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After the Cataclysm nearly wiped out humanity, the remnants 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 that threatened to destroy the future envisioned by the Haven's founders.

This is the world of Jett Wolfe, a man awakened from a grim past to a darker future. A man without a purpose. But when a masked vigilante dies saving his life, Jett becomes a man with a mission. He takes up the mantle of a cyber knight in a city without hope. When your life is on the line, and there is no one to call, look to the skyline. You just might see a new breed of hero.

Jett Wolfe is...
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THIS CITY IS AN ANIMAL, and its appetite is insatiable.

You walk the streets like I do. You know the fear, the uncertainty when you go back and forth to the store, when you go to work, when you visit your loved ones. You wonder if today is the day.

The day that you don't make it back home.

Because vampires haunt the city. They hunger for pain and violence; they delight in bloodshed. To them, you're not a person. You're not a parent or child or friend or co-worker. You're prey. You're food. You're a victim.

Like me.

But we have seen the light. We have been shown the way. The way of the V: defiant, fearless, protective. He has demonstrated that fear can be fought, monsters can be hurt, demons can be slain. But one man can't fight for all of us. We have to follow his example and take back our streets. Take back our neighborhoods, take back our city.

Take back our lives.

Because we are the Cult of V, and we are ready to fight back.

This is Sentry, reminding all of you to stay Vigilant.

––––––––
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-manifesto 44, posted on the Cult of V memo board.
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Chapter 1: Embers
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Good evening, Neo-Yorkers. You're with Cam Danvers on another NYN Fast Break. It has been nearly six months since the riots of last winter, but the city still feels like it's reeling from the aftereffects. And the current conditions aren't helping. The forecast is more record-breaking heat with no relief in sight, which will undoubtedly only worsen conditions for a city on edge. Violent crime has exploded in the Five Districts with turf war battles between rival syndicates, and vigilante activity continues to rise as common citizens are inspired by the reported reappearance of Vigil, Neo York's self-appointed protector. It has been nearly twenty years since his last reported sighting, which means either a senior citizen is beating criminals senseless, or the person currently in the cyber-suit is a copycat who adopted the mantle.

RCE and city board officials have yet to comment on the matter, but one thing is certain: the so-called Cult of V is spreading its influence through social media, using a coded system of hashtags and phrases to coordinate their efforts and encourage more vigilante action. The result so far has been chaos as clashes between would-be saviors and criminal elements have left injuries and casualties on both sides.

Today also marks the one-month mark since self-made billionaire Richard Kent died in his Manhaven penthouse by apparent suicide. When asked about the case, RCE chief Roberts informed reporters that his forensics team found no signs of foul play, leaving the question of why a man with so much would choose to end his life at the height of his success.

Ⓥ

Slick threw a furtive look over his shoulder, taking a hard drag from his vape. The nitrix hit wasn't anywhere what it used to be, forcing him to smoke nonstop just to get a buzz. He wasn't on point unless he was fully buzzed, and he needed to be on point because he was one of the lookouts. He pushed up his X-ray goggles and wiped a hand across his forehead, pulling it away dripping wet. It was blistering hot, and the towering buildings only made things worse. They provided a measure of shade but trapped heat, leaving the broken streets so hot that they radiated, intensifying the miserable humidity. The sunlight stabbed fiery rays of brilliance through the gaps in between buildings as if trying to slice off his eyeballs.

He took another drag on his vape, eyes narrowing as he peered into the shadows. Every alleyway, every silhouette appeared hostile, hiding phantom movement he only glimpsed from the corner of his eye. He shifted, taking a backward glance at the crew of Crimson Kings transferring crates of guns and ammunition from a semi-skimmer to several vans for distribution. The CKs wore their red colors proudly, loose and baggy with a wild assortment of hoodies, goggles, and masks on their heads and faces. Most had the bloody crown emblem stitched somewhere on their outfits, something Slick didn't understand. Wearing an obvious marker made them targets as far as he was concerned. He wore his red to represent: oversized puffy with the mouth-shield collar pulled up and a black slugger on his head; baggy black cargo stubs, and fye kicks. But there were times when he had to leave the King's turf and go to another District. Sometimes by himself. Better to be inconspicuous. Especially since he didn't have any close friends anymore. Ever since Kane got zotzed, people started avoiding him. And that was before he got jumped by Vigil.

His shoulders clenched at the thought. He'd been abandoned by the rest of the crew when Vigil showed up in the Underbelly and manhandled him like a child until he spilled his guts. He didn't even tell Vigil anything important, just where the nearest Diabolis hideout was. He wasn't even part of Diabolis, so it didn't count as snitching in his book. But the word got out. Not only was he one of the few people to have seen Vigil in person, but Vigil knew him by name.

Ever since then, everyone avoided him like he was contagious.

He had to beg to get assignments, trying to prove himself and work back into the CK's good graces. His current captain couldn't stand him and ridiculed him constantly, but at least Headhunter gave him a shot. His crew was probably the weakest in the syndicate, but it was still better than being out there alone. If you weren't in a syndicate, you were prey, something Slick knew all about. So, he kept his head down and did whatever he was told. But all the while, his pocket burned from the datcom he kept with him at all times. Vigil's datcom. He couldn't carry it on him, and he couldn't throw it away. Vigil said he'd call him. If he threw it away and Vigil found him...

He shuddered.

His dreams were haunted by the V-shaped visor flashing red like demonic eyes, the guttural robot voice demanding answers. The brute strength of a single punch left Slick's entire midsection bruised and his bottom ribs cracked. He never wanted to see Vigil again but lived in constant fear of the certainty that he would. When that happened, he was finished. No syndicate would touch him, and any one of them would probably merc him on sight if Vigil left him alive afterward.

Stop worrying and focus on the job, numbtard.

