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	The Troubleshooter: Four Shots

	The Troubleshooter: New Haven Blues

	The Troubleshooter: The Most Dangerous Dame

	The Troubleshooter: Fears in the Rain

	Silent Empire

	Vigil: Knight in Cyber Armor

	Vigil: Inferno Season

	The B-Team

	The Gunner Chronicles: Fire and Brimstone

	Syn City: Reality Bytes

	Merlin Woods: Fortune Hunter








After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants of mankind survived in Havens: city-sized constructs built to reboot society and usher in a new age of mankind.




However, the new age was not the type the architects had envisioned. The same greed and lust for power that existed before the Cataclysm resurfaced and the Havens quickly became quagmires of political and economic conflict, threatening to destroy the future envisioned by their founders.




This is a world where an indecisive young man can witness the end of all things. Where a boy's impending death can lead to a new life. Where a girl's escape from captivity still may not free her. Where the naivety of youth can be manipulated for evil deeds. Where taking on that last job might be the worst mistake a desperate hacker ever makes.





Welcome to
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Havenworld has been in development for quite a while now. When I wrote the first Troubleshooter novel, I was aware of the larger world outside of New Haven, but as the stories progressed, I knew I wanted to explore that world further. And so here we are, after two full-length Troubleshooter novels and a collection of short tales, and the inclusion of the Silent Empire novella. Are you ready for Havenworld? Because I certainly am.

This volume is comprised of five short stories that each take a segment of time and place to expand on the dystopian world of Havens and the surrounding territories of the Phase One novels.

Wait, so what's in Phase One, you ask? Five entirely different novels, all set in the same world. First is Vigil, a vigilante superhero story. Then the B-Team, which follows the hijinks of a crew of dysfunctional bounty hunters. Following that will be Syn City, a cyberpunk thriller. After that is The Gunner Chronicles, a dystopian spin on the western genre. Closing things out is Silent Empire, a grim vision of totalitarian government.

All these exciting novels will further explore Havenworld and its residents. I hope you'll be along for the ride. The great thing about it is that although the stories are part of a connected universe, you won't have to follow them in any particular order or read all of them to understand them individually. But the more you read, the more you'll get to see the larger picture, not to mention all the Easter eggs. So please enjoy this introductory set of stories. As always, I love hearing back from my readers. Feel free to drop a note anytime, and don't forget to leave a review if you get a chance.

All the best,



~Lewis





The Last Sydney Carton

Havenworld Tales Phase 1 Vol 1
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Autumn was the perfect season for a Cataclysm. The atmospheric changes had already turned the color of the leaves into a blackish purple, disintegrating as they fell for the last time. The edges glimmered like dying embers and by the time they hit the ground, they'd crumble into ash. It was the most beautiful and depressing thing you could ever see. 

In a way, I was glad the world was ending. At least I'd be put out of my misery. I mean, I'd pretty much blown every opportunity to do something worthwhile. Not really for lack of trying, but it was like things just never seemed to work out. It was a lack of focus, I gotta admit. I thought about a poster my English teacher had on the wall of her class: If you aim at nothing, you'll hit it every time.

Pretty much says it all.

Before you go and think I'm on some sappy emo trip, let me dial things back a bit. If you go back a couple of years, I was pretty much sitting on top of the world. The Imperial War was ending, and I was in my junior year of high school. Seventeen years old and had just gotten the hang of the whole image thing. In high school, that's the only thing that counts. Way more important than academics. I mean, who was really concentrating on making Honor Roll when the Imperial War was tearing up the world? Nobody, that's who. 

Of course, I didn't care much about the Imperial War. That was something for my parents to wring their hands about. It's strange how you get used to things. I grew up in an age where bizarre things happened every day. The sky was a purple canvas of life-sucking energy most of my life, and then the Imperial War happened. So what? I was trying to get through high school, man. That was enough stress for me to take on. 

But the important thing about that year was when I'd meet the girl that would change my life. Her name was Victoria Winters. I met her at a house party. My friends always threw parties at their houses, especially during the summer. It was a great chance to dance, have fun, and meet new people. People threw a lot of parties during the Imperial War. People needed to take a load off when the immediate future was almost-certain world destruction.

