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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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September 21, 2046

Jett Wolfe tried his best to outrace the end of the world.

The silence was the most terrifying part of it. The sky was fire and the world was whirling motes of dust and ash, but the sound of the world breaking apart wasn't the roaring, sucking, explosive clamor he expected. The noises were muted—rumbles, like distant thunder. The crinkling, crackling sound of cellophane crumpled in the back of his mind. The skittering of roaches across dry leaves. Even the wind was nearly silent, although the gusts were nearly enough to knock Jett from his perch atop the armored ATV truck.

The Armordillo made a lot of noise and kicked up a lot of dust. The tank treads guaranteed they weren't bothered by the haphazard trails of wrecked cars and road debris, and the armored plating was thick enough to make even the most daring savage think twice about trying to roll them over. The ACU emblem on the sides probably helped, too. Not many were stupid enough to take an Aberrant Control Unit on in a firefight, even in the Badlands outside the city.

Jett was mounted in the suicide seat on top, scanning the dusty surroundings through the scope of his M2 heavy machine gun. Nothing was visible he hadn't seen for the last few hundred miles of the Waste. The road was a busted remnant of an interstate that once was swamped daily with New York commuters. All that remained were husks, vehicle carcasses stripped of anything of value. The Armordillo weaved between the remains, rumbling over broken asphalt with as much speed as the heavy vehicle could handle. 

They were running out of time.

He glanced backward. The city dwindled in the distance, the towering buildings just dark bones, skeletal fingers pointed at the fiery heavens. He was glad to leave it behind. The place was a tomb, the remaining residents going out with whimpers instead of a collective roar, huddling in the near-empty skyscrapers and apartment buildings, waiting for the end to arrive. The release of the Peacekeepers terminated any remaining rioting, looting, murder sprees, and general mayhem. The black-armored synthetic troopers ruthlessly targeted and eliminated anyone committing a violent crime. Even the most hardened protester realized it was over when Haven Core sealed its doors and armed against any intrusion.

Those on the outside would die along with the rest of the world.

Jett's helmet crackled. Beef's voice shouted over the line. "Megastorm coming in fast at nine o'clock!"

Jett turned in that direction. The horizon darkened with a churning mass of nightmarish clouds. The speed of the formation seemed impossible, but he had seen firsthand that impossible no longer applied at the end of days. Megastorms destroyed everything in their path with cyclonic winds that spewed multiple tornadoes and devastating lightning along with winds on par with a category five hurricane. They were death sentences to anyone caught in the open.

"How much time we got?"

"Twenty minutes tops."

"How long till we get to the kill zone?"

"We're gonna be cutting it close."

"We gotta move it, then."

"Better drop in, Big Top. It's gonna be bumpy."

Jett took a final look around at the injured landscape. The light diffused, flickering from the smothered sky in depressing colors. Anyone not hunkered down would disintegrate like a fistful of dandelions hurled from a race car. There was no real reason for him to man the gun anymore—no reason for him to keep looking at death.

He dropped down the hatch and joined the rest of the Hellrazors. Beef, Jax, Jisei, Bozo, Rosy, and Headshot. Jett figured it was the last time they'd be together. They were all dead men walking, either by the storm or their suicide mission. But at least they'd go out fighting. Raise hell, die well was their motto. Had to keep trucking, no matter what the odds were.

Beef drove the Armadillo. His massive arms flexed with knotted muscle with every twist of the steering wheel. He turned to grin at Jett with big, white teeth.

"Like a bat outta hell, Big Top."

Big Top. Like everyone else, Jett had a nickname. He gave the orders, so he got the label.

He held onto a ceiling latch, lurching when the Armordillo struck an especially deep crevice at top speed. "Literally. Not sure how much time we got left. Every forecast is different, but they all claim it's happening today."

"The end. They're calling it the Cataclysm." Rosy's eyes looked so old in her young face. Fiery-haired and freckle-blasted, she looked barely old enough to drink. Hardened by being a soldier and survivor, but her edges softened by her youth. She ran with them because there was nowhere else to go. But she looked haggard, run down by the constant grind of survival. Jett couldn't blame her. He kept it together for the sake of the team, but he felt it just as anyone did.

The hopelessness.

Still can't believe Haven Control screwed us over like that. We were promised entry in exchange for our service.