He brushed away another trickle of sweat and slid the goggles back on, transforming his surroundings into transparent dark/light representations. Good for around a hundred yards, he was able to see through walls and inside buildings, assuring no one could sneak up on them in the middle of their venture. A stray tomcat strolled by, reduced to a skeleton by the headgear. He shooed it away, ignoring its warning hiss.

It was only by chance that he glanced up and saw the ghostly figure lurking in the building window three stories up. His heart exploded into overdrive when he snatched the goggles off and stared. The room was darkened, but he caught a glimpse of a dark helmet, a glowing visor...

Vigil. Oh no, no, no...

Before he could open his mouth, the man fired a smoke grenade. It detonated near the vans, expelling a thick cloud of acrid black smoke, causing the CKs to shout in alarm and snatch up weapons. Slick ran in their direction, waving his arms and screaming at the top of his lungs.

"It's him. It's Vigil!"

Headhunter stormed out of the smoke, plasma rifle in hand. A sinister skull was painted on his face, and several ropes of bullets clicked against his bare, muscular chest. The CK captain scanned the buildings with his targeting scope, gold-plated teeth clamped together. "Job was to bark before an attack, ball-sack. You fired."

Slick sputtered a protest, but was shoved aside by the other CKs, who fanned out with weapons snatched from the gun crates.

"Where he is?"

"Can't see nothing!"

"Goggles on, gas-brain."

"I seen something. Over there!"

A shadow burst from the smoke, firing twin handguns, muzzles flashing through the haze. Several CKs screamed as they were struck, blood spurting from rounds that turned their flesh into hamburger. The rest retaliated with a thunderous volley of close-range gunshots. Slick clapped hands over his ears and fell to the ground as bodies dropped and curses rang in the air.

In seconds, it was over.

He sat up, blinking. The smoke had nearly dissipated, giving him a clear look at the majority of the CKs, who crowded around the body convulsing on the ground. Slick scrambled to his feet and took a closer look.

The man dying on the broken asphalt wasn't Vigil.

He wore a makeshift outfit of military surplus gear, including a flak jacket that didn't protect him from the plasma rounds that punched right through. His helmet had fallen off, and his infrared visor was shattered. He couldn't have been older than twenty-five. Sweat slicked his face, and his teeth were gritted, stifling his agonized groans from the wounds that perforated his body.

"Oh ... God, it hurts," he gasped, staring at the men who shot him as if expecting them to help. Tears trickled from his eyes. "Please ... call a Rescue unit."

Headhunter propped his rifle on his shoulder, grinning through his skull paint. "Oh, you want help? Here, got some for you."

Pointing the rifle downward, he fired the kill shot. As a dark stain spread around the vigilante's head, the CKs whooped and hi-fived, waving their weapons in celebration.

"Did that, dun."

"Straight aborted dat azz."

"Tapped dat skully."

"Harshed his mellow."

"Toe-tagged dat stiff, cuz."

Headhunter raised his weapon. "You see that, braz? We just smoked Vigil. We gonna be legends!"

Slick edged closer. "Not Vigil."

The crew quieted down as Slick knelt next to the corpse. Headhunter sneered.

"How you know what Vigil look like, squirrely?'

"'Cause I seen Vigil. He a beast. Way bigger than this guy. Better armor too."

"Must be one of those Vigilant clowns," one of the others said.

"Posers. Dey everywhere now."

Headhunter shrugged. "Yeah, maybe. Still snuffed this slouch, doh. Let's get those crates packed and head out before shields show up."

"Yeah, gunshot report prob out by now."

"We hidden from evil eyes, right?"

"Slick supposed to handle."

Headhunter turned to Slick. "You activate the dampeners?"

Slick trembled when all eyes turned to him. He knew there was something he forgot to do.

"DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND SURRENDER NOW," a mechanical voice boomed, the sound echoing all around them. 

Dust kicked up when an RCE chopper swooped down in between the buildings. Disorienting lights flickered, and eardrum-shattering sonic whined. The CKs scattered as drone soldiers jumped out of the helicopter, black armor gleaming, blue lights flashing from their insectoid helmets. Some CKs stood their ground, opening fire on the robotic police units.

Slick didn't.

Yelling, he dropped low and ran as fast as he could, heart slamming against his chest, bullets whining around him, dust kicking up, shouts and screams ringing in his ears, the scent of hot metal in his nostrils, sandpaper coating his tongue. He ran until the sounds faded, until he joined crowds of people in the streets of the closest avenue, shoving and bouncing off startled bodies. He ran until his legs gave out and he crashed to the hot sidewalk, ignored by passersby as he puked his guts out and cursed the day he ever laid eyes on the Crimson Kings.

Ⓥ

Ronnie Banks sighed as she exited her RCE aerodyne into the sweltering heat. Officers and forensic androids secured the scene and tallied the damage. From what she saw, it amounted to a lot of dead bodies. She glanced at Isaac as he emerged from the passenger side.

"I swear, how many times does this happen? It was supposed to be a sting op, not a massacre. We're supposed to have bangers in cuffs, not body bags."

Her metallic-skinned partner's neon-blue eyes flashed as he surveyed the scene, recording footage for post-op evaluation. "That's what happens when drones take point on missions. Target and destroy."

"Yeah, I keep telling the Chief we need warm bodies on point, but he won't budge."

"Well, fewer officers have been killed since the mandate." Isaac looked at his gleaming, robotic hands. I like to think my ... incident had something to do with that."

She gave him an empathetic look. "I didn't mean to—"

"No worries, Ronnie. It is what it is."

They passed lines of officers and investigators who looked up and gave Ronnie respectful nods and greetings. 

"Captain."

"Captain.