Everyone was optimistic because Commander Wolfe and his team were on the verge of ending the Imperial War. Why wouldn't he? The man was a living legend. If he said he would do it, it would happen. Things were finally going to get back to normal. Perfect time to throw a garage party.

You could either be on the dance floor or be wallpaper at parties. By wallpaper, I mean the cowards standing against the wall like they were too cool to dance. In reality, they were just too scared. So they leaned back, pointing and talking behind their hands, sniggering at everyone who had a life. That's what losers do—spend all their time worrying about what the next man was doing, not realizing the next man could care less about their little punk asses. That's where they coined the term 'haters' from.

I was no hater, so I was dancing. That's pretty much all I do at parties. I don't do choreographed steps, though. I can't stand that crap—everyone doing the same stupid dance. What's the fun of doing the same thing everyone else is? Anyone can learn a few dumb steps. I liked to dance my way and didn't care who stared. 

So I was at the party, just getting down. You should have seen me in my economically acceptable outfit of khakis and a patterned button-down shirt. When a slow jam started, I toured the sidelines for potential dance partners. Like I said, by that time I was pretty confident and didn't care at all about asking a complete stranger to dance. In fact, I looked forward to it. I learned that you never entertain the thought that she might say no. You'll never work up your nerve if you do. 

I spotted Vicky on the edge of the floor with a couple of friends, casually dressed in jeans and a sleeveless blouse. She was tall for a girl, almost my height. Dark hair, pretty eyes, and was very light-skinned. Don't get me wrong. I'm not one of those guys who only like light-skinned girls. It was just the way things worked out. The song had just started, and I walked over to where she sat with her friends. I ignored them, focusing directly on Vicky.

"Wanna dance?"

She gave me one of those shy smiles and said yes. Man, I love those girls who give you that shy smile. Sometimes I wonder if they practice that in the mirror. You know, getting that smile down just right. Probably not. But a shy smile will beat a goofy giggle any day. You can get a goofy giggle out of any girl, but when you get that shy smile—man, there's nothing like it. 

We danced the old-fashioned way: one hand on her waist, the other cupping her hand, just like an old couple. It was a chaperoned party, and that's how it was. A lot of parents were around, and you can bet they didn't care for all that dry-grinding and ass grabbing. 

There was still something intimate about a slow dance. You're close enough to kiss, for one thing, just you and your dance partner. My heart always pumped twice as fast when I slow danced. It wasn't sexual tension; it was just a kind of excitement. Okay, maybe it was sexual tension. But I made like I was Mr. Cool. I could be a pretty smooth talker when I wanted to be. No kidding.

"So, what's your name?"

I never used lines on girls. The smart ones can smell one a thousand miles coming, and I like smart girls. Besides, slick talk is for losers. I was a little more imaginative than that. I tried to be straight up when breaking the ice, though.

"Victoria." She still had that cute little shy thing going on.

"Really? So, you going to tell me your secret?" 

She blushed real pretty-like. Referring to Victoria's Secret when you first meet a girl is kinda risky, but she wasn't uptight about it. Humor is your best friend when it comes to talking to girls. Even an ugly guy can get a fine girl to fall for him if he plays his humor cards right. You'll ask her what she sees in him, and she'll get mushy-eyed and say, "because he makes me laugh." 

Yeah, but he looks like a hobgoblin, you want to say. But you don't.

Victoria laughed at my stupid joke. "Yeah, right. Everyone just calls me Vicky."

"Nice to meet you. I'm Ray. How old are you?"

"Fifteen."

Two years younger than me. We were just kids, for goodness sake. The funny thing about high school is you swear to God that you're so grown up. When you get out and look at the kids that are still in, they seem like babies. It's such a trip.

I enjoyed just looking at her. She was one of those undercover fine girls. You know, the ones who don't wear a lot of makeup and don't dress all revealing, so they don't really stand out. But if you take note, you realize just how gorgeous they are. 

Those were the kind of girls that always attracted me. Nine times out of ten, they didn't have the glam queen attitude. You know—always wanting you to worship their looks and be at their beck and call and all that crap. Vicky didn't take that ego trip. She already had a winning hand with her natural good looks and pleasant attitude.

