon Doesn’t Sleep
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The city was never quiet.

Even at three in the morning, when the sky hung low and colorless like a bruise that never healed, Virex City breathed through neon veins and electric scars. Rain slid down steel walls and glass towers, turning advertisements into blurred ghosts of color—pink, cyan, toxic green. Somewhere above the streets, drones hummed like lazy insects, watching but never caring.

Kai Viren moved through an alley narrow enough to feel like a throat.

His boots splashed through shallow water, each step measured, silent. The hood of his jacket shadowed half his face, the other half flickering between darkness and neon as signs pulsed overhead. He didn’t run. Running meant panic. Panic got you noticed.

And being noticed got you dead.

On his left forearm, beneath layers of fabric and skin, a reflex implant warmed faintly—reacting to proximity sensors he’d installed himself. Cheap tech. Illegal. Unregistered. But it worked.

Two heartbeats behind him.

Kai turned sharply at the end of the alley, disappearing into a wider street just as a pair of footsteps followed, slower now, cautious. He slipped into a doorway, pressing himself against cold metal, holding his breath.

A man passed.

Then another.

Both wore black jackets traced with thin glowing lines—Neon Veins colors. Center district kings. Fast, flashy, and merciless. They laughed as they walked, voices loose, careless. Not hunting. Just prowling, like they owned the night.

Maybe they did.

Kai waited until their footsteps faded into rain and static. Only then did he move again, cutting across the street toward the elevated transit tracks. He didn’t look back.

Looking back was a mistake he’d learned to stop making.

The Lower Grid lay beneath the city’s spine—an underlevel where old infrastructure still existed, half-abandoned and rotting. Concrete ribs. Rusted rails. Flickering lights that never got fixed. This was Iron Serpents territory, though tonight even they kept their distance.

Something was happening.

You could feel it in the air. In the way shop shutters stayed closed. In the absence of music from underground clubs. In the silence between sirens.

Kai ducked beneath a broken barrier and dropped down onto the Grid level. The impact jarred his knees, but he barely flinched. Pain was familiar. Manageable.

What worried him was the smell.

Burnt plastic. Ozone. Blood.

A small crowd gathered near the old rail junction—figures cloaked in coats and shadows, faces hidden, eyes sharp. No one spoke loudly. No one pushed forward. Everyone knew better.

In the center lay a body.

Or what was left of it.

The man’s jacket still glowed faintly—blue lines flickering weakly, dying. Neon Veins. The symbol on his back had been slashed through, not cut cleanly but torn, as if whoever did this wanted it ruined beyond recognition.

A message.

Kai felt his jaw tighten.

This wasn’t just a kill. This was a declaration.

“Serpents didn’t do this.”

The voice came from beside him, low and sharp. Kai didn’t turn immediately. He recognized it anyway.

Rook.

Second-tier runner. Iron Serpents. One of the few people in the Grid who knew Kai’s name—and chose not to use it.

“What makes you so sure?” Kai asked.

Rook crouched near the edge of the light, gloved fingers brushing the air just above the body, never touching. “Too messy. Too public. Serpents kill clean. Quiet.”

Kai finally looked at him. “Then who?”

Rook’s eyes flicked upward, toward the dark lattice of the city above them. “Crows.”

Kai exhaled slowly.

Ash Crows didn’t leave bodies unless they wanted something remembered.

“War, then,” Kai said.

Rook didn’t smile. “War’s been here a while. People just pretended not to notice.”

A siren wailed somewhere far above, distorted and hollow. No one moved to leave.

The city’s enforcement drones would arrive eventually—scan, record, tag, then disappear. No arrests. No justice. Just data stored somewhere no one trusted.

Kai stepped closer to the body.

He shouldn’t have. He knew that.

But something about the way the man’s fingers were curled—tense even in death—caught his attention. His reflex implant pulsed once, softly. A warning.

Embedded tech.