But HC pulled the carpet from under them, replacing them with androids that kept the peace through savage and efficient annihilation. They disbanded the ACU, leaving the remaining units to fend for themselves like everyone else. His team tried to stay together, but between riots, massive gangs, and terrorist attacks, their numbers dwindled from thirty strong to the seven remaining. It wasn't until near the end that Jett understood. They had lost. There was nothing left to fight for. Nothing except survival. And survival took on a whole new meaning when the world was coming to an end.

The Havens were GeoCorp's solution to preserving humanity, but the number of people selected was limited to individuals who functioned in a necessary role to reboot the new society after their hibernation period. The rest of the world was left to fend for themselves against near-certain annihilation by fallout from the Skygate Collapse. The economic divide separated survival prospects, with the rich rushing to build hibernation safe-houses of their own and the have-nots facing their mortality or desperately searching for a way to rob the rich of their escape plans.

Jett and his unit fell into the latter category.

Raise hell, die well.

"They can call it what they want, Sonia. We're not going out like that."

She gave him a wry smirk. "If you say so, Big Top."

Headshot methodically checked his rifle. He was tall and lean, his skin almost as brown as Jett's. Despite the jarring bumps and heaves of the vehicle, his obsessive focus remained on his task. He spoke offhandedly, his voice lightly accented with a Colombian accent.

"So how do we know the intel was good on this stasis station, BT?"

Jett looked him in the eye. "We don't. Data Mack might have been just yanking our chain for kicks. But it's the only good lead we got, so we're going for it."

"Yeah," Bozo said. "Not like we got anything better to do." He grinned, displaying a glimmering, diamond-coated grill. With the world ending, he indulged in whatever excesses he could steal or purchase. It not only showed in his mouth but his waistline as well. Despite the extra girth, he was a beast with a tactical shotgun, an ace at explosives, and loyal to a fault.

Jax ran a hand through the bristly buzz cut and laughed. "Whatever happens, we're going out Hellrazor style. That's all that matters."

"Hells yeah." Bozo and Jax pounded fists in front of Jisei, who didn't say anything. She sat in silence, no expression visible behind the ballistic face mask that she never removed on a mission. Sleek combat armor provided body protection, the attachments housing nearly every killing weapon known to man.

"Got a blip on the compound," Beef yelled. 

The Armordillo rounded a collapsed bridge, bringing their destination in view. The compound was an outpost from the Imperial War, another relic deserted when the greater concern arrived. According to Jett's intel, it was inhabited by a savage gang of Deviants. The outcasts had abandoned society at the end of the Haven lotteries, reverting to the mentality of savage ravagers who robbed, raped, mutilated, and murdered anyone with the bad luck to cross them.

Jett glanced at the radar scanner on the dashboard. "We have to hit this complex hard and fast. If we're outside when that storm hits, it won't matter that we found the place."

The Armordillo rocked hard from a side impact that struck with a sound like trucks colliding. Jax fell from his seat onto the metal floor. He looked up with a dazed expression.

"What the hell was that? A rocket?"

"Who cares? Let's show 'em what the Hellrazors are about!"

Jett was already on the move. Opening the top hatch, he clambered out into the stinging dust and brutal wind gusts. The trembling rush of adrenaline sped through his veins. Swiveling the machine gun around, he peered down the sights. Several whooping, howling figures scrambled around in the ruins around the compound, but the nearest one had already reloaded his rocket launcher.

Jett squeezed a volley off. The Deviant's head snapped back, haloed by a cloud of dark crimson. The rocket fired upward, but the body toppled to the broken earth. 

Jett continued to fire in methodical bursts, picking off Deviants from their perches and hiding places. They scrambled like angry fire ants, swarming the compound with a wild assortment of pilfered weapons. They were a dirty, mangy, nearly feral gang—faces painted and teeth filed into points like animals. The stink of unwashed bodies wafted from their vicinity as their wild howls echoed in the air.

The Armordillo lurched to a stop in front of a barricade obstructing the compound's entrance. Jett ducked behind the flak shield just before a gang of Deviants unloaded from the rooftop position. His heart pounded as the air hummed with rounds, and metallic ricochets pinged everywhere. The air tasted like hot metal. He gritted his teeth, slapping a hand to the com on his helmet.

"What's everyone doing—sitting pretty while I'm taking all the heat? Let's go, Hellrazors!"

"Stop your bawling," Bozo said. "We got you, Big Top."