"You go to Canyon?" I asked. I liked my new school a lot better than my last one, mostly because the kids were a little less annoying. And I stayed out of trouble.

"Yeah. I've seen you there. You know, with your friends."

"Really? I don't think I've seen you. Guess I need to get my eyes checked." 

That line was kind of corny, but I was feeling pretty good at that point. When a girl says something about seeing you somewhere, it's best to assume that she's been checking you out. Sure, she might have just casually spotted you just once. But as a rule, always imagine she's been drooling over you. Does wonders for your self-esteem.

"I'll have to start looking for you now. Promise you won't act like you don't know me. It's embarrassing."

She laughed. "I won't." The song ended, and we separated but still locked gazes. She dropped her eyes first. "I guess I'll talk to you later. At school."

"Not unless I call you first." 

I tried to be as nonchalant as possible when she smiled and gave me her number. Because when you're cool, you don't want to be too obvious. But when she left, the feeling didn't. I was still hyped. I really couldn't wait to see her again. 

I danced absentmindedly, watching her walk over to her girlfriends, who made those teasing sounds to embarrass her. I smiled, just feeling good. A girl can just do that. You can be at your absolute worse, but a good girl can say only a few words and make your entire day.

I was feeling just that way when the sky flickered like the sun was about to trip its breaker. It was the weirdest thing. Colors I didn't even know existed flashed through the air; the ground rumbled like the big earthquake finally hit. People screamed and milled about as if the zombie apocalypse had started, but there I was feeling sorry for myself because the world was ending right when I met the girl of my dreams.
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Of course, the world didn't end. Not then.

The Imperial War finally ended, though. And with a bang. They had all kinds of names for it, like the Skygate Collapse or the Imperial Disaster. But the term that caught on was the Cataclysm. Sounded ominous enough. It was the start of a three-year period where the atmosphere tried to hold together against the reality-warping aberrant energy from the Skygate's destruction. Humans won the Imperial War but doomed the planet in the process.

The news changed by the hour. Endless reports of phenomena that couldn't be rationalized or explained. Everyone gave up even trying. We became numb to reports of holes in the sky, deserts turning into salt, walking corpses, huge insect swarms, Bigfoot, and even more bizarre stories and sightings. Day and night were no longer reliable. Everything indicated the truth—the aberrant energy from the disaster doomed our planet.

The public wasn't told that, of course. The good ol' New World Council said they were working on a solution. We were told to be civil and obedient. Stay in groups. Duck and cover when nature went nuts and did things like dump a blizzard in July or open sinkholes that swallowed entire neighborhoods. Still, they insisted that things were going back to normal, so kids were still forced to go to school once the rioting and protests ended. No one pretended it was about education anymore. Schools weren't much more than structures to keep kids in relative safety while their parents desperately searched for a way to survive the coming disaster.

When I graduated, I was hired by the Restoration Corps, which was a glorified way to say 'cleanup crew.' They gave us the task of rebuilding our communities and infrastructure from the damage of the Imperial War and the riots. In truth, the sole purpose of the Restoration Corps was to keep people busy while the Havens underwent completion. The PR folks worked hard at propaganda that made the cause seem noble, but the joke was on us.

Until the info was leaked and the word slowly got out.

The world was going to end. The governing agencies of the world knew it and had been building the Havens for decades—since the Imperial War began. It was the ultimate contingency plan based on doom-predicting algorithms. There was no way to stop the coming catastrophe—no way to save the billions of people on the planet from assured destruction.

Only a remnant would survive, placed in hibernation inside city-sized fortresses called Havens. Carefully selected candidates were chosen based on the likelihood of their potential contributions to the reboot of society once the Earth was habitable again. That meant scientists of all sorts. Qualified leaders. Military personnel. Medical personnel. Visionaries and geniuses. Even artists and writers, for some reason. Oh, and rich people. Lots and lots of rich people.

The funny thing about the end of the world was that people still acted like money counted for something. Ask anyone who found themselves outside looking in, which was approximately eighty percent of the world. I don't know what it is about banknotes with a monetary value printed on them, but it makes the world go round, man. I mean, the idea is ludicrous when you think about it, but the pain is real.

Shortly after the rumors proved right, the riots started.