Kai crouched, ignoring the looks from the crowd. With two fingers, he gently lifted the man’s wrist. Beneath the skin, just below the thumb, a faint red blink answered.

A dead man’s signal.

“What the hell is that?” Rook muttered.

Kai straightened, heart thudding. “Someone wanted him found.”

“Everyone can see him.”

“No,” Kai said. “Someone wanted me to see him.”

Rook froze. “You sure about that?”

Kai’s gaze drifted across the watching faces, the shadows between them. He felt it then—a presence, light as static on skin. Eyes on him. Curious. Calculating.

Somewhere above, beyond concrete and steel, a signal cut through the city’s noise. Encrypted. Clean. Familiar in a way that made his chest tighten.

A ghost from a past he’d buried.

“Kai Viren,” Rook said carefully. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”

Kai swallowed.

“Yeah,” he replied.

“And I think it just woke up.”
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Signals in the Rain
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The signal followed him.

Not loud. Not constant. Just a pulse—soft, deliberate—threading through the city’s background noise like a fingertip tapping glass. Kai felt it in the back of his skull as much as in the implant under his skin. Whoever sent it knew his frequency. Knew how to whisper without alerting the drones.

He left the Lower Grid before enforcement arrived.

By the time the first drone’s blue cone washed over the junction, Kai was already climbing a maintenance ladder, hands slick with rain and rust. He emerged two levels up, into a corridor of service vents and old signage, then melted into foot traffic like ink into water.

Rook didn’t follow. Smart.

The street above was alive again—vendors reopening shutters, music leaking from basements, neon reasserting its claim on the night. Virex City pretending nothing had happened. It always did.

Kai crossed under an overpass where the lights flickered in a nervous rhythm. The signal pulsed again, stronger this time. A location ping bloomed briefly in his peripheral display—coordinates only locals used.

Switchyard Twelve.

He stopped walking.

Switchyard Twelve had been sealed years ago after a transit collapse. No cameras. No official power. The kind of place you went only if you wanted to disappear—or be found by the wrong people.

Kai exhaled through his nose and kept moving.

The switchyard sat like a wound between districts, its broken tracks jutting from concrete like snapped bones. Rain pooled in the depressions, reflecting the city in fractured pieces. Someone had rerouted power recently; a string of work lights glowed pale yellow along the main platform.

Kai approached slow, hands loose at his sides, senses open. His implant warmed again, feeding him micro-delays and motion predictions. Empty. Quiet.

Too quiet.

“Late as always.”

The voice came from above, calm and amused.

Kai’s hand twitched before he stopped it. He tilted his head back, eyes tracking the catwalk that cut across the darkness. A figure leaned against the railing, silhouette slim, posture relaxed. A hood framed her face, but the glow of a holo-interface painted sharp lines across her cheekbones.

“Lyra,” Kai said.

She smiled, just enough to be dangerous. “Still alive. Good.”

He took a step back into the light. “You sent the signal.”

“Obviously.”

“You used a dead man to do it.”

“Also obvious.”

Kai clenched his jaw. “That was Neon Veins. You’re lighting a match in a room full of gas.”

Lyra pushed off the railing and descended the stairs, boots ringing softly on metal. She moved like someone who trusted the dark to make space for her. When she reached the platform, she stopped a few meters away—respecting distance, or testing it.

“War’s already burning,” she said. “I just opened a window.”

“Why me?”

She studied him for a moment, eyes scanning, calculating. “Because you don’t belong to anyone.”

“I belong to myself,” Kai said.

Lyra’s smile faded. “That’s what scares them.”

Rain drummed on the broken roof. Somewhere in the distance, a train horn wailed—a relic sound from a system that barely functioned.

Lyra flicked her wrist. A projection bloomed between them: district maps layered with movement patterns, supply routes, timestamps. Red markers clustered along the borders—conflicts waiting to happen.

“Neon Veins are mobilizing,” she said. “Serpents are fortifying. Crows are... busy.”