A streaking rocket followed his statement, scoring a direct hit on the shooters above Jett. He ducked as debris and charred limbs rained down.

The team exited the Armordillo with precision, moving in tandem to fire at their targets while protecting one another. It was a completely different response than their assailants, whose only strategy seemed to be running, shooting, and dying.

Headshot darted away, clambering to the top of a derelict bus. Jett waited until the sniper assumed position before signaling the team forward.

"Go. Get to the door."

He led the way, running with his rifle in attack position. Deviants were everywhere, target practice for his proficient shooting. He didn't worry about anything above him. That was where Headshot came in.

A Deviant tumbled from a broken tower as if on cue, landing at Jett's feet with bone-crunching force. Jett took a moment to kneel and reload his rifle while Beef and Jisei assumed the lead position, gunning down the crazed attackers who still ran at them.  It didn't seem to matter that their superior numbers were quickly wiped out. They rushed forward like zombies, as if bullets couldn't harm them. As if they were superhuman.

They weren't.

Jett paused to open the eyelid of the dead Deviant. The irises were an unnatural shade of electric blue, a color no one was born with. It only confirmed what he suspected.

They're all tripped out on nirvanic. No wonder they lost their minds.

He took rearguard as Bozo, Rosy and Jax jogged past. The firefight grew sporadic as the Deviants finally recognized most of their numbers were already dead. The team had just reached the compound doors when Jax turned around, staring up at the sky with the most terrified expression Jett had ever seen. His mouth worked, but no words escaped.

Jett turned around.

The sky broke apart.

There was no way to describe the horror. A mouth ripped the stratosphere open, and a torrent of liquid fire roiled out like discharged blood. Everything altered and distorted in ripples of heat and blinding light. The sound that followed was an alien toll, like some ancient god falling to the earth with a dying roar. 

Jett felt the impact as if his armor was made of paper, his molars rattling as the breath crushed from his lungs. The air flashed, and forks of lightning spread like electric tentacles, a conflagration followed by furious thunderclaps that made the ground tremble. The phenomenon was a few dozen miles away, but the separation seemed pitiful in the face of its raw power.

The deadly storm they had been worried about earlier seemed a pale, pitiful thing in comparison. They watched in collective horror as the sucking, rippling, gaping wound in the sky devoured it like light into a black hole. Debris lifted from the ground, pulled by the inverse gravity of the phenomenon. Sand, rock, broken concrete, and asphalt whipped through the air, yanked toward the yawning mouth miles away. The aberration snatched up bodies as well, screaming Deviants unlucky enough to be caught in the open.

"Everyone stay low!"

Jett didn't know if anyone heard his warning or not. The seismic rumbles and dying shrieks of the wounded sky smothered everything. He crouched down, shuffling with his team toward the compound as fast as they could manage. Everything tinted in colors he couldn't even describe, creating psychedelic images of light and writhing shadows.

"I can't hold on!"

Jett spun around. Headshot scrambled across a fallen piece of bridge, trying his best to resist the pull of the hole in the sky. He wrapped his arm around a broken pipe, feet leaving the ground and dangling in the air.

"Headshot!"

There was nothing they could do except watch in horror when a large piece of concrete struck him with the force of a runaway train. His body went limp, sailing through the air and intermingling with the rest of the flying debris toward the whirling vortex of blazing energy.

Fire burst from its maw, blazing comets that streaked across the sky. The missiles exploded in blooms of flame and shattered earth. Plumes of scorching debris rained down with punishing impacts. The scattered Deviants ran like frightened children, clutching handholds in the rubble as they all headed in the same direction.

Toward the compound.

Jett's eyes widened. "Bozo, we need to get inside right now."

Bozo had to shout over the chaotic din. "I'm working on it."

"Work harder!"

"Okay, everyone stand back." The heavy man edged away from the explosive he had secured to the door."

"We don't have time. Blow it."

"Fire in the hole!"

The explosion didn't even register against the deafening punishment of the devastation. The door fell inward, revealing a dimly lit hallway.

"Let's go." He couldn't even hear his own voice over the howling of the phenomenon. The team rushed forward as he waved them in, nearly plastered against the wall by the force of the unnatural wind. Squinting, he braved a look at the coming catastrophe. The sight almost overwhelmed his senses. Fire and lighting tortured the sky. The gaping cavity only widened, a hellish mouth that sought to devour all in its path. Deep inside was glimmering darkness, as if he stared at a fire-rimmed portal into the depths of deep space.