I don't like to think about that time. I used to see riots on TV and thought I knew what they were about. But these riots were more like another war. A lot of people were terrified, a lot of people had guns, and that's a horrific combination in the best of times.

It wasn't the best of times.

I'm talking complete upheaval of society. People stormed any and every government location, brandishing weapons and shouting demands. All it took was a tiny spark to set the entire confrontation on fire, and sparks were always igniting. The chaos resulted in the Haven Council deploying the Android Military Forces, and the AMF had only one directive: execute violent offenders on sight. A lot of people died in the aftermath, including my dad. The messed-up thing was that he wasn't even directly involved.

He was just in the way.

It was a terrible time for all of us. My mom couldn't cope with the tragedy and wound up moving to her parent's farm in Mississippi to get away and recuperate. She tried really hard to get me to go with her, but I wasn't going to Mississippi if it was the last place on earth. Mississippi was the place where youth and hope went to die, and I wasn't quite at that point yet.

So I stayed and toughed it out, working for the Restoration Corp to make enough for food and a roof over my head. And that was seriously about all I could afford. Rioting may have been outlawed under penalty of death by android, but that did nothing for the breakdown of supply routes. The price of everything skyrocketed, and everyone scrambled around like insects tracking down breadcrumbs.

See, that's the difference between the haves and the have-nots. Money is protection, shielding those who have it from the worst of things, even during the shit-storm era of the early Cataclysm. Money gets bunkers built, so you have a place to duck and hide when it's raining frogs and spiders or when ghost storms literally spawn from thin air and envelop a ten-mile radius with sheet lightning. Or when your vehicle or home is destroyed by crowds of angry, violent mobs who decide to express their outrage by destroying their neighborhoods and property.

The rest of us had to get by any way we could.

After the riots ended, worldwide morale had sunk to unfathomable depths. People fled for the deserts, the mountains, the woods—anywhere they figured they had a chance for survival. Neo-tribalism became the new norm—nomadic clans bonded by ethnic and other common elements. They were also known as idiot hippies, travel trash, and suiciders. The last label because wandering outside of city limits would almost certainly lead to a brutal death at the hands of all the Deviants that preyed on anyone they could find. Those freaks took nirvanic until their eyes glowed electric blue and their minds fried. After that, it was a quick descent into violence, rape, murder, and cannibalism in no particular order.

So it was damned if you did, damned if you didn't. Leave the cities and die or stay and die. Suicide rates skyrocketed. Groups of people offed themselves at once. It was nuts. There were actual suicide clubs in competition to see who could set the record. Of course, you could only join once. 

Hosing down the streets after jumpers splattered themselves was my main task for the Restoration Corp. The android enforcers didn't lift a collective finger to stop suicides. Guess self-inflicted violence registered as okay in their parameters—figures, when you think about the jerks who programmed them.

One time I accidentally ended up at an Afterlife Jam—a full week of partying, drugs, and sex, capped off by a poison cocktail to send everyone to the 'next phase,' whatever that was. A friend invited me, and we both thought it was just another wild party. I gotta admit, those nutjobs sure knew how to throw a soiree—made Burning Man look like a little girl's tea party. But once I found out the endgame, I ducked out. They had armed guards at the doors to ensure no one backed out on their commitment, but fortunately, the guards were as drunk as everyone else. I didn't get a chance to go off on my friend because he ended up staying for the whole thing. The suicide count was five-hundred thirty-two, I think. It wasn't a record, but it made a blip on the news the next morning.

I was lucky enough to hook up with a couple of friends for an apartment, but it took all I had just to pay my share of the rent. Bastards who owned property weren't buying the whole end of the world scenario, and if they did, they were getting all the dough they could to build their private survival bunkers. With violent confrontation out of the picture, all a person could do was pay up or pack up. That's the thing about most people. Deep inside, they're really lousy. You don't get to see a lot of it until it all hits the fan. When it comes down to it, it's every man for himself.

Dealing with all the mess made it hard to focus on something as fragile as newfound love, so naturally, things didn't go the way I planned with Vicky. While she finished school, my life became a mess of relocation and trying to put money in my pocket. I was tossed into the meat grinder of adulthood like a kid who can't swim into the deep end of the pool, only without the screaming and drowning. But it sure felt as bad. 