Kai’s eyes narrowed. “Busy doing what?”

“Erasing lines.” She looked up at him. “Old lines. Old leaders.”

He understood then. The body in the Grid. The ruined symbol. The signal keyed to his implant.

“You’re starting something,” Kai said quietly.

“I’m finishing it,” Lyra replied. “And you’re standing in the middle whether you like it or not.”

Kai stepped closer, close enough to see the faint scar that cut through her left eyebrow—a memory from another life, another mistake. “I walked away.”

“You walked out,” she corrected. “There’s a difference.”

Silence stretched between them, heavy with things unsaid. The city hummed beyond the switchyard, indifferent.

Lyra lowered the projection. “They’ll come for you now. Neon Veins first. They think you know something. They think you’re a problem.”

“And you?”

“I know you are.”

Kai laughed once, short and humorless. “You always did have bad timing.”

She shrugged. “You always did make good choices too late.”

A sharp crack split the air.

Concrete exploded behind them as a round tore through the platform edge. Kai reacted on instinct—implant firing, body moving before thought. He grabbed Lyra’s arm and pulled her down as another shot screamed overhead.

“Snipers,” he said.

Lyra’s eyes lit with something fierce and alive. “Told you.”

Figures emerged at the far end of the yard—jackets glowing faintly, weapons raised. Neon Veins.

Kai rolled to his feet, rain and adrenaline washing together. He met Lyra’s gaze.

“This isn’t over,” he said.

She nodded. “It never is.”

And as the first wave charged, the city finally stopped pretending.
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When Lines Are Crossed
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The first Neon Vein hit the ground before he realized he’d been disarmed.

Kai moved on instinct—no hesitation, no wasted motion. The reflex implant fired, shaving milliseconds off reality. He twisted, caught the charging man’s wrist, and redirected the momentum into the concrete. The impact echoed through the switchyard, metal ringing like a bell.

Gunfire stitched the air.

Lyra slid behind a rusted control console, fingers already dancing through a projected keyboard only she could see. “I’m killing the lights,” she said. Calm. Focused. Alive.

“Do it,” Kai replied, already moving.

Darkness swallowed the platform.

Neon Veins lost their advantage instantly. Their glowing jacket lines—usually a symbol of dominance—became beacons in the dark. Kai used them like targets, slipping between cover points, striking fast and vanishing before return fire found him.

A blade flashed. Kai ducked, felt air kiss his neck, then drove his elbow back. Bone cracked. The man went down with a strangled cry.

Another attacker lunged. Kai kicked low, sweeping the legs, then pressed a knee into the man’s chest just long enough to knock the fight out of him. He didn’t kill. He never did unless he had no choice.

Lyra rerouted power again. Emergency lights flared red, bathing the yard in warning hues. Sirens began to wail—local, improvised, not official. Someone else was watching now.

“More incoming,” Lyra said. “From the east access.”

Kai glanced that way and swore. “Serpents?”

“Not yet.”

That was worse.

A figure stepped into the red glow, slow and deliberate. No glowing lines. No visible weapon. Just a long coat and the faint emblem of a crow etched into the collar.

Ash Crows.

The Neon Veins hesitated. Just a fraction of a second. It was enough.

The crow moved.

Shots rang out—not wild, not panicked. Precise. Two Neon Veins fell before they understood what was happening. The rest scattered, retreating into shadows they suddenly no longer controlled.

The Crow stopped a few meters from Kai, head tilting slightly. “You move faster than they said.”

Kai kept his stance loose. “They talk too much.”

A faint chuckle. “True.”

The Crow’s gaze shifted to Lyra, still half-hidden behind cover. “You always did like pulling ghosts out of hiding.”

Lyra stood, rain sliding off her hood. “Someone had to.”

The Crow stepped back, already fading into the dark. “This changes things. The city won’t forget tonight.”

“It never does,” Kai said.