This is it, then. The end. The end of everything.

Bozo was the last, jerking back and staggering. It took a full second for Jett to realize the Deviants had repeatedly shot Bozo in the back. Jett dropped to one knee, avoiding the barrage of gunfire aimed at his head. Lining the attacking Deviant in his sights, he fired his rifle's grenade launcher. The explosion turned his assailant to a pulpy stain against the shattered wall.

Jett gestured helplessly. "Why the hell are they attacking us? Don't they see what's coming?"

"They can't ... hear you. Too far ... gone." Bozo rolled over, blood staining his glittering teeth. "Wasn't ... watching. Bastard got me good, Big Top."

Jett motioned to the others, who had stopped in the hallway. "Don't worry about it. We got this far. Won't let you—"

Bozo grabbed Jett's arm with a shake of his head. "Not ... gonna make this one." He grimaced, yanking a C-4 explosive from his pack. "You take the crew on. I'll make sure to shut the door behind you."

Jett shook his head. "You know I won't leave a man down."

"You gotta. Do it for me, Big Top. We're all that's left. Can't let it be for nothing." Bozo raised a trembling hand. "Raise hell."

Jett's vision blurred when he clasped Bozo's hand. "Die well, Hellrazor."

Bullets ricocheted around him. He yelled, firing back at the advancing Deviants as he retreated into the hallway. "We're taking the building. Let's go."

Rosy grabbed his arm. "What about Bozo?"

"He's closing the door. His choice."

Her eyes glistened, but she nodded, dashing ahead. Jett motioned the rest onward.

"Major fire in the hole. Move it, people!"

The explosion erupted just as they rounded the corner. The walls vibrated, smoke and dust funneled inward. He squinted as the hallway darkened from the choking detritus.

"Switch to night vision."

He tapped a button on his helmet. His visor brightened, illuminating the vicinity just in time to see the crew of Deviants that stealthily approached from the far end of the large laboratory.

"We got company at twelve o'clock." He opened fire, dropping several Deviants. The others scattered, ducking behind consoles and equipment.

Beef unloaded his heavy rifle in a semicircle formation, tearing right through glass and metal. Dropping to one knee, he motioned forward.

Jisei dashed headlong, leaped on Beef's back and vaulted, firing twin handguns at the Deviants huddled behind a console barricade. She landed on top of them, finishing with close-range double taps.

Jett went to the wall console, pulling up building schematics. "The bunker will be deep underground. Take the door to the left—it goes downstairs."

Jax jogged over to the door. A throwing knife whirred and struck right next to the door handle, narrowly missing his fingers. He jerked his hand back with a curse, turning to glare at Jisei.

"Hey, what the hell—?"

She pointed downward. Jax glanced in that direction, realization dawning on his face. "Tripwire. The door's rigged. Thanks, Jisei. You saved my bacon. That's three times I owe you."

She held up four fingers.

He frowned. "You still counting that time in Chicago? C'mon, that's a technicality."

"Later, Jax. We're on a clock." Jett glanced up. With the firefight over, the sounds from outside the building had amplified. He had never heard anything like it. The entire facility shuddered as if on the verge of collapse. He was sure it wouldn't be much longer before that happened.

"Can you disarm that thing?"

"Gimme a minute."

"You got twenty seconds."

Jax grunted. "Bozo was best at this, but I think ... I got it." He stood, took a deep breath, and pulled the door open.

No explosion.

He turned to them with a grin. "See, I told you—"

The side of his head disintegrated. His lifeless body seemed to fall in slow motion.

Jett pulled a grenade and tossed it into the corridor at an angle to make it bounce off the walls. The team leaped to the side as the explosion ripped the door apart and blew debris into the lab. Jett rolled to his feet and ran inside, fanning his rifle back and forth. A single body lay inside, shredded by the detonation. He rolled the corpse over with his boot.

"Just a kid. Bastards must have left him to guard the door. Damn it!"

The boy couldn't have been older than fifteen. Sightless eyes stared from a charred and filthy face, the electric blue color fading as Jett stared.

Beef grunted. "Nothing we can do for it. Jax is gone, brother. So is the kid. We gotta keep trucking."

Jett took a deep breath and nodded. "Alright, let's move."