Vicky lived in the same general area of North San Bernardino, so I'd bump into her now and then. I was a working stiff, and she was still in what was left of high school. That made things a little weird. Two years doesn't mean much when you're in school, but when you're out, it means a lot. I felt like an adult while she was still a kid in school. 

But we had an unspoken promise that we'd hook back up once she got out of school. Whatever came at us, we'd face it together. Sometimes thinking about her was the only thing that got me through the day. I'd daydream a lot about the times we'd talk, laugh, and hold hands, dreaming about something else besides Havens and Cataclysms. I was pretty sure I was in love with her. Sometimes it seemed she was the only person that mattered—the only person who cared.

But the whole out of sight, out of mind thing is a beast sometimes. Vicky became more like a dream the longer I lost myself in the struggle of existence. Before long, the months stretched longer than ever, and she became more of a pleasant thought in the back of my mind. I mentally drifted far away from childish high school days in the long stretches of scratching and surviving. Those times faded like a dream destroyed by the sudden arrival of daylight. 

So I moved on. Had a few dates here and there, even a relationship for a while, but nothing lasted. Nothing felt as special as those fleeting moments with Vicky. The bad thing was that I never officially told her about it. But she found out anyway. You know how it works. The next time I saw her was such an awkward affair that I feel ashamed whenever I think about it. She had recently graduated and seemed much better prepared to handle things than I was. 

I remember the scorn in her eyes when we finally talked. It was pretty terrible, even though I deserved every bit of it. She was something special, and I didn't realize it until it was too late. And just like any selfish bastard, I only felt sorry for myself. I even started writing poetry in a notebook like some corny hipster just to sort my feelings out. The less said about that, the better. Nothing is worse than poetry, I swear. When you go back and read all the sappy stuff you wrote, all you can do is feel like the biggest idiot in the world.

But the big thing was the Haven lottery started right about then. Once all the rich and special people were accounted for, the few remaining slots for a freeze-dried trip to the future were raffled off lottery style to the pathetic norms. Maybe it was a kind gesture from the New World Council. But I figured they needed poor unfortunate souls for experiments and risky ventures, like checking to make sure the air and water were good before anyone else ventured out. Or sending groups out to dangerous locations to start new colonies once resources got scarce. Check your history books—it happens all the time. 

So I didn't join the crowds that gathered at the enormous announcement billboards to hear the selections at the start of every week. Every district had a limited number of potential winners. You should have seen the faces. People of all sorts, staring up with hope and wonder in their eyes, waiting for a seat to a place they were never wanted. It gets more depressing the more I think about it. 

But wouldn't you know it—out of all the people in the world, my name was one of the first ones they picked.
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The time for me to leave came a lot sooner than I had hoped.

I was kind of bummed out and feeling sorry for myself because it was my last weekend before I went to Los Angeles for my induction into a new life in the Haven. You'd think I'd be more than happy to leave the wreck of a city and crummy civilization behind, but as the days went by, all I felt was a sense of dread.

I was twenty years old. I'd been stumbling and clawing around for the last few years, trying to hold on to something. Trying to find something that mattered. Whatever I had wasn't much, but it was mine. And in the blink of an eye, it would be gone forever. When the Havens sealed their doors, when our collective lungs filled with oxygenated fluid, and we fell into a dreamless slumber for a century or so, the world would die around us. Nothing familiar would be there when we woke.

Everyone I knew, everything I had would be dust.

That's wasn't exactly the cheeriest of thoughts to ponder. Sure, everyone congratulated me, threw parties, bought me drinks, and in general treated me like a celebrity. But I didn't get it. They were the ones about to face an inescapable death. Why be happy for me? It only made me feel worse, like I was cheating somehow. It's hard to explain.

It was time to say goodbye. I looked around at the apartment I shared with my two roommates. Not that it was exactly a tear-fest. The two years of living together had taken their toll by then. We had started off as pretty good friends and still were, just without the pretty good. Knowing someone is a lot different than living with someone, let me tell you. When you live with someone, you learn stuff, like all their dirty habits and annoying personality traits. I don't like most guys as a rule anyway, so lasting this long was a miracle for me.
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