She still wasn't used to the new rank, but after she arrested Denizens of Haven Core and got away with it, Commissioner Miller didn't really have a choice but to promote her. And she couldn't help but suspect that Miller's ulterior motive was thinking that with the new rank, she'd spend less time in the streets.

If so, he thought wrong.

The men averted their gaze or ignored Isaac. In their eyes, he was an abomination, some unnatural mix of man and machine. Even officers that used to work with him kept their distance. Her mouth tightened, but there wasn't anything she could do about their feelings. Isaac's body might have been in a vegetative state, but a part of his mind was still active, linked to the robot body through a remote neural interface. His android face wasn't as expressive as his real one, but he still acted like her partner, and nothing could change how she saw him. She knew that the other officers looked at him as a possibility for their own futures, and most couldn't stomach the thought.

Isaac claimed that it didn't bother him, but his posture indicated his discomfort even in a robot form. He was a towering giant at nearly seven feet tall, but he didn't cut his way through the crowd as he could have. Instead, he carefully weaved past the other officers, apologizing to any he brushed along the way. 

Ronnie spotted the Enforcement squad leader and groaned inwardly. "Sergeant Brooks."

Brooks was tall and lean, narrowed-faced and hard-eyed. She wore her armored black jumpsuit and gear as if born in it, unhampered by the cyber-enhanced headgear and exo-spine that most found uncomfortable. She turned from giving directions to a trooper and snapped a salute to Ronnie.

"Captain."

Ronnie glanced at the line of body bags that a pair of slim, gunmetal androids prepared to load into a waiting coroner's van. "We prepped this sting for a week. What the hell happened?"

"Sorry, Captain. We had an unexpected variable no one accounted for."

"What kind of variable?"

"The Vigilant kind." She pointed to a corpse that hadn't been zipped up yet.

Ronnie crouched down for a closer look. "Great. Another dead wanna-be Vigil."

"He must have already been staking out the job and was here right before us. He jumped the gun, got himself killed, and woke up the threat alerts on our drone officers."

"Drones aren't officers, Sergeant. They're weapons."

Brooks gave Isaac a wary eye before answering. "The drone ... units treated the situation aggressively—"

"—by shooting to kill, I know. That's why everyone calls them street sweepers. But they can set their weapons to stun. I want to know why that wasn't the case."

Brooks stiffened. "Some of these bangers have better armor suits than we do. They laugh off stun blasts. The Commissioner stresses protecting personnel, pushing quick and overwhelming force to quell any potential for—"

Ronnie interrupted with a dismissive hand wave. "I read the policy, Sergeant. But look around. Do you see anyone that's going to talk? All we have to show for this bust are bodies and one shipment of contraband firearms. The ones that got away will go to ground and tighten their security. This is a dead end in more ways than one."

"What would you have me do, Captain? Put my people's lives at risk for a few lousy—"

"You said it yourself—the drones go in first. I just expect you to use them more wisely. Lay suppressing fire, deploy sick bombs and tech suppressors, then drop in and make some arrests. This isn't a war zone, and you're not a soldier attacking foreign enemies. The objective is to make progress, not body counts."

"Understood, Captain." Her expression suggested otherwise, but Ronnie knew she would at least consider alternative strategies the next time.

Ronnie glanced at the dead vigilante. "But I understand how interference can throw everything off. Who is this guy?"

"Just a kid. Twenty-two-year-old from Manhaven. His online records show a lot of interaction with the Cult of V boards. Looks like he was inspired to try to be one of those Vigilant nutjobs."

"Yeah—now look at him." Ronnie sighed, gesturing for the nearest android to process the body. "What a waste."

Brooks tapped her holoband, projecting a holographic display. "Cult of V posts something nearly every day. Video, propaganda hashtags, blogs, digital meetings. Can't we do anything about them?"

Ronnie glanced at the screen, where a silver helmet rotated under a red, glowing letter V. "They're not breaking any laws, Sergeant. Freedom of speech, civil liberties and all that. No one's been able to connect a direct link between them and the vigilante activity so far."

"But it can't be a coincidence that the activity started only after this Sentry person started posting manifestos."

"I know. But whoever Sentry is, she's careful. If the Cult of V is directing any vigilantes, it's not through the site. We have people working on it."

"If you need any volunteers—"

Ronnie smiled. "You have enough on your plate, Sergeant. Let's get this scene wrapped up and regroup later."

"Right, Captain."

Ronnie glanced up at Isaac when Brooks walked off to confer with her officers. "Being mighty tight-lipped there, Mr. Silent Type."

He shrugged. "Just observing. Bethany has done well for herself."

"Bethany? You're on a first-name basis with the Sergeant? Hmm."

"We were in the same Academy. Used to be friends before..." he trailed off, looking at his reflection on the surface of a broken window nearby.

Ronnie's face softened. "I'm sorry, Isaac."

"Don't be. Things change. Point is, she's a good officer."

"She's a bulldog."

"Yeah. Reminds me of someone."

Ronnie looked up in surprise. "What? I'm not anything like—"

"That's why you give her a hard time. She's too much like you."

Ronnie shook her head with a grin. "If that was true, she's the best officer on the force."

"Yeah, and humblest too, I bet."

"Ooh, nice one. Come on, there's nothing else to see here. Besides, it's too hot."

"Yeah, still no relief in the forecast. Last thing we need. Crime always skyrockets in a heat wave."

"Not to mention amateur attempted crime-stopping."

"Poor kid. He never had a chance. Speaking of, all this Vigilant stuff makes it extremely difficult to narrow down any leads on the guy that started it all."

"Vigil." Ronnie slid back into the driver's seat of her aerodyne, grateful for the blast of cool air. She recalled the last time she saw him, leaping from the darkness to take down a lumbering military mech to save her life. "Nothing confirmed for months, just countless reports of activity. I wonder what in the world he's up to right now."