They proceeded down the stairwell with caution, floor after floor until Jett lost count of how far they had descended. The walls groaned in torment, and the stairs rattled as if about to rip apart.

It was a relief when they finally reached the bottom. His legs were on fire, but there was no time for rest. He dashed to one side of the wide double doors, Jisei the other. He motioned at Beef, who ran forward when they kicked in the doors.

Rosy followed closely behind Beef, quickly fanning out to cover the area. It was a large, brightly lit, circular control room with massive monitors lining the walls, most displaying screen snow. Computers and prototype tech covered the stainless-steel islands and tables. There was no one waiting for them inside.

No one alive.

A half dozen bodies were strewn across the concrete floor in the center of the room, lying in a pool of blood. They looked just as filthy and nasty as their friends outside, covered in tribal and geometric tattoos, innumerable piercings, grease, and dirt. Despite all the filth, they didn't look as if they'd been there long.

Beef circled the corpses. "What do you think happened?"

"Best guess? Mass suicide."

"Good for them, I guess."

Rosy jerked a thumb at the consoles. "They probably saw what was coming."

"Probably." Jett had already dismissed them from his mind. He approached the main computer terminal and slipped in a mini-drive. "Okay, time to see if Data Mack's info was worth the price we paid. If we're in the right place, there should be a hidden door leading to an old underground missile silo retrofitted into a stasis station."

Beef snorted. "Yeah, or we scare the rats that have been nesting here all winter."

"Better than out there," Rosy said.

"'Till we starve."

She smiled. "We can eat the rats."

"We're about to find out." Jett tapped in a last command. "The wall over there should be a façade. It's going to open up right about ... now."

They all held a collective breath as the wall shuddered. With a piercing squeal of hinges, it slowly slid to the side, revealing a stainless-steel entrance-way behind it."

Jisei walked over and rapped the surface with her knuckles. It was solid, but there was definitely something hollow behind it.

Beef glanced at Jett. "Still sealed, Big Top."

"I got eyes, Beef. We're right there. Just have to figure out how to open—"

"Guess we'll take it from here."

Jett turned in surprise at the new voice. To his shock, the dead Deviants were very much alive. They rose from the floor, looking like blood-soaked revenants. Bright blue eyes glowed from their faces. Even worse, each one held handguns at the ready, aimed at Jett's Hellrazors.

The Hellrazors aimed back.

"Shit." Beef shook his head. "We never checked to see if they were flatlined."

"That's right." Their leader grinned, displaying his pointed teeth. "Had your eyes so focused on the prize, you forget to check the devils at the door. Figured this place had its secrets. Didn't know how to get to 'em. 'Til now."

Jett tilted his head. "I know you. The one they call the Skinner. You're Pastor Holden's right-hand man. Killed a busload of old people and kids. Took their scalps."

"That ain't but the tip of the iceberg." Skinner's eyes twinkled with cobalt fires. "Our work is scattered from one coast to the next. We are the scourge. Flaying this land of the sickness of aberrant flesh. The Pastor is the god of the desert. The Burning Man made flesh, come to baptize his disciples in fire to cleanse their souls."

Rosy glanced at Jett. "We taking this clown out, or what?"

"Everyone stay cool." Jett aimed his rifle at Skinner, using the terminal island as cover. "We can all get through this without killing each other."

"Don't know 'bout that." Skinner held a detonator clutched in his fist. For the first time, Jett noticed the harness that crisscrossed the leader's chest, strapped with C4 explosives.

"If you're thinking about getting a quick shot off, think again. I've already pressed on the detonator. My thumb comes off; we all go sky high. I guess you'll be wanting to drop your weapons and head back the way you came. Or else things are gonna get ... sticky."

Beef clenched his teeth. "We drop our weapons and he and his freak friends use us for target practice. No go!"

"You think I won't do it?" Skinner hoisted the detonator up high, voice rising to a rabid howl. "This is the end of our days, you blind worms. The Pastor has seen the great and terrible eye open in the heavens, burning with its eternal gaze. We will witness the world that lies beyond when we are purged of these crude and useless husks. Our ashes will transform into rays of glorious light!"

Jisei streaked forward, a blur of dark movement. A retractable blade snapped from her gauntlet, severing Skinner's hand at the wrist. She simultaneously clamped fingers on his thumb, keeping the detonator pressed down. Her other hand jammed a handgun into Skinner's open mouth. His eyes bulged, touched by fear for the first time.