The Crow paused, then added, “Neon Veins will bleed. Serpents will rise. And you—” their eyes locked on Kai “—will be blamed for both.”

Then they were gone.

Silence settled, broken only by rain and the distant thrum of the city.

Kai exhaled slowly, adrenaline draining from his limbs. He looked at the scattered bodies, the broken platform, the marks that would be read as prophecy by morning.

“This is what you wanted,” he said to Lyra.

She shook her head. “This is what was coming. I just made sure you weren’t buried by it.”

He studied her face, searching for something—regret, doubt, fear. He found none.

“Neon Veins will hunt me,” he said.

“Yes.”

“Iron Serpents will want answers.”

“Yes.”

“And the Crows—”

“—will watch,” Lyra finished. “Always.”

Kai turned his gaze upward, toward the layered city above them. Lights flickered. Drones circled wider now, cautious. The streets would be buzzing by dawn.

“So what now?” he asked.

Lyra stepped closer, lowering her voice. “Now you choose.”

“Choose what?”

She met his eyes. “Whether you keep running... or take a side.”

Kai didn’t answer right away.

He thought of the dead man in the Grid. Of the signal that found him anyway. Of the way the city closed its fist around anyone who tried to stay neutral.

Slowly, he nodded.

“Then we do it properly,” he said.

Lyra smiled—not sharp this time, but something close to trust. “Welcome back to the city, Kai Viren.”

Rain fell harder, washing blood and neon together.

Above them, Virex City watched.

And for the first time in years, it waited.
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CHAPTER 2

The City Chooses Sides
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Morning in Virex City was just night with better lighting.

The rain thinned into a fine mist, clinging to cables and rooftops, turning the skyline into a blur of steel and glass. News drones drifted low between towers, their holographic banners flashing UNCONFIRMED VIOLENCE and DISTRICT ALERTS in looping headlines no one trusted.

Kai watched it all from a narrow balcony three floors above street level.

The safehouse wasn’t safe—nothing in the Lower Grid ever was—but it was hidden. Old residential block. Burned-out elevator. No official power lines. Lyra had jury-rigged the lights using scavenged batteries and a generator small enough to fit in a backpack.

She sat cross-legged on the floor behind him, screens hovering in a semicircle, eyes darting between data streams. Her fingers moved fast, confident.

“They’re calling it a riot,” she said. “Minimal casualties. No names.”

Kai leaned against the railing, arms folded. “They always do.”

“Neon Veins lost five last night. Three wounded, two disappeared.” She glanced up. “They’re not happy.”

Kai’s jaw tightened. “They ever are?”

Lyra smirked faintly, then her expression shifted. “Iron Serpents are mobilizing patrols. Not openly—but they’re reinforcing choke points. Waiting to see who blinks first.”

“And the Crows?”

Lyra hesitated. “Quiet.”

That worried him more than anything else.

Kai turned from the balcony and paced the small room. The walls were bare concrete, scarred with old bullet marks and graffiti layered so thick it looked like decay. He scrubbed a hand over his face, exhaustion finally catching up to him.

“I should leave,” he said.

Lyra didn’t look up. “You can’t.”

“I can disappear.”

“You already tried.” Her voice was steady, not accusing. “Didn’t work.”

Kai stopped pacing. “This isn’t your fight.”

Lyra finally met his eyes. “It never is. Until it is.”

A soft chime pulsed through the room—her systems alerting. She flicked her wrist, expanding a map across the air. Red markers bloomed rapidly.

“They’ve put a price on you,” she said.

Kai let out a slow breath. “Neon Veins?”

“Yes. And no.” She zoomed in. “Independent runners. Freelancers. Kids trying to make a name. Anyone who wants favor with the center district.”

“How long?”

“Minutes. Maybe less.”

As if summoned, noise rose from the street below—engines revving, voices shouting, the crackle of cheap comms. Kai stepped back to the balcony and looked down.
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