Ⓥ

Deep in the darkness of the Underbelly, Vigil battled a trio of Beasts.

Faces hidden by bestial masks and dressed in clothing darker than black, they blended with heavy shadows like he did. Their nightvision-assisted eyes glimmered like polished amber; his visor glowed with scarlet light. To his right was a Leopard, to his left a Wolf.

In front of him was a Lion.

Vigil shifted as they flanked him, each seeking his back for a quick opportunity to strike him from a blind spot. The Lion was the largest of the trio, moving slightly slower, golden mane swaying with every movement. His fingertips gleamed with five-inch claws that cut through steel like moldy bread. Vigil's left g-span was proof: shredded and nearly disabled, throwing off occasional sparks from the damage, barely saving Vigil from a severed arm.

With a pop of expelled gas, the Wolf fired a cable from her gauntlet that wrapped around his legs. The Leopard leaped at the same moment, twiring a double-sided laser staff. Vigil tapped his wrist; a laser-edged blade slid out the holding as his threat detector activated an omni-shield from his right g-span. The staff struck in a shower of sparks as the Wolf triggered an electric charge through the cable. His armor barely withstood the deadly current. A downward swing of the energy blade cut through the cable. With his legs freed, his boot thrusters fired, allowing him to ram the Leopard, knocking him head-over-heels.

The Lion charged, claws gleaming in the dull light. Vigil blocked and counterattacked, g-spans glowing blue with every energy-charged blow. He ducked a nearly lethal attack, pivoting to kick the Wolf in her stomach and smash her into the wall in an explosion of dust and crumbling mortar. The Lion struck him in the back, tangling his claws in Vigil's flex-mesh cape. Vigil disengaged the fabric, thrust it into the Lion's masked face, and leaped backward, g-span humming as it charged. Squeezing the trigger in his palm, he discharged a powerful pulse blast into the Lion's chest that shattered his gold-trimmed armor.

Never slowing, Vigil whirled and caught the Leopard's wrist with one hand, the staff's handle with the other. Using his superior strength, he twisted, wresting the weapon away. Twirling it, he struck the Leopard across his head, destroying the mask in a shower of glimmering sparks. He shifted the staff backward in the same flow of movement, catching the Wolf in the chest. She gurgled as her armor cracked along with her sternum. Vigil shifted the staff, caught her legs, and swept them from under her. She slammed against the dusty flagstones and went limp.

Vigil finished off the Leopard with an electric blast from his g-span as he walked past, eyes on the Lion, who clutched his smoldering armor, groaning as he tried to sit up. Vigil slammed a boot into his chest and snatched the glorious Lion helmet off.

The man underneath was just as regal: perfectly chiseled face, golden hair, and hazel eyes that glimmered like finely cut gems. His expression was a mix of pain and mortification, marked by the shame of being taken down by what he considered a lesser being.

Vigil was used to it.

He held his glowing hand only inches away from the Lion's face, painting it in electric blue light. "You three are the last of the Beasts. Surrender, and I'll bring you to justice."

"Justice?" The Lion spat at Vigil's feet. "I've seen your justice in our blood spilled on the streets."

"That was your justice, delivered by your leaders. If you don't like it, you shouldn't have preyed on children."

"I didn't. We were just security."

"You profited. You were a part of the operation."

"You have no idea what you're doing, little man. We all have parts to play in this little simulation. We're just pieces on the board."

Vigil leaned closer, visor pulsing with crimson light. "I'm not playing your game. I'm ending it." 

The Lion's laughter was thick with scorn. "You can't end something that you don't understand. Don't you get it? You're able to do these things because Haven Core allows you to. Because you amuse them. You're entertainment, that's all. And the moment you cease to divert their attention, the moment you become an annoyance ... you're finished."

"I'll take my chances. Right now, you're finished. I'm taking you in."

The Lion's face twisted with scorn. "You take us in and we're dead. You should know that by now. Kill us now and get it over with."

"How are they doing it?"

"Killing us? Through the Light Switch."

"What's that?"

The Lion tapped a clawed finger against his head. "Chip in the head. Everyone in the Haven has one. Call it the price of admission. Opens up the mind to all the goodies Haven life offers ... and does a nice job of instant execution when the situation calls for it. The public trial last year was just a show for the masses. They're not bothering with it anymore. Not when they can kill us with a flip of a switch. Just like the others you brought to the surface. Every single one died in police custody, didn't they?"

Vigil hesitated. "Yes. Hemorrhaging in their brains."

"That's right. Which is why we chose the tunnels, deep under the city where their signal can't penetrate. Not all of us were in for the perverted sex games. For some of us, it was an escape. A bid for freedom. And you had to go and blow it all up in some misguided attempt at heroism. Even now, you can't do the real dirty work. You'd rather let someone else do the killing than do it yourself. Why—so you can sleep better at night? So you can call yourself a hero? You're no hero; you're just a pretender."

"I'll be a pretender if it means stopping your operation. You'd better hope we'll be able to figure out how to deal with the Light Switch when we get topside."

The Lion's perfect teeth clamped together. "Hope? Save it for the weaklings that buy into it. I'm a Denizen of Haven Core. We chose how we wanted to live, and we'll choose how we die. Too bad you won't be able to say the same."

He slapped a hand on the bulky case attached to his belt. Ominous red dots blinked on the display. Vigil turned and ran toward the chamber exit, boot thrusters firing to propel him faster. The explosion followed, ramming into him in a wave of flame and searing heat. He didn't know if his armor held up or not because the sheer force sent him spinning into unconsciousness.