She pulled the trigger, blowing his brains out the back of his head.

Gunfire erupted, turning the chamber into a close-quarter bloodbath. Jett fired at the nearest Deviants, howling as his team took mortal wounds from point-blank range. Bodies jerked in grotesque motion as the room flickered with muzzle flashes, the air filled with screams. In a matter of mere seconds, only one person other than Jett was left standing.

Jisei stood on wobbly legs, still holding tight to Skinner's severed hand. She appeared dazed, as unaware of where she was. Bullet holes perforated her armor in dozens of places. Jett knew that at such close range, most of them had penetrated.

"Jisei?" He edged around the terminal island. "Tatsu, can you hear me?"

Her head jerked up in recognition of her real name. "Jett ... "

"Hold on. I'm coming to you."

"No." She thrust out a warning hand, retreating from him. "Take cover."

"Tatsu ... " He stared helplessly.

"I can't hold this anymore. I ... am sorry." She tottered, spiraling like a broken dancer. Finally, she went limp.

Jett dove behind the terminal island as the explosives erupted, destroying the room in a wreath of flame and concussive force. He was lifted off the floor and slammed into the far wall, covered in soot and debris. 

His vision blurred from the fire and smoke that choked the chamber. His bones felt like water when he tried to free himself from the smoldering debris. Somehow he managed to stand upright, staggering on unsteady feet. Tears streamed down his face from more than the smoke. Charred bodies were thrown across the room, barely recognizable. He stumbled from one to the next, checking for vital signs. There weren't any.

"Jett ... "

He followed the warbling voice, shoving away a blazing section of collapsed ceiling. Tatsu lay underneath. Her helmet was shattered, revealing her face. It was the only part of her that wasn't shredded by the explosion.

He dropped down, cradling her head in her arms. "Tatsu, I'm sorry ... "

"Door."

"What?"

She pointed. He looked in that direction. The previously sealed door had buckled in, forced partially open from the force of the blast.

Tatsu stared at him. "Go."

His chest tightened. "What's the use? We were supposed to make it together, all of us—"

She placed a hand on his cheek. "Go." Her eyes filmed over, and her arm dropped to the floor.

He closed her eyes and gently laid her back down. Standing, he forced himself to tear his gaze away. The room was blackened, hazy, gutted by the detonation. Light effused from the doorway as if beckoning to him.

He went to it, squeezing his way past the broken door. Pain stabbed him with every step, wounds making themselves known as the adrenaline faded. Wrenching off his helmet, he let it slam to the floor. The narrow hall led to an elevator. He entered, collapsing when his knees buckled. The doors closed with a hissing sound. The momentary, stomach-churning sensation of falling passed as the elevator took him downward, deep down into the unknown depths. He closed his eyes, seeing the faces of his Hellrazors in his mind. 

"I'm sorry." Tears slid down his cheeks. "It should have been me. It should have been me ... "

The elevator's descent took forever. Consciousness fled, leaving him mired in guilt and darkness.

Ⓥ

He awoke in a prison.

His heart exploded into overdrive at awakening inside a sealed pod just large enough to hold him. He tried to move, but his wrists, ankles, and waist were strapped down and secured. No matter how frantic his movements, he was trapped tighter than a rabbit in a snare.

"Ah, you're awake."

A man approached and stood over the sight-glass of the pod. He was mid-sixties, athletic build, silver-haired. His face was carved lines and rigid angles, the features of a man who gave orders and expected swift obedience.

Jett forced himself to calm down. "Let me out of here."

"Out?" The man's eyebrows lifted. "But you fought so hard to get in."

"Then this is—?"

"A stasis station. As you must have known when you came charging in with your team. When the Deviants took the facility, I was afraid they would find a way down here and ruin everything. But you took care of that, didn't you? Sad that things went the way they did with your team, but there weren't enough stasis chambers for all of them anyway. I think it worked out for the best, all things considered."

"Who are you?"

"My name is William Golding."

"The tech billionaire."

"Once. It doesn't matter anymore. Still, my billions secured this facility, myself, and a few staff members. And now, you. As you know, the word above is coming to its long-delayed end. Absolutely dreadful to witness before the anomaly destroyed all the cameras. Anything on the surface will be demolished within the next forty-eight hours. The fallout will contaminate the atmosphere for the next few centuries. We can do nothing except hibernate, entrusting our lives to this technology to awaken into a new future. For your part in eliminating threats to my enterprise, this is your reward." He gestured to the stasis pod.