***
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THE LIGHT FLICKERED in colors that shouldn't have existed, transforming the entire skyline into something unreal, like the hallucinogenic moments between dreams and awakening. Glimmering flecks glinted, leaving streaks of vapor in their wake: fighter jets, zealously guarding the surrounding airspace, ever alert for incoming threats. Jett stood on the rooftop of the Imperial Alliance building next to Marcus, gazing at the Skygate. His brother stared at it too, face impassive but eyes distant, lost in thought. Jett couldn't imagine what feelings Marcus experienced. His brother was never one to discuss his emotions, or much else for that matter. He was a lot like their father in that way.

Jett thrust his hands in his pockets. "It had to be you."

Marcus glanced at him, a smile touching his lips. His eyes were haggard, his shoulders bowed from the weight of the world on his back. Everyone considered him a legend, a natural leader of men. Jett knew better. He knew the struggles that Marcus hid from nearly everyone else.

"Not just me. The team. The movement. We all have a part to play."

"You know what I'm talking about."

Marcus looked back up at the Skygate. The spherical device hung in the sky like a second moon, hazy in the blue-violet sky. "If not me, who?"

"Anyone else. You're not the only one with the ability."

"I'm the strongest. And we can't count on anyone else. This is our only shot at eradicating aberrant energy from the atmosphere. If it doesn't work..."

"Cataclysm."

"Exactly. There's too many variables, too many things that can and probably will go wrong. I'll probably have to improvise up there. Especially with the Imperial Liberation Force vowing to stop us. The war is turning in their favor, and we're out of time. It's this, or the planet dies."

Jett shook his head. "How do you always know?"

"Know what?"

"What to do. It's been that way since we were kids. You were always the first to volunteer, the first one out the gate, the first to take control of a situation. And you've always been right."

Sadness touched Marcus' eyes. "Not always."

"More often than not. I've tried. Tried my best to lead the ACU after you were promoted, but it feels like I never lived up to your rep. I'm always second-guessing things, trying to figure out what you'd do in my place."

"Yeah, you might want to stop doing that to yourself."

"What choice do I have? You're a living legend. I'm just the kid brother that gets in his own way half the time."

Marcus placed a hand on his shoulder. "You're a good man, Jett. It's hard to be a leader and stay that way. Trust your instincts. It's like catching yourself when you fall. You ever think about the options on the way down?"

"Of course not."

"Because it's reflex. Same with knowing what to do. Roll with your gut, and trust your instincts."

The light flickered...

***
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UNDER HIS HELMET, VIGIL opened his eyes. The tunnel ceiling moved, lurching in clumsy motions. It took a few seconds to feel the tug on his back plate and realize the passageway wasn't moving—he was. Craning his neck, he saw the rusted, cylindrical robot that dragged him through the muddy slop of a narrow sluice into a larger tunnel, where the rusted remnants of subway rails lined the ground like dinosaur bones. Suffocating darkness surrounded them, illuminated only by the robot's headlamp, which roved across the vine-threaded, dirt-plastered walls.

"Zip?"

The robot's head turned. "Zip follow Jett. Save Jett from fire. Zip happy to help."

Vigil held up a hand. "Hold on, Zip."

Sitting up, he suppressed a groan as pain lanced through his entire body. His armor was scorched, his g-spans fried. He tested his limbs, relieved to find nothing broken. "First, it's Vigil. When I wear the helmet, it's Vigil. Helmet off, it's Jett. Okay?"

Zip's head swiveled in a full circle as it processed the new data. "Zip understand."

"Secondly, how did you find me?"

His earpiece buzzed. "I took the liberty, Vigil."

"Incognito?"

"Yes, it's me. I lost your signal when you went deeper into the tunnels. So, I activated a backup plan."

"My old sewer-repairing robot is the backup plan?"

"One has to work with the tools at hand. I couldn't get in touch with Viper, so I hacked into your little friend. Good thing, too, because it looked like you needed a hand. That was a close one, Vigil."

"Tell me about it."

"What happened?"

"Tactic disagreement. I wanted to bring them in; they preferred an explosive exit."

"Not sure I blame them after what happened to their partners. But you should have had backup in there. That deep in the Underbelly, you could have run into anything. You could have been critically injured or worse."

"I know the risks. Viper says she's out the game, so I didn't ask."

"You might have to find your own Viper. The original Vigil needed help too, you know."

Vigil winced as he stood, leaning on Zip for support. "You were his help. Isn't that what put you in the chair?"

He realized his mistake by the silence on the other end. "Hey, Incog—I'm sorry. Didn't mean to—"

"It's no problem, Vigil. We'll discuss that later. For now, let's get you back to base. I'll have a floater waiting at the nearest tunnel exit."

"Roger that." Vigil signed off and patted Zip on his rusty head. "Nice job, partner."

The robot buzzed in response. "Zip happy to help."

"I know you are, Zip. Let's get out of here." Limping, he followed Zip through the tunnels, followed by echoes and dripping water. Zip's head-lantern cast just enough illumination to make their way out. Darkness in front of them, darkness behind them, but light surrounded them, holding the shadows at bay as they left the cavernous depths and ascended to city lights that greeted them like a night sky full of stars.
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Chapter 2: Limbo
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The Grim Reaper Posse crew lounged in a group outside a dope house in Brickland: talking trash, playing games on holovisors, servicing the fiends that came by like clockwork. Only a few were tatted with skull-and-bone art representing their syndicate. The rest were low-level soldiers that hadn't earned their ink yet. Sweat dripped down bare skin even with the fans mounted on the house's outer wall. The heat made them lazier than normal. Careless out of habit because the badges hadn't made a bust on their turf in months. The op was too small, not worth the cost of sending drones or uniforms. The beat cops were paid to turn a blind eye unless things got out of hand.

Things were about to get out of hand.

Two bangers had guns: one with his rifle carelessly slung over his shoulder, the other with a bio attached to his holoband, not even activated. She took them out first with k-darts to the neck when she jumped from the rusty fire escape. The other bangers didn't notice anything was wrong until their buddies slumped to the broken concrete, unconscious.

By then, it was too late.

She landed in a crouch and quickly straightened, facing the startled bangers, who scrambled for their other weapons: knives, bats, pipes. The harsh sunlight glinted off her sleek gunmetal and yellow flex-armor. The interior of the visor that covered most of her face flashed with threat detectors that analyzed her enemies, mathematically indicating the best attack patterns.

"Heads up, bozos: give up Cerberus and walk. Don't, and wigs get split."

One of the GRPs laughed, pointing his aluminum bat in her direction. "The hell you 'posed to be? You no Vigil. Just scrawny jade in cosplay."

She flexed her fingers. The stun baton at her side popped from its holder and slapped into her hand, humming with charged electricity. "Last time: Cerberus. Spill."

He sneered. "Better idea: drop drawers and gimme goodies. Then the crew gets leftovers."

She smiled. "Your choice, jankhead. Bad one."

Ⓥ

Abraham Clarke haunted the streets like a restless spirit.

His strolls took him further each week until he realized he was walking a beat like he did as a rookie in the force, from the safety of his gated Brickland suburb to the gritty streets where old men like him were assaulted or killed for kicks. He wondered if a part of him wished some mugger or banger would try. He didn't carry the pistol in his pocket for nothing, after all. His reflexes were still pretty good, and he figured he could draw, aim, and shoot if his life was in danger.

But it was more than that. It was the itch; the tiny jolt of adrenaline he felt every time a Vigil sighting was posted on the news. He started monitoring the Cult of V message boards, even interacting with some of the visitors. Most were ordinary people, venting about the crime and violence. They were proud supporters of Vigil's fight, cheering every verified sighting or evidence of his activities. A few were psychos, posting disturbing accounts of extreme violence against gang members, ethnic communities, and other groups. The Cult was quick to remove and ban any of that. But he was mostly interested in the posts by Sentry, the enigmatic founder of the Cult of V. The voice memos were spoken by a female, but it was disguised and impossible to trace with his equipment, as was the origin of the transmissions. Her posts were random and general, but the conclusion he drew was that she was someone who had encountered Vigil at some point. More than likely a potential victim Vigil saved in his fledgling career. Whatever the case, she spoke with passionate admiration, and her dedication was contagious.

Not to mention dangerous.

Not a day went by without another report of vigilante activity. Ordinary citizens bolstered by the Cult of V, inspired by Vigil's example. Sometimes it was encouraging, like a week ago when a group of people stopped a mugging and chased off the perpetrator. Other times it was tragic, like the young man shot to death while foolishly trying to take on an entire crew of gun-running bangers. No matter the case, one thing was certain: everything had changed in the few months that passed since Vigil's first appearance. And especially since the execution of the Denizens. It was like static crackling in the air: a palpable sensation that was either excitement or dread. He couldn't call it.

He remembered the days when he was Chief of the Enforcement Division, and the first Vigil appeared. The years he spent chasing the crime fighter before forming an uneasy alliance and taking down the city's most dangerous threats together. That was before Mortis. Before it all came crashing down.

Only for Vigil to rise from the ashes and begin the cycle again.

He was surprised by how good the new guy was. Wayne took a long time developing into a successful Vigil, but the current version apparently hit the ground running. It was uncanny. Abe wondered who he was. Had to be ex-military. Maybe even a rogue Elite. Or maybe he wasn't even human. Arthur definitely had time to develop an intuitive android over the years. 

But Abe had a hunch that Vigil was human. Arthur had too much of an inferiority complex to try to fill those shoes, even via an automaton. No, Abe figured that either Wayne had a secret apprentice in the wings or Arthur had finally found the perfect candidate. Either way, whoever assumed the mantle was doing a helluva job of stirring things up. And it wasn't going to go away anytime soon. The way things were going, Vigil was the spark that lit the fuse. All that remained was the explosion, and how much damage it caused. It was a recipe for disaster, and more than likely, a lot of dead people. Good people. But maybe something else could happen. Maybe there was a way to guide the chaos into some semblance of change.

He sighed through his thick white mustache. Yeah, and maybe you're dreaming, old man. Stop tempting fate and get back home before someone knocks some sense into you.

Flashing blue and red lights pulsed from the adjacent alley. Guided by nostalgia and stubborn defiance of reason, Abe followed the flickers to the next street over, where a pair of beat cops scratched their heads at the sight of a pile of bangers piled on top of each other, shackled together by brightly-colored zip ties. They were bloodied and bruised, groaning as they unsuccessfully tried to stand, resulting in a display of uncoordinated comedy.

Abe waved his arms in a non-threatening manner, making sure the badges saw him approach. One held out a warning hand.

"Sorry, Pops. Crime scene here."

"So, I see. Had nothing better to do, thought I'd catch a closer look. Been a while."

The cop wiped the sweat from his brow, squinting. "What—you used to be a shield?"

His partner swatted his arm. "Hey, remember the hallway photos at the Academy? That's the old Commish. Abraham uh..."

"Clark," Abe said.

The cop nodded enthusiastically. "Yeah, Commissioner Clark. We heard a lot about the takedowns you supervised, sir."

His partner's eyes widened. "Yeah, I studied your tactics in school. The Double Pincher maneuver is legendary.  Chief Moore still uses it in Tactical."

A smile creased Abe's face. "Is that right? Well, Moore's a good man. Make sure you pay attention and learn something from him."

"Yes, sir."

Abe gestured to the bangers struggling to stand. "What's this about?"

"Small fries slinging bloom. GRP property. Not much a deal, except for whoever decided to shut the party down."

"Vigilant?"

"Gotta be. You know how it is—we show up, and suddenly everyone loses the ability to speak. A couple of them admitted it wasn't Vigil, though. It was a girl, can you imagine?"