Stepping to a nearby panel, he tapped a few keys and pressed a green button. "There is no way to prepare yourself. Just try not to let the panic kill you."

"What do you mean?" Jett struggled again against his bonds. "What are you doing to me?"

"Saving your life, my new friend. I have a feeling about you. I think you're ... special. Time is short, I'm afraid. See you on the other side."

Slots opened in the capsule, expelling thick liquid. It gurgled as it quickly filled up the entire chamber. Jett held his breath until black specks danced across his vision. He finally expelled the air in a blast of viscous bubbles. His scream was choked by the gelatinous liquid pouring down his throat. Fire erupted in his chest as his lungs filled, drowning him.

A sudden rush of freezing air turned everything into frigid ice. The last thing he saw was the sky tearing open and a fiery eye staring down at him, into him, burning him alive.

Approximately 300 years later

Ⓥ 
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Chapter 2
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Good evening. You're with Cam Danvers on another NYN Fast Break. The weather might have cooled off some of the gang war altercations, but it hasn't stopped the violence from rising to alarming rates once again. Just this evening, three passersby were taken to the hospital with critical injuries after being caught in the middle of an all-out brawl in Joe's Tavern. Eyewitnesses say rival gangs Crimson Kings and Krazy Eights were responsible for the injuries and property damage totaling millions. This makes six violent altercations in the last three days, with RCE officials offering little explanation for why they're unable to—

"You're one of those Defrosts, aren't you?"

Jett looked up from his shot of whiskey. The man at the bar next to him was short, disheveled, and unremarkable in appearance. His lank hair was pulled back into a wispy ponytail, buckshot stubble dotted his cheeks, and his large front teeth made Jett immediately think of a rodent when the man gave him a friendly grin.

"Tim LeBlanc's my name. Tim ain't important. I go by LeBlanc professionally." He offered a hand, which Jett reluctantly shook.

"Didn't mean to disturb you. Just noticed the holoband. Brand new issue. Which means either you just got outta the funhouse, or you just got thawed out."

"The funhouse?"

"Yeah, you know—jail. The 'fun' label is witticism."

"Yeah, I get it. Didn't know people still got locked up. Thought they just shoot you dead in the streets when you break the law."

"That's just the street sweepers. Haven-approved robotic assassins. They don't get activated as much as people think. But plenty of other offenses can get you cooling your heels in a box. That's what the RCE uniforms are for. Keeping the so-called peace. Street sweepers usually step in when things get seriously outta hand."

"Well, I'm not an ex-con." Jett glanced at the holoband on his wrist. It functioned as a communicator, computer, and personal assistant, projecting an interactive holographic display in stunning clarity. It possessed all of his records, identification, and entire new life biologically bonded to his unique DNA through a chip embedded in his wrist. If removed, the holoband would cease to function, and an alert would go directly to the nearest RCE station.

LeBlanc laughed. "I knew it. You're a Defrost. So, you were there at the end. At the Cataclysm. Then you went under and woke up three hundred something years later. Man, what was that like? When you first came out of stasis?"

Millions of icy pinpricks like tiny stabs across his entire body. Muscles limp, he slumped to the floor, vomiting oxygenated liquid until his lungs burned. Quivering uncontrollably, barely aware of lab-coated personnel trying to ease him upright. Black-armored security guards were also present, regarding him with a coldness he couldn't understand. He didn't care. The world was a photo flash of brilliant light and blaring noise, disorienting and overwhelming. It was too sudden, too much to process. He curled into the fetal position and wailed like a newborn.

Jett shook his head, dispelling the memory. It had been six months, and he still couldn't shake the experience. At times he felt he was still asleep, trapped in the hibernation chamber, frozen in time. The dreams he experienced while within were almost indistinguishable from his current reality. Close enough to give him nagging doubts that kept him awake at night, afraid that if he fell asleep, he would never wake again. When he did sleep, nightmares of being trapped in the pod tormented him. He would awaken in a cold sweat, gasping for breath, unaware of where he was, what year it was.

"It was ... difficult." Jett motioned to Kermit the bartender for another shot, turning slightly away from LeBlanc. He hoped the man would get the message, but LeBlanc kept right on without notice.
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