Abe nodded, remembering the past, the black-and-red colors of the most dangerous woman he'd ever had the honor of knowing. "Yeah. I can imagine."

"Whoever she is, she's new on the block. Don't have a name for her yet."

"Sure you do." Abe pointed to the wall of the dope house, which was tagged with more graffiti than paint. "Looks like the latest tag is still fresh."

One of the cops stepped closer. "I'll be damned. You're right, sir."

The loud, bold yellow letters spelled out a single word: SPITFIRE.

Abe gestured. "Now you know what to call her. You boys be careful out there. Heat like this brings the devil out of people."

"Will do, sir. Say, you need a ride somewhere?"

"No, I'm getting my exercise. Five miles minimum or the day is wasted." He waved and went back the way he came, head full of memories. Thoughts about legacy, and the tingling buzz of excitement imagining what was to come. He made it home without disturbance. Tilled in the rose garden for a few hours. Poured the coffee, added a splash of whiskey. Watched the news and put the pieces together. Fired up his system, accessed security feed through back channels he'd had installed long ago. Pulled up the feed from an old camera off the books that shouldn't have been working but somehow still was. The angle was just enough to catch the view of the drug house two blocks away. Magnifying the picture, he rewound the feed until he saw the slim, athletic girl taking down the poorly-trained crew in a matter of seconds. The girl was good but not great. She was a work in progress, still training. But the fighting style was instantly familiar. He wasn't surprised. It was all coming together.

Sitting back in his leather office chair, he took a swallow from his mug. Someone had to do it. Someone had to look at the big picture. Decision time, Abe. Either you're in, or you're out. 

He rummaged through his desk, found the burner, dialed the number. Qhawa's face flashed on the screen: golden skin, dark eyes, high cheekbones, bold nose, inky hair.

"Abe. This is unexpected."

"We know each other well enough, Qhawa. Enough not to dance around with words. Spitfire: she's yours, isn't she? Which means she's with this new Vigil that's causing all the ruckus. Which means you're with him too." 

"You should be enjoying retirement and tending to your roses, Abe. Even if any of what you say is true, why would I talk to you about it?"

"Because if I know Arthur, he's got it in mind to be the hand that directs the sword. He'll want to control Vigil himself, which may not be for the best. Tell me truthfully that you haven't considered the same thing."

"Maybe I don't care what games Arthur plays, or what he does with Vigil."

"And I might believe you if hadn't trained the girl."

She said nothing for a moment, eyes shimmering as she considered his words. "What do you want?"

He took a deep breath, ignoring the voice of practical wisdom that shouted warnings in his head.

"I want in."

Ⓥ

Jett gave the newly-painted interior wall of the Youth Haven a critical look, fingers tapping his chin. "Well ... it's creative."

The group of paint-spattered children looked up at him with wide grins plastered on their faces. "Glad you like it," one of them said, leaving streaks of yellow on her face after wiping it with her fingers.

He gave her a thumb's up, still staring at the multicolored abstract display of color splashes dripping down the wall. It looked like entire buckets had been thrown at it, which probably wasn't too far from the truth.

"I love it. Tell you what—you all have been working hard all morning. Why don't you take a break and get something to eat? I thought I smelled fresh cookies when I passed the cafeteria."

They squealed with excitement, dropped their brushes, and ran in that direction.

"Slow down. And don't forget to wash your hands!" Shaking his head, he turned to Zip, who hovered beside him, rusty shell vibrating. After the tunnel incident, he salvaged Zip from the sewer work, paying his former employer double what the robot was worth. Those funds would have taken months to save in the recent past, but Arthur took care of Jett's money problems via a discreet account. Having rich friends certainly made life much easier than just a few months ago.

"Okay, Zipster—can you clean this up a bit? Keep the creativity but lose the messiness? You understand what I mean, don't you?"

The robot buzzed in response. "Zip understand. Zip happy to help." A thin arm snapped out of its housing and picked up a spray gun. Humming a happy tune, the robot went to work.

"Nice. I'll be back to check up on you later."

He walked the hallway, passing the packed recreation room, where children and teens played games, sat in cubicles jacked to the infosphere, or chatted together under the watchful eyes of a caretaker android at its station in the corner. More kids sat at desks in other rooms, engaged in remote education and tutoring programs. Others played outside, learning team-based sports and other activities.

One of the child care specialists smiled as she approached. "Mr. Wolfe—a minute, please."

He shook his head. "Carla, how many times do I have to tell you to call me Jett?"

She blinked behind her thick spectacles. "Well, a certain amount of decorum is to be expected, I should think."

"Not by me. What can I do for you?"

"The same as yesterday. More rooms, more computers, more beds, more—"

He held up a hand. "More everything. I get it. But the folks at City Hall don't move as fast as I want. He glanced around at the brightly lit hallways. "I don't think anyone figured this place to fill up so fast."

The gray-haired woman snorted. "Then they haven't been paying attention. Children have always needed a safe place in this city, and that was before Vigil rescued them from those Denizen perverts."

"Yeah, I'm sure. Well, I'm doing the best I can, Carla. Trying to line up donations and equipment from private sectors too."

Smiling, she patted his arm. "I know you are, Mr. Wolfe. You been taking care of yourself?"

"Trying to. I appreciated the plate from the other night, by the way. Delicious."

"You should come by one of these weekends. I cook up a storm, and my husband would love to meet you."

He tilted his head. "And I'm sure you won't have a pretty young niece or cousin that just happens to be there by chance, right?"

She laughed. "Can't blame me for trying. You need a woman to take care of you, Mr. Wolfe. You're one of the few good men around and can't just spend all your time working. I see you walking around here looking dog-tired some days."

"I'm fine, Carla. Appreciate the concern, though."

"So, you'll come by this Sunday?"

Grinning, he waved her off. "Bye, Carla."

Turning the corner, he began his inspection of the facility's fully automated security protocols that allowed only authorized personnel in and out, along with service androids that tended to the children's needs and kept them secured even when Jett was away. Everything needed to work smoothly and safely, so he took the time to do meticulous examinations of the equipment every day. There could be no mistakes, not after the trauma that most of the children had already endured.

The thought made his blood boil. As Vigil, he'd made it a priority to follow every trace of the Beast's operation and stamp it out. He was careful to bring them in alive, but the fact that every one of them died from the Haven's brain chips didn't keep him from sleeping at night. It was more than they deserved after what they did. And now that they were taken care of, he could move on to the next phase of his operation. The gangs that plagued the streets were almost as—

His thoughts were interrupted when one of the children collided into him. Tall for her age and slender, thirteen-year-old Zoe was the opposite of her sister Mira—blonde-haired, shy, and gifted, prone to daydreaming and nature gazing when not engaged with her holovisor, the reason she walked right into Jett. Whatever program she interacted with had her full attention, transforming her surroundings into a digitally altered landscape. Ignoring him, she turned around in circles, hands outstretched as if reaching for objects he couldn't see. Like most of the children, she wore second-hand clothes made available by donations. She had on too many layers, as if undecided on what to wear and chose to wear them all. The scarf and bulky jacket looked too hot for the environment, even indoors. The YH's air-conditioning wasn't exactly known for working well under pressure, and with the heatwave, it was under pressure every day.

He tapped the front of her goggles. "How many times do I have to tell you to be careful, Zoe? Next time you could walk down a flight of stairs."

She pushed one side of the oversized VR helmet, looking up at him with a slightly dazed smile. "Hello, giant."

He sighed. "I'm not a giant, Zoe."

She laughed, rocking back and forth. "I know, Mr. Wolfe. Jay-kay."

"Joking. Yeah, I get it. Look—do the virtual thing when you're sitting down, okay? Don't want you to get hurt."

"Sure, Mr. Wolfe. Seen ya."

"Yeah, see you later."

She giggled. "No, silly. Seen ya. In the war."

"What?"

"The war. You know: Imperials, with crazy powers. You, fighting with ABC."

"ACU. Aberrant Control Unit. Where did you see that—education center?"

"Boring. Seen you in Limbo."

He scratched his head. "Limbo? What's that?"

"Where, not what."

"Okay, where?"

"The Breaks. Haze arcade."

He frowned. "Haze? Don't tell me you've been to one of those joints where you get hooked up to Sensync."

"Immersion. It's so real. Explosion in the sky, all the terrible colors... Her expression saddened. I'm so sorry about your brother."

"My ... brother?" He felt a dull throb in his temples as the memory flashed across his mind. The final battle in the Imperial War, the Skygate explosion. The price that Marcus paid for trying to save the world...

His fists clenched. "Where is this Limbo?"

Ⓥ

He caught the airbus to the Breaks District, where he used the GPS on his holoband to locate the Haze parlor Zoe talked about. Walking the city blocks was an exercise in risking heat stroke, but people still packed the sidewalks, grumbling about the heat and dressed in practically nothing to try to stay cool. He wore cargo shorts and a t-shirt but still felt overdressed. Sweat beaded on his shaved head and slid down his face.

He recognized little of the borough called the Bronx in his time. It had degenerated along with the rest of New York, reborn as Neo York in the post-Cataclysm era. The Bronx had never been pretty to look at, but things had grown even seedier as the Breaks, particularly the southern area, where he wandered. Brown and gray seemed to be the only colors on the buildings arranged in interconnected clusters—old neighborhoods and tenement buildings, blocks of shipping crate apartments stacked twenty-five stories high.

He studied the area as he walked. Things looked different in the daytime, a little less grim than at night when he stalked the rooftops as Vigil. The sunlight painted the streets golden, blazed between buildings, and brightened the neighborhood somewhat. There were still parks where old men played chess on holographic boards, and children chased each other around, laughing while holovisors transformed their surroundings. People did their shopping during the day, took care of their business, walked their pets, went on dates.

Lived their lives.

He couldn't help but feel a twinge of envy. Even people in the worst neighborhoods had what he didn't. They had family, friends, history, held together by the tapestry of shared experiences instead of hibernating through three centuries and waking up long after everyone and everything recognizable was long gone. A couple walked past, eyes full of each other, fingers intertwined. He thought of Tatsu, the private times they shared together. The rare smiles she shared with him like intimate gifts...

No. Think of something else. Anything else.

He turned his attention to the crews of bangers that lounged against buildings, chatting and hanging out, marked by their black and purple outfits and the eight-ball logo on their clothes and tagged on buildings in their turf. The Krazy Eights were known as party boys, avoiding violence when possible. They preferred to benefit from alliances, allowing other syndicates to distribute contraband Sensync and other drugs in their Haze parlors for a cut of the profits. Their turf was neutral, ideal for brokering deals with rivals. Full of bounce and swagger, they threw raves and wild parties throughout the Five Districts.

One of the younger ones approached him with a digital flyer beaming from the thick holoband around his wrist. Chewing a toothpick, he gave Jett a gold-plated smile.

"Purple Haze tomorrow night, OG. Even bigger than last time. Gonna be straight fie."

Jett nodded and tapped wrists, downloading the flyer to his holoband. "Ace, dog." He kept walking, spotting the Limbo building in an old strip mall across the street.

He walked in and glanced around. The room was dark, lit by ultraviolet strips that transformed colors into psychedelic neon. A man with blazing pink hair and face piercings glanced up from his seat behind a counter, holovisor covering his eyes.

"Bro-man. You new? Ready to experience that one-of-a-kind Immersion experience? Got trips of all kinds. Only limits are what you bring with you